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			Chapter 1

			Production jobs are not a valuable asset

			Two figures faced each other in a room enclosed by black bricks.

One was named Hayato.

He was a man of about twenty with short black hair, a black and green camouflage bandana, and what looked like low-defense black cloth equipment.

The other was named Ney.

She was a blue-eyed woman with blonde hair tied in a ponytail, her entire body encased in silver plate armor.

"Hayato, I'm sorry, but I need you to leave the Clan."

"Are you serious?"

Hayato had logged into the game early that morning, only to be summoned by Ney, the leader of his Clan.

The game he had logged into was the full-dive VRMMORPG "Another Frontier Online." It was a virtual reality game where, by wearing a headgear, one could almost completely synchronize their five senses.

This game had a system where players could form groups called Clans. One of the many Clans was "Kokuryu." This exchange was taking place in their headquarters, a fortress made of black brick.

To be asked to leave the Clan. For Hayato, it wasn't a complete surprise. The reason stemmed from a major update implemented six months ago. That update introduced battles between Clans, known as the Clan War.

As the world's first VRMMORPG, the game had always been popular, but the start of the Clan War fanned the flames of its popularity even further. For the majority of players, winning the Clan War became a major objective in the game.

In this game, a player's strength was determined by their skill composition and their own physical abilities.

Skills were point-based. Each skill had a value from 0 to 100, and players had to design their build from a total point limit of 1000. Since a half-baked composition was seen as weak, the mainstream approach was to have ten skills, each at 100 points.

Hayato had built his skill composition entirely out of Production Skills and their accompanying Support Skills.

If he had skills for attacking with weapons, using magic, or summoning and commanding monsters, he would be a viable combatant. But Hayato had none of those skills. In other words, he was completely useless in a Clan War.

Until now, that had been fine. When all they did was leisurely explore the game world with like-minded friends, lacking combat power wasn't a problem. In fact, his ability to create things was a valuable skill, and he had been able to contribute to the Clan.

But for a Clan whose major objective was now winning the Clan War, a player with no combat ability was nothing but a liability.

For the past six months, Hayato's Clan members had been telling him to change his current skill composition and learn combat skills, but he had stubbornly refused.

Due to these circumstances, Hayato was now being asked to leave the Clan.

"I do feel bad about this, but it's the unanimous decision of the Clan."

"I'm a member of the Clan too, but it's still unanimous?"

Even as he said something so foolish, Hayato quickly accepted that this was the end of the line.

The Clan leader had the authority to forcibly remove members. Even if Hayato threw a tantrum here, she could have him removed without another word.

I bet she's asking me to leave because the penalty for a forced expulsion is too great. In the case of a forced removal, a player can't join any Clan for a month. That means they miss out on one Clan War.

The Clan War was held once a month. Being unable to join a Clan for a month meant being unable to participate in the Clan War. For the current Hayato, that was a problem.

She's been saying for a while that we can't afford to lose the Clan War, so she must have thought it'd be bad to expel me forcibly. I'm getting kicked out either way, so it's more or less the same, but I should probably consider this an act of kindness. Besides, not changing my skill composition is my own stubborn fault. I guess it can't be helped.

"You've helped us out a lot, Hayato, and it's thanks to you that this Clan got as big as it did. But if this Clan is going to aim for a higher rank, we absolutely need more combat power. If you had combat skills, I wouldn't be saying this..."

"I know. It's my own selfish decision to stick with only Production Skills despite being told repeatedly. It's because of me we almost lost the last Clan War."

In the Clan War held three days ago, a member of the enemy Clan had infiltrated the area they were supposed to be defending, and Hayato ended up in a one-on-one duel. Lacking any combat skills, Hayato managed to repel the enemy by using a valuable item, but it was so close that he could only say he won by sheer luck.

His opponent seemed to have a build focused on Infiltration Skills. If Hayato had possessed any combat skills, repelling them would not have been difficult. No one blamed him for using the valuable item, but there was no doubt it had created an awkward atmosphere.

Hayato let out a long sigh.

"Alright. I'll leave the Clan. I'll move to a different one."

"You will! Ah, no, my apologies. This isn't something to be happy about..."

"Well, it can't be helped. The atmosphere will just get worse if I stay, so I'll leave gracefully. But are you guys going to be okay with cooking, preparing medicines, and repairing weapons and armor after I'm gone?"

"We'll be fine. Everyone has at least one Production Skill as a sub. If we all pool our skills, we can manage to cover for you."

"That's kind of sad in its own way. Right, this might be a strange thing to ask for in exchange for leaving, but would it be okay if I took some items that are useful for production? It's tough to leave with just the clothes on my back."

"Of course. Take whatever you need from the shared Clan items. I would like you to leave behind any Legendary-grade Equipment, though..."

"Even if I took something like that, I can't use it, so I don't need it. What I want are convenient items I can use for production."

"Are there things like that? I'm not very familiar with them, but of course, you can. Also, please take half of the shared Clan money. I don't know if you'll be joining another Clan or starting a new one, but you'll need it, won't you?"

"Getting kicked out is a problem, but that's a big help. In that case, I'll pick out a few things and then withdraw. Thanks for everything until now."

"We should be the one saying that. But are you leaving right away? You could say goodbye to everyone first..."

"No, it's fine. I'll just post a farewell on the Clan's message board. It's not like you guys hate me, right? We'll be in different Clans, but we're not parting on bad terms. We'll see each other again, so that's enough for me."

"You're right. It feels strange saying this after kicking you out, but I hope you'll come visit once you're settled. You're always welcome."

"Yeah, I'll drop by once in a while. But don't let your rank drop just because I'm gone, okay? I'd have to laugh if that happened."

"We'd definitely be a laughingstock if that happened. We'll do our best to make sure it doesn't."

Afterward, Hayato took the items he needed, left the Clan, and walked out of their headquarters. He shook hands with the Clan leader and all the members who were there to see him off, then started walking toward a nearby town.

Once the headquarters was out of sight, Hayato's shoulders slumped in defeat.

He had left without any lingering resentment, but his heart was filled with a sense of crisis.

This is bad. I thought I'd be okay for another six months, but I got kicked out sooner than I expected. I need to get into a state where I can win a Clan War as soon as possible, or things are going to get really bad.

Why was he panicking? Because for Hayato, winning the Clan War was crucial. You could even say it was a matter of life and death.

This game, "Another Frontier Online," had a feature that no other game did. It was introduced at the same time as the Clan War system.

That feature, which no other game had, was prize money.

Of course, there were conditions to earning that prize money.

The condition was to win the Clan War.

And recently, Hayato had quit the company he worked for.

To put it simply, Hayato had no source of income outside of this game.

I have some savings, but there's no telling how long they'll last. I need to create a winning Clan right away. Plus, if I can break into the top ranks in the Final Ranking six months from now, I'll get one hundred million yen in the Clan War's 1st Anniversary. I have to aim for that!

The game's operating company had announced that each member of the top five teams in the rankings six months later would be awarded prize money equivalent to about one hundred million Japanese yen. Because of that, every Clan was busy strengthening their forces.

One hundred million yen. A portion would be taken for taxes, and it wasn't enough to live a life of leisure forever, but it was an amount worth aiming for.

I have to do it. It might not be a complete life-turnaround, but if I can get that prize money, it'll be a stepping stone toward my dream of running a coffee shop. But if I can't make it into the rankings in six months, I'll have to get a proper job... No, I'm done being ordered around by someone else. I will absolutely get that prize money.

With that resolve, Hayato left the spot.

A week after that resolution, Hayato was in the headquarters of his newly created Clan, all alone, holding his head in his hands.



		
			Chapter 2

			Let's Recruit an NPC

			"Huh? Production skills only? We don't need you in our Clan."

"Well, I just don't see a reason to swap one of my members for you."

"I'm planning on joining a different Clan."

"Was that the part where I'm supposed to laugh?"

These were the responses Hayato received from the players he had approached over the week since leaving his Clan. He had spoken to many more, but their answers were all more or less the same.

And it was no wonder. Every Clan wanted to win as much as possible. Even if they weren't aiming for the top of the rankings, it was only natural to strive for victory if it meant earning prize money every month.

This game had a subscription system. It cost about 1,000 yen a month just to play. Winning a Clan War could make the game free, and with some scrimping, there was a chance to earn enough prize money to cover a month's living expenses.

There was absolutely no reason to form a Clan with a player who had only production skills and no combat power.

Of course, there were also players who enjoyed the game without aiming for the prize money. Those players didn't belong to a Clan. That was because losing a Clan War carried a penalty. The losing Clan would have all of their shared in-game currency taken by the winning Clan.

For these reasons, Hayato had neither been able to join an existing Clan nor had anyone join the one he created.

And just like that, with no change, a week passed.

In the morning, when Hayato logged in, he woke up on the second floor of the log house he had newly established as his headquarters.

Hayato got out of bed, sat in a chair, and drank a coffee. As an item, it had no special effects, but he liked the smell and taste, so he often drank it when he was troubled.

After finishing the coffee, he placed the cup on the desk.

This is bad. A week has already gone by. The Clan War opponents will be decided in about two more weeks, and if I don't get some members by then, I'm guaranteed to lose. Was this too reckless after all... Maybe I should just disband for now and bet on the next one?

If he disbanded the Clan now, he would become unaffiliated and wouldn't have to participate in the Clan War. But if he did, he would have to wait about a month before he could create another one.

Should he participate in the next Clan War as he was, or should he disband once? Hayato was agonizing over it.

But no answer came.

Just as he stood up to get another cup of coffee.

The house chime rang, announcing a visitor.

"We're from the Maid Guild. Is Hayato-sama home?"

"Ah, yes. I'm opening the door now."

The Maid Guild. It was an organization that dispatched maids. Several such guilds existed in the game, and the Maid Guild was one of them.

Feeling he needed someone to handle some of the tasks he had been doing, Hayato had placed a request with the Maid Guild right after being kicked out of his Clan.

When he opened the door, a woman of about twenty, dressed in a maid outfit, was standing there.

Her long black hair was tied back in a single braid, and she was about 160 centimeters tall. Her gaze was a little sharp, but Hayato thought it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call her beautiful.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Esha Crown, from the Maid Guild."

"Um, yes. I'm Hayato."

"First, my apologies. We had trouble finding a maid who met your conditions, which caused the delay."

"No, no, I made a difficult request, so please don't worry about it."

"I'm relieved to hear you say that."

Hayato stared intently at Esha as she curtsied, lightly holding her skirt.

Because this maid was an NPC, a Non-Player Character.

This character was controlled by an AI, not a person. She was a program, but one that could think and act for herself.

Amazing. I've hardly ever interacted with NPCs before, so I didn't really know, but it seems they can genuinely handle any kind of conversation.

Hayato knew that the NPC AI was said to be exceptionally well-made.

They weren't like characters in ordinary games who just repeat the same lines. What they said changed every time, and unless they were working at a shop or something similar, their locations were different too.

It also seemed each character had an Affection Level, and if you became friends, they might share information with you. Conversely, if your relationship soured, they would ignore you, and in severe cases, they might even call the town guards on you.

There was a story about that.

Once, a player had hired many maids and had them live in his house. While the game prevented acts of harassment, he had essentially created a harem-like situation.

As a result, he was put on the Maid Guild's Blacklist and could never hire a maid again. Furthermore, he became disliked by every town, and the player was barred from entering any of them.

In this game, creating alternate characters on the same account or owning multiple accounts was not allowed. It used biometric authentication, allowing only one character per person for life, and character remakes were not possible.

Because of that, the player who did this ended up stuck in the game. Since player-versus-player combat was not possible outside of the Clan War, he couldn't even role-play as a bandit or a thief. Eventually, that player quit.

Hayato remembered that and resolved to conduct himself properly.

"Um, you have been staring at me for a while now. Is something the matter...?"

"Ah, my apologies. It's my first time hiring a maid, so I just ended up staring. Well then, shall we talk business right away? Is ten thousand a month correct? That's what I was told in the message."

"Yes, that price is fine. Payment is in advance, please. Also, please be aware that there will be no refunds even if you terminate the contract midway."

"I heard that too. Well then, here you go."

Hayato handed the money to Esha.

Although it was called money, it wasn't a physical item like a coin. It was just a data transaction. In this game, the concept of money was managed as data by magic, and it could be exchanged between individuals. The unit was G (Gold).

"Yes, I have received it. I look forward to working with you for the next month."

"Yes, likewise. So, could I ask you to start work right away? I'd like you to do some shopkeeping."

Hayato said this as he invited Esha into the log house.

The first floor of the log house had a small counter, several display cases, and various weapons and armor hanging on the walls. The items on display were all things Hayato had made with his Production Skills.

The second floor of the log house was a living area, but the first floor was set up like a shop to sell goods. While the basic way to buy and sell goods was through direct exchange between players, it was also possible to set up a shop and sell things. But that required a shopkeeper.

In his previous Clan, Hayato had been the one running the shop and selling items, but he didn't have the luxury for that in his current situation. So he had requested a maid from the Maid Guild to handle the shopkeeping.

"Shopkeeping? If that is the case, would it not have been better to request someone from the Merchant Guild rather than the Maid Guild?"

"That's a valid point, but they're expensive, the Merchant Guild."

Hayato had initially intended to make a request to the Merchant Guild, but he gave up when he heard their prices. Since his earnings were low at the moment, it was a result of trying to cut costs where he could.

"You might think it's not a maid's job, but would you please do it? The reason I requested someone who could read, write, and do arithmetic was for this."

"So that was the reason. I was wondering why there were such detailed conditions in the request... Very well. In that case, I will handle the shopkeeping. The items for sale are these, things, here..."

"Yes, that's right. Well then, I'll leave it to you. Is something wrong?"

He had planned to start thinking about what to do with the Clan again after making the request, but he noticed Esha had stopped moving and called out to her.

But there was no response from Esha.

Don't tell me it's a bug or something. I've never heard of that happening before.

This game was also famous for being bug-free. There were updates to add new features, but there had never been an update or maintenance to fix bugs.

Puzzled, Hayato moved in front of Esha. And was shocked.

Esha was drooling from her mouth, staring at a single point.

While the act of drooling might not seem so out of place in manga or anime, seeing someone drool so realistically was actually quite frightening. Just when he was seriously thinking it might be a bug, Esha turned to look at Hayato, still drooling.

"Hayato-sama, are you going to sell this food as well?"

Esha pointed to a Chocolate Parfait made with the Cooking Skill.

Dessert-type dishes had the effect of gradually recovering HP and MP, so they were popular among players who fought like magic swordsmen. Even with the Cooking Skill at its max of 100, the success rate for making it was 50%. And the higher the quality, the longer the effect lasted. The parfait for sale here was the highest quality, five stars.

It seemed Esha was drooling at the sight of such a parfait.

"I plan to sell it, but do you want to eat it by any chance?"

"No, that is not the case."

"But you're drooling."

"Where is the evidence of that?"

"It's happening as we speak, you know?"

After that exchange, Esha wiped her mouth with a handkerchief she produced. After putting the handkerchief away, she made a fist with each hand and slammed them down on the counter with all her might.

Even with such an act, the counter didn't break, but it made a very loud noise.

"Because I want to eat it! A highest quality Chocolate Parfait! This is a miracle!"

"Ah, right. Um, you can have it as a token of our new acquaintance."

Esha was showing an expression completely different from her initial image. Surprised by the gap, Hayato felt a little scared and decided to offer her the parfait.

Esha raised her head. Then she stared at Hayato with expectant eyes.

"I may have it for free?"

"...Please, go ahead."

The market price for a highest quality parfait was about 5,000 G, but it was a dish that could be made entirely with ingredients sold by NPCs. In terms of material gathering difficulty, it was on the low side, so Hayato didn't mind parting with it too much.

Esha took the parfait in her hands, held it up with both, and broke into a huge smile. Then she placed the parfait on the counter, produced a spoon from somewhere, and sat down in a chair. With every bite, she placed her left hand on her cheek and kicked her feet in delight.

NPCs eat food too, huh. And she looks so happy eating it.

Even though Hayato had been playing this game for over a year, this was the first time he had encountered such a situation. He had basically only seen NPCs as beings who sold him items or gave him information.

And watching Esha's behavior, an idea flashed in Hayato's mind.

Can NPCs participate in the Clan War? I think I heard that Tamers can have the monsters they command participate in the Clan War. Monsters are kind of like AI, so maybe NPCs can too?

"Sorry to interrupt you while you're eating, but do you have a moment?"

"Yes, what is it? If you would feed me parfait every day, this Esha Crown pledges even greater loyalty to you, Hayato-sama."

"I don't mind that much, but we'll talk about that later. I actually have something I want to ask. Um, do you know what the Clan War is? And would it be possible for you to participate from my Clan?"

He hadn't thought about what he would do by having a maid participate in the Clan War. It was a simple confirmation of whether or not an NPC could participate.

Esha heard this and made a show of thinking for a moment. Then she smiled sweetly and looked at Hayato.

"Yes, of course. However, there will be certain conditions if you wish for me to participate."

Hayato did a mental fist pump. He felt like he had just seen a small ray of hope.

If players won't work, then I'll use NPCs. I'll recruit the strongest NPCs I can find and win the Clan War. Weren't there legendary swordsmen and mages among the NPCs? And a Hero and a Demon Lord, too?

Hayato began to seriously consider which NPC he should recruit.



		
			Chapter 3

			The NPC's Skill Composition is Weird

			"Um, Hayato-sama. Are you listening?"

"Huh? Oh, what is it?"

Hayato finally snapped back to reality at the maid Esha's words. He had been completely absorbed in thinking about who to recruit.

"About the conditions for my participation in the Clan War, if you would be so kind as to feed me these dishes, I will participate."

"Um, are they written on this paper?"

Hayato accepted the paper Esha handed him.

"Manga Meat - Five Stars, Bucket Pudding - Five Stars, Super Eclair - Five Stars."

...What is this?

Hayato tilted his head. He had made countless dishes to raise his Cooking Skill, but he had never seen or heard of the dishes written on this paper. He had never heard any talk of them becoming craftable after an update either.

Hayato could understand the "Five Stars" part. Every item had a quality rating from one to five stars, with five being the highest. But knowing the quality was meaningless if he didn't know the item itself.

"Are these dishes real? I've never heard of any of them before."

"Is that so? In that case, I shall give you the recipes."

Recipes? Isn't the list of craftable dishes in this game fixed from the start?

When cooking in this game, using a cooking item like a knife or a frying pan would display a menu. The dish and its ingredients would be shown there. Then, with the ingredients in hand, you could make the dish just by selecting it from the menu.

In other words, a dish not displayed on the menu couldn't be made. That was the common knowledge of this game.

Esha wrote something on a piece of paper she produced and handed it to Hayato.

The materials for each of the three dishes were written on the papers. When Hayato read through them, the papers vanished.

Did that just make me able to cook them?

Hayato took out his favorite cooking item, the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme," and displayed the menu. The three dishes that had been written on the recipe were now added to it.

Whoa, I've been playing this game for a long time, and this is the first I've ever heard of something like this. This information shouldn't be circulating on the internet. Could it be a system that started with the Clan War update?

Before the Clan War began, all sorts of information for conquering the game had flooded the internet. But once the Clan War started, information became closely guarded and no longer circulated online.

Adding dishes to the menu via recipes. Since that information hadn't been available before the Clan War, Hayato concluded that it might be a system that was introduced around the same time.

As a self-proclaimed production master, I'm a little frustrated that I didn't know about this. But these dishes shouldn't be sold or used anywhere. Could it be that I'm the first one in this game to get this recipe? If so, that would be great.

"Hayato-sama? How is it? Can you make them?"

"I can, but getting them to five stars will probably take a lot of tries. And the ingredients are outrageous. It would be nice if I could buy them at an auction or a shop."

Hayato checked the ingredients for Manga Meat from the cooking menu.

For Manga Meat, the only ingredient is Dragon Bone-in Meat, but that's pretty expensive. I can make the normal quality with 100% success, but the chance of making the highest quality is about 25%. I'll have to try quite a few times.

Next, he checked the Bucket Pudding.

For Bucket Pudding, it's milk, sugar, water, a Dragon Egg, and a bucket. Only the Dragon Egg is expensive. But the probability of making the highest quality is 50%. It's not a bad chance, but this one will probably also take multiple tries.

Last was the Super Eclair.

The dough, chocolate, and custard cream I already have. But I guess 'super' means big. The material consumption for one is intense. I can probably only make two or three with what I have on hand. The highest quality is 50% for this too. If I can't make it with what I have, preparing the materials will be a pain.

Hayato looked at the ingredients and success rate for each and determined it would cost a lot of money to gather them. That aside, there was something else he had to think about.

Esha is a maid. I asked her just to check, but is there any point in having her participate in the Clan War? If she can't fight, just like me, there's no point in going through all this trouble to have her join.

Hayato gazed at Esha, who was in a state of bliss after eating the parfait.

"Is something the matter? Being stared at so intently is a little... Could it be that you are looking at me in a way that says I may have another? Rest assured, my stomach can still handle more."

"That's not it. Um, I was just wondering if you'd be a valuable asset in a Clan War. The ingredients for the food are expensive, so I'm a little hesitant."

"W-wait a minute! My stomach has already decided it's eating that food!"

"It has, has it? But it's not good to use a precious Clan slot on someone who can't fight. And it just occurred to me, there's a Mercenary Guild and such. Maybe I can just hire a mercenary with money instead of going through all this trouble."

Aside from the Maid Guild, there were also the Adventurer's Guild, Mercenary Guild, and even an Assassin Guild. Hayato realized that if he negotiated well, there was a possibility he could hire their members.

"Please wait, Hayato-sama! No, Master!"

"M-Master!?"

"This Esha Crown has never once claimed to be unable to fight. I shall surely be of service! So I beg of you! Please let me eat those three things!"

"Please don't grab me by the collar. My HP is dropping a little. I haven't allocated many stats to HP, so I'm about to die."

"Then choose one. Die right here, or make the food! I recommend the food!"

"That's a threat, isn't it!? Just let go for a second! My HP is so low an alarm is going off!"

Hayato was finally released. He took a few deep breaths, then took out a Potion and drank it. His HP recovered.

Why am I being negotiated with by an AI? No, this isn't a negotiation, it's a threat. But she said she can fight. I doubt she'd lie, but without some proof... Right, I can check her skill composition. That should work. Although, can you even see an NPC's skill composition?

When it came to players, you could see their skill composition if you were a Clan member or had the other person's permission. But he had never heard of anyone seeing an NPC's skill composition. At least, Hayato hadn't.

"Can I see your skill composition? I want to decide based on that."

"My skill composition? I see, you will judge whether I can fight based on that. Very well. Please have a look."

Seriously? Could I be the first person to see an NPC's skill composition? I'm a little excited to see what kind of build she has.

Hayato looked at Esha's skill composition.

And was stunned.

What is this? Skills over 100? No way. The cap for any skill is supposed to be 100. And yet her Sniping skill is 200? What on earth do you have to do to get that?

A player's skill cap was 100 per skill. It could not go higher. But from what he saw of Esha's skill composition, she had three skills that exceeded 100. Sniping, Animal Knowledge, and Magic were all at 200.

No, wait. A skill is in the minus...?

Hayato had been captivated by the skills exceeding 100, but there was another value he couldn't overlook. It was a skill with a negative value.

Cooking, Sewing, and Animal Taming skills were all at minus 100.

Hayato became even more confused. His understanding couldn't keep up with a situation that overturned the very foundation of the game.

But he reconsidered, thinking that perhaps it was wrong to think of players and NPCs as the same. Monsters were said to have different skill compositions from players. He decided it might be natural for NPCs to be different from players as well.

"Um, are you quite finished? What do you think? I pride myself on being quite strong."

"Before that, can I ask? Why are your skills over 100? And what's with the minus?"

"Who knows? The minuses are like inherent flaws or weaknesses. No matter how hard I try, they never go up. The ones over 100 are because I worked hard."

So she doesn't know either. NPCs must have a system where having negative elements allows them to break the cap. But maybe I can break the cap too? If my production skills could exceed 100, that would open up a world of possibilities... Well, that's for later. First is Esha.

Hayato thought further.

From her skill composition, she must be a long-range attacker. A ranged damage dealer, you could say. It would be tough with just Esha, but now I know that NPCs can participate in the Clan War. If I hire NPCs for the tank and healer roles, it should be fine. Besides, gathering nine NPCs from now seems like a tall order.

"I see that you can fight, so I'll try to get the food together somehow. But I can't make it right away, so can you wait a bit?"

"Of course. I will await you while I attend to the shop."

Watching Esha raise her clenched fists in a victory pose, Hayato wondered if she was really an AI. But he had no time to ponder that question. He had to gather allies before the Clan War.

To gather the ingredients for the food, Hayato entrusted the shop to Esha and headed for town.



		
			Chapter 4

			The Auction and the Mercenary Guild

			Hayato arrived at the town closest to his headquarters.

The town's name was "Grandbell."

It wasn't a large town, but it had a full range of facilities, which Hayato found very useful.

It was rather remote, so there were few players. Most players lived and adventured near the large cities known as the Royal Capital or the Imperial Capital. There was likely no reason to come this far unless they had specific business.

Hayato had wanted to build his house near a town with more players, but at present, there was no such land available.

My old Clan's headquarters was in a good location. I don't know if they would have given it to me, but it might have been better to have asked for the Clan headquarters. I was the one who built it, after all. Oh well, it's too late now.

The place where Hayato's former Clan headquarters stood was right next to the Royal Capital, along a road that players often used.

Since the shop sales system had a product search function, players could find out about products and prices from anywhere. And they could teleport, so it didn't really matter where the shop was located. But customers who just happened to browse the storefront also contributed to sales.

The location where Hayato had built his log house this time was remote. He had resigned himself to the fact that only players coming for a specific product would visit.

They'll come by teleport, so it won't be much trouble for them, but some people might find even that a bother and just buy from a closer place. Like a convenience store. I've lowered my prices by about ten percent from the market rate, but will they come? A production player is nothing without money, so I need to earn even a little. But I feel like I'm stuck in a lot of ways... Maybe I should get a job after all. No, I don't want to work.

With such thoughts, Hayato walked through the town. And he arrived at his intended facility.

This was a facility where he could use the auction system.

The building looked like a small coliseum. It was circular, with nothing but reception windows at regular intervals. Each of these windows served as a point to handle auction procedures.

Sellers would set an item, a minimum price, and a maximum price. They would also specify a time. While 24 hours was often chosen, it could be set for up to 72 hours. So, a maximum of three days.

When the specified time passed, the player with the highest bid would win the auction. However, if a player paid the maximum price set by the seller, they would win the auction immediately without waiting for the time to expire.

If there are no bids at an auction, you just get charged the commission fee, so the maximum price is usually set at a level that guarantees a sale. I'll check here before I check the shops.

Hayato moved to one of the reception windows.

He displayed the auction menu and searched for Dragon Bone-in Meat.

Minimum of ten thousand, buyout at twenty-five thousand, huh... That's expensive. It's an ingredient for Dragon Steak, so I suppose that's to be expected. It's a good thing the same player has several listed at the same price.

In this game, food dishes provided some sort of temporary positive effect. While some, like coffee, had no effect, most worked to the player's advantage.

Meat dishes were favored by warrior-type players as they increased attack power. Among them, Dragon Steak boasted an exceptional increase rate. It was even said that being able to prepare it for a Clan War could change the odds of victory.

Dragon Bone-in Meat, being an ingredient for such a dish, was quite expensive, partly due to the difficulty of obtaining it.

My old Clan members could defeat a dragon, but now it's just me, so there's no way I can win. I could ask for help, but they're probably busy preparing for their own Clan War... I guess I have no choice but to solve this with money.

Hayato decided to treat it as an initial investment and bought four pieces of Dragon Bone-in Meat at the buyout price. He paid a total of 100,000 G.

If five-star is 25%, I should be able to make at least one if I try four times. There's a chance I'll fail all four times, but I want to believe in my luck. Even if I can't, if the attack power increase is high, the rarity will go up and I might be able to sell it for a decent price. Even if it's low, there are quite a few rare item collectors, so it should sell.

In the same way, he bought four Dragon Eggs. These were the same price, so he paid another 100,000 G.

Hayato then bought the finer ingredients from NPC shops, gathering everything he needed.

With his immediate objective accomplished, he decided to head to the Mercenary Guild facility next.

Since he now knew he could have an NPC participate in the Clan War, he thought he might be able to hire mercenaries as well.

The Mercenary Guild was a place to accept Escort Request Quests.

Quests were requests from NPCs, and by completing them, one could obtain money and items. Until now, it had been thought of as just a place to receive such quests.

Of course, Hayato had thought so too, but not anymore.

If NPCs can request escorts from us, then maybe we can request escorts from NPCs. I think there's a good chance they could participate in the Clan War, too.

After walking for a while toward the center of town, he saw the Mercenary Guild building.

It was a three-story brick building, looking quite new and of a considerable size. At the entrance, NPCs who seemed to be mercenaries were coming and going. Many of them had stern faces, but to Hayato, they looked reliable.

The first floor of the building was like a dining hall, with a reception counter at the back where several receptionists were seated.

Hayato approached and spoke to one of the receptionists.

"Excuse me. Is this the reception?"

"Welcome to the Mercenary Guild. How may I help you today?"

"Um, how do I go about hiring a mercenary?"

"Hiring a mercenary? In that case, please check this menu. The people currently available for hire and their prices are listed. By the way, the price is for a one-day hire."

"Thank you."

So I can just hire them normally. I heard from everyone that this was a place to take escort quest requests... No, wait, mercenaries and adventurers were always hirable, weren't they? I've heard you can pay them to go gather materials. But what I want to hire them for isn't that. It's whether they'll fight in a Clan War. I should check just in case.

"Is it possible for the mercenaries here to participate in a Clan War?"

"Yes, it is possible. However, in the case of a Clan War, the fee structure is different. Also, if there are no open slots in your Clan, you won't be able to hire them in the first place, but is that alright?"

"That's fine. Could I see the fee structure?"

The receptionist said, "Here you are," and handed a paper to Hayato.

Hayato's face twitched as he saw the contents.

No way, a million minimum for one battle? I can afford it right now, but if I hire several people, I'll run out of money. Even if I get through this one, I'll probably be ruined by the next Clan War... Huh, what's this? Free of charge?

"Is this person on the list free?"

"Um, that person is a mercenary who can be hired under special conditions. They are seeking a highest quality Elixir. It seems they will work for free if they can be given one."

Elixir. Also known as an All-purpose Healing Potion, it's the highest-grade medicine in this game. It completely restores not only HP and MP but also all status ailments. If there was a downside, it would be that it cannot be used consecutively.

Magic and items have a Recast Time or Cool Down Time that restricts their reuse. You can't use the same magic or item consecutively in a short period.

For items, the higher the quality, the shorter that time is. A highest quality Elixir has a five-minute reuse time. Considering the lowest quality Elixir has a reuse time of one hour, its performance is exceptional.

I have a few Elixirs, but none of them are the highest quality. Even if you max out your skill and equip production support items, the probability of getting the highest quality is only 2%... If you could mass-produce something like that, you'd never lose a Clan War, so I guess the probability is understandable.

Furthermore, the ingredients for an Elixir are also mostly rare materials. If he were to try and make them until he got a highest quality one, even gathering the materials from the auction would bankrupt him, so Hayato had given up on that long ago.

A highest quality Elixir would probably sell for ten million at auction. If I could make one, I'd sell it.

Just as Hayato thought that.

"Hey, you. I heard you say 'free.' Are you maybe trying to hire me?"

Hayato turned around at the voice from behind him.

Standing there was a blond-haired man in black armor, carrying a large sword on his back.



		
			Chapter 5

			God Equipment

			At the man's prompting, Hayato took a seat at a table in the Mercenary Guild's dining hall.

He surmised that the man was the mercenary seeking a highest quality Elixir. Regardless of whether he could provide one, he thought he might as well hear him out. Even if he didn't have the highest quality, he had plenty of three-star Elixirs. He also had the ulterior motive that, depending on the negotiations, he might be able to hire him.

The man sat down across from Hayato and smiled. He was a handsome man in his early twenties.

If such a man smiled at them in reality, most women might blush. Hayato was thankful this was a game. If this were real, he could only wish misfortune upon him.

"My name is Ash Brandle. You can call me Ash."

"I'm Hayato. You can call me Hayato, too."

"I'll do that. So, about the job, can you by any chance provide a highest quality Elixir?"

Ash's smile vanished, and with a serious expression, he leaned his face in close toward Hayato. If not for the table between them, he would have gotten very close indeed.

"That's rather sudden. Sorry, but I don't have one. I have a few three-star ones, though."

"...I see. No, three-star won't do. It has to be the highest quality, five stars."

"May I ask why?"

From a player's perspective, the quality of an Elixir was nothing more than a reduction in its Cool Down Time. For a three-star, it was thirty minutes. A Clan War battle was an hour long, so with good timing, you could use a three-star twice. And for the second use, an even lower quality Elixir would suffice. That's why even low-quality ones had a decent demand. Hayato wondered if it was different for NPCs and decided to ask.

"My sister is sick. Well, I guess it would be better to say she's cursed."

Ash explained his situation to Hayato.

Ash was the leader of a mercenary group called the "Crescent Moon Beast."

They were a mercenary group that made their living mainly by hunting monsters, but about a year ago, they had slain a dragon. Due to a Curse attack unleashed by that dragon, his sister, who was also in the group, had been cursed.

The curse was Weakening. It was something that affected not only oneself but also those nearby. It was a powerful curse that halved one's stats. As a mercenary group, they couldn't travel with her, and she was now living alone in a house far away.

"My sister was originally a Sorcerer, so she knows a lot about curses. After doing a lot of research on her own, she found out that a highest quality Elixir could break the curse. That's the reason I want it."

"I see."

Low-quality Elixirs can still cure status effects, but maybe it's a little different for NPCs. Or maybe this is some kind of quest?

As Hayato was thinking that, Ash sighed.

"It's not a life-threatening curse. But if things stay as they are, my sister will be alone forever. I can't bear how pitiful that is. My sister just laughs and says things like, 'Isn't it funny for a Sorcerer to be cursed?' but..."

Ash said this with a laugh, but it was clearly a self-deprecating one.

I don't know if I should take his story at face value, but if it's true, that's rough. It's a game, so I'm not going to get that emotionally invested, but given the circumstances, I do feel like I want to help him. And as an only child, the idea of siblings seems somewhat dazzling to me. A brother who cares for his sister... I want to help him. But the cost of materials...

"Hayato, you look like a production player. Can you make a highest quality Elixir?"

"I don't know what makes you think I'm a production player, but you're right. I have the Alchemy Skill, so I can make Elixirs."

"Really!? What's your skill level? What's the probability you can make a highest quality Elixir!?"

"Too close, too close. Back off a bit. My Alchemy Skill is 100. For the highest quality, it's about 2%."

"Two percent...?"

Hearing Hayato's words, Ash furrowed his brow. Then he looked at Hayato with a clearly disappointed expression.

"Is your Alchemy Skill really at 100?"

"Of course. But why do you look so disappointed?"

"Hayato, don't lie about having your skill at 100. If your Alchemy Skill were at 100, you would know. The highest quality for an Elixir is less than 1% even at skill 100. With various buffs, it's probably between 0.1 and 1.0%. There's no way it's 2%."

Oh, so that's it. He might be right. Normally, 1% would be the max. But I'm different. I have this, which I made with my Clan members. I'm proud to say that only a few people in this entire game have one. God Equipment... It's risky to show it here, but I'm going to boast.

God Equipment. It was a term used to refer to items with absurdly powerful performance.

In this game, even items with the same name had different stats. For weapons and armor, the performance was random within a certain range. Generally, higher quality gear was considered stronger, but due to this random element, a four-star item could sometimes outperform a five-star one.

Hayato took out a pendant made of crystal and placed it on the table.

"This is a Crystal Dragon Pendant. Um, can you see the item information?"

"Crystal Dragon...? I can see the item information, but what about it?"

"Take a look. But don't tell anyone."

Ash stared at the pendant. The next moment, his eyes widened.

"The success rate for the highest quality in alchemy is doubled!? Mmph!"

"Hey! You're being too loud!"

Hayato covered Ash's mouth with his hand. He looked around. Seeing that no one was looking their way, it seemed they hadn't been heard. Hayato breathed a sigh of relief.

People often asked you to sell God Equipment, and this game had a skill called Stealing. There were various conditions, but it was possible to steal items from others. Of course, Hayato had taken countermeasures, but he was cautious because he didn't know if they were foolproof.

After they both calmed down, Hayato removed his hand from Ash's mouth.

"S-sorry. I was just so surprised by the unbelievable effect."

"I know how you feel. When I made this, I was so surprised I screamed. The looks from my Clan members were painful... though for some reason, they didn't seem to understand its value."

Crafted equipment, aside from its random stat element, could sometimes come with special effects. Things like a sword being strong against undead, or armor that reduced fire damage by a few percent.

Hayato's Crystal Dragon Pendant rarely came with a crafting success rate increase effect. After making it many times, a pendant with this effect was finally created.

Even though it said double, in the case of Elixirs, it was only a 1% increase. The value of that increase was debatable. But in the context of making the highest quality alchemical items, it could be said to be an abnormal increase.

For other potions made with the Alchemy Skill, the higher the quality, the shorter the Cool Down Time. There was a potion called Potion that restored a small amount of HP, but at the highest quality, its Cool Down Time was zero. If you could drink them consecutively, they were far more valuable than a high-recovery potion.

Even for that Potion, the success rate for the highest quality was 5%. But if that became 10%, it wouldn't be a mistake to call it God Equipment.

"So, that's why I can make a highest quality Elixir with a 2% success rate. That being said, it's still a low probability, probably within the margin of error. I'd probably lose to someone with good luck."

"You created a piece of equipment like that and you think you have bad luck?"

"Who knows, maybe I used up all my luck just making this?"

And I got kicked out of my Clan, Hayato laughed self-deprecatingly.

But Ash looked at Hayato with a serious expression.

"Hey, Hayato, won't you make the Elixir? I'd really like to ask you."

"I'd like to make it for you, but it's not a probability where I can make it on demand, right?"

"It's not a probability anyone can make on demand. But I want to bet on you, Hayato, since you have that equipment."

"But I don't have the funds to gather the materials. Statistically speaking, even if I try fifty times, the chance of success is only around 60%. It would be cheaper to wait for one to be listed at the auction."

"You don't have to worry about the materials. I'll get them. I already have some prepared, so all you have to do is make it. I won't complain even if you fail. How about that?"

"Well, if that's the case... But there's a chance I could fail even after a hundred tries, you know?"

"I don't mind. The lower-quality Elixirs that are made will sell well enough."

Just as he was about to agree, Hayato remembered why he had come here.

"I can't give you a highest quality Elixir right now. And I can't say for sure that I can make one, but Ash, would you participate in the Clan War for me? I'm short on members right now and I'm in a bind."

"So that's why you were trying to hire me. Of course, I don't mind. Is it a deal then?"

"Yeah, it's a deal."

Hayato stood up and extended his right hand. Ash also stood up and shook his hand with a smile.

And so, Hayato welcomed his first member.



		
			Chapter 6

			AI Protection and Cooking Preparations

			Hayato told Ash the location of his log house headquarters, and then they parted ways.

Ash was now going back to his home to get the materials and then come to the log house. He had enough materials for ten attempts at the moment and wanted Hayato to get started right away.

Hayato had no reason to refuse. He used an item that allowed him to teleport, intending to return to his base immediately and get ready.

Normally, Hayato, who had no magic skills, couldn't use teleportation magic. But being a production player, he could create items that allowed him to use magic even without magic skills, though they had a limited number of uses called charges.

He could also use items that allowed him to use attack magic, but the damage was dependent on his magic skill. In Hayato's case, even if he could use such an item, he couldn't deal any damage, so he hadn't made any.

Using one such disposable item, a "Ring of Teleportation," he returned to his base in an instant.

Opening the door and entering the log house, he was greeted by the maid, Esha.

"Welcuhm bahk, Masher."

"You can wait until you're done eating... Also, all the food from the shop is gone. Could you explain what happened?"

Esha chewed her food thoroughly, then swallowed with a gulp. She took out a handkerchief, wiped her mouth, and straightened her posture with a snap. Her expression became sharp.

"It was absolutely delicious. I must say, you are truly a master."

"Alright, I'm returning you. I'll hire a different maid."

"Please wait. There is a saying that haste makes waste. Once you hear this, it will be clear that I am not at fault. First, please listen to my words."

"...Go on."

"Rest assured. While I may have helped myself to the products, it was only after paying for them properly. All the dishes in this shop were purchased by me with my own money. It would not be an exaggeration to say that I contributed immensely to the sales. You might even call me a valued customer. Is there a discount for valued customers? Or perhaps an employee discount?"

Hayato checked the shop's sales and confirmed that the money had indeed been transferred. He hadn't kept track of the total value of the food items, but he figured it would be around this much and breathed a sigh of relief.

But he also had a question.

Can NPCs buy products on their own?

Selling items to NPC shops was a common practice, but an NPC buying a player's product was a first for Hayato. In the shop he had run in his previous Clan, the customers had all been players. An NPC had never come to buy anything.

"Um, can NPCs buy players' products?"

"Pardon me, what did you say? I couldn't quite hear you...?"

Couldn't hear me? Can an AI do that...? Oh, no, it's the AI Protection security.

This game's AI was said to be so high-performance that the AIs didn't think of themselves as AIs. Also, since the game world was everything to the AIs, to prevent them from becoming self-aware or experiencing self-contradiction, talking about this world being a game or them being AIs was a prohibited matter.

I think something like that was written in the terms of service at the start of the game. Words like 'NPC' and 'player' were probably filtered and didn't get through to Esha... That's right, even if this is a game world, for the NPCs, it's reality. And it would be strange for me to question an NPC for acting in a way I didn't know about. I should just accept it as it is.

"No, it's nothing. But if you're going to buy the shop's products, could you go through me? Having products on display can help attract customers. When there are various things available, people might buy something else on a whim, and it could also increase repeat customers, so I want to avoid having some products sold out as much as possible."

"So that was your reason. Understood. I will refrain from buying only the low-quality dishes. The high-quality dishes are mine."

"You don't understand at all, do you?"

"By the way, Master. More importantly, how are the dishes I requested coming along? My stomach is on the verge of rampaging. You could say it is the day before a Stampede."

"Could you not treat it like that? And a Stampede is that thing where a massive number of monsters rush toward a town, right? I don't want to know what happens if the defense fails."

"Let's just say it gets very messy."

"I really want to return her to the Maid Guild. I've bought the ingredients, so I'm going to give it a try now. Can you keep watching the shop? Also, a customer might be coming, so please handle that as well."

"Rest assured. This Esha Crown will perform her duties perfectly."

I have a bad feeling about this.

Though he thought so, he had no choice but to ask, so he left the shop to Esha and went up to his room on the second floor.

After returning to his room, he immediately began preparations for cooking. Though it was called preparations, it was just a matter of changing his equipment.

Basically, the success rate for production depended heavily on the skill value. In Hayato's case, it was at 100, the maximum.

However, it was possible to increase the success rate from that state through various buffs. In the first place, for some items, the success rate wasn't 100% even with the skill at 100. To get it closer to 100, it had to be raised with buffs.

First was the DEX stat, short for dexterity. It represented nimbleness.

In the case of cooking, for every 10 points of DEX, there was a 1% buff. The maximum for a stat was 100. Naturally, Hayato had put 100 points into DEX, so he had a base buff of 10%.

However, unlike skills, stats could go above 100. This was through the stat-boosting effects of equipment and food. Through these effects, stats could be raised to a maximum of 150.

Hayato raised his DEX by a total of 30 through his equipment. This brought his total DEX to 130.

After that, he ate a "Salt-grilled Saury." It was a dish that increased DEX by 20. Fish dishes were known to increase DEX and were considered a must-eat for production players whenever they were crafting something.

With this, his total DEX was 150. He had received a 15% buff from his stats alone, but Hayato then took out more equipment. There were several pieces of equipment that exclusively raised the success rate of cooking.

First was the "Chef's Hat." A headpiece that increased the success rate by 20%.

Then the "Pastry Chef's Apron." A waist-slot item that also increased the success rate by 20%.

Finally, the "Sushi Chef's Geta." For some reason, this footgear raised the success rate by 5%.

This is probably the highest success rate increase I can get. These are masterpieces I made hundreds of times after learning that random effects could be attached. My stats and equipment are so good that even Dragon Steak, which is said to be impossible to make with 100% success, becomes 100%. I could make a fortune if I sold this equipment, but I could never sell it. Besides, these are all things I have memories of gathering materials for with everyone. I couldn't sell them no matter how much they're worth. And this too...

Hayato took out his favorite knife and equipped it. The "Adamantite Knife - Extreme."

This knife had no cooking success rate buff. But, like the Crystal Dragon Pendant he had shown to the mercenary Ash, it had an absurd effect.

That effect was "Reduces the probability of one-star and two-star results, adding them to three-star." The item didn't specify the exact reduction, but the effect was at 100.

In other words, he couldn't make one-star or two-star dishes with this knife. The minimum quality started at three stars.

Just looking at it makes me smile. Like that pendant, this should be considered a super rare item that few people have. My Clan members didn't seem to understand its value very well either. Well, they were mainly focused on fighting monsters, so they probably weren't interested. And they all had legendary weapons that were unparalleled in combat, so maybe it paled in comparison.

Hayato was reminiscing about the past as he looked at his knife, but he switched gears.

Alright, let's make the dishes Esha wants. But cooking a new dish for the first time is exciting. And I'm curious about the effects of the food. I'd be grateful if they had effects that would sell well.

Hayato put the ingredients in his item bag and began to cook.



		
			Chapter 7
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			...Done.

Hayato had successfully crafted all three of the dishes the maid Esha desired at the highest quality of five stars. However, it came at the cost of using up all his materials. Not a single high-priced ingredient was left, and all the materials he had stockpiled were also gone.

Whether he was lucky or unlucky, and whether recruiting Esha in the first place was the right decision, were questions he had asked himself while he worked. But for Hayato, it was undeniably a satisfactory result.

That was because the dishes from Esha's recipe had exceptional performance even at three-star quality.

The Manga Meat, while having a shorter duration than Dragon Steak, far surpassed it in attack power increase. Dragon Steak gave a 50% increase in attack power, whereas Manga Meat gave 75%. Furthermore, it was an item that also raised STR by 30.

The Bucket Pudding was a dessert-type dish, so it gradually restored HP and MP, but its recovery per second surpassed the effects of all other desserts. It restored 5 of each every 3 seconds, and that continued for thirty minutes.

And the Super Eclair. Despite being a dessert-type dish, it had no HP or MP recovery effect. But it came with the unbelievable effect of status effect immunity.

If I sold something like this in a shop, it would be gone in a flash even for a million G. But selling this would also mean contributing to a Clan that might become an enemy. As long as the Clan War exists, I can't sell it even if I want to. And I'd probably be bombarded with questions about how I got it.

The effects were extraordinary. But while it was one thing to use it himself, it would be a dangerous act to sell something that would cause a scene of pandemonium if used by an enemy. Hayato concluded that he couldn't sell it, at least not until it became commonly available.

There are probably others who can make it. But there's no way they could put something like this up for sale. It's no wonder I didn't know about this dish until now. That being said, there must be players who don't participate in the Clan War. I'd think people like that would sell it as if to boast... As I thought, this recipe system must be pretty rare.

Hayato put his cooking equipment away in his room's closet and left the room to give the cooked dishes to Esha.

On the first floor, Esha was standing behind the counter, apparently having been properly attending to the shop. That Esha was looking at Hayato with expectant eyes. And she drooled.

"Thank you for your hard work, Master. So, how did it go?"

Her speech was polite, but feeling as though their master-servant roles had been reversed, Hayato placed the three finished dishes on the counter.

"Here's what you wanted. You'll participate in the Clan War for this, right?"

Esha's eyes widened. She directed a gaze at the food that seemed capable of dealing damage on its own. And with a trembling hand, she reached for the dishes.

But Hayato immediately stored the dishes in his own item bag.

"Ah!"

"Esha, this is only a verbal promise, but I want to hear it properly from your own mouth. You will really participate in the Clan War, right? If you don't show up on the day, or if you participate but slack off, I'm going to be seriously angry."

"Master, this Esha Crown has never once in her life broken a promise involving food. If I can have those dishes, I will surely distinguish myself in the Clan War."

That sounds fishy. I don't think an AI would deceive a person, but watching Esha's actions makes me a little... no, quite uneasy. If she's lying, I wonder if telling the management would do anything...? That said, I have no choice but to trust her right now.

"Alright. I'll believe you. Go ahead and eat as you please."

Hayato placed the three dishes on the counter.

Esha then snatched the dishes with lightning speed and stored them in her own item bag.

"To engage in such teasing play, you are quite the master. Rest assured. I will surely be of service in the Clan War. However, may I ask a favor of you? There is something I would like you to prepare before the Clan War begins."

"There's more? I can't afford anything that costs money."

"For you, Master, I do not believe it will cost much. I would like you to make a large quantity of juice-type dishes. In my case, I can do nothing once my MP runs out, so I would like a drink that can instantly restore my MP. Specifically, I am hoping for Melon Juice."

"Oh, that kind of thing. I'll take responsibility for getting that ready. I'm good at preparing before a battle begins. But melons are expensive, so it'll be orange. I'm growing oranges in the garden, and I have a lot of them."

"...I would prefer Melon Juice, please."

"...The effect is the same, only the taste is different."

"I believe that taste is important."

"And money is important too, I'm telling you."

After that tense exchange continued for a bit, the log house's chime rang.

"It's Ash. Is Hayato here?"

Hayato cut off his exchange with Esha and opened the entrance door. Standing there was the mercenary, Ash. He smiled when he saw Hayato.

"Yo, I brought the materials right away. But is this your headquarters? With the equipment you have, I'd think the Clan you belong to would have built a bigger base."

"Well, things happened. Don't hesitate, come on in."

"Then I'll take you up on that."

As Ash stepped into the house, Esha bowed.

"Welcome, customer."

"Ah, thanks, excuse me."

A handsome man and a beautiful woman. Hayato thought they made a picturesque scene, but he felt a little annoyed. It was a combination he didn't want to see in reality.

"My name is Esha Crown. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"I'm Ash Brandle. The pleasure is all mine... Esha Crown!?"

Ash's eyes widened in surprise. And he stared intently at Esha.

Hayato spoke to Ash, who was silently staring at Esha.

"Is something wrong?"

"Ah, no, is it really you?"

"Really me?"

"It seems Ash-sama knows of me. My name is somewhat famous, so he must have been surprised."

"Your name is 'somewhat' famous? No, more importantly, why are you here? What are you even doing?"

"I am working as a maid. Is there a problem?"

"...A maid? That's an interesting thing to be doing."

"And you as well, what are you doing here? From your name, I surmise you are the elder of the famous Brandle Siblings."

"You know about us?"

"Yes, I am aware that your sister is on the verge of retiring due to a dragon's curse."

"You're well-informed. That's right. To avoid that, I'm planning to have Hayato make a highest quality Elixir for me. In exchange, I'll be participating in the Clan War."

"I see, so that is the connection. In that case, since you will be belonging to the same Clan as me, I look forward to working with you."

"...Are you serious? I'm with you?"

The NPCs were getting excited, but Hayato was out of the loop and left out of the conversation. He didn't know the main story of this game very well in the first place. He knew there was a Hero and a Demon Lord, but he didn't know how the world was structured or what the situation was.

Could it be that they're both important characters in the story? Is it okay to have them as allies? If I put them in the Clan, it won't make the main story impossible to proceed with, will it?

"Um, do you two know each other?"

"No, but I know the name."

"Me too, just the name."

"It's fine for you to be in the same Clan, right? It would be a problem if you suddenly said you don't want to be with this person."

"Rest assured. That will not be the case. However, I will say that I will not yield on the matter of the Melon Juice."

"You can rest assured on my end as well... Melon Juice?"

This feels somewhat ominous, but will it be okay...? I should have done the main story instead of just focusing on production... Oh well, for now, the goal is to win the Clan War. But it's still just the two of them. I need to find more allies.

"By the way, I wanted to ask, are there no other Clan members? It's not just the three of us, right? I'd like you to introduce me."

"Come to think of it, I didn't tell you... You're right, I should tell you."

Though Hayato didn't think it was necessary, he decided to explain the situation since they were now allies.



		
			Chapter 8
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			On the first floor of the log house that served as their base, in the area meant to be a shop, Hayato, Esha, and Ash sat in chairs, drinking coffee.

The chairs they sat in, and the table they surrounded, were all furniture that Hayato had created with his Woodworking Skill. While the quality didn't change their appearance, he was a production player who cared about the details. Everything was matched in the highest quality, five stars.

Surrounded by this top-quality furniture, Hayato explained the situation to the other two.

However, because of the AI Protection security system, he didn't mention hiring NPCs or that he wanted to win the Clan War for the prize money. He simply told them that he had left his clan because he was a production player with no combat ability, and that he was looking for people who would fight alongside him.

He then explained that, for now, it was just the three of them, Esha, Ash, and himself.

"I see. Judging by the materials for the equipment you showed me earlier, I assumed you were in a clan with some seriously strong members, but you were kicked out."

"It wasn't so much being kicked out as it was leaving on good terms."

"You think so? I suppose that might be true, considering they gave you money and items, but from an outsider's perspective, it looks the same as being kicked out, you know."

"With all due respect, I believe so as well. They threw you away because you were no longer needed."

"Could you please choose your words more carefully. They hurt. But, just as my former clan leader said, I have absolutely no combat power. I was a burden to the clan, so it's not wrong to say I was kicked out."

Esha and Ash sighed almost in unison.

It wasn't to mock Hayato. If anything, they both had expressions that seemed to say, "What are you talking about?"

"It might be true that you don't have any combat power, Hayato. But calling you a burden is just wrong. To be blunt, I think any clan that would kick you out is already done for."

"What do you mean, done for?"

"That clan is aiming for the top ranks, right? They kick you out to bring in someone with more fighting power? From my position as the leader of a mercenary group, that's the worst possible move they could make."

According to Ash's explanation, it was a bad move because there was no way a team's coordination would work well after a sudden member change, and also because there was the issue of whether you could even trust someone you just brought in.

The Clan War was a ten-versus-ten team battle. A single person carried a decent amount of weight. You didn't just fight one-on-one all the time. The basic strategy was to use tactics to constantly create an advantageous situation. In a battle like that, bringing in some unknown person, no matter how strong they were, would never make the team as a whole stronger.

"But I told you earlier, right? In our last match, I ended up one-on-one with an enemy. They said the clan barely managed to win."

"It's their fault for leaving you, a production player, all alone."

"Huh...? If you mean they should have assigned someone to guard me, wouldn't that just make me even more of a dead weight?"

"That's true. But victory isn't decided just during that one hour of the Clan War. The preparation for a battle is what's important. From what I've heard, you were making all sorts of preparations before the fighting even started, right? Getting potions and food ready, maintaining weapons and armor, and even researching the opponent, weren't you?"

"Well, I guess I did things like that. Once the Clan War started, I was useless since I couldn't contribute to the fighting."

"Whether you're useful in a Clan War is something that should be considered from a broader perspective. Besides, you said it was a narrow victory, but you knew beforehand that the opponent's skill composition was focused on infiltration, didn't you? Didn't you prepare an item to counter them from the start?"

"You figured it out. I did prepare something, just as a precaution. I didn't want to use it, though."

The item he had used was a last-resort self-destruct item. It was an item that dealt his own HP as damage to the opponent. Of course, the opponent's defense would reduce it, but Hayato had judged that an infiltration-type player would prioritize mobility and have low defense. He had prepared it beforehand, thinking he could at least force a tie.

His thinking had been spot-on. As a production player, Hayato had barely invested any points into HP, leaving it at the minimum of 25. But the same was true for his opponent. And that opponent was equipped with low-defense gear. The encounter ended in a tie.

However, even if it was a self-destruct item, any item that could deal damage irrespective of skills was expensive, and its materials were inevitably expensive as well. It wasn't wrong to say that if Hayato had possessed combat power, he wouldn't have needed to use it.

"Your old clan was called 'Kokuryu,' was it? Sorry, but I don't think they'll be able to climb any higher than their current rank. The clan members' vision is far too narrow."

"For you, Master, this is a classic 'serves them right' situation. I could eat three bowls of rice on this alone."

"...Hey, you two. You might be trying to console me, but could you please not speak so badly of my former clan members? It's true I might have been kicked out, but they're still my companions."

Hayato placed his "Adamantite Knife - Extreme" on the table. Esha and Ash looked at the item's stats and were astonished.

"This knife in front of you might be nothing more than data, but—"

"Sorry, nothing more than what? I couldn't quite hear you."

(Ah, AI Protection. Now that I think about it, the word 'data' is probably blocked too... I wonder if 'item' will get through?)

"Ahem, this knife is just an item. It's true that it has unbelievable stats, but I wouldn't sell it even if someone offered me a billion G. Besides its performance, it holds memories for me."

Crafting this knife required rare items.

Adamantite, a highly valuable rare ore. A Behemoth's Horn and Kraken Ink, which could only be obtained from rare monsters. And a branch from the World Tree, which could only be acquired after completing an Elf quest many times over. These were all things that were almost never put up for sale, and just gathering the materials took an incredible amount of time.

"I made this knife over and over because I wanted to see what kind of effect it would have, and I was only able to gather the materials thanks to my old clan members. They didn't even understand its value, but they worked hard with me for my sake. When we were trying to find a rare monster, we'd stake out its spawn point for hours. There were other people after it too, and sometimes we had to fight over it."

Looking back now, he sometimes wondered why he had done something so grueling, but for Hayato, it was a fun memory. It was true he had been kicked out of the clan. But that didn't mean the memories of that time had faded.

"We may have parted ways, but I still think of them as my companions. So, I'd like it if you didn't speak so badly of them. Of course, I appreciate your concern."

Having said that much, a thought occurred to Hayato.

(What am I even saying to a couple of NPCs? Did I just get super preachy? Well, maybe it's because they're NPCs that I was able to say it... this is getting really embarrassing.)

Just as Hayato was wondering how to break the silence, Ash stood up and bowed his head.

"I'm sorry. It doesn't feel good to have your companions spoken ill of. I apologize. Please, forgive me."

"No, no, no, you don't have to go that far! Please raise your head! I forgive you, I forgive you!"

Hayato panicked, not having expected an apology in that manner.

Hearing his words, Ash raised his head.

"It's true, similar things happen in my mercenary group. Just because someone leaves the group doesn't mean they're not a companion anymore. We're comrades who've entrusted our lives to each other. It would suck to have them badmouthed."

"Yeah, that's about it. So you don't need to apologize anymore."

"Understood. Then from now on, you can count on me as your companion as well. I'll do my best."

Ash said with a smile, then sat back down in his chair.

(He seems so pure. And this feels like something out of a coming-of-age story.)

As Hayato was thinking this, Esha stared at him.

"Master's profound generosity, and the sheer scale of his character, I, Esha Crown, am deeply impressed. You are truly my master."

"I don't recall becoming your master, but if that's how you feel, then I'm happy."

"Yes. And that display of manly friendship with Ash-sama... what can I say, it's my absolute favorite thing."

"You can keep that sort of thing hidden. Also, could you not give me a thumbs-up? Anyway, with that all sorted, I'm counting on you both from now on."

Esha and Ash both nodded.

Hayato was pleased to have found some pretty good NPCs to be his companions. But there were still only two of them. He renewed his resolve to find more strong-looking NPCs to join them in the future.



		
			Chapter 9

			Battle Preparations

			Two weeks had passed since Hayato had made Esha and Ash his companions.

A clan could have up to ten members. Hayato had tried to fill the remaining seven slots, but unfortunately, he had failed. Mercenaries were far too expensive, and his negotiations with other strong-looking NPCs had not resulted in them joining him.

But that problem had been solved.

It was decided that seven members from Ash's mercenary group would participate in the Clan War. After hearing Hayato's story, Ash had said he wanted to prove that Hayato was no burden.

As for Hayato, he didn't particularly care whether he was a burden or not, but he accepted the offer. The roster for the Clan War had to be finalized one week before the battle. After that deadline, even if someone joined the clan, they couldn't participate in the Clan War. And no one could leave the clan either. They would have to fight with the members they had.

Once the opponent was decided, they had the remaining week to devise countermeasures. For a combat-focused player, this was the time to think about coordination with team members and strategy, but Hayato was a production player. His main job was to prepare items before the Clan War began.

First up was food. Generally, players often had their stats and skills optimized. The differences came down to the player's own physical abilities, their equipment, and stat-boosting dishes.

The standard dish for warrior types was Dragon Steak. It had an effect that increased attack power by 50% for thirty minutes. Any high-ranking clan would definitely have this prepared. Hayato could make Manga Meat, which boosted attack power even further, and he currently had three of them. But he decided not to use them this time.

His newly formed clan was, of course, brand new, so its rank was the lowest, F-rank. There were several matching formats, but this time he had chosen Random Match, so the opponent would also be F-rank.

He planned to check on the opponent soon, but Hayato figured there was no way an F-rank clan could prepare Dragon Steak in the first place.

So, for food, he decided to prepare Roast Cockatrice Skewers, which could be made with inexpensive ingredients.

A Roc was a giant bird monster and difficult to defeat, but the ingredient, Cockatrice Meat, dropped in large quantities, making it possible to acquire cheaply. Sometimes players who had defeated one would sell it off at a bargain just to clear out their overflowing item bags and base storage.

It had the effect of increasing attack power by 20% for 30 minutes, which Hayato figured would be more than enough for this battle.

And then there was the Melon Juice requested by his maid, Esha. It was a juice-type dish that instantly restored MP, but the ingredient, melons, was expensive. Orange Juice had the same effect, but Esha had insisted, so Hayato had reluctantly gathered the materials.

However, Hayato wasn't actually that upset about it. It was his way of thanking her for providing him with new recipes, which had turned out to be for high-performance dishes. But he swore to himself that next time, it would be Orange Juice.

Next, he needed to prepare equipment. That being said, Esha, Ash, and the members of the mercenary group who would be participating all had their own unique gear.

Hayato figured he didn't need to prepare new equipment, but he wondered if their durability was okay.

Equipment in this game basically had a value called durability. It decreased with every battle, and if it reached 0, any piece of equipment would break. This was true even for super-rare, high-performance gear. When it broke, some materials would be left over, but it couldn't be restored from those alone. So, repairs to restore durability before it broke were necessary.

After finishing his food preparations, Hayato moved to the first floor of the log house. It was about time for Ash to arrive with the materials for Elixirs.

"Good, looks like Ash is here too. Esha, Ash, if you have any equipment you want me to fix, hand it over. I'll take care of it."

"I see. You want me to take off my clothes. That's sexual harassment."

"No, that kind of reaction really puts me in a bind. My goal is to repair your equipment, so please stop."

(What am I going to do if I get my account suspended for harassment? Wait, am I the one being sexually harassed? Which is it?)

"Hey, stop bothering Hayato. You're just teasing him because you know it gets a reaction, right?"

"Master has such good reactions, I just can't help myself. I have no choice but to say, you are truly my master."

"Why is it that I don't feel happy about this at all? Anyway, sexual harassment aside, what'll it be? My Sewing Skill and Blacksmithing Skill are both at the max of 100, so whether it's clothes or armor, I can fix it perfectly."

"Rest assured, Master. My maid outfit is equipped with Self-Repair, so it's good as new after a day. The same goes for this White Brim and Maid Apron. They are true works of art."

"I feel like that could also be called a waste of fine craftsmanship. Self-Repair is an incredibly rare effect, but it ended up on a maid outfit. And who even made it?"

The Self-Repair effect was said to be randomly applied during item creation. The probability was said to be less than 1%. Even with Self-Repair, the item would break if its durability was reduced to 0 in a single day, but if you unequipped it before it broke, the durability wouldn't drop, making it a highly valued effect.

"My equipment doesn't need any repairs either. It has a special effect, so its durability hardly ever goes down."

"Oh yeah, that's right."

(The Dragon Eater and the full Death Dragon Armor set. Yeah, with those, durability isn't an issue.)

Several days ago, Hayato had been shown Ash's status. At that time, he had also been shown all of his equipment.

Unlike Esha, Ash had a normal skill composition. It was no different from a regular player's. But his equipment was another story. It was clearly superior to even Legendary-grade equipment.

The greatsword called Dragon Eater had an effect that dealt five times the damage to dragons, but it also had an effect called Blood Weapon, which absorbed a portion of the damage dealt to restore HP. Furthermore, it was a cheat weapon that restored not only HP but also the equipment's durability. Hayato had rubbed his eyes and looked at the effect over and over again.

And then there was the Death Dragon Armor. Ash wore armor with the name 'Death Dragon' on his upper body, lower body, arms, and feet. Each piece's performance was what you'd expect from high-end armor, but equipping all four granted an additional Set Bonus.

A Set Bonus was a system where equipping related pieces of armor or weapons would unlock a hidden effect.

The Set Bonus gained from the Death Dragon Armor series was Physical Immunity. It was an effect that, at will, made the user completely impervious to physical attacks for one minute. They would still take damage from non-physical attacks like fire, but depending on the opponent, it could make you invincible for a minute. It was another cheat-level piece of equipment.

(If you don't take damage, your durability doesn't decrease. Even with a ten-minute cool down time, it's an unbelievable effect. But this could be considered a trump card. I'll ask him not to use it in this Clan War. He should save it for when we fight higher-ranked clans.)

"But Hayato, while my gear doesn't need maintenance, I have another favor to ask."

"A favor?"

"Could you make a full set of equipment for the mercenary group members who are participating? They have their own gear, but they're bad at maintenance and it's pretty beat up. Of course, we'll provide the materials."

"What, is that all? Of course, I don't mind. If you give me the materials, I'll get right on it."

"Thanks. I'll have them brought over right away."

Since the equipment would have to wait for the materials to arrive, Hayato just took the Elixir materials from Ash and returned to his room.

This time, it was to prepare medicines.

The Elixir he was making to help Ash's sister, as evidenced by him just receiving the materials from Ash, still hadn't been made at the highest quality. But since he could make most of them at three stars, just handing those over made Ash happy.

As for that Elixir, just like Dragon Steak, it was something mostly prepared by high-ranking clans for Clan Wars. But even in his previous clan, Hayato had often prepared highest-quality potions.

That was because their cool down time became 0, and in terms of probability, he could make them 10% of the time. He mass-produced potions that could be drunk consecutively. Hayato himself didn't fight, but he believed this was undoubtedly a source of strength. The proof was that it had been well-received by his former clan members.

(I wonder if that clan is doing okay. You need this pendant to mass-produce highest-quality potions. Maybe I should have explained it properly. Well, I left a stockpile behind, so they should be fine for this Clan War at least.)

Feeling a little uneasy, Hayato began mass-producing potions.



		
			Chapter 10

			Newbie Hunting

			The day before the Clan War, Hayato was in his room on the second floor of the log house, making Elixirs while lost in thought. Though 'lost in thought' might be an understatement. The majority of it was worry stemming from his prediction having been wrong.

During the week-long preparation period, Hayato had prepared a variety of items as a production player. It was no mistake to say that he had been thorough. The problem was the opposing clan.

Since they were also a new clan, there had been little information, which had proven disastrous. He had only just now obtained reliable intelligence.

(They're almost certainly a newbie hunting clan. A clan that could be aiming for a higher rank, but stays at a low rank to dominate beginners and weak players. I must have saved up too much in the clan's shared funds.)

There were several ways to decide an opponent for a Clan War. The one Hayato had chosen this time was Random Match. It was a format where an opponent was chosen at random from clans of the same rank. However, even if it was random, there were some determining factors.

There had been no official announcement from the game's operating company about this. But there was a rumor that in Random Match, opponents were chosen from clans with a similar amount of shared funds.

In a Clan War, the winner could take that money from the loser. If a player individually held the clan's shared money before the match, making the balance zero, there would be almost no risk if they lost. And if they won, they would gain money, which meant it was all return.

It was said that to counter this, clans with similar amounts of funds were matched against each other, balancing the risk and return.

In this game, you could earn prize money by winning a Clan War. That prize money was variable. The amount of shared clan funds was reflected in the amount of the prize. Furthermore, the upper limit of the prize money was determined by the clan's rank.

Hayato had set the clan's shared funds to an amount that would yield the maximum prize money for their rank. That had likely backfired. The clan that appeared to be newbie hunters had probably done the same, and they had been perfectly matched.

(I screwed up. In my old clan, the clan leader handled that kind of thing, so I just set it without thinking. And I probably hadn't shaken off the mindset of being in a high-ranking clan. Until a moment ago, the thought of a newbie hunting clan hadn't even crossed my mind.)

This time, Hayato had been thinking of it as a trial run. It was to gauge just how well NPCs could fight, but he had ended up with an unexpectedly strong opponent. What's more, thinking his opponents would be beginners, he had cut corners on the food. By the time he realized, he could no longer buy Dragon Bone-in Meat from the auction.

(I have three of the three-star Manga Meat I made for Esha. But their effect only lasts for fifteen minutes. Not only is it not enough for everyone, it won't even last one person the full hour. There's a chance the opponent might underestimate us and not use Dragon Steak... but I can't count on that.)

Just as he thought that, a rainbow-colored light overflowed from Hayato's hands. It was the visual effect for when a highest-quality item was created.

"Huh, seriously? At a time like this?"

When the rainbow light subsided, a highest-quality Elixir appeared in Hayato's hand.

(So I finally hit that 2% chance. I haven't tried fifty times though, so I guess I was lucky. But I also got matched with a weird opponent for the Clan War, so it feels like it evens out. Anyway, I should call Ash. And I need to talk to him a little about tomorrow.)

Hayato contacted Ash and asked him to come to the log house.

About ten minutes later, Ash visited the log house.

Hayato wanted to surprise Ash, so he hadn't told him the reason. He had only called him to talk about the Clan War.

It was eight o'clock in the evening. On the first floor shop, Hayato, Esha, and Ash were sitting in chairs around a table. Hayato served his favorite coffee, placing a cup in front of himself and the other two.

"I have good news and bad news for you both. Which do you want to hear first?"

Hayato was satisfied that he had finally gotten to say a line he had always wanted to try. The situation was dire due to his miscalculation. But his attitude came from having reached a point where he felt there was nothing more he could do.

"Good news... so you're saying that to build our morale for tomorrow, today is an all-you-can-eat feast? In that case, I'll start with anmitsu, please."

"That's not it."

"Then the bad news is that it's not an all-you-can-eat feast. Allow me to say that I am a tad displeased."

"Get your mind off of all-you-can-eat. I'll give you just anmitsu later."

Ignoring Esha, who was raising both hands in a victory pose, Hayato decided to get straight to the point.

"First, the bad news. The opponent we're fighting tomorrow is a clan known for newbie hunting. Their rank is probably B or C. They're going to be pretty strong. I was expecting an F-rank opponent, so I only prepared based on that standard. So, I'm sorry."

At those words, Ash tilted his head.

"I was shown the items for the Clan War in the storage, but was that preparation for an F-rank opponent?"

Ash's puzzled voice made Hayato feel puzzled as well.

"It was, but?"

"You might not know because you're a production player, but I thought we were fighting some A-rank clan. Preparing that much food and medicine seems a little strange to me."

"Is that so?"

"I think so too. What were you thinking, making a hundred bottles of Melon Juice? Even I can't drink all of that."

"Well, I was just building in a safety margin."

"Let's just say my stomach would burst with even half that amount."

(It's a game, so I don't think it would actually burst, but I think you get a weird status effect if you drink too much, right?)

"That's true. And you've got fifty Roast Cockatrice Skewers, right? There are eight of us, including me, who will be eating, but two per person is plenty. And what's with the number of those five-star potions? What kind of giant monster are we going to subjugate?"

"Well, this time we don't have anyone who can use recovery magic, so our only means of healing is through medicine, right? That's why I made more than usual."

"It's way too much. There were enough for thirty per person."

"Isn't twenty per person the minimum you'd carry? That's why I went with thirty."

Ash and Esha were looking at Hayato with disappointment. Hayato couldn't bear their gazes, so he cleared his throat and tried to gloss over it.

"W, well, it's fine, isn't it? The more we have, the higher our chances of winning. And besides the potions, it's highly likely the opponent will have better food prepared. That's what I want you to be careful about. They should also have good equipment. I want you all, Ash and the others who will be in direct combat, to be especially careful."

Hayato rattled this off quickly, but Ash looked at him with even more disappointment.

"It's about the full set of equipment you prepared for us."

"Ah, yeah, was that okay? I wanted to prepare quality-five gear with some kind of effect, but I didn't have enough time to go that far. Some of them have effects, so I don't think they're too bad... or was it not well-received?"

"The opposite. Why did you give us such good stuff? Right now, everyone in the mercenary group is saying they want to participate in the next Clan War if you'll make this for them. We didn't expect to get equipment that was at least three-star quality and had effects on top of that. All star-one or star-two would have been more than enough."

"I, I see. I thought it looked pretty shabby compared to your equipment, Ash, or the gear my old clan members had."

"Were they all wearing Legendary-grade equipment? You were in a state like that, and they still kicked you out... ah, no, I'm not trying to make fun of your companions, Hayato. It's just, how do I put it, I think your sense of common values is a bit off."

Basically, Hayato had never fought a player in a Clan War. The only time was that self-destruct incident. Furthermore, he had never even fought a monster. He had gone monster hunting with his clan members. But his role was to make food and medicine in a slightly removed location, or to improve the quality of dropped items with the benefit of his skills. He was a non-combat member.

Hayato had never even partied up with anyone outside his clan members to fight, so it would not be a mistake to say his sense of values in that regard was quite skewed.

"Um, I'll try to adjust my sense of values from now on. So, will we be okay in tomorrow's battle?"

"If we can't win with this, it's not your fault, Hayato. It's our responsibility."

"Indeed. Master has done more than enough work, so the rest is up to us."

Hayato breathed a sigh of relief that there wasn't as much of a problem as he had thought, but he still wasn't completely at ease. There was still time until the Clan War tomorrow, and just as he was thinking about preparing some more items, Ash spoke up.

"By the way, what's the good news? This was the bad news, from your perspective, right?"

"Ah, that's right, I forgot. I just made a highest-quality Elixir. Please use it for your sister."

Hayato placed the five-star Elixir in front of Ash. He had expected him to be happy, but Ash didn't move a muscle, which made Hayato worried.

"Huh? This is what you were looking for, right? Don't tell me now that it wasn't an Elixir you needed."

As Hayato said that, Ash suddenly stood up and hugged the seated Hayato.

"Thank you...! Thank you, Hayato! With this, my sister will be saved!"

"Ow, ow, I'm taking damage, let me go."

"Ah... s, sorry, are you okay?"

"I'm fine. Just be careful from now on. It's not so much that being hugged caused damage, it's that Esha's stare while watching is unpleasant."

"R, right. I know this is sudden, but is it okay if I take this to my sister now?"

"Of course. Go get her healed up quickly. It's not a trade-off, but I'll be counting on you tomorrow."

"Yeah, I'll show you a stronger me than usual. Well then, see you tomorrow!"

(I don't even know how strong Ash usually is, but is he so happy he can't even tell? Times like these really make being a production player worthwhile.)

Ash picked up the Elixir, bowed his head once to Hayato, and then left the log house.

And now, only Hayato and Esha remained in the shop.

Esha propped her elbows on the table, laced her fingers together, and rested her forehead against them. Then she let out a long sigh.

"I don't want to ask, but is something wrong?"

"That was a masterful performance that hit all my weak spots. My motivation for tomorrow is soaring. Let's just say I will demonstrate 50% more strength than usual."

"Ah, yeah. In that case, can you go home for today? You've done enough."

After handing her the anmitsu, he ushered Esha out of the log house. Then he locked the door.

He felt like he had taken some mental damage at the end, but Hayato decided to think positively. It was good that he had managed to motivate the two of them. And for the sake of tomorrow, he decided to log out of the game early for the day.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Battle Begins

			On the day of the Clan War, Hayato and the others were transferred to the fortress on the battlefield thirty minutes before the start time.

The battlefield was an isolated field for conducting Clan Wars. Only members of your own clan and the enemy clan were here. There were no other players, let alone any monsters. All that was provided was a fortress to serve as a base for each side.

The battlefield was set at one square kilometer, but the terrain was randomly determined on the day of the battle. This time, it was a simple grassland. As a clan's rank increased, the locations would have more dangerous gimmicks, but this was a battle between F-rank clans, so it was just an ordinary, unremarkable place.

Inside the fortress that served as their base, Hayato looked around at all the members.

There was the maid, Esha. The mercenary, Ash. And the seven members of the mercenary group led by Ash. These were the companions who would win this Clan War. Even if they were NPCs, to Hayato, they were no different from regular players.

Over the past three weeks, Hayato had interacted with many NPCs, starting with Esha. Their thought processes might be driven by AI, but to Hayato, they seemed like ordinary people. It was the same as with the knife he owned. Even if NPCs were nothing more than programs or data, Hayato already had memories with them.

"Um, well then, everyone, I'm counting on you."

When Hayato bowed his head, for some reason, laughter erupted from those around him.

"Hayato, you're the leader of this clan, so say something that will raise our morale a bit more."

"Well, even if you say that... Alright. There's only one thing I can do. I promise to make good weapons and armor for everyone if we win. Of course, you'll have to provide the materials."

A cheer went up from the members of the mercenary group.

"I see. In that case, you'll be treating me to the highest quality sweets, is that it?"

"Ah, yeah. Okay, I'll prepare the highest quality. If you have any requests, I'll hear them later."

Esha silently raised her right fist in a victory pose.

Ash, who had been watching this exchange with a smile, turned serious.

"Hayato, just to confirm, you're leaving the command of the battle basically to me, right?"

"Of course. I've only ever watched during Clan Wars before, so there's no way I could take command. I'll contact you if anything comes up, but basically, you're in charge of everything, Ash."

"Leave it to me. Then, Hayato and Esha, you two defend the Clan Stone in this fortress. I don't intend to let the enemy get this far, but I can't say it's an absolute guarantee."

"You can count on us. I have no intention of letting the enemy get near here either. I promise to protect the Clan Stone firmly. And Master, too."

"Could you not say my name like an afterthought? It's true the Clan Stone is more important than me, though."

The Clan Stone. It was the giant blue stone on the roof of the fortress. In a Clan War, if this was destroyed, you would lose.

There were two conditions for losing a Clan War. When the Clan Stone was destroyed, or when all of your members were defeated.

Normally, a player whose HP reached 0 would be resurrected at their base, a church, or a temple. But during a Clan War, once you were defeated, you could not return. Therefore, a playing style that focused on not being defeated was more important than defeating the enemy.

And Hayato was a production player with no combat power. If anything, he was the one who needed protecting, along with the Clan Stone.

"You'll get tired if you play along with every one of Esha's jokes. Well then, we'll get into position. See you later."

Ash led the members of the mercenary group and left the fortress.

"Well then, Master, let's go to the roof of the fortress where the Clan Stone is. From there, I can also provide support to Ash-sama and the others."

"Right, I'll leave that to you."

Hayato said, and headed to the roof with Esha.

From the roof of the fortress, Hayato and Esha surveyed the entire area. The front half of the field was their territory, and the back half was the enemy's. Before the Clan War began, players could be anywhere within their own territory. The Clan War would start from that position.

"It seems Ash-sama and the others plan to see how the enemy moves first. They are taking a stance in a horizontal line at the center of our territory to meet them."

"That's probably for the best. It's a formation that can respond to any kind of attack."

"By the way, how do you think the enemy will move?"

"It's highly likely they're underestimating us as beginners. They might even try to break through the center with all ten of them. A so-called instant kill. I think it's a strategy aimed only at the Clan Stone. It's a tactic that beginners can't handle."

What Hayato was predicting, the instant kill, was a tactic where the entire clan charged as a single unit right after the start. They would position everyone right in front of the enemy's territory and, at the same moment the battle began, they would ignore the opponents and aim only to destroy the Clan Stone. If this charge was successful, the Clan War could be ended in less than a minute, which is why it was called an instant kill.

A high-ranking clan would naturally have countermeasures for this, so it was almost impossible to succeed. But a clan of beginners was different. They wouldn't know how to respond and could end up losing without being able to do anything.

(Newbie hunting... it's not an admirable practice. But what I'm doing, even if it's not intentional, is something similar. I was kicked out, but I was originally in a high-ranking clan. If the opponent was a truly beginner clan, I would have felt bad, but against this opponent, I don't need to hold back.)

Just as Hayato was thinking that, the countdown began.

And the battle started.

"Brilliant, Master. The enemy is breaking through the center, just as you predicted."

As soon as the battle started, the players in the enemy territory became visible. The opponent had appeared right on the border between their territory and the enemy's. And as a single group, they began moving towards them.

Meeting them were Ash and the others, but only Ash was in the center. The other members, who had been in a horizontal line, hurriedly began moving towards the center.

"No, unfortunately, I think I was wrong. It seems there are only nine people in the center. That's a decoy, and I think there's one person hiding somewhere. They don't seem to be in the fortress over there, so they're probably hiding somewhere on the field and heading this way... Ah, there. Just as everyone moved to the center, they're moving along the edge of the field."

From Hayato's perspective, there was a player moving at high speed along the right edge of the field. It was probably a plan to destroy the Clan Stone with a separate, solo player even if the central push failed, Hayato thought.

Now, what should I do, he wondered. At that moment, Esha took a step forward.

"Please leave this to me. It seems the opponent has a skill composition that increases their mobility. I've judged their defense to be low. In that case, I can do something about it."

For some reason, some of Esha's skills surpassed 100. One of them was magic. Hayato thought she would probably use a powerful magic spell. But there was something he wondered about.

(Come to think of it, I've never seen Esha's weapon. If she's mainly a magic user, I think she would have a staff or a book equipped.)

Ignoring Hayato's question, Esha approached the railing of the fortress. She placed her right foot on that railing. That pose revealed black leather long boots from under the long skirt of her maid outfit.

But Hayato didn't see them. His eyes were captivated by something else.

He didn't know when she had taken it out, but what Esha was holding was, by all appearances, a gun. A type of gun with a long barrel called a rifle.

Esha placed the index finger of her right hand on its trigger and supported the barrel with her left hand. Then she looked through the scope attached to the rifle.

"Critical Shot."

A small magic circle unfolded at the muzzle of the gun as Esha said that. And at the moment a sound like a firework bursting was heard, a ball of light was fired from the magic circle at high speed. That sphere of light pierced the player who had been heading towards them.

The pierced opponent instantly vanished into particles of light. That was proof their HP had reached 0. Esha had defeated the opponent in a single blow.

With her finger still on the trigger, Esha relaxed her stance and rested the barrel of the gun on her right shoulder. Then with her left hand, she took out a bottle of Melon Juice and drank it all at once.

Holding the bottle of Melon Juice almost vertically, the way she tilted her head back and gulped it down was very wild. With his thoughts in a jumble, Hayato stared at Esha, thinking something like that.

But immediately after, Hayato regained his train of thought.

"Whoa! Hey, um, right! The setting! Pay more attention to the setting!"

"What did you say? Pay more attention to what? More importantly, that Melon Juice was delicious. A drink after a job well done is always exceptional."

(Could the word 'setting' be an AI Protection target? Why? No, more importantly, this isn't right, is it? A gun... no, I saw something like a magic circle at the muzzle, so it's not fired with gunpowder, is it? And Esha drank Melon Juice. Which means her MP decreased? Does that mean it's a gun that fires using MP?)

"Um, what is that weapon?"

"This? This is the 'Beelzebub 666 EC Custom.' By the way, the EC stands for Esha Crown."

"I don't care about the name. That's, um, a gun, right? That's weird, isn't it? Tell me it's weird."

"It's true that this is what's called a Magic Gun, but is it strange? They're not very common, but they're not strange. In fact, I'd rather you call it cute. This ribbon is its charm point."

(I don't really get the setting of this game. But then again, Manga Meat is the same. I don't think manga exists in this world. It's pointless to get hung up on it, but isn't it kind of weird? Could it be some kind of joke from the admins or developers?)

"Master, it seems Ash-sama and the others are about to fight."

(There's no point in thinking about it. I'll put it aside for now. My purpose is to win this Clan War and to gauge how well these NPCs can fight. I know Esha can fight. Next is Ash and the others.)

Though he wasn't quite convinced, Hayato decided to turn his gaze towards Ash and the others.



		
			Chapter 12

			The Conclusion

			From the fortress roof, Hayato watched the battle of Ash and his team unfold.

He couldn't tell what exactly was happening in the fight, but even Hayato could understand that Ash was strong. To put it simply, Ash had single-handedly stopped the opponent's charge.

When the opponent first charged, there was no one around Ash, and he had to face them alone. Even the mercenary closest to Ash was in a position where he wouldn't make it in time.

Even if their strategy was solely to destroy the Clan Stone, there was no reason not to defeat the one enemy standing right in front of them. What's more, it was nine against one. The entire enemy clan tried to attack Ash at once.

But Ash thwarted their opening move with a Weapon Skill called "Wild Swing."

Wild Swing was a skill usable with a two-handed sword. Though its damage was low, it was an area-of-effect attack that could target multiple opponents and had a knockback effect that pushed them back slightly. And that knockback had another property, it canceled the opponent's attack.

Even though the opponent had charged as a group of nine, it was just three rows of three. The game's mechanics were such that if the three people in the front were hit with a knockback effect, the three people behind them would also be knocked back. This created a chain reaction, and all nine of them were knocked back, their attacks canceled.

In other words, Ash had stopped the enemy's charge with a single blow. In that time, the mercenaries who had been deployed in a horizontal line had successfully rushed to Ash's side.

Esha explained this to him, and Hayato was impressed.

"That's amazing."

"I'm sorry to say this, but that's just common sense. You seemed so overly impressed that for a moment, I thought you were making fun of me. Let me remind you that my finger is still on the trigger of my gun."

"Could you not say scary things? I'm not making fun of you. I watched everyone fight in my old clan, but I don't know the fine details. I think one of my old members said that if you can properly use an attack that induces knockback, the battle is as good as won."

"That's not wrong. Being able to crush an opponent's big move before it activates is undoubtedly effective."

"I see. Come to think of it, there was a time when everyone was saying they wanted knockback immunity armor, so I made it for all of them. So that wasn't because they didn't want to be pushed back, but because they didn't want their skills to be canceled."

"I'm a little taken aback by a master who doesn't even know that. Or rather, you made knockback immunity armor, an effect that can only be made through a random roll, for everyone? I'm not just a little taken aback, I'm extremely taken aback. That's on the level of an ant winning a one-on-one fight against an elephant."

While having this conversation, Hayato and the others turned their attention back to the battle.

It was clear that Ash's side had the upper hand. One by one, the opponent's members were vanishing into particles of light. And not a single person on their side had fallen.

"The mercenary group led by Ash is strong. No one's been defeated."

"From my perspective, it seems to be due to the performance of the armor you made, Master."

"No, I don't think so. The opponent has good gear too. That person who looks like the leader is equipped with Orichalcum gear. It's inferior to Adamantite, but it can be called pretty good equipment. The ones I prepared, while high in quality, are just iron-made. In terms of equipment, the opponent's is clearly superior."

"Then the opponent's equipment must be one-star quality. They are making up for the difference in materials with quality. Besides, it seems that some of the equipment you prepared, though not all, has useful effects. That is likely a factor as well."

"One-star quality? It's true that low-quality equipment is weak even if the materials are good, but would they really participate in a Clan War with one-star equipment?"

"It seems they did. Look closely, the members of the mercenary group seem to have taken little damage. They're getting by just by drinking low-recovery potions. As for Ash-sama, he's not even drinking potions. By the way, my MP is at full, but may I drink a Melon Juice? A Melon Juice is exceptional, even when it's not after a job well done."

Ignoring the part about the Melon Juice, Hayato began to think about various things.

(Ash's Dragon Eater has the Blood Weapon effect, so his HP recovers. So he didn't even need potions. But now I understand. Ash and the others, or rather, the NPCs, can fight properly. More so than players, even. At this rate, we might be able to aim for the top of the rankings. Not counting this one, there are five more Clan Wars. From now on, instead of Random Match, I'll choose a matching that lets us fight high-ranking clans. If we can win, we should be able to raise our rank in one go.)

"However, it seems Ash-sama is holding back quite a bit. Against an opponent of that level, Ash-sama alone should be more than enough, I think."

"That's an exaggeration. There's no way he could take on nine at once... oh, right, I asked him to avoid using the Physical Immunity set bonus from his armor as much as possible. I want him to save that for when we fight higher-ranked clans."

"There was that, wasn't there. But that's not what I was talking about... Oh, it seems the enemy has started to flee."

Reacting to Esha's words, Hayato looked at the field again.

He could see five people retreating towards the enemy territory. He judged that they had realized they were at a disadvantage after losing four members and were retreating to their fortress.

But there was something that concerned Hayato. The mercenaries were leaving Ash where he was and had begun to fall back.

"What kind of tactic is that? I thought they were going to pursue, but they're coming back. Is this also common sense?"

"It is. They'll get caught up in it if they stay there."

"Caught up? In what?"

Hayato looked at Esha and asked his question. In response, Esha pointed with the index finger of her left hand towards where Ash was and answered, "In that."

When Hayato turned his gaze that way, for some reason, there was a golden, shining dragon there. A bipedal dragon with thick hind legs and small forelegs.

That dragon spread its wings wide, then placed its forelegs on the ground, taking on a four-legged posture as it opened its mouth wide. Then, an effect like some kind of energy becoming visible and gathering between its upper and lower jaw began to appear.

"What is that? Um, what? Some kind of summoned beast? Was Ash a summoner? I don't think he had a skill like that."

A summoner was a general term for those who summoned monsters, spirits, or demons to fight for them. Hayato had thought that Ash had summoned that dragon. But when she heard that, Esha gave him a look that seemed to say, "What are you talking about?"

"Um, I don't know why you're making that face, but I wasn't watching closely. How was that summoned? Some kind of item?"

"I can't believe it, but do you really not know about Ash-sama, Master?"

"Huh? No, I know him. He's the leader of the mercenary group called Crescent Moon Beast, right?"

"This Esha Crown is at peak levels of being taken aback today. On the level of the sun rising from the west."

"What do you mean?"

"That dragon is Ash-sama. The Dragon-Slaying Dragon, Death Dragon Ash Brandle. They say that when you mention the Brandle Siblings, dragons run away with their tails between their legs. That's how famous they are."

"Excuse me?"

The screams from the players who had fled to the enemy territory reached Hayato's ears. It was a dragon about ten meters long. If something like that suddenly appeared, they would certainly scream. Moreover, it was clearly in an attack stance. It was an attack motion that made you think the match would be over in an instant if you didn't escape to the fortress.

And just before the enemy players reached the fortress, something like a giant laser was fired from the dragon. Not on the level of the ball of light Esha had fired, but a thick, long beam of light that swept from left to right in a fan shape.

Before the enemy players could reach the fortress, they were mowed down by that light and vanished into particles of light.

Along with a fanfare, confetti proving their victory in the Clan War danced in the air. And behind Hayato, fireworks went off.

"Congratulations. As expected of my master."

Esha's words didn't reach Hayato's ears. Hayato's thoughts had come to a halt.

No matter how many times Esha waved her hand in front of his eyes, he did not return to his senses. In the end, Hayato remained standing there, stock-still, until he was transferred from the fortress back to the log house.



		
			Chapter 13

			The Pair's True Identities

			The day after the Clan War, Hayato decided to summon Esha and Ash to the log house.

The reason, of course, was to hear about them from their own mouths.

Afterward, Hayato, who had been transferred to the log house, logged out while still in a daze. He remained in a daze for a while after that, but he sent an email to the game administrators.

The content was to ask whether having a clan member who was an NPC that used a gun or was a dragon was a problematic act.

Hayato believed that this game had various traps. Even if something was systemically possible, whether it was okay to actually do it was another matter entirely.

That had been made clear by the previous "Maid Harem Incident." It showed that just because you could do something, actually doing it could make it impossible to play the game.

It was said that in this game, the administrators would never suspend an account. However, if you made a wrong move within the game, you could be cornered into a situation where it became impossible to play. Even if there were no real-world repercussions like an account suspension, you could fall into a similar situation within the game.

In the morning, when Hayato checked his email, a reply from the administrators had arrived. The content was as follows.

"All actions possible within the game are permitted at the user's own responsibility."

That wasn't the answer he had been looking for, but at least it confirmed that it wasn't a bug or cheating. However, it meant that if you were going to do it, you had to do it on your own responsibility.

Hayato was troubled. He couldn't judge whether continuing to use these NPCs could lead to a dead end in the game. And there was another concern.

It was true that Hayato had been seeking strong NPCs. But that was what you could call a foul. It was on a level that would likely cause a riot if other players found out. This wasn't a normal game. It was a game where you could earn prize money. If there was an unfairly powerful force, it would surely become a huge controversy.

Esha's gun was still within an acceptable range. It could be explained as some kind of super-powerful crossbow, so there would probably be little criticism. And if players had a chance to obtain it, it could even be a factor that would generate excitement.

But Ash was different. He was clearly overpowered. It was questionable whether it was okay to have him as a clan member using up one of the slots. Or rather, Hayato thought it was pretty much out of the question.

(Even thinking of him as a monster tamer won't work. I've never heard of anyone being able to control such a powerful monster. He's on the level of a giant monster from a large-scale battle event, so of course it's not okay.)

In this game, events occurred periodically. One of them was called a large-scale battle.

It was an event where a large number of players fought together, such as a Stampede where a massive number of monsters attacked a town, or a subjugation of a single giant monster. Since hundreds or even thousands of people fought in groups, it was called a large-scale battle.

Hayato had never participated in one as a production player, but he knew that powerful monsters appeared. To make a monster that appeared in such a large-scale battle your companion. To be frank, it was cheating.

Hayato believed that information about his allies was more dangerous than information about his enemies. He decided to summon the two of them and properly ask them what kind of people they were, and logged into the game.

Thirty minutes later, Esha and Ash arrived at the log house.

Across the table, Hayato sat in front of Esha and Ash. After confirming they were seated, he placed coffee in front of them.

"Thank you both for yesterday. Thanks to you, we were able to win the Clan War. First, I want to thank you for that."

Hayato bowed his head while still seated. The two of them replied with, "Don't worry about it," and, "It's only natural, since we're companions."

He raised his head and looked at them.

"That being said, there's something I want to ask you. It's about—"

"You don't have to say another word, I understand. A victory celebration. As my reward, I request a five-star wedding cake. I'll have you know I just want to eat it, so don't get the wrong idea."

"Is it alright if I bring my sister to the victory celebration? She says she wants to thank you in person, Hayato. Not only has she been cured, but for some reason she's also learned a switch-type passive skill called Dragon Curse, so she says she wants to thank you for that as well."

"Could you two be quiet for a moment? That's not what I want to ask about."

Hayato let out a small sigh before looking at the two of them.

"I want to know about you two properly. I've let you both into the clan, but I'm worried if it's okay to leave things as they are. Neither of you are disliked by the townspeople or anything, right? You're not banned from anywhere?"

What Hayato feared most was being disliked by the townspeople, that is, the NPCs. That would certainly lead to a dead end in this game. Not only would you be unable to enter towns, but you could even be thrown in jail, so he needed to confirm their situations. He couldn't deny the possibility that by making them his companions, he would be seen as one of them.

"Rest assured. I am practically banned from all the famous restaurants in the Royal Capital."

"What is there to be assured about? But if that's all it is, I guess it's fine."

"I don't have anything like that. Though I am disliked by the other dragons. That being said, it's only the hardline dragons. I'm not disliked by the moderate dragons, so you can rest easy."

"There are hardline dragons? You're disliked by those dragons, but I should rest easy? That's a bit strange, isn't it?"

He had a few retorts, but Hayato judged that it would probably be fine if that was the extent of it. However, Hayato felt like the two of them were hiding something. This time, he decided to ask each of them what kind of person they were.

Hayato looked at Ash.

"Ash, I know this is late to ask, but you're a dragon, right?"

"This is really late. Yes, I am Death Dragon Ash Brandle... they say you should learn my name before you learn the name of your own country's king, but you really don't know?"

"Not at all."

"I, I see. I thought I was pretty famous, but it seems that's not the case... Come to think of it, I think I was able to register at the Mercenary Guild without anyone being surprised."

"Why are you killing dragons in the first place? It seems there are factions, but aren't you all companions, or rather, brethren?"

"Let's just say there are various circumstances in the dragon world. We're divided into a faction of dragons who seek to dominate humans and a faction that seeks coexistence. My sister and I belong to the moderate faction that aims for coexistence. That's why we hunt dragons from the opposing faction. And one day, with my own hands, I will defeat my father—"

"Ah, you can stop there. I understand why you kill dragons, so that's enough."

"...I see. We were just getting to the good part."

Hayato's policy was to avoid getting involved in troublesome matters as much as possible. Plus, Hayato was a production player. He had abandoned all main story quests and quests that involved combat. This time too, he dismissed it as just another one of those quests.

"So, Ash. I'm sorry, but please don't take that dragon form as much as possible. Only do it when I give the order."

"I don't mind, but may I ask the reason?"

"You're too strong. Winning Clan Wars using that could be called cheating without anyone questioning it. Or rather, I feel like we could win all future Clan Wars just by having you do that."

"That would be impossible. Even a low-ranking clan should be able to stop it. The reason I was able to do what I did yesterday was because the opponent had fled. In the first place, it takes a considerable amount of time to activate. If I'm hit with a knockback in the meantime, it will end without ever activating."

How can a player's attack knock back such a giant body, Hayato thought, but then he reconsidered, thinking it was possible because it was a game.

"It also involves allies, and it's difficult to use. I was only able to do it yesterday because various conditions were met. It's not something I can do every time."

"Is that how it is?"

"Also, it seems there are countermeasures against dragons during Clan Wars, as my MP decreases when I'm in my true form. I confirmed it yesterday, but it seems I revert to my human form when it reaches 0."

"I see. It's powerful, but it has its limitations. In that case, it might not be a problem."

Hayato breathed a sigh of relief. He thought that if there were such demerits, there would be fewer complaints from players. Of course, it would be meaningless if those demerits weren't widely known.

Next, Hayato shifted his gaze from Ash to Esha.

"Esha, next I want to know about you. You're not just a regular maid, are you?"

"So you've noticed. The truth is, I'm not a regular maid, but a beautiful girl maid."

"Alright, you're fired."

"Please wait. The Maid Guild tearfully pleaded with me to make sure I was properly hired next month as well, so being fired would be a problem."

"What kind of situation leads to something like that?"

"You may have faintly realized it, but I, Esha Crown, possess no maid skills whatsoever."

"Alright, you're fired."

"I said please wait. And so, I was never dispatched anywhere and spent my days eating for free at the Maid Guild. That was delicious in its own way, but then, Hayato-sama requested 'a cute maid who can read, write, and do math,' so I, who met the conditions, was dispatched."

"I never requested 'cute.' And I never said it was okay if she had no maid skills."

"Well, that's just a minor discrepancy. For the past three weeks, I've been able to work without any particular problems, so I have the full support of the Maid Guild. By the way, Hayato-sama is treated as a hero at the Maid Guild. They say they want to present you with a letter of appreciation and have asked you to visit the Maid Guild. When will you go to receive it?"

(I don't want it... And she's deflecting again. In the first place, Ash, who was a dragon, was surprised when he heard Esha's name. There's no way she's a normal maid.)

"Esha, forget about the Maid Guild. Tell me the truth. Are you really a maid? When Ash came here, he was surprised when he heard your name. I didn't think much of it at the time, but if Ash is a dragon, that's a different story. That can't be a normal thing, can it?"

"Come to think of it, that did happen. But it's true that I'm a maid. I'm just a little bit famous... Very well. Since there's a possibility I'll be kicked out of the Maid Guild if I'm not hired, I'll talk. But it's really not that big of a deal, you know?"

Esha looked at Hayato.

"The truth is, I was a member of the clan that won the Clan War tournament three years ago. My name just became known at that time. However, to invite both Ash-sama and myself to a Clan War without knowing anything about us... I have no choice but to say, you are truly my master."

Hayato swore to himself that he would properly check the game's main story.



		
			Chapter 14

			Penalty

			Hayato had made his way to the Royal Capital Anhemudal.

The Royal Capital, said to be the most prosperous of the six nations, was also known as a place with a large number of players. The primary reason players gathered here was likely its good access to hunting grounds.

Even though teleportation magic existed, it didn't mean you could go anywhere. It was limited to registered locations. Places where players respawned when they were defeated, that is, clan bases, churches, and temples.

Therefore, to get to places where you hunted monsters, you had to travel on foot or by vehicle. And this Anhemudal had easy access to all sorts of places.

The reason Hayato was in such a place was to go to the base of the clan he had previously belonged to.

The base of the clan Hayato had belonged to was in a prime location, right next to the Royal Capital. Hayato had first teleported to the temple in the Royal Capital and was now on his way to that base.

After listening to Esha and Ash, Hayato had decided he needed to check the main story, but he had no intention of starting the main story quests from the beginning now. In the first place, Hayato couldn't progress through the main story.

Most quests required combat. And Hayato had no combat power whatsoever. On top of that, he had invested almost no points into STR, or Strength, the stat required to equip weapons and armor, so he couldn't equip most of them.

Just like skills, stats had a fixed total value. You had to manage within that, but Hayato, who specialized in production, had set his Dexterity, or DEX, to 100, so his Strength, STR, and Magic, MAG, were at their minimum values. And linked to those values, his HP and MP were also low.

(Even if I equip a knife and attack, my damage will be 1 at most. And if I'm counterattacked, I'll be defeated immediately. There's the option of progressing through the quests with someone, but I think there's a solo quest somewhere along the line. It's supposed to be easy, but it's impossible for me.)

A solo quest could only be fought alone. Even if you had powerful companions, it was meaningless if they couldn't participate in the battle.

From these circumstances, the answer Hayato had arrived at was to ask someone about the contents of the main story.

There used to be a site that summarized the story, but it disappeared around the time the Clan Wars started. The reason was unknown, but Hayato surmised that it might have been considered strategic information for winning Clan Wars.

For that reason, he decided to ask his former clan members who had been doing the main story.

(I heard they brought in a replacement companion before the preparation period, so in terms of combat power alone, they should be stronger than when I was there. I don't think they lost, so it should be fine to go. But if they did lose, would it look like I went to laugh at them as a taunt...? I should probably check the Clan War results just in case.)

Hayato stopped heading towards the base and turned his feet towards the facility where the results of the Clan Wars were displayed.

The facility was a large, four-story building made of brick. Many people were coming and going from its entrance.

Right after a Clan War, it was quite crowded, so Hayato, who disliked crowds, didn't want to get too close. But today, he resigned himself to it as being unavoidable and stepped into the facility.

As Hayato had expected, the inside of the facility was packed with people. This was also the place where you submitted applications to form a new clan, so Hayato had come here once when he left his clan, but the crowd was incomparable to that time.

Hayato immediately tried to check the results of the Clan War and approached the bulletin board, but at that moment, a loud voice shouting, "You've got to be kidding me!" echoed through the facility.

It seemed a player and an NPC at the reception desk were arguing, but it was more like the player was one-sidedly angry. A crowd had formed, and he couldn't hear the details, but even Hayato could tell that a problem had occurred.

Hayato didn't want to get involved in anything troublesome, but his curiosity won out. He spoke to a player dressed like a barbarian who was standing nearby.

"Did something happen?"

"Hm? Oh, it seems he submitted an application to form a new clan, but it was rejected. He seems to be making a fuss because he's not happy with the penalty."

"Huh? Something like that can happen? Not being able to form a new clan."

"From what people around are saying, the clan the player who submitted that application belonged to was a newbie hunting clan. You know how newbie hunting clans keep their members and just repeat forming and disbanding a clan to maintain their F-rank. The clan leader who disbanded the clan can't make a new one for a month, but they can join another clan, and the members can make a clan. It seems they were taking turns being the clan leader and always making a new clan, but it seems that was deemed a fraudulent act."

(Newbie hunting? Could that be yesterday's opponent?)

The player shouting at the reception desk looked like one of the people he had fought yesterday. He recognized the Orichalcum armor he was wearing.

"Apparently, if there's a possibility that the clan system is being abused, an NPC investigation will be conducted on that clan. Things like remaking a clan more than necessary, or having a high number of forced member removals, or frequent member changes, those seem to be subject to investigation."

"Abusing the system? But there are cases where you have to do those things out of necessity, right? Are all of those subject to punishment?"

"I don't know, but isn't that why an NPC investigates? It seems that if fraudulent activity is confirmed after the investigation, you can't create a clan. Oh, and I just heard this, but the receptionist said that if you want to lift the penalty of not being able to create a clan, you have to pay 100 million G."

"One hundred million?! A high-ranking clan might have that much, but that's impossible for a normal player."

"Yeah. And on top of that, as a fine for the fraudulent use, they said you have to pay one million G every month for six months, the same period they were committing the fraud. And if you can't pay, they'll confiscate your items and equipment."

"...That's pretty intense. I almost feel sorry for them."

"Yeah. But newbie hunting isn't exactly an admirable act. There might be cases where it happens out of necessity, but they were intentionally doing it to earn prize money, so you could say they brought it on themselves. As for whether the penalty is light or heavy, that's a difficult thing to judge."

Hayato nodded at those words.

(This is it. Even if it's systemically possible, if you do it, you might receive a penalty. In that case, I think they should just make it impossible to do from the start in the system, but maybe that's difficult from a game programming perspective. The NPC's AI is also linked to the game, so maybe it can't be easily modified.)

"Oh, by the way, they were talking about something interesting too."

"Something interesting?"

"Apparently, a giant dragon appeared in their Clan War and mowed them down with a laser. He was complaining, asking if that wasn't cheating."

"...Oh, really."

"Everyone's gossiping that maybe the opponent was a clan created by the admins to annihilate cheater clans. Well, considering how the admins have acted so far, the possibility of them intervening is probably low."

"That might be true. By the way, what did the receptionist say about the dragon? That it was also cheating?"

"No, they didn't say anything like that. Their response was more like, 'What's wrong with that?' I mean, tamers and summoners also participate in Clan Wars using monsters, so that's only natural. I don't know what kind of dragon it was, but it seems everyone is trying to find it. They said it was a golden, humanoid dragon. Do you know it?"

"Never heard of it."

"I see. Well, I'm going to head out soon. The Clan War is over, and I want to just adventure normally for a while."

"Ah, yes. Thank you very much."

The player gave a small wave and left the facility.

The player who had been arguing with the receptionist also retreated after being told, "I'll call the guards." With that player gone, the crowd naturally dispersed. And now, a crowd formed around the bulletin board where the results of the Clan War were posted.

(It seems Ash is fine, but it looks like there are a lot of things you're not supposed to do. Having NPCs in the clan itself doesn't seem to be a problem, but I'm scared they might do something eventually. For example, if I let the Demon Lord into the clan, we might become hostile to humans and not be able to enter towns. From now on, I'll properly screen people before letting them into the clan.)

While thinking such things, Hayato looked for the win/loss information of the clan he had originally belonged to.

The clan "Kokuryu" was A-rank, but among them, their ranking was on the lower side. So, Hayato checked the A-rank wins and losses one by one from the bottom of the rankings.

And when he found it, his eyes widened in surprise at the result.

(No way, you've got to be kidding me. They lost in a perfect game? They were all defeated without taking down a single opponent? In a battle between A-rank clans?)

On the bulletin board, next to "Kokuryu," LOSE was displayed, and for their opponent, next to the word WIN, the red letters PERFECT, signifying a perfect game victory, were displayed diagonally overlapping it.



		
			Chapter 15

			The Spy

			Hayato made his way to the black stone fortress that served as the headquarters for the clan Kokuryu.

He thought that showing up right after the clan had lost might be taken the wrong way, but since they had lost in a perfect game, he came to find out what had happened.

A perfect game was a method of victory where you annihilated the opposing team without a single one of your allies being defeated. In this case, it was the reverse. Not a single opponent was taken down, while all their allies were. It was a rare outcome for a battle between two A-rank clans.

Achieving a perfect game didn't grant any particular reward. There was no special title, no item drop, no increase in prize money. It was simply a piece of information indicating how the victory was won.

Hayato's own team had also won with a perfect game in their recent match. They had wiped out the enemy without losing a single person. A perfect victory. But normally, that wasn't possible without a significant skill gap between the two sides. In Hayato's case, you could say there was such a gap, but it was more a matter of a surprise attack.

A surprise attack is a battle tactic that prevents the opponent from forming a countermeasure by using a strategy they've never seen before.

Ash's wide-range Dragon Breath could be called one such tactic. There were ways to counter it. You could prevent Ash from being isolated, forcing him to involve his own allies in the blast, or you could cancel his attack with knockback. But an opponent seeing it for the first time would have no way of knowing that. Without that knowledge, they would be hit before they could do anything.

Thanks to that, Hayato had managed to secure a perfect game. But Kokuryu was an A-rank clan. True, they were on the lower end of the A-rank listings, but to lose in a perfect game, even to the number one clan, suggested something extraordinary had occurred.

(It's possible they fell for a surprise attack, but everyone in that clan is cautious. They have plenty of highest quality potions, and their strategy is to observe the enemy's moves from near their own base. They wouldn't be defeated so easily, and I can't imagine there's a tactic at this stage potent enough to score a perfect game against an A-rank clan. Besides, as long as they have that sword, I don't think it's possible for them to go down without defeating anyone.)

As Hayato pondered this, he knocked on the door.

"It's Hayato. Can you let me in?"

From the other side of the door, he heard a voice say, "H, Hayato!?" From the sound of it, Hayato identified the speaker as the clan leader, Ney. Then, he heard an unfamiliar man's voice as well.

"Why not let him in? Our business is concluded, so I don't mind."

A few seconds later, the lock on the door clicked open. A surprised-looking Ney peered out. Seeing her somewhat weary face, Hayato guessed that something had happened.

"H, Hayato, w, why are you here?"

"I saw the results of the Clan War. I got a little worried. Well, there are other reasons too. Do you have a guest?"

"Ah, yes, a guest, or rather..."

"Don't just stand there, please come inside. I've been wanting to thank you, Hayato-san."

(Thank me? What's he talking about? Is this someone I know?)

Though puzzled, Hayato passed through the doorway and stepped inside.

A month after he had left, a wave of nostalgia washed over him. The interior hadn't changed at all in that time.

It was designed to resemble a dimly lit medieval dining hall, with the only light source being a wax candle chandelier hanging from the ceiling. In the center, a long wooden table was draped with a white tablecloth, with five matching wooden chairs on each side. Along the walls were other pieces of furniture that complemented the theme.

Hayato himself had crafted the entire interior with his Woodworking Skill. He smiled faintly as he recalled his companions good-naturedly telling him he was getting too carried away.

After indulging in the memory for a moment, Hayato looked at the people inside. There were two men and one woman.

A man in knight-like equipment sat in the center, with a woman in a white dress to his right and a man with a mohawk and spiky shoulder pads, looking like he was from a post-apocalyptic world, to his left.

(I don't think I've ever met them. Who are they?)

Seeing Hayato's puzzled expression, the knightly man returned it with a smile. Then, as if it were his own home, he gestured for Hayato to take a seat. Hayato felt a flash of irritation at his attitude but sat down as told. Ney did the same, taking the seat to Hayato's right.

"First, allow me to introduce myself. I am Leon, the leader of the A-rank clan, 'Goddess of Annihilation'."

The man stood up from his chair and bowed his head. His manners were proper, but to Hayato, it seemed forced.

(Goddess of Annihilation? That's the name of the team that got the perfect game, right? Why is the enemy team here? And that sword at his hip. Why does he have that...? No, I should hear him out first.)

"I'm Hayato. A pleasure to meet you. By the way, I thought I heard something about you wanting to thank me?"

"Yes, it's fair to say we won against Kokuryu this time thanks to you, Hayato-san. You were a great help. Thank you very much."

"...May I ask why?"

"It means that we were able to win because you left Kokuryu. The clan leader of Kokuryu has likely learned that it's dangerous to have someone you can't trust in your clan. I believe it was a good lesson."

At those words, Ney looked down, her expression filled with regret. Hayato glanced at her but decided to put that aside for the moment.

"Could you explain in a little more detail?"

"Of course. The member who joined after you left was an operative, a spy. Well, they're a specialist in infiltration, completely unrelated to our clan. We were contacted by them before the Clan War, so we had them betray their team. It was quite expensive, but a small price to pay for a victory."

(I'd heard about people who do that, but I guess they really exist. So, they basically fought the Clan War nine against eleven. In a Clan War, even losing one person is a huge blow. And if that one person turns against you, you have no chance of winning. Still, that doesn't explain why he has that sword.)

"I understand the situation, but I have one more question. Why do you have that sword? I believe it's the one I made for my companion, isn't it?"

"Ah, this. You're right, Hayato-san made this. It's truly magnificent. The Excalibur Replica. I'm amazed by your luck in being able to craft this weapon, one of the strongest single-handed swords, at five stars."

"I don't think that answers my question."

"My apologies. To put it simply, I received it during the Clan War."

"Received it? Was it a Betting Match?"

A Betting Match was, in short, a wagered duel. It was a type of Clan War match where both sides bet items, with the winner taking the prize.

When something was wagered, you could freely choose another clan that was also wagering something, so it was mainly used by lower-ranked clans to challenge higher-ranked ones. Once both sides agreed to the match, it was on.

However, since winning a Clan War awarded real-world prize money, it was said there was a strict screening process to prevent match-fixing, even if you chose your opponent. While they couldn't track real-world connections, it was believed that the system made its judgment based on various factors, like in-game connections between players and past battle records.

"No, it wasn't a Betting Match. I said I received it, but more accurately, I stole it during the Clan War."

(Stole it? Does he mean with the Stealing Skill? But that should be impossible. The Stealing Skill can only take items from an opponent's item bag. You can't steal something that's equipped. That sword is Ney's main weapon. There's no way she'd unequip it during a Clan War... unless, its durability dropped and she took it off to prevent it from breaking?)

Hayato's mind raced, exploring various possibilities. Just as he was about to delve deeper, Ney, sitting beside him, leaned a little closer.

"The spy had that sword in their item bag the whole time... As soon as the battle started, they ran into the enemy's lines and let them steal it at their fortress... I'm sorry. Everyone gathered the materials, and you made that sword for us, Hayato..."

Ney's voice was barely a whisper.

Hayato heard her words and understood.

In a clan, you could voluntarily designate an item as a clan shared item. This meant any clan member could use it, and it would return to the clan storage, a shared item box, every time they logged out.

You couldn't sell or give a clan shared item to someone else. Even if you left the clan while holding it, it would just return to the clan storage. If the clan disbanded, it would revert to its original owner. So even if you became a clan member, you couldn't steal it.

But you could let an opponent steal it during a Clan War.

The player who was a spy had put the Excalibur Replica in their item bag after Ney logged out, then joined the Clan War without logging out themselves. And then, they let the other team steal it.

Though it was just speculation, that was what Hayato concluded.

(I told her to make it her own personal item since I gave it to her, but she was so stubborn about making it a clan shared item. I'm starting to get the picture, but I still don't know why these guys are here.)

"I think I understand the general situation. So, Leon-san, what are you and your friends doing here? Don't tell me you came to return it?"

"Yes, that's exactly right."

(You've got to be kidding me... No, that's not it. Someone who'd use a spy wouldn't do something like that. Then, is it some kind of trade?)

"I will return this sword. However, there is something I want, and I came to propose an exchange. Well, they agreed to my terms right away."

"Something you want in exchange? May I ask what?"

"This headquarters. It's a prime location near the Royal Capital. It would probably fetch over one hundred million G right now. And this sword is worth a similar amount. It's an equal exchange."

(An equal exchange for something you stole. You've got a sense of humor... Wait. Did he say she agreed? Does that mean she accepted?)

"Ney, did you agree to that exchange?"

"...The headquarters is important, but I have to get that sword back. It's a precious sword everyone helped make. I have permission from the other members, so I plan to get it back in exchange for handing over the fortress."

"You idiot."

"Huh?"

"Excuse me, Leon-san, was it? My apologies, but the deal to trade the sword for the headquarters is off."

"What do you mean by that? In the first place, Hayato-san, you've left this clan. I don't believe you have the authority to make such a decision, do you?"

"Unfortunately for you, I do. I built this headquarters. I remembered that after I left the clan. I came here today thinking I'd have it returned to me. If you want this headquarters, you'll have to negotiate with me."

(I don't want to stick my neck into a messy situation... but I can't let them do something strange with something I made, and I can't forgive them for making a fool of my companions. I have to do something.)

Hayato's mind spun at full speed, trying to come up with a way to get the sword back.



		
			Chapter 16

			Clan War Negotiations

			Hayato's statement, which sounded logical but was completely baseless, left the opposing clan members looking disenchanted.

And Ney was just confused.

"W, wait, Hayato. Is that why you came today? But if that's the case, we won't get the sword back..."

"Ney, come here for a second. Excuse me, Leon-san, we'll be stepping away for a moment. I need to talk to her about the headquarters."

(By claiming ownership of the fortress, I should have thrown them off. That should buy me some time.)

Hayato led Ney to a spot where Leon's group couldn't hear them, by the stairs leading to the second floor. After a quick check to make sure Leon's group wasn't moving, he spoke to Ney in a low voice.

"Hey, how were you planning to trade an item for a headquarters? The system doesn't allow for that kind of trade, does it?"

You could trade a headquarters for another headquarters. You could also trade an item for an item. But a headquarters for an item was not systematically possible. To do it, one side would have to hand over their part first, and then receive the other part afterward.

"The plan was for them to trade the sword to us after we hand over the headquarters, but... Hayato, it doesn't hurt or do damage, but why did you just chop me on the head?"

"Felt like it. Listen, who do you think would actually keep a promise like that? There's no guarantee they'd return the sword once you hand over the headquarters. I'm just glad this happened before you actually gave it to them, really."

"What? There are people who break their promises?"

"Your answer surprises me. Are you planning on getting tricked again right after being deceived by a spy? There's a limit to how much of a klutz you can be."

"...It's been a while since you called me a klutz, Hayato. Why are you chopping me again?"

"Is this really the time to look so happy about it? You saw that man with the sword at his hip, right? He's not keeping it in his item bag, he's equipping it. Would someone who plans on returning a sword actually equip it? He's wearing it because he likes its performance, which means he has no intention of giving it back. I bet he told you he'd return it after you handed over the headquarters, didn't he?"

"That's exactly right."

"You, really... Well, whatever. Besides, you're the only one here, right, Ney? He must have specified that, didn't he? That you come to the negotiation alone."

"Amazing. That's exactly what he said. I won't let you chop me that many times. I saw it coming."

"That smug face of yours is irritating. You should suffer a little... Or are you suffering now? I don't mean to pry, but you saying you're some high-flying career woman has to be a lie. You're more like a student at a sheltered young ladies' school. A pampered one at that."

"N, no, that's completely wrong. I'm a capable woman living on my own in the city, sending money back home to my family. I'm not attending some fancy university for rich girls."

(Is that her image of a capable woman? And she just said university, this girl.)

"A capable woman wouldn't be in this situation. If you want to role-play as one, you need to try a little harder. Well, never mind that. Right now, getting the sword back is the priority... Why have you been looking so happy this whole time? The situation is dire, you know?"

"Well, I was just thinking about how reliable you are, Hayato. I was feeling pretty helpless until just a moment ago, but now I'm not worried at all."

(If you trust me that much, why did you kick me out? Oh right, because I'm a production class... Anyway, I need to figure out how to get that sword back. The only way is to steal it back, isn't it?)

Hayato thought so, but he realized it was impossible in the current situation. Leon already had the sword equipped. That was a countermeasure against theft. He was being careful not to have it stolen.

In this state, even with a Stealing Skill of 100, it would be impossible to steal. That meant he had to make him unequip it somehow. And the only place to do that was during a Clan War. Player-versus-player combat was limited to Clan Wars.

There were two possibilities. Either reduce the sword's durability to its limit, creating a situation where he would unequip it himself, or create a situation where he no longer met the equipment requirements, forcing the equipment to be removed.

(That sword has high durability. It'd be impossible to reduce it to the brink during a Clan War. So it has to be a forced removal. If I remember correctly, the equipment requirement for that sword is 60 STR or higher. A warrior type would definitely have 100 STR... Reducing STR by 41 or more is impossible, right? Even with curse-type magic, the most you can reduce it by is twenty percent. So a forced removal is impossible too...)

As Hayato thought that far, he remembered something Ash had said. It was about Ash's sister.

(Wait, didn't Ash say his sister learned some kind of curse-type passive skill? I don't know the effect, but I think I heard something about it halving the stats of herself and everyone around her when she was cursed. If it has the same effect, could it work? If his STR is halved, he'll definitely unequip it. Damn, I want to confirm it, but I don't have the time for that now. I have no choice. I'll bet on it. If it doesn't work, I'll have to give up.)

"Hey, Hayato, what are you thinking so hard about? Is it impossible to get the sword back after all?"

"I'm still thinking, wait a bit longer. By the way, does Ney know anyone with a Stealing Skill of 100..."

(No, that's no good. Even if we steal the sword, there's no guarantee they'd give it back to us. There's no guarantee an NPC would return it either, but that seems more likely. I'll have to find one. That means I need to get them to agree to a Clan War. They seem to be after this headquarters, so if I make that the wager, they'll probably bite.)

Claiming the headquarters was his was a lie to disrupt the negotiations, but Hayato decided to use it as bait to draw them into a Clan War.

"Ney, give me this headquarters. No, lend it to me. I want to make my earlier claim real."

"I don't mind giving you the headquarters, Hayato. I'm sure everyone else would agree. But without this place, the sword..."

"Are you still on about that? You won't get the sword back even if you hand over the headquarters... Ahem, who do you believe, me or him?"

(This is so embarrassing. I wonder if this stuff gets saved in the logs... Whoa, Ney's eyes are sparkling. I thought she was the type to admire these kinds of lines, but she's way too easy. It's better than being put off, I guess, but this is rough in its own way. This is definitely going into my dark history.)

"Of course I believe you, Hayato!"

"You're being loud. But I'm glad to hear it. Then let's trade the headquarters right now. Don't worry, I'll give it all back if things go well. This is just a temporary exchange."

(I need to take custody of the headquarters quickly, or she's going to hand it over. This is dangerous.)

"Is that so? Well, it doesn't matter! I believe in you, Hayato!"

(I'm worried about your future... no, your present. You haven't fallen for any scams, have you?)

Hayato and Ney selected trade from the system menu and executed the headquarters trade. In an instant, ownership of the headquarters and all its furnishings transferred, and the clan's shared storage was also swapped. The headquarters was now Hayato's. And the log house would become Kokuryu's new base.

(This'll do for now. All that's left is to use this as bait to get them into a Clan War.)

Hayato and Ney returned to the room where Leon and his group were waiting.

Leon was smiling pleasantly, but the two people on either side of him were clearly in a bad mood.

"Have you concluded your discussion? In the first place, I think it's a bit of a stretch to claim ownership just because you built the headquarters."

"I think it's a bit of a stretch to trade a stolen sword for a headquarters, too."

Hayato and Leon were both smiling, their words polite, but they were clearly sizing each other up. A heavy atmosphere settled over the room.

"Even if you say it was stolen, it was a legitimate act under the game's system. I don't believe I deserve to be criticized for it, do you?"

"No, of course not. I'm not criticizing you. The same goes for the spy. However, fraud is not good. It's not right to try and take a headquarters by using a sword you have no intention of returning as bait."

"How rude. I clearly said I would exchange the headquarters and the sword, did I not?"

"Then could you hand over the sword first? We'll hand over the headquarters after that."

Leon was at a loss for words. But, perhaps sensing he was in a bad spot, he quickly spoke up.

"Is there any guarantee you will hand over the headquarters after I return the sword?"

"I'll return the question to you. Is there any guarantee you will return the sword after we hand over the headquarters?"

Hayato said this and smiled.

(Ugh, my stomach hurts. I quit my job because I hate these kinds of interactions. But I can't back down here. For now, I have to act like I'm no longer interested in that sword and somehow maneuver them into a Clan War. If they think I'm interested in the sword, they might not equip it in the Clan War. Well, even if I get them into a Clan War, there's no guarantee I can get it back. And if I'm not careful, I could lose the headquarters too. It's a bad bet, or you could just call it reckless. What am I even doing in this game?)

Leon looked over at Ney. He seemed puzzled that she had regained her spirit, but he opened his mouth to speak anyway.

"Ney-san, Hayato-san says this, but do you share his opinion? That you can't hand over the headquarters first?"

"Of course. Besides, I've already given the headquarters to Hayato, so I no longer have any authority over it. But if you return the sword, Hayato will definitely hand over the headquarters, so you can rest assured."

The three of them were shocked by her words. She had given up the chance to get back the sword she had been so attached to and had given the headquarters to Hayato. It was something that normally would never happen.

"It's true, the owner of the headquarters is listed under Hayato's name..."

The man with the mohawk reported this after checking the information in his system menu. For the first time, Leon's face lost its smile. But it was quickly replaced by a smirk as the corners of his mouth turned up.

"It seems my timing was poor. I should not have let you in until our trade was complete."

"My timing was perfect."

"Indeed. Now, what shall we do? Hayato-san, how about it? Won't you trade the sword and the headquarters? On the condition that you hand yours over first, of course."

"Even with a guarantee, I'd rather not, not with you, Leon-san."

"It seems I am disliked. But this is a problem. It would be a shame to come all this way and return empty-handed."

(So this prime location near the Royal Capital is that attractive. Can I reel him in?)

"Then I have a proposal for you, Leon-san. I'm going to put this headquarters up as a wager in a Betting Match for the next Clan War. Why don't you challenge me for it?"

Leon narrowed his eyes at Hayato. Then he glanced down at the sword at his hip.

"Are you saying I should challenge you with this sword as the wager?"

"No, no, that sword is already yours, Leon-san. There's no need to bet it. A simple knife would be sufficient. What I want is your rank."

"Rank?"

"'Goddess of Annihilation' is A-rank, correct? According to the giant-killing rule, if a lower-ranked clan defeats a higher-ranked clan, they take over their rank completely. I came here to get this headquarters today because I wanted something to wager in order to fight a higher-ranked clan. If this headquarters is the prize, a higher-ranked clan will have a reason to fight a lower-ranked one, don't you think?"

Wanting the rank was true, but wanting the headquarters was a lie. By telling a lie that seemed plausible, he was making his story more believable.

"You're confident you can beat an A-rank clan? If I recall, Hayato-san, you just left your clan. What is your current clan's rank, anyway?"

"It's F, but we won yesterday, so maybe it's E. It was a random match against a same-rank team, so we might not have had enough points. We could still be F."

At Hayato's mention of E and F, the man with the mohawk and the woman in the dress burst out laughing. But Leon's face remained serious as he stared intently at Hayato.

"What are you plotting? I don't know what kind of clan you have, but do you really think you can beat us?"

"After yesterday's battle, I thought, we can do this. I'm aiming for the anniversary prize money. What do you say? If you're confident you can win, you'll be able to legally obtain this headquarters. If you lose, your rank will drop, but you keep the sword. And I think it's a far better option than getting a strange reputation for doing something that borders on fraud, don't you?"

Leon placed a hand on his chin and thought.

Then, after a few seconds, his face broke into a smile, and he extended his right hand across the table.

Hayato did the same, reaching out his own right hand to shake it.

At that moment, the negotiation was settled.



		
			Chapter 17

			Explaining the Situation

			That evening, Hayato called Esha and Ash to the new headquarters near the Royal Capital. He needed to explain the situation.

They arrived without much delay.

Both of them showed surprised expressions at the sight of Hayato's new, large fortress headquarters, a stark change from the log house, but they sat down in their chairs without saying anything.

Hayato placed a coffee for each of them on the table before explaining what had transpired.

When he had finished his explanation, Hayato drank his own coffee, finally taking a breath.

"This Esha Crown is in awe of my master's skill. I have no choice but to call it magnificent."

"Huh, you think so? I mean, I guess it was good that I managed to lure them into a Clan War."

"You are too modest. That was merely a feint. You tricked the clan that kicked you out and seized this headquarters, did you not? Despite telling us that your former clan members were your allies, you did this to them. To deceive the enemy, you must first deceive your allies. Never before have I understood the meaning of those words as I do today."

"Were you even listening? I'm using this headquarters as bait to get the sword back. If it works, I'm giving both the sword and the headquarters back to Ney."

"There you go again. You don't have to say it, I understand. You will take the headquarters, and even if you get the sword back, you have no intention of returning it, do you? As expected of my master. What wonderfully evil deeds."

"I'm telling you, that's not it."

"Hayato, as a person, I have to question that."

(An AI is questioning my character. What does that say about me as a person?)

Hayato felt a slight shock but retorted nonetheless.

"It's not some elaborate scheme. I really intend to do as I said. This headquarters is temporary, so try not to get it dirty or break anything, okay?"

"...Um, did you really just borrow the headquarters to get the sword back?"

"That's right."

"...Seriously?"

"...Seriously."

Esha let out a dramatic sigh. She glanced at Hayato, then let out another, even bigger sigh. It was probably the biggest sigh Hayato had ever seen from her.

"What a wimpy master you are. How soft can you be? Are you one of those people who'll die if you're not liked by everyone? To not even get angry after being treated like this, and what's more, to fight back against the other party for a problem that your clan brought on themselves. You wouldn't have any right to complain if someone called you a piece of garbage, you know?"

"Could you wrap that in a little more sugarcoating? It kind of hurts."

"Understood... Master, are you an idiot?"

"That sugarcoating is completely torn, isn't it?"

Still, Hayato had to admit he was being a little soft.

(But, you know, we had a pretty good time together for the two and a half years since the game started. I don't think getting kicked out of the clan is enough to turn all of that into anger. It's not like they threw me out without any explanation... Or is thinking that way soft?)

"Esha, don't be too hard on Hayato. He's the type who likes to take care of people. Besides, if he weren't that kind of person, he wouldn't have been able to hire you. Anyone other than Hayato would have fired you within a day, you know?"

"That is a blind spot. You are absolutely correct. My master is the greatest."

"Yeah, try to put a little more feeling into it next time. But, well, I do think I'm being a little soft myself."

"A little? You're at the level of pouring honey on sugar. But, well, I think the part where you lectured all your former clan members was good. Though I still think you're soft."

After his negotiation with Goddess of Annihilation, Hayato had called over the members of Kokuryu. He had explained the situation to them. It was then that he learned certain details, which led to him lecturing them.

The issue was the reason they had kicked him out of the clan.

Even if Kokuryu was low in the rankings for its tier, it was still an A-rank clan. In the Clan Wars, where there was prize money to be won, while some people praised the top clans, others hurled all sorts of negative words at them, born of jealousy, envy, resentment, and spite.

It was especially bad in the monster hunting grounds. Normally, the first party to arrive at a hunting ground had priority. If there were too many parties, you might have to go home even if you had just arrived. Some players, angry at having made the trip for nothing, would hurl insults at the party already there.

Kokuryu had been told several times, "Your equipment is first-rate, but your members are third-rate."

Normally, one would just ignore such words, but the clan members took it to heart, believing it to be true. After all, the equipment, items, food, and medicines Hayato made were indeed of the highest quality.

It was around that time that a player they often ran into at the hunting grounds made a suggestion. If they won a Clan War with Hayato gone, wouldn't that silence the critics?

At first, they had rejected the idea, saying they could never kick Hayato out of the clan, but the last battle, where Hayato had taken down an enemy by taking them with him, was the final straw.

They came to believe that not only were they relying on Hayato's production skills, but they were also being protected by Hayato himself, who had no combat skills. They even thought that the reason Hayato didn't train his combat skills was to protect his worthless teammates with all his various production skills.

And so, their thinking shifted. Hayato was a first-rate player, while they were third-rate.

Unfortunately, the clan leader, Ney, once she gets an idea in her head, doesn't stop. She became obsessed with the bizarre theory that in order to stand shoulder to shoulder with Hayato in the same clan, they had to prove that they were first-rate. So, she kicked Hayato out and tried to win a Clan War.

And she had planned to ask him to come back after they won.

Hayato's feelings upon hearing this had been complicated.

(Just how much do they trust me? It seems they believed I would definitely come back, even if I was in another clan. It's almost a little scary... Well, the chances of me going back were high, though.)

They had been telling him to learn combat skills since the Clan Wars started because they wanted him to be able to play more freely. The reason they hadn't explained why they were kicking him out was because they knew Hayato was kind, and if he knew the reason, he might try to support them from the shadows, so they had hardened their hearts and kicked him out.

When Hayato heard that, he lectured them, telling them they needed to properly communicate things like that. He also gave Ney a serious talking-to about not running wild.

(I wouldn't say I'm an adult, but they're all still kids. This game was popular even before the Clan Wars, and the headgear was relatively cheap. The barrier to entry for young people was low. When the Clan Wars started, the prize money brought in a lot of adults, and a lot of bad adults at that. They probably had to worry about things they didn't have to before the Clan Wars started.)

When the population increases, public order deteriorates. The same is true for games. And money is involved. It's inevitable that some people will approach you with ill intent.

The player who had told them it was fine to win without Hayato was the spy who had stolen the sword and handed it over to the other team. He had offered to join Kokuryu just once to participate in the Clan War. In other words, he had been manipulating the members for some time with the intention of infiltrating Kokuryu from the start.

(You could say Kokuryu lost to that one person. He brought them down not with fighting, but with words. It's not something to be praised, but as an enemy, it was impressive. Still, while the prize money is nice, the Clan Wars really have caused a lot of unnecessary trouble.)

After much discussion, Kokuryu decided to disband.

The members hadn't been participating in the Clan Wars for the money. They had been trying their best because Hayato had said he couldn't lose. But now Hayato had created a clan that seemed like it could win against A-rank clans. So, they concluded that Kokuryu should disband and just play the game for fun, without participating in the Clan Wars.

Hayato's declaration that "It doesn't matter if the members are first-rate or third-rate, I just wanted to play this game with you guys," a line that would later make him squirm with embarrassment, also had no small influence on their decision to disband.

And Hayato did not object to their decision.

He felt that the members of Kokuryu weren't suited for an event like the Clan Wars. None of them had the kind of personality that enjoyed competing with others. They would lose access to systems like shared items that were available when in a clan, but it would just be a little inconvenient, not a major problem. So, Ney disbanded the clan without any particular regrets.

Hayato watched this, thinking it was a bit casual to disband a clan that had lasted for over two years so easily, but he revised his thinking. They probably felt that their relationship as friends and companions wouldn't change even without the framework of a clan.

And then Ney, with a bright smile, said, "Now we can all play together again!" and led everyone away from the headquarters.

Recalling that moment, Hayato thought, "You should reflect a little more," but he still smiled a little.

Conversely, Esha sighed.

"You made the clan that kicked you out disband, took their headquarters, and you're planning to fight a top clan to steal their rank. It's a perfect result, yet I must say I'm disappointed that my master is such a wimp. If my master were evil, I was planning to change my position from a maid to an evil female executive."

"You kind of feel like that already, though?"

"I like what you did, Hayato. A man is coolest when he doesn't sweat the small stuff."

"It helps to hear you say that. Well then, now that I've explained the situation, I'd like to decide on what to do next."

"You need my sister's help, right?"

"That's right. To get the sword back, I need to force them to unequip it. I need you to check if she can use the curse effect I heard about before. If it's possible, I'd like her to join us for the next Clan War."

"Got it. I'll bring my sister here tomorrow. I don't know much about her skills myself, so it'll be faster to ask her directly."

"Please do. Separately, do either of you know anyone with a Stealing Skill of 100? Even if we get the equipment to come off, it's meaningless if we can't steal it."

At Hayato's words, the two of them fell silent. But Ash turned to Esha with a questioning look.

"You're not going to say anything?"

"Whatever could you mean?"

"Well, I thought you would know someone like that, Esha."

"No, I have no memory of such a person."

"Esha, do you know someone with a Stealing Skill of 100? If so, I'd really like you to introduce me... If you introduce me, I'll prepare that five-star wedding cake you wanted."

"You are quite skilled at negotiating. The truth is, I do have a former companion who fits that description, but they are rather troublesome, so I would prefer not to introduce them."

"Troublesome?"

"You could call them my natural enemy."

Hayato bowed his head.

"Esha, even if Ash's sister doesn't have the skill I'm hoping for, I'll find another way to force the unequip. But either way, I need someone with the highest level of Stealing Skill. Please, I'm asking you to introduce me to that person."

Esha stared at Hayato, then let out what must have been her umpteenth sigh of the day.

"Very well. Tomorrow, before Ash-sama's sister arrives, I will take you to where that person is... Let me just say that it's only because the wedding cake has clouded my judgment."

The next day, the place the maid Esha guided Hayato to was the building that housed the Royal Capital's Butler Guild.



		
			Chapter 18

			The Butler Guild

			The Butler Guild was a guild for hiring butlers.

Ostensibly, there was no conflict between the Maid Guild and the Butler Guild, but as they were similar organizations, it was said that they viewed each other as rivals and were vying for supremacy.

Into this Butler Guild appeared the maid Esha, together with Hayato.

A slight stir went through the butlers present in the guild.

Paying the situation no mind whatsoever, Esha led Hayato to the reception desk. The man at the desk had a suspicious look on his face, but he quickly put on a smile to greet them.

"Welcome. How may I help you today?"

"I would like to meet with Relic Barbatos."

"...Pardon me, but may I ask your name?"

"I am Esha Crown. This is Hayato-sama, whom I serve."

The receptionist's face filled with surprise. Then, for some reason, he looked at Hayato with an expression of pity.

(So Esha really is famous... Crap, I haven't checked the main story. I'm busy right now, so after I get the sword back in the next fight, I'll ask Ney. But why did that receptionist look at me with such pity?)

"Please wait a moment," the receptionist said, and left his seat. He returned in about a minute.

"He has agreed to see you, but it seems he is occupied at the moment and it will take some time. Would you mind waiting in the reception room?"

Esha looked at Hayato. There was no reason not to wait. When Hayato nodded, Esha confirmed it and looked back at the receptionist.

"Then we will do so. We expect some delicious tea and cakes in the reception room."

The receptionist made a complicated face, then once again turned a pitying gaze upon Hayato.

(I hired Esha because she's strong. If there were other strong maids, I'd switch. Well, if she acted too much like a proper maid, that would be a problem in its own way, so maybe this level is just right...)

Hayato thought this to himself as he followed the man's guidance.

The reception room was about twenty tatami mats in size. Inside were tastefully selected furnishings, a desk, and leather-upholstered sofas.

The receptionist invited Hayato to sit on a sofa, and he did so. Coffee and cakes were then brought out and placed on the table before him.

When Hayato thanked the man, he said, "Please wait here for a while," and left the room.

Esha, without a word, sat down next to him and began eating the cakes.

As there was no reason to scold her, Hayato drank his coffee and looked around the room. Though it was in a game, Hayato, who could be called a furniture craftsman, judged the items to be simple but tasteful.

His slightly high-and-mighty perspective came from the fact that their quality was not five-star. What he praised was the arrangement and selection of the furniture. He thought to himself that if it were him, he would furnish the room entirely with five-star items.

Just as he finished his inspection of the room, Esha finished her cakes, so Hayato decided to ask her some questions.

"Um, is the person coming here the one with a Stealing Skill of 100?"

"Yes, that is correct. He is an old man over seventy, but his skills are sound."

"Is that so? But is it okay for someone with a Stealing Skill of 100 to be working as a butler? I'd think most people wouldn't hire him."

No sane person would hire a butler who possessed the skills of a thief. Of course, Hayato wouldn't want to hire him either, under normal circumstances.

"Who knows? He was different when we were in the same clan before, but for some reason he became a butler. I wonder if he's actually working?"

(I think Esha is in a similar boat. Putting that aside, she doesn't know the reason? Maybe they were in the same clan but weren't that close?)

Hayato continued to gather information from Esha.

His name was Relic Barbatos. Seventy-two years old. Male.

Before becoming a butler, he was a thief. Though a thief, he was a so-called vigilante thief who only ever stole from corrupt nobles and merchants. Furthermore, he was the type to send a calling card before a theft, so he was also known as a phantom thief. He was never caught, and though he is now retired, he was so famous in his prime that there was no one who didn't know his name.

(I have no idea. Is this another thing I'd know if I'd played the main story? I don't know much, but if he has a history of winning the Clan Wars, he might be strong like Esha. I only plan on having him for this one time, but if he's strong, I'd like to have him formally join the clan.)

Just as he thought that far, he heard a knock on the door.

Hayato hurriedly said, "Ah, yes," as he stood up from his chair. Esha stood up as well.

Then, with a, "Pardon my intrusion," a man entered. It was the man with the same features Esha had described.

White hair slicked back and tied behind his head, with a neat white mustache under his nose. He wore a butler's uniform and white gloves, his 180cm frame held perfectly straight. A scar, reminiscent of a seasoned warrior, ran from between his eyebrows down to his right cheek. And a youthfulness that would let him pass for his fifties, if you didn't know he was an old man over seventy.

Hayato thought he embodied the very image of a butler with a hidden past.

The old man glanced at Hayato and Esha in turn, then gave a polite bow.

"My name is Relic Barbatos."

Following Relic's introduction, Hayato and Esha also greeted him. When that was done, Relic's expression softened into a gentle smile.

"Esha, I am surprised that you would be the one to summon me."

"I did not wish to see you, but my master was crying and begging me, so I had no choice."

"I bowed my head, but I didn't cry and beg, did I?"

Relic looked a little surprised by their exchange.

"Master, you say? That you would serve beneath someone is surprising enough. What methods did Hayato-sama employ?"

"...Bribery with food?"

Silence fell upon the room. But the next moment, Relic burst out laughing so hard he started to choke.

"I, I see. Y, yes, if that were the case, even Esha would obey, I suppose. H, heheheh."

"Master, allow me to advise you to be careful on moonless nights. In fact, you should be careful even when the sun is out."

"Does that mean I'm only safe on nights with a full moon?"

After a few more exchanges like this, the atmosphere finally settled. The tension was completely gone, but Hayato was grateful for the situation and thanked Esha a little.

Then, to get to the main topic, he put on a serious face and looked at Relic.

"Relic-san, may we get to the main subject?"

"Of course, Hayato-sama. I could tell from a glance at Esha that you did not come here merely to see me. What business do you have with me?"

"First, I would like to confirm, is it true that your Stealing Skill is at 100? That is what Esha told me."

"Hmm? Yes, that is correct. I have already retired from the thieving business, but the skill itself is indeed at 100."

"In that case, would you be willing to lend us your aid in the next Clan War?"

"In the Clan War? May I inquire as to the reason?"

Hayato hesitated for a moment. He was unsure if it was alright to explain the situation to Relic, who, though an NPC, had not yet joined the clan.

He had explained it to Esha and Ash because he somehow felt he could trust them, but this was a story that could not be leaked. If the opponent learned of it and didn't equip the sword, the entire plan would be for naught.

"Master, Relic is not the kind of person who would leak information. If I thought he was, I would not have brought him here in the first place."

"I am surprised to be trusted so much by you. However, I shall live up to that trust. Though they are but words, I swear that I will not leak what is spoken here. Would you be so kind as to explain the circumstances?"

Hayato nodded and explained the situation up to that point. Relic listened to Hayato's words without interrupting.

Though it was a rough overview, the explanation was finished in about ten minutes.

"What do you think? In order to retrieve the sword, we need your skill, Relic-san."

"I understand the situation. However, I have a question, if I may?"

"Please, ask me anything."

"Regarding the sword, would it not be sufficient to craft another one just like it? I am sure gathering the materials and so on would be a great deal of trouble, but with your skills, Hayato-sama, would you not be able to make the same thing? I believe it would be far easier than stealing it back."

Hayato had thought the same thing himself. He didn't have to go through the trouble of taking it back, he could just make another one.

But he had already rejected that idea.

Ney probably wouldn't accept it. Hayato was sure she would say she wanted that specific sword they had all made together. And Hayato himself felt the same way as Ney. Even if he made something that was, data-wise, completely identical, it wouldn't be the same. It had to be that sword.

"That would be irritating, and it's not that we want something identical. We want to get that one back."

The desire to get it back was an emotional one. Even if the difficulty was high, he couldn't just not do it. If it didn't work out, then so be it, but he couldn't give up without trying.

Relic looked a little surprised, but he quickly smiled.

"I see. Now I understand why Esha has taken a liking to you."

"I have no idea what you mean."

"No, I was just talking to myself. Very well, I do not mind assisting you."

"Really!"

"Yes, really. However, I have a condition."

"A condition? What might that be? I hope you're not going to ask for the stolen sword, as that would be a problem."

"I would not say such a thing. Let's see... I am fond of beautiful things."

"You'll make me blush."

"Esha, I am not talking about you. I am referring not to people, but to jewels and ornaments. Hayato-sama, you said your production skills are high. Can you craft an ornament that would capture my heart? If you can provide such a thing, I will lend you my aid."

Hearing those words, the craftsman's spirit in Hayato ignited. There was no way he could back down after being told that.

"Yes, I will provide it. I will show you an ornament that will capture your heart."

Hayato's and Relic's gazes met.

This was a battle of taste. Hayato had no power in combat. But, as a self-proclaimed craftsman, he could not lose a battle like this.

With that thought, Hayato began to recall the works he had created in the past, wondering what kind of ornament he should prepare.



		
			Chapter 19

			Dragon Curse

			After their meeting with Relic at the Butler Guild, Hayato and Esha returned to their current headquarters, the black stone fortress. They were scheduled to meet with Ash's sister afterward.

Hayato believed that this sister held the key to their entire plan.

Retrieving the weapon would require several steps. The most critical of these was to forcibly unequip it from their opponent. If they couldn't do this, they couldn't steal the weapon in the first place. This was due to a game mechanic that dictated you could only steal items from an opponent's item bag during player-versus-player combat.

Weapons and armor have equipment requirements. These are often determined by the values of the STR and DEX stats, which represent strength and dexterity. If a stat value is not at or above the number set for each piece of equipment, it cannot be equipped. If, for some reason, a stat were to decrease, the equipment requirements would no longer be met, and the equipment would be unequipped and returned to the item bag.

Intentionally causing this to happen is known within the game as a forced unequip, and it is a common tactic among players who favor weakening magic.

Hayato's plan was to perform this forced unequip and then steal the weapon with the Stealing Skill.

The problem was the equipment requirement for the stolen sword, the Excalibur Replica. It could be equipped with 60 STR or higher. This meant they had to lower the opponent's STR to 59 to force an unequip. And the opponent was almost certainly a warrior-type player. Their STR would, without a doubt, be 100.

The weakening magic Hayato knew of could reduce a stat by a maximum of twenty percent. And the same weakening effect did not stack. If the opponent's STR was 100, they could only drop it to 80.

And that was where Ash's sister came in as the key.

The effect of the bad status called the Dragon's Curse was said to halve the stats of oneself and everyone around, regardless of whether they were friend or foe. The highest quality Elixir that Hayato had made had cured that curse, but Hayato remembered Ash's words that she had learned a switch-type passive skill called Dragon Curse.

If it was a skill that could halve a stat, then even if STR was 100, it would become 50, and the equipment requirements for the Excalibur Replica would no longer be met. Hayato had set his sights on that.

(I don't know if it can really do that. Halving a stat, even if it involves yourself and your allies, is an extraordinary performance. You could even call it a cheat. It means you could unequip most of your opponent's gear.)

Many people would say that the number one factor in determining a player's strength is their skill composition. But almost everyone would agree that the second factor is their equipment. In particular, without a weapon, you are forced to fight with your bare hands, and if you don't have hand-to-hand combat skills, you can't deal any decent damage.

Bare-handed damage is low to begin with, but as the skill increases, you can use bare-handed weapon skills, so some players learn the skill for emergencies, but they are in the vast minority.

(I can only pray that Ash's sister is a cheat.)

With that thought, Hayato waited for Ash and the others to arrive.

At two in the afternoon, Ash and his companion came to the headquarters.

Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ash's sister, all four of them, met in the dining hall inside the fortress.

Ash's sister's name was Ren Brandle.

She looked to be fifteen years old, with the same blond hair and blue eyes as Ash. Her straight hair fell to around her waist, and she wore a black robe. Hayato had heard she was a sorcerer, and she seemed to fit the image of a typical magic user.

(So this is Ash's sister. She has a childish air about her, but she's got the looks to be a real beauty in the future. I don't know if NPCs age, though. And she's a dragon too. I wonder if she can transform into a dragon and breathe fire like Ash.)

Hayato thought this as he looked at Ren. And Ren smiled as she looked back at him.

"Thanks to you, Hayato-san, I'm all better now. Thank you so much."

"I'm glad you're feeling better. But you should probably thank Ash and the mercenary group. I just made the Elixir, Ash and his team were the ones who gathered the ingredients."

"Of course, I'm grateful to them too. But making an Elixir is very difficult, after all. The one I have to thank the most is you, Hayato-san."

Being thanked so politely made Hayato feel quite pleased. Seeing someone happy because of something he made, this was the moment he felt was the best part of being a production class.

Besides, his affection level for Ren was already high. It was only a first impression, but Ren seemed normal. The women around Hayato were all unique in their own ways. He would never say it to them, but frankly, it was exhausting.

"Master, could you please explain why you just looked at me and sighed? In one thousand characters or more."

"So you understand I have a lot to say? I'll summarize it, so can you wait about three days? I promise to make it an epic."

(Still, this kind of back-and-forth isn't so bad. It's nice not to have to be on guard... Then again, what does it mean to be on guard with an NPC?)

Hayato thought this, but he decided it was time to get to the main topic. There was still time before the Clan War, but there was a lot to do. And if Ren's skill couldn't handle it, he'd have to think of another plan.

"Um, is it okay if I call you Ren-chan?"

"Yes, that's fine. Everyone in the mercenary group calls me that."

"From now on, please refer to me as Esha-sama."

"You can eat this orange, so please be quiet for a little bit. So, Ren-chan, I heard from Ash that you learned a switch-type passive skill called Dragon Curse. Could you tell me what it does?"

A switch-type passive skill was a type of passive skill, meaning a constantly active skill, that could be voluntarily switched to a different effect.

The "Stance" passive skill learned by leveling up sword skills was a switch-type passive skill that allowed you to gain the effect of either an Offensive Stance or a Defensive Stance. The Offensive Stance increased attack by 10%, and the Defensive Stance increased defense by 10%, but you could only gain the effect of one at a time. You could switch between them depending on the situation. It was said that warrior-type players had to be able to use this skill effectively.

"Dragon Curse has the effect of halving a stat. But unlike the previous curse, it doesn't involve allies or lower all stats. I can now voluntarily choose which stat to lower from STR, DEX, or MAG. And it only affects one target."

"You can choose one, and it only affects one person, you say? If you can lower one person's STR by half, that's more than enough."

Hayato felt like he could see a ray of light. With this, he could force the Excalibur Replica to be unequipped.

"Ash, would it be alright to have Ren-chan participate in the next Clan War? I really need to ask this of you."

"I wouldn't have brought her here if I wasn't okay with it. But you should ask Ren, just in case. You see, if I decide things on my own, I get scolded later."

Hayato thought, "So you've been scolded before," as he turned his gaze to Ren.

"Ren-chan, I'd like you to participate in the next Clan War. Would you be willing to accept?"

"Yes, of course, that's fine. My brother has told me the general story. I will repay you for helping me!"

Ren made fists with both her hands at her chest and snorted with determination.

"Thank you. Alright, all that's left is..."

All that's left is to prepare an ornament that will capture the heart of the butler, Relic, he thought, when Ren timidly raised her right hand.

"Ren-chan, do you have a question?"

"Ah, um, Hayato-san, you've mastered various production skills, haven't you?"

"Well, I suppose so. Cooking, Blacksmithing, Woodworking, Alchemy, Sewing, and Crafting, my skills are all at 100. I'd say it was quite a lot of hard work."

"Th, then, could I ask you to make me some five-sun nails, Hayato-san...?"

"Gos...? Um?"

"Ah, of course, I'll provide the materials. It's not a condition for participating in the Clan War this time. It's just that my old nails broke, so I was thinking I needed new equipment. Ah, um, i, if it's not too much trouble, I'd also like to request a straw doll..."

Ren said this shyly, her cheeks flushed, but the content of her words threw Hayato into confusion.

"Sorry, I don't know the materials. And wait, are five-sun nails equipment? Not like, charge items for curse-killing magic?"

"You didn't know? Then I'll give you the recipe and a list of materials."

Ren wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to Hayato. He didn't really want to take it, but he couldn't refuse, so Hayato accepted it.

(Five-sun nails are made with Blacksmithing Skill, and straw dolls are made with Crafting Skill, I see. But the recipe for a straw doll... If someone handed me a recipe for five-sun nails and a straw doll in real life, it would be nothing but terrifying.)

"I would advise that Orichalcum is optimal for five-sun nails. Mithril doesn't increase the duration of the curse damage."

"Esha-san, you know a lot! Actually, I also think Orichalcum five-sun nails are the best! Adamantite just increases physical attack power, so it's meaningless, right!"

"Ah, right, that's good information. I'm curious why you know that, Esha, have you used them before?"

"I have not used them, but it is a maid's etiquette. Let's just say it is a countermeasure for when one encounters a master who does not provide enough snacks."

"...For today's snack, I will prepare five-star chocolate parfaits. For you too, of course, Ren-chan."

Esha and Ren both threw their hands in the air at the same time in a victory pose.

Hayato, thinking, "Oh, for goodness' sake," began to prepare the chocolate parfaits.



		
			Chapter 20

			What Captures the Heart

			A week had passed since Hayato met the butler, Relic, and Ash's sister, Ren.

And all that time, Hayato had been racking his brain.

He was struggling to decide which "ornament that captures the heart" to choose, the condition for Relic's assistance.

In a normal game, you could just prepare a lot of plausible-looking items and hand them over one by one. If one didn't work, you'd just give them another. In other words, you could just keep trying until you got the right answer.

But in this case, the other party was a high-performance AI. There was a high probability that handing over the wrong item would nullify the promise itself. And Hayato's pride as a craftsman would not allow him to make multiple attempts.

What Hayato was aiming for was, of course, a single, decisive blow. To provide what the other party desired in a single offering.

With the next Clan War approaching, he didn't really have time for this, but he had some items left over from the last Clan War, so he had a little leeway.

Therefore, for the past week, Hayato had been carefully considering which item to give.

(It's probably not just about it being expensive. It's not about good performance, or having a special effect. Relic-san said he liked beautiful things. Even if it has no effect, as long as it's beautiful, it should be fine. But the standard of that beauty is... I did make a whole range of items when I was leveling up my Crafting Skill. I'll have to remember one from that and make it. But leveling up production skills was hell. Honestly, I don't want to remember it.)

Hayato's hell. It referred to how grueling it was to get a skill to 100.

Basically, skills increase in value by being used repeatedly. If you want to raise your sword skill, you fight with a sword. If you want to raise your magic skill, you use magic. By using the skill, a check for skill increase is performed, and if the check is successful, the skill goes up.

However, for all skills, that check becomes stricter after level 90. The probability of an increase is said to be less than 0.1%, meaning it might go up once per thousand uses, or it might not. Other than that, there is also a difficulty check for skill increase, and you need to challenge yourself with a difficulty appropriate for your skill level.

Combat skills could be said to be the easier ones. The probability is low, but the skills will naturally go up if you keep fighting. Even with a probability of less than 0.1%, you just have to fight monsters. Of course, if you only fight weak monsters, you'll fail the difficulty check and it won't go up at all.

And production skills go up by creating something. You don't have to fight monsters, but you have to gather materials and make things over and over again. If you're repeatedly making things with few materials, it's not that much trouble. But things with few materials have a low difficulty, and the skill will only go up to a certain value. Therefore, you have to create items that match your skill level.

After skill level 90, that becomes strict. Items that match that skill level require many materials, and they are also hard to come by. Gathering many materials or rare materials costs money, and the success rate of creation is low. It could be said that raising a production skill to 100 takes a considerable amount of effort and money.

In Hayato's case, his clan members gathered the materials for him, so it didn't cost him that much money, but it was still a considerable struggle.

(The price of materials is high, and it's not like the things you make will sell for more than the price of the materials. And if you fail in the creation, the materials themselves are lost. It's more than just a loss. It's absolutely impossible to do solo.)

This was one of the reasons Hayato wouldn't let go of his production skills. The total of all skills was capped at 1000. You had to manage within that limit. He couldn't just change the production skills he had worked so hard to raise into combat skills.

(Well, the hard part is in the past. Now, thanks to that, I can earn money without fighting monsters, and I can get strong NPCs to join me. I'll clear Relic-san's challenge and have him play an active role in the next Clan War.)

With that in mind, Hayato narrowed down his options for what to make.

"Master, are you still agonizing over this? You should just make a whole bunch of things and hand them over. One of them is bound to be a hit."

Esha entered Hayato's room on the second floor of the fortress without knocking.

"This is a battle of taste. I want to hand over just one and have Relic-san be satisfied."

"You have a troublesome personality. Your goal is to get the sword back, so you don't have time to be saying things like that."

"That's true, but... Hey, out of these, which one do you think is the most beautiful?"

Hayato placed several candidates on the table. They were all items that required a relatively high skill level.

"How were you able to make something with such high performance, in terms of materials... Ah, Ney-san and the others, I see."

The materials for crafting were provided by his former Kokuryu clan members, Ney and the others. They had brought them over, saying that for some reason they couldn't make things well even with the materials, so they were giving them all to Hayato. And they had arranged to bring him things that could be used as materials on a regular basis in the future. In exchange, they had asked him to make their equipment later, a proposal Hayato had gladly accepted.

"Having girls provide you with materials... That's not evil, that's being a freeloader. Or a scoundrel."

"You're not wrong, but could you rephrase that?"

Despite their exchange, Esha picked up the items on the table and looked at them. She examined each one, but her reaction was not good.

"None of these are beautiful. To begin with, they're no good because you can't eat them."

"I was a fool to ask you, Esha."

"I am joking. But actually, seeing these reminded me of something."

Esha's story was about Relic's days as a thief.

During his time as a thief, Relic would send a calling card and then steal an item, and Esha remembered his tendencies.

"Simple things?"

"I think it was mostly small rings and bracelets. The mansions Relic broke into apparently had some pretty expensive things, but it seems he didn't even glance at them. Also, he apparently went out of his way to steal things from cases that were magically set to sound an alarm. I heard there were things that weren't in cases, but he didn't touch those."

"Could it be something like this? It's just a plain, simple ring, but it is five-star."

It had no effect and didn't increase any stats. It was really just a ring. But it used some fairly rare materials, and it was an item with a high enough difficulty to raise the skill to 100.

"I think it's pretty, but I can't say for sure. In the first place, why do you have a ring with no effect? I don't think a ring with no effect is useful for anything. And you can't eat it."

"That's true. This is the thing that was made right when my Crafting Skill hit 100. So I'm keeping it as a memento."

Every time Hayato looked at it, he remembered the joy he felt when his Crafting Skill hit 100. Even if it was of no use, he couldn't sell it or throw it away.

"Ah, so it's a memento."

"Still, I can't give this one away. I'll have to make another one until I get a five-star. Alright, I'll bet on Esha's information."

"Is that so? Well, if you succeed, please thank me not with words, but with food. I am afraid of manju. And I am also afraid of hot tea."

"It'd be nice if you changed it up once in a while, you know? Well, whatever, I'm going to start working, so later..."

"Ah, that's right, I remembered why I came here. I'm returning this."

What Esha handed to Hayato was a box that would spring a poison needle trap when opened. It was a box Hayato had made when he was leveling up his Woodworking Skill. It wasn't a memento or anything special.

"Why did you open it?"

"I thought there might be something delicious hidden inside. Also, please give me an antidote potion. My HP is getting dangerously low."

"You forgot that reason, huh..."

Hayato, exasperated with Esha, handed her an antidote potion. Afterward, he crafted a five-star ring and headed for the Butler Guild.

At the Butler Guild, he called for Relic and was shown to the same reception room as before.

A few minutes later, Relic appeared in the reception room.

"Hayato-sama. I apologize for the wait."

"No, no, I'm the one making the unreasonable request. I've brought the promised item today."

"Actually, I have been looking forward to this all week. May I see what you have prepared right away?"

"Yes, here it is."

Hayato placed the simple ring on his palm and showed it to Relic. Relic said, "Allow me," and took the ring in his hand to look at it.

(Relic-san is so serious he even took out a monocle. The item itself is five-star, but I wonder.)

After looking at the ring, Relic returned it to Hayato.

"It is a splendid piece that accurately captures my tastes."

"Then..."

"However, it is not enough to capture my heart. It is a fine item, but I do not wish to steal it. This ring is a failure. Oh, and feel free to challenge me as many times as you like. I shall look forward to your next attempt."

(So it was no good. But, he wants to steal it? Does he mean I have to make him want to steal it? Come to think of it, I think Esha said something... That's right, she said he didn't steal things that weren't in cases. Does that mean I have to put it in a state where it's not easy to steal? Then...)

Hayato placed his memento ring in the box that activated the poison needle trap. He handed that to Relic.

"This is a different ring from the last one, but I've put it inside a trapped box. How about this? Wouldn't this make you want to steal it, Relic-san?"

Relic looked a little surprised, but he quickly smiled.

"Wonderful. I was planning to help you even if you didn't get the right answer, but to find it so quickly. Yes, there is nothing that captures my heart more than something that is protected. From today's hint, I thought it would take you a few more tries, but you have done splendidly, Hayato-sama."

"No, no, it was just a coincidence. Then, about the upcoming Clan War, may I ask for your assistance?"

"Yes, of course. I shall steal that sword for you without fail."

Hadato and Relic exchanged a firm handshake.

(Esha probably knew the answer. I'll have to prepare the highest quality manju and tea for her when I get back.)

With that thought, Hayato left the Butler Guild.



		
			Chapter 21

			Assessing Allied Strength

			The day after clearing Relic's trial, the first thing Hayato did was assess his allies' strength.

The preparations to retrieve the sword were complete. But there was one other thing he had to consider. Whether or not they could defeat the "Goddess of Annihilation" in a Clan War.

Even if they got the sword back, losing the Clan War would mean losing their base. That would be pointless. Hayato's victory condition was to retrieve the sword and keep the base safe.

Hayato figured the clan "Goddess of Annihilation" was A-rank, making them incomparably stronger than the newbie-hunting clan they fought last time.

Despite the spy situation, "Goddess of Annihilation" had achieved a complete victory over "Kokuryu." Even without Ney's Excalibur Replica, the result was unusual.

There might be some reason for it, but Hayato decided he first needed to investigate the strength of his own allies.

He had a general idea about Esha, Ash, and the mercenaries. The ones he knew almost nothing about were Ash's younger sister, Ren, and Relic, whose Stealing Skill was 100 but whose combat ability was a mystery.

With that in mind, he decided to accompany Ash and his mercenary group to their hunting grounds where they went to slay monsters. It was to see just how strong Ren was. Hayato also wanted to confirm the detailed information on her Dragon Curse. As for Relic, Esha had said, "He can fight, you know," so he put that off for later.

(I'm curious about the enemy team, but my allies come first. I've heard that in high-ranking clan battles, you're more likely to win by forcing your tactics on the opponent rather than reacting to theirs. In other words, the one who imposes their strategy wins. I'll leave the basic tactics to Ash, but I need to study up for emergencies… and it seems like a cool, tactician-like position.)

Hayato thought this as he traveled with Ash and the others to the hunting grounds.

Their primary hunting ground was a place called "Boboda Mountain," home to numerous dragons.

This location was also a popular hunting spot for players. Many materials from dragons were expensive. If a player had the strength to hunt dragons, they would almost certainly make this their hunting ground.

However, there was a troublesome monster here. A rare dragon appeared every two hours. This dragon boasted tremendous strength, and a party of just a few people stood no chance of winning. This meant that when the dragon appeared, they had to retreat from the hunting grounds. After about an hour, the dragon would go somewhere else, so it was an unspoken rule among players not to hunt until it was gone.

"That rare dragon isn't you, is it, Ash?"

"As if I'd attack humans. That's one of the hardline dragons. Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion. He's said to be my father's right-hand man and—"

"Ah, you can skip that part."

"...You think so? This is where it gets good, you know? Won't you listen just a little? The battle between the Underworld Dragon and the Thunder Dragon and—"

"Big Brother's stories are long, so it's better not to listen. More importantly, let's talk about curses! What's your favorite kind of cursed doll, Hayato-san!? Is it the type whose hair grows!?"

"...The type whose head spins all the way around… I guess?"

"I knew you got it, Hayato-san!"

(I really wish I didn't.)

While having such conversations, Hayato and the others proceeded with their hunting preparations.

A few dozen minutes later, Hayato was astonished.

Ash and his group were hunting dragons at an unusually high speed.

The biggest reason was likely the performance of Ash's sword. The blade, called Dragon Eater, had the incredible ability to deal five times the damage to dragons. A dragon struck by it took a substantial amount of damage in a single hit.

The next reason was Ren's curse magic. It was her first time using her Dragon Curse skill, so it couldn't be said she was using it very effectively. But her curse magic was another story. She had a spell called Curse that dealt damage over time, and the amount was brutal. It visibly drained the dragons' HP.

"The five-sun nails you made for me are the best, Hayato-san! My curse damage went way up! Uhihihi…"

"...I'm glad my hard work paid off. But the high damage is probably because of your collection, Ren-chan, not me. Your whole set of equipment looks so sinister, was that ‘uhihi’ because of it? —Oh, it wasn't? That's just you?"

Hayato had made five-sun nails for Ren. Following Esha's advice, he had crafted them from Orichalcum.

He hadn't really wanted to make such things, but as a craftsman, Hayato aimed for five stars nonetheless. The result was the "Orichalcum Five-sun Nails" that Ren now held.

Their performance wasn't much different from ordinary ones, but they had one special effect. It was, "The more cursed equipment you wear, the greater your curse's power becomes."

Cursed equipment was a type of gear where merits and demerits coexisted. They were characterized by having greater merits the larger their demerits were, and if the demerits were severe, the merits could far surpass those of normal equipment. Some players favored using such gear for that reason.

Ren was a collector of these items.

Upon seeing the five-sun nails Hayato had made, Ren equipped her entire collection, which she had been hoarding until now. What had once been just a collection now had practical use thanks to the nails. As a result, her curse damage had skyrocketed.

However, because of the cursed equipment, all of Ren's stats except for MAG, which indicated magic power, had dropped to their absolute minimum. Her HP was likewise at rock bottom, and her MP was in a state of gradual decline. She was offsetting this MP drain with the recovery effect of a chocolate parfait.

This was her first time employing this combination of cursed equipment and Orichalcum Five-sun Nails, but after confirming she could manage well, Ren was extremely pleased.

(They say in this game it's better to raise your firepower than to focus on balance. A specialized build certainly seems stronger. And it's not like she's playing solo. She's with her friends, so there's no problem if she can't do things outside of her specialization.)

Hayato thought this as he watched Ash and the others fight.

"The nasty one is coming soon, so let's pull back from the hunting grounds."

After they defeated their thirtieth dragon, Ash suggested this.

"You mean that Tyrant Dragon guy you mentioned earlier?"

"Exactly. It's impossible to beat him with this group. I could turn into a dragon and defeat him, but I can't completely eliminate him, so it's a waste of time to fight."

(I don't really get it, but it's probably part of the lore. He should be defeatable… he's probably saying he can't completely eliminate it because it reappears after two hours.)

"Besides, for some reason, we've gotten a lot of spoils today. Our item bags are full, so let's go back to the base and sort them out."

"I think the large amount of spoils is because of my Dismantling Knowledge skill."

"You have skills other than production skills, Hayato?"

"I only have seven production-type skills. The rest are knowledge-type skills. They're support skills for some of my production skills, so I kind of have to raise them."

Hayato's Dismantling Knowledge skill was used as a support skill for his Cooking Skill. It didn't affect all dishes, but its effect was to influence the success rate when making mainly fish-based cuisine. Besides that, it also had effects like increasing the number of items dropped by monsters and making it easier for them to drop rare items. It was a skill primarily used for the latter effects.

"It might be a good idea to bring you along when we come hunting from now on, Hayato. If it makes this much of a difference just by feel, the effect must be considerable."

"I don't mind when I have time. But it'll be impossible when the Clan War gets closer, since I'll be busy with preparations. And I want you to understand that I'm completely useless as a combatant."

"Being useless in combat isn't a problem. In exchange, we have the benefit of not having to worry at all about the durability of our food, medicine, or weapons and armor. We could fight without taking breaks, so I think we were actually more efficient than usual."

Since Hayato couldn't fight, he utilized his production skills to make various things. That was what had enabled them to fight continuously.

"I appreciate you saying that. Well then, shall we head back?"

Just as Hayato said that, Ren raised her hand.

"Hayato-san, the effects of my food wore off. My MP ran out, and I can't move. A chocolate parfait, please."

"We're leaving now, so why don't you take off the cursed equipment that drains your MP? …Huh? I should take the hint? Ah, you just want an excuse. Alright, here you go. That's it for today."

Hayato, thinking that he would need to make a lot of chocolate parfaits in stock from now on, used a Ring of Teleportation and teleported everyone back to the base.



		
			Chapter 22

			Goddess of Annihilation

			It was now exactly one week until the Clan War.

As Hayato had proposed, "Goddess of Annihilation" had agreed to the betting match. That matchup was officially approved today. This meant the administration had determined there was no match-fixing involved in this fight.

(But they really did just bet a single knife. Well, I was the one who suggested it. I doubt they think they'll lose, but they probably don't want to take on any unnecessary risks. Should I see them as cowards, or cautious? Or is this in itself a provocation? Not that figuring it out would do any good.)

He was now able to fight the opponent he wanted. He had countermeasures planned. Things had been going smoothly so far, but Hayato had one last problem.

(The problem is whether that person, Leon, will come equipped with the sword. Considering its performance, I'm almost certain he'll equip it, but there's a possibility he'll realize our aim and not bring it. Still, with the skills currently available to players, it's in a state where it absolutely cannot be stolen, so even if he has a cautious personality, I think it should be okay.)

It was generally said that the upper limit for curse magic that lowered STR was twenty percent. Therefore, as a countermeasure against forced equipment removal, there was a practice of not wearing equipment with a STR requirement of 81 or higher. There were other countermeasures, but this was the one most players used. This way, the equipment couldn't be forcibly removed under any circumstances.

The sword he planned to take back, the Excalibur Replica, had an equipment requirement of STR 60 or higher. Based on the knowledge players currently possessed, it could be said to be a weapon in a safe zone that could never be stolen.

(No one should know that Ren possesses an unbelievable skill like Dragon Curse. In that case, even a cautious opponent would equip it… I hope. Besides, this is the first Clan War where he can test that sword in PvP. And his opponent is of a lower rank. The chances he'll equip it should be high.)

The Excalibur Replica could be called a weapon for PvP. Its effect was to "ignore the opponent's defense." Although its base damage was set low, its ability to completely ignore the opponent's defense could easily shave off nearly ten percent of a player's HP, even at maximum. Its effect was low against magic-user type players who already had low defense, but it could be said to be a threat to warrior-type players.

Testing such a weapon. Hayato believed he would surely test it against a lower-ranked opponent rather than use it for the first time against a high-ranking clan.

(No matter how much I think about it, there's nothing more I can do. I'll just have to leave the rest to fate. Next, I'll check the enemy's strength and tactics.)

With that thought, Hayato left the fortress base and headed for a facility in the Royal Capital.

Hayato arrived at the facility where one could handle clan-related applications.

His purpose was not to apply for anything. Here, one could view the results of Clan Wars, and one other thing, watch videos of them. That was Hayato's objective.

However, videos were only released for confrontations between high-ranking clans, and only those picked up by the administration. One could only see the appearance of the fighting players' equipment, but many players viewed them mainly to study tactics.

All the picked-up videos, including those from past Clan Wars, were archived. Hayato had come to look for a video of "Goddess of Annihilation" fighting.

He sifted through the past videos from the bulletin board menu, searching for his target.

(I'm not sure what the criteria for being picked up are, but I guess good matches are chosen. Come to think of it, Kokuryu was never picked up even once.)

As he was thinking that, his search turned up the video he was looking for. He immediately played the video and began to review it.

After finishing the video, Hayato pondered.

(I see, so "Goddess of Annihilation" refers to that woman in the white dress. Was she the one who originally founded the clan, I wonder?)

Hayato thought this as he walked back toward the fortress base.

The tactics of the clan "Goddess of Annihilation" were mainly based on that woman's attacks. It was a strategy of repeatedly casting the spell "Meteor Swarm."

Meteor Swarm was a spell that randomly dropped meteors on the enemy's territory, and it continued for ten seconds. The drawbacks were likely three things, the time it took to activate, the heavy MP consumption, and the fact that the magic-user had to be in the opponent's territory to use it.

If used solo, it was frankly impractical. An opponent could easily defeat the caster before it activated. But if one person used the spell and many allies protected them until activation, it became a considerable means of attack. The meteors were at a level where three hits would leave you on the verge of death, and four hits was a guaranteed kill.

To withstand that spell in a Clan War, the only option would be to hole up in the fortress. It was possible to attack the field from the fortress, but the specifications made it impossible to attack inside the fortress from the field. The inside of the fortress was outside the spell's range of attack. No damage would be taken at all.

Hayato confirmed the woman in the dress repeatedly casting that spell in the video, and his assessment was that she was wearing equipment that shortened the activation time. This was because a spell that should normally take five minutes to activate was activating faster than that.

(I think it's equipment aimed at repeated casting, not at increasing the spell's power. If they hit us with that from the start, players who can't make it back to the fortress would be near death in no time. At worst, they could be killed by it. And even if we holed up in the fortress, if we can't attack the opponent, we'd lose on total damage. Our only option would be an all-or-nothing charge. And then we'd be intercepted and finished. Ney would definitely go for an all-out suicide attack.)

In Clan Wars, if no players on either side are defeated and the Clan Stones are not broken, the outcome is decided by the amount of damage each side has dealt. The side with the higher total damage wins. Even if Meteor Swarm doesn't defeat the opponent, the damage is high. And if they could keep casting the spell to prevent them from leaving the fortress, they could win. That was the plan.

(We have Esha, so attacking from the fortress is possible. I believe Meteor Swarm can't be used unless you're in the enemy's territory. In that case, we should be within her range too. But no matter how I think about it, she'll be defended. That mohawk guy is probably the tank. He'd block any ranged attacks aimed at the woman in the dress.)

In the video, the mohawk guy and several other players stood protectively around the woman in the dress. Hayato figured they were positioned to obstruct players coming to stop the spell.

(And Leon's role is to protect the Clan Stone in the fortress. He'd probably obstruct any players who ignore the woman in the dress and head for the fortress. Only a few would be able to get through to the enemy's territory, and they'd be nearly dead by the time they did. So he figures he can win even alone. It might be a different story if they had Elixirs, but with enemies trying to get to the fortress, the mohawk guys wouldn't just stand there, they'd go help Leon.)

From Leon's movements, he wasn't defending from inside the fortress but came out onto his side's field and moved to interfere with the opponent's movements. The mohawk guys also subtly changed their actions in response. They were adapting on the fly while sticking to their basic strategy.

(As expected of an A-rank clan. They don't have many openings. And we have various conditions. It would be fine if we just had to win, but it's not that simple.)

At the start, Ash's breath attack might be able to defeat the woman in the dress. But if Meteor Swarm activated first, Ash, who would be larger in dragon form, would have a higher chance of being hit by meteors and wouldn't survive. And even if the Dragon Breath activated first, it would be meaningless if he got Leon caught in it and defeated him. Leon needed to stay alive until they stole the sword.

And the Stealing Skill had a high chance of failure if there were players interfering. Ideally, he wanted Relic to use the Stealing Skill on Leon when he was alone.

(From what I've heard of Relic-san's combat power, his Hand-to-Hand Combat skill is 100. Attacks with bare hands have skills that can inflict various status changes, but their attack power is low. He might be able to handle Leon alone after he's been forcibly unequipped by the Dragon Curse, but it would be bad if there were enemies around.)

Hand-to-Hand Combat skills involved attacks with fists and kicks, so their damage was far lower than weapon damage. But their techniques were diverse.

There was "Blade Catch," which completely nullified an opponent's attack once, "Low Kick," which temporarily incapacitated an opponent, and "Stomach Break," which temporarily canceled out the effects of food. However, all of these attacks were more supportive than for defeating an opponent.

Against Leon, who also fought bare-handed, there was a chance he could overwhelm him, but Hayato thought it would be dangerous if there were enemies with weapons around.

(There are too many conditions against an A-rank clan. I'm the one who said I'd do it, so I can't complain… Maybe I should consult with everyone.)

Hayato contacted everyone and asked them to gather at the base.

Hayato explained his thoughts to everyone who had gathered at the base. But everyone seemed to be absent-minded, or rather, there seemed to be something else on their minds.

"Um, is something wrong, everyone? My idea is as I just explained, but is there something bothering you? Or rather, why is everyone looking at Esha?"

Hayato had shared all the information he knew. And he had asked how they should fight, but for some reason, everyone was fidgety and not listening.

Perhaps unable to bear the tension, or perhaps due to his position as the eldest, the butler Relic spoke up, saying, "If I may."

"Of course. Was there a problem?"

"No, it is not that there was a problem—well, perhaps it is a problem. I would like to confirm, is the opposing clan's name ‘Goddess of Annihilation,’ without a doubt?"

"That's right. Huh? Did I not mention it?"

"This is the first I have heard it, but is it the same for everyone else?"

Everyone except Esha nodded in response to Relic's question.

"Oh, I guess I did tell Esha. I was busy with preparations, so I don't really remember who I told and who I didn't."

"No, this is the first I have heard it as well. Is that so, the opponent's clan name is ‘Goddess of Annihilation.’ As expected of you, Master. To mention such an important thing at this point in time."

"Is there something about it?"

"It is embarrassing to say, but this Esha Crown was once called by the moniker ‘Goddess of Annihilation.’ Personally, I would have been fine with just Goddess."

"Oh… Huh? Annihilation aside, Goddess?"

"Is that questioning tone a declaration of war against me? I could show you the power that earned me the name Goddess of Annihilation right here and now, if you like. I'll seriously destroy you."

"I'm very sorry."

"I shall accept your apology. I do not know the extent of the opposing clan's abilities, but in the Clan War, I will test whether they are worthy of inheriting that name. If they are worthy, I will never use that moniker again and will call myself simply a Goddess. Goddess Esha Crown, it has a nice ring to it."

"You're planning on calling yourself a Goddess? Well, it's good that you're motivated, but please, don't annihilate anyone until we get the sword back."

Though feeling slightly uneasy, Hayato began to plan their strategy with everyone.



		
			Chapter 23

			A Battle of Taunts

			On the day of the Clan War, as soon as it was thirty minutes to the start time, Hayato and the others were transported to the battlefield's fortress.

Inside the fortress, Esha the maid, Ash and Ren the dragons, Relic the butler, the five mercenaries, and Hayato had gathered.

Hayato checked the battlefield information.

The field was a grassland with no cover, under a clear daytime sky. There were no strange gimmicks, so it could be said to be a state where both sides could fight easily.

(Was this influenced by us being F-rank, I wonder? I'm glad it's a simple field… but that's the same for the opponent, so maybe it's not so great. Anyway, the battle is at two in the afternoon on a weekday. I'm unemployed so it's fine, but is the other side okay? Well, taking time off at the end of the month is starting to be called ‘Frontier leave,’ so I suppose they're fine… Come to think of it, is there a chance Leon won't show up? They're A-rank, so that's not possible, right?)

Another Frontier Online was a famous game, and due to the realism of its virtual reality, it had reached a point where there was no one who didn't know about it. It was also known that there were battles with prize money, and on the internet, when working adults took leave at the end of the month, it was called a Frontier leave.

As Hayato was worrying about such things, a voice chat request came from the opposing clan.

During a Clan War, it was possible to voice chat with the opposing clan. If one side sent a request and the other approved, it became possible. It could also be used for deception through words and fake strategies, so-called psychological attacks, so not many used it, but the higher-ranked the clan, the more they utilized it.

Hayato thought there wasn't much merit to it, but he could just reject it midway if he disliked it, so he approved the chat for leaders only.

"Hello, Hayato-san."

"You're Leon-san, right? Hello."

For now, the first stage was clear, Hayato thought. All that was left was to pray that he had the sword equipped.

"First, I wanted to express my gratitude. Thank you. I don't know how to thank you enough for giving us your base for free."

An immediate taunt. But if he didn't reply with something here, he would lose psychologically. Hayato thought so and returned the taunt.

"Don't worry about it. But if you want to thank me, it's easy. Just lose for us. Ah, but if you did that, it would be treated as match-fixing and we'd both lose, wouldn't we? Can't be helped. I dislike bullying the weak, but this time I'll have to fight you normally."

"...Hahaha, you're an interesting one, Hayato-san. You think you can beat us?"

"I don't see any reason we'd lose. And you don't think you can win either, do you? You really only bet a single knife. If you were confident, you would have bet something better."

"That was your suggestion, Hayato-san. Besides, I thought you might be fond of knives. Well, if you manage to win, please add it to your collection."

"So you'll listen to any suggestion I make? In that case, could you put up a good fight in this battle? If it's decided too easily, people might think it's match-fixing, you see."

(I'm such a bad person. But they didn't just steal the sword through espionage, they also tried to take our base through a scam-like act. It might be a permissible act under the system, but it's not something to be respected, and I can't forgive it.)

Hayato thought this as he waited for Leon's reply.

"Your tone is polite, but you seem quite angry. Is this just for revenge, rather than wanting the ranking?"

"That's right. It was about my old nest, but my sword was stolen, and they tried to take my base too. I'm a little angry."

"I see. However, Hayato-san, you might lose your base to that very stolen sword, you know? Wouldn't that be comical?"

"Are you saying you have the stolen sword equipped?"

"Of course. A sword of this caliber is rare. It's not suited for high-HP monsters, but it's a different story when your opponent is a player whose HP cap can't be raised that much. It's a sword that can let you aim for the top of the rankings."

With that, the conditions were met, and Hayato rejoiced at Leon's words.

It was because he now knew that the sword he planned to take back was equipped. All that was left was to get it back. Although he hadn't seen it with his own eyes, he was almost certain, and he clenched his right fist tightly. However, so as not to let his joy be perceived, he replied in an extremely calm voice.

"I made that sword, so I'll take that as a compliment—Um, are we keeping this chat on? Should we cut it before the battle?"

"No, we'll keep it connected on our end. Feel free to cut it if you wish."

Hayato hesitated, but thinking he might get information from the opponent, he decided to leave it connected. There was a possibility that most of it would be false information, but he figured it would be fine as long as he assumed it was all lies from the start.

"No, we'll keep it connected too. Well then, let's both do our best fair and square."

"I can't quite agree with that."

"Meaning?"

"We weren't able to send a spy, but let's just say I've bribed one of your allies, Hayato-san. A Clan War starts with many things before the battle itself. Be careful."

Did he bribe an NPC? Hayato laughed to himself, but then reconsidered, thinking there might be a possibility of betrayal. And he decided to mix in some information of his own that might be true or false.

"Thanks for the warning. In that case, I'll give you some information too. That sword has a special effect that doesn't appear in the item list, so you'd better be careful how you handle it."

"...That's hard to believe."

"As you like. But I've warned you."

Leon had already brought the sword into the Clan War. In this state, it could only exist as equipped or in his item bag. Since there was nothing he could do now, Hayato figured there was no problem in trying to rattle him about the sword. If it created even a little hesitation, it would be effective enough.

With that, he temporarily cut the chat with Leon.

And he looked at the faces of everyone in the fortress.

"This battle isn't just about winning, there's also the condition of getting the sword back. Honestly, it's going to put a huge burden on you, but I ask for your cooperation."

When Hayato said that, Ash nodded his head.

"It's an important sword to a friend, isn't it? Then it's only natural to try and get it back. Besides, the tougher the conditions, the more fired up I get. My arms are itching for a fight."

"Indeed. I have participated in Clan Wars many times, but this is the first time my thieving skills have been sought. I will certainly meet those expectations and steal the target sword for you to see."

"I, I'll do my best to curse them too!"

And the mercenary members also said they would do their best. But only Esha remained silent.

"Um, Esha, are you still not convinced?"

"No, that is not the case. I do not dislike that way of thinking of yours, Master. Though I do think you are a naive little boy."

"A naive boy… Then, are you thinking about something?"

"I was wondering how many bottles of melon juice I can drink today. And you also prepared a bucket pudding, did you not?"

"I made it because you asked, but are you really going to eat it?"

"Of course—Ren-sama, where do you think you are going? All the food in the clan storage belongs to me."

"No, it's for everyone. Oh, right, their leader said he bribed someone. Does anyone have any idea who it might be?"

Even NPCs could betray you. But Hayato believed in everyone here. He didn't know if NPCs had a state of relaxation, but he said that as a joke to lighten the mood.

It was a joke, but all eyes gathered on Esha.

Esha grinned.

"My, my, have I been found out? Master, if you do not wish to be betrayed, please give me a super eclair every day from now on. Quality of three stars or higher."

"Let me tell you, if we lose this Clan War, we lose our base and money, so I won't be able to hire you next month, you know?"

"...I will fight as if my life depends on it. Waiting on standby at the Maid Guild without any work is painful because of the stares. And it's tough when they leave job-hunting magazines nearby."

(Why is she a maid, anyway?)

While having such thoughts, Hayato went over the plan with everyone.

Over the past week, while preparing food and medicine for the Clan War, he had discussed strategy with Ash and the others many times.

In the end, because they couldn't defeat Leon first, they came to the conclusion that they had no choice but to fight according to the opponent's situation.

Normally, the best counter would be to position allies near the enemy's territory to prevent them from casting Meteor Swarm at the start, or a strategy of aiming for the Clan Stone with an instant-kill rush. But due to various circumstances, they couldn't do that.

Inevitably, they would have to defeat everyone other than Leon one by one. So, the plan was for everyone to hole up in the fortress at first, and for Esha to attack from there.

In other words, whether Esha could defeat the woman in the dress who cast Meteor Swarm would be the key to this battle.

"Esha, you can eat and drink as much as you want, so please, be sure to defeat the woman in the dress. If possible, in a short amount of time."

"Being able to eat bucket pudding and chug melon juice, I could be said to be invincible. I shall show you, Master, my wondrous skill that earned me the name Goddess of Annihilation."

"That's reassuring. I'm counting on you. Well then, let's go to the roof."

Everyone nodded and then moved to the fortress roof.

And at the same moment they arrived on the roof, the Clan War began.



		
			Chapter 24

			Destroy

			Simultaneously with the start, the members positioned in the enemy camp became visible. Just as Hayato had investigated, eight players advanced slowly, guarding the woman in the dress. And positioned behind that group was Leon.

Hayato turned his gaze toward Leon. In reality, it wasn't a distance where he could see, but this was a game. By zooming in his viewpoint, he confirmed Leon's weapon.

(Looks like he's properly equipped.)

Confirming the sword at Leon's waist, Hayato felt a sense of relief. Even though he had heard it in words, he couldn't be at ease until he saw it.

"Hayato-san, what are you doing cooped up in the fortress? We don't want to be thought of as match-fixing, so please come out."

Leon's voice chat came through. He was clearly provoking him, but Hayato was not one to fall for such a taunt.

"Sorry about that. The Meteor Swarm is scary, so I'll wait here for a while. They always say not to go outside on days when meteors are falling, so you should remember that."

While they were talking, the woman in the dress entered Hayato's camp. And she immediately began to use magic.

It didn't matter whether the opponent was on the field or not. The important thing about this strategy was to pin the opponent inside the fortress. Of course, if the opponent didn't come out onto the field at all, they couldn't deal any damage and it would eventually be a draw, but in that case, they would just change their method. It would change to a method where Leon and a few others would directly storm the fortress. It was a way of fighting that only Leon and his team, who were confident in their individual combat power, could pull off.

As soon as the magic was used, Hayato started counting the time. If Esha couldn't handle it, he had no choice but to have Ash and the others charge. He was checking the spell's activation time to find out how much safe time they had.

"This is taking a long time. May I do it now?"

"I'm timing it, so wait a bit."

Hayato cut off Esha's words and measured the time. And three minutes after the spell was cast, Meteor Swarm activated, and balls of fire about ten meters in diameter rained down on Hayato's camp from the sky.

(It's faster than the time I saw in the video. The one I saw was from several Clan Wars ago, so did she equip even more equipment that shortens the activation time since then? What a pain. And the Meteor Swarm spell is not just powerful, its appearance is terrifying. Even though I know there's no pain, if I saw it up close, my body would freeze in fear and I wouldn't be able to move. Virtual reality has an effect in these areas too. It's not wrong to say that the flashier the magic, the easier it is to hit.)

Even if you knew it wasn't real, seeing something realistic would put you in a certain state. Spells with flashy or huge effects also had the effect of making the opponent freeze up.

As soon as the Meteor Swarm spell ended, the woman in the dress drank some kind of beverage and started using magic again.

(I don't think there's any more equipment that can shorten the activation time, but just in case, should I let her fire two or three more shots? It might be a good idea to feign a charge to rattle them. And by making her use magic, I can make her use MP recovery drinks. Is there a possibility I can aim for her running out of MP during the Clan War?)

As Hayato was running various thoughts through his head, Esha suddenly appeared in front of him.

"Whoa!"

"Master, would it be all right to attack soon? My MP isn't decreasing, so I cannot drink my melon juice. Also, I would like to eat my bucket pudding soon."

"I think your means and ends are a little—no, quite a bit mixed up. No, you're right. I'd like to check what their defense is like. Yes, please attack."

"As you wish."

Esha approached the railing on the fortress roof and placed her right foot on it. Then she took out her Beelzebub 666 EC Custom.

(Esha's Critical Shot. In the last Clan War, she defeated the opponent in one hit. But that was probably because he had no defense at all. The woman in the dress seems to have low defense too, but the players around her are in heavy armor and seem to have high defense. Will it be able to deal fatal damage as the skill's name suggests? The range seems to be the entire camp, but ranged attacks basically have their damage reduced the farther they are from the opponent. They're at the very edge of the range, so it's possible it might not even do any damage.)

As Hayato was thinking that, he suddenly noticed something strange. For some reason, Ash and the others had moved away from Esha.

"Hey? What are you all doing?"

"Hayato, it's dangerous over there. I don't think you'll take damage, though."

"Dangerous?"

"Destroy."

At the same moment Hayato spoke, Esha also spoke a word. In that instant, ten magic circles of different sizes lined up from the muzzle of the Beelzebub, pointing at the opponent.

"Huh? What's that?"

The Critical Shot Hayato had seen before had one magic circle. The fact that there were now multiple of them filled Hayato with a strange sense of unease.

The next moment, a sound that could be called the firing of a cannon was heard, and something like a bullet was fired. The recoil made the muzzle of Esha's gun fly upwards. And Esha herself slid backwards from the recoil. Hayato was also blown back a little by the impact.

The bullet-like object fired from the gun pierced through the lined-up magic circles and headed in a straight line toward the woman in the dress. And in less than a few seconds, it shot through the tanky mohawk guy and the woman in the dress.

The two of them disappeared into particles of light without even a moment to scream. Naturally, the enemy camp was in a panic.

After confirming this, Esha looked at Ash.

"Well then, Ash-sama, I leave the rest to you. I am going to have a snack time now."

And without waiting for Ash's reply, Esha began to eat the bucket pudding.

"Alright, then we'll go out onto the field and wipe out the rest. However, don't lay a hand on Leon. I'll deal with him. Ren and Relic, you come later. You two are up after Leon is alone."

"Okay, cursing is for last, so I'll hold back until then. And if I do a good job, I'll eat dessert too!"

"Understood. Ash-sama and the others, may you have the fortunes of war."

While Ash and the others were talking, Hayato finally recovered from his stunned state.

"Hey! Wait a minute! What was that!? It went through both of them!"

At Hayato's words, everyone stopped for a moment. But Ash just said, "I leave the explanation to you," and left the roof with his men.

"Huh? That's strange, right? It pierced through a heavily armored opponent, and on top of that, it also defeated the woman in the dress normally?"

By the common sense of this game, Hayato's surprise was not an exaggeration. To finish off a heavily armored opponent in one hit was something that even the defense-ignoring Excalibur Replica couldn't do. Moreover, it was a ranged attack. Ash's Dragon Breath was similar, but if something like this was possible, it was at a level where you would definitely complain to the administration.

"Hayato-sama, please calm down. That is Esha's weapon skill, Destroy. Its effect is to consume all MP to defeat any opponent in a straight line. It is an attack that is a guaranteed kill if it hits, but its long cool down time is its one flaw. In a time-limited Clan War, it could be said that two times is the limit."

"Isn't it strange that she can even use that twice? Can you please say it's strange? In the first place, isn't the fact that the words ‘guaranteed kill’ even come up strange?"

Hayato looked at Relic with a pleading expression. The power was such that it made him wonder what all the strategies he had been thinking about until now were for. Moreover, it seemed that everyone but him knew about it. If there was such a thing, Hayato thought he would have liked them to tell him from the start.

"Ha-Hayato-san! Wha-what was that! Ju-just what kind of attack!"

"Be quiet for a second. I'm busy right now."

Hayato dealt with the chat from Leon carelessly. He really was busy. He didn't cut the connection, but he put it on mute so he couldn't hear Leon's voice. And he looked at Relic again.

Relic looked at Hayato with a gentle smile.

"This is the technique of Esha, who was called the Goddess of Annihilation. A guaranteed kill on a troublesome opponent from the fortress roof. To use magic with a long activation time within Esha's range of attack is like saying, ‘Please defeat me.’"

"I feel like everyone, including me, would say, ‘How were we supposed to know that?’ But you all knew, didn't you? Why did you keep quiet? I'm supposed to be the leader of this clan, but am I the only one who thinks so?"

"Esha told us to keep it a secret. I told her that was not good, but she threatened not to use it if we told. Perhaps she wanted to surprise you, Hayato-sama."

Hayato turned his neck around and looked at Esha.

Esha was moving her mouth, mogu mogu, but after swallowing with a gulp, she wiped her mouth with a handkerchief. Then, with a sharp expression, she held out her left hand toward Hayato and gave him a thumbs-up.

"I wanted to see your surprised face, Master, so I kept it a secret. Also, for the past week, watching you agonize while thinking of various strategies gave me chills. It is quite embarrassing."

"Alright, find another job next month."

"How cruel! I am useful! I am useful, I tell you! If you like, I can fire another shot! And if you fire me, I will send a clumsy maid next time! Using all my authority!"

"That sounds better—Hah, well, it's fine now. I think it made things easier, thanks to you. So, can you support Ash and the others now? Your MP is gradually recovering thanks to the bucket pudding, right? What, not enough at all? You're not lying because you want to drink melon juice?"

Insisting that was not the case, Esha took a bottle of melon juice from her item bag and began to drink it deliciously.

Hayato thought, "Give me a break," but his feelings were complicated.

(I knew she was off the charts, but is this okay? I'll have to email the administration again. It's not at the level of a failed balance adjustment, it's a bug. I don't know about this game, but in many cases, knowingly using what is clearly a bug is subject to punishment, so the technique called Destroy is sealed until I get a reply from the administration.)

While Hayato was thinking such things, the battle of Ash and the others had begun on the field.



		
			Chapter 25

			Trust

			On the field, the battle between Ash's unit and Leon's unit began.

Even without the attacks from Meteor Swarm, the clan led by Leon was strong. It wasn't so easy as to become A-rank with just that one tactic. But even to Hayato, who was an amateur when it came to combat, Leon and his team were clearly moving poorly.

Hayato glanced at Esha, who was drinking melon juice beside him.

(From their perspective, they don't know when an attack from Esha might come flying. And it must have had quite an impact. They can't stay calm, so aren't they unable to even bring out half their usual strength? Just like Meteor Swarm, flashy effects make people freeze up. Once you've seen that, you'd be so worried about us that you wouldn't be able to fight.)

Its appearance was inferior to Ash's Dragon Breath, but its power and sound were almost on par. It had a look that made you think you'd be done for if it hit, and its power was exactly that. It would be impossible to tell someone not to worry about it.

Normally, the best course of action would be to escape outside its range, but perhaps they weren't even thinking of that, as Leon and his team were still fighting within Hayato's camp.

There was no way they could win against Ash and his team in that state.

"Ash-sama and the others are very strong. Six against eight, and they cannot defeat one of the opponents, who also has a defense-ignoring sword, yet they seem to be pushing them back considerably."

As Relic said that admiringly, Ren's face became just a little bit proud. Seeing that, Hayato felt a bit of warmth.

Hayato sent his gaze toward Ash. It seemed he was in a one-on-one duel with Leon.

"Ash is wearing armor with a physical immunity effect. It's a temporary effect that he can activate at will, so he can block Leon's attacks with that. After the effect wears off, there's a cooldown before he can use it again, so it'll be tough, though."

The Excalibur Replica ignored the opponent's defense, but its attack attribute was a simple physical attack. Even if the defense was ignored, there would be no damage due to the physical immunity effect. It could only be used for a short time of one minute, but it would still be effective.

"There is the physical immunity, but he also has such a large quantity of highest-quality potions. If he fights while drinking them, there is no way he will lose. I was quite surprised that you had prepared such an amount, Hayato-sama."

"I like that sort of thing."

Hayato liked to fight with an overwhelming difference in supplies. Or rather, if you tried to fight with a production job's skill composition, that was the only way. Using good items without hesitation could be said to be Hayato's play style. Items were meant to be used.

And the highest-quality potions he had prepared in large quantities this time, continuing from the last, could also be called a countermeasure to the Excalibur Replica he himself had created.

Due to the defense-ignoring effect and the weapon's attack power, a player would be defeated after taking about ten or so hits. Even if their attack power was raised by food, it would be about the same.

In human form, Ash had only as much HP as a normal player, so the number of hits he could take was the same. Even if he tried to recover HP with potions, normally, you couldn't use them consecutively, so he would lose eventually.

However, highest-quality potions had no cool down time. That meant he could keep drinking them. A potion's recovery amount was about thirty percent of HP, but he could drink one in the time it took to be attacked three times. Also, this time Ash had eaten sweets-type food, so his HP was gradually recovering. As long as he didn't run out of potions, he would not lose.

"Well then, shall I provide some covering fire?—Master, why are you looking at me with such eyes? It gives me a little bit of a thrill."

"Are you hiding some weird skill? I have a feeling you're trying to surprise me again."

"A weird skill, how rude. Please rest assured. The only skills I can use are Critical Shot and Destroy. And I have no intention of surprising you anymore. I was able to see your wonderful expression earlier. Let me just say that it ranks high among my best memories."

(She's strong, but I want to fire her. Maybe I'll file a complaint with the Maid Guild next time.)

While Hayato was thinking such things, Esha began to provide support with ranged attacks.

Ash and his team were outnumbered, but due to the opponent's confusion and Esha's covering fire, they were able to fight in a very advantageous state.

A few minutes later, one after another, the opposing players disappeared into particles of light.

"Well, it is about my turn. If I head out now, the timing should be just right. Ren-sama, are you ready?"

"I'm okay! I'll curse them perfectly! Uhihihi…"

"How reassuring. Well then, I shall be on my way, Hayato-sama."

"I'm going! If it goes well, please give me a bucket pudding!"

"Yeah, I'll have it ready. Well then, be careful."

The two of them left the fortress, seen off by Hayato. And on the fortress roof, only Hayato and Esha remained.

"Ah, the players other than Leon are gone. All that's left is Ren-chan and Relic-san's job. Well, it should be fine—Esha, you don't have to drink any more melon juice. There's no need to attack."

"No, this is for just in case. I must protect you, Master, if something happens. Until the battle is over, I am always at full power."

"That sounds fake."

While they were having such a conversation, Ren and Relic approached Leon, who was fighting with Ash. Perhaps thinking it was no use to run, Leon was fighting on the field instead of heading toward the fortress.

And when Ren moved to within ten meters of Leon, something like a black haze clung to Leon. This was a sign that Ren's Dragon Curse was taking effect.

However, Hayato began to think something was wrong. Leon was still fighting without letting go of his weapon.

"Hayato-sama, a problem has occurred."

A chat voice shared among the clan members from Relic came through.

"I can see from here, so I kind of get it. The weapon isn't returning to his item bag, it seems?"

"Yes, it seems we were able to forcibly remove his armor, but the weapon remains. What shall we do?"

"Wait a minute, I'll think about it."

Hayato began to think about what he should do.

(Since his armor is off, there's no doubt his STR has dropped. But it wasn't enough to remove the weapon. That's a sword I made. There's no way I'd mistake the equipment requirements. It's absolutely STR 60 or higher. Does that mean that even with his STR halved, Leon still has STR 60 or higher? In other words, over STR 120? It's true that equipment effects can boost STR. But that armor came off. What could give him STR 120 or more without any equipment besides the sword?)

There was still quite a bit of time until the end of the Clan War. But even if they had time, it was meaningless if they couldn't forcibly remove the sword. Hayato panicked.

(Should I talk to Leon on voice chat? If I talk to him, I might find out the reason.)

Just as Hayato was about to unmute the chat with Leon, Esha approached.

"Master, may I eat a different dish to cleanse my palate? I have eaten too many sweets, so I would like to eat a meat dish."

"...Um, Esha, could you try to read the room a little better?"

"I do not possess such a high-level skill."

"It's a high-level skill? Ah, fine, eat whatever you want. If it's a meat dish, in the clan storage—"

"Then I shall go to the storage at once."

Esha walked away briskly and left the fortress roof.

(If she's going to give advice, she could just say it normally. Is this her way of being shy? Oh well, I'll contact Relic-san.)

"Relic-san, I believe the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill had a technique that could temporarily nullify food effects, right?"

"Stomach Break, yes. That is true, but—ah, I see. His STR is raised by a food effect, is it not?"

"Probably. I think it's worth a try. Could I ask you to do it?"

"Of course."

The Dragon Steak favored by high-ranking clans had no effect of raising STR. But other meat dishes, like Manga Meat, did raise STR. Hayato judged that Leon was eating one of those.

Hayato immediately looked from the roof to where Relic was.

As Relic delivered a punch with his left hand to Leon's abdomen, the weapon disappeared from Leon's hand in the next moment. Immediately, Relic thrust his right hand, in a knife-hand strike, into Leon's chest area.

And after pulling his hand back, Relic smiled gently.

"Mission complete. I have taken back the sword."

"Alright!"

Hayato clenched his right fist tightly and made a victory pose. He was happy that he had obtained victory in the situation he had envisioned.

"Thank you, Relic-san. Well then, Ash, could you deliver the finishing blow to Leon? We have no more use for him."

"Please wait, Hayato-sama."

"Relic-san? Is something wrong?"

"The armor Leon-sama was wearing appears to be made of Adamantite and I see it as being of considerable value. What shall we do?"

Hayato couldn't understand the meaning of Relic's words. But gradually, he understood what he was saying.

(Is he saying he can steal Leon's armor too?)

Just like the sword, the armor was in his item bag. In that state, Relic was saying he could steal it. Adamantite armor was the strongest in terms of defense alone. It was traded at very high prices in auctions and the like. He didn't know the quality, but even if it was one star, it would be worth a million G.

Esha's words, "naive little boy," flashed through Hayato's mind. He thought that letting this go would be the act of a naive boy that Esha spoke of.

A few seconds later, Hayato made his decision.

"Just getting the ranking is enough. Besides, I can make something several times better than that armor, so I don't need it. So, just finish Leon off quickly."

"Fufu, is that so. Then I shall do as you wish, Hayato-sama. Well then, Ash-sama, if you please."

"Understood."

When Ash swung his sword, Leon, who was hit by it, disappeared into particles of light.

In the next moment, a fanfare sounded, and confetti fluttered down. And fireworks went up.

(Alright, we became A-rank by the giant-killing rule. We got the sword back too, so it's a perfect situation.)

As Hayato was thinking that, Esha came to the roof holding skewers in both hands.

"As expected of you, Master. To have achieved victory before I knew it. By the way, were you able to retrieve the sword?"

"We got it back thanks to your advice, Esha. Thank you."

"Pardon? I do not believe I gave any such advice."

"That's playing a bit too dumb, isn't it? Just like with Relic-san's time, you advised me in a way that I could find the answer this time too, didn't you?"

"I do not know what you are talking about. Well, more importantly than that."

Esha's face became serious, and she stared at Hayato.

"It seems your naivete could not be cured, did it? Even though it was a chance to become a ruthless and wicked Master."

"Are you talking about not stealing the armor? I don't need a chance like that. Well, I think I am a naive boy, but being a bit soft isn't so bad. I don't want to be hated for doing something excessively wicked either."

Esha stared blankly at Hayato's words, but a few seconds later, she let out a rather long sigh.

"If you keep on like that, you will have a terrible time one day, you know? If you think of Clan Wars as a fair and square battle based on sportsmanship, you will never be able to aim for the top of the rankings."

"Oh, what's this. Were you worried about me, Esha? You were a loyal maid, after all."

"...Destroy's cool down time is about to end, but may I fire one last shot? Please rest assured, my MP is full."

"I was aiming for a perfect victory, so could you please stop?"

Cutting off the conversation with Esha, who still looked like she wanted to complain, Hayato looked up at the sky.

(I have a feeling that even if I'm a naive boy, Esha and the others will manage somehow. Well, this thought is probably naive too, but strangely, I find myself trusting everyone. Even though they're NPCs, high-performance AIs.)

Hayato thought such things as he watched the confetti and fireworks dancing in the sky.



		
			Chapter 26

			Interlude: The Day the World Ends

			A lone girl stood on the fortress rooftop.

A black robe, a wide-brimmed black hat with a pointed top, and an ominously shaped black staff. Her attire, almost entirely black, was reminiscent of a witch. Coupled with the girl's black hair, her appearance was enough to evoke a sense of foreboding.

That girl was staring at the sun setting on the horizon.

The sun was already about a third of the way hidden, creating a certain feeling of melancholy. The girl was merely watching it. Her expression made it impossible to tell what she was thinking, but one could tell that her feelings were, at the very least, not pleasant.

Someone approached the girl from behind.

Clad head to toe in black, their face was also hidden except for their eyes. The closest description for that figure would be a ninja.

"So this is where you were."

Contrary to his appearance, the voice was that of a gentle-sounding man. It was not a young voice, but a somewhat aged, slightly hoarse one.

The girl turned her head to the left and confirmed the ninja-like man. But she immediately returned her gaze to the setting sun.

"Do you need something?"

"Not exactly, but everyone was enjoying the final moments, and you were the only one not there."

"I see. But there is no need to worry. I am a little uncomfortable in places like that. Besides, people from another clan are there today, are they not? I am not very good at talking to people I do not know well."

"I see. Indeed, the Brandle Siblings from Dragon Soul and Mist from Undead were present."

"I have never fought against those clans, but I hear they were strong. Well, I do not believe they could have defeated our clan, though."

"Complacency is not a good thing."

"It is not complacency, I merely stated a fact. Though there is no time left to prove it… I intend to greet that time here, but what about you?"

"If you would not mind, I too would like to watch the sun set here—Please do not make such a disgusted face."

"Because I am actually disgusted. But, well, I suppose for the end, it is fine to be together."

"Thank you."

The ninja man stood next to the girl. And he gazed at the setting sun.

"It is beautiful, is it not?"

"You are making me blush."

"I am not talking about you. I am talking about the sunset."

"So you can find beauty in something other than ornaments worth stealing. I am a little surprised."

"Well, I am about average in that regard. However, since I cannot steal the sunset, it is not enough to steal my heart. As for you, were you not watching the sunset because you thought it was beautiful?"

"No, that is not it. I was simply watching. And no matter how beautiful it is, it is a fake. I think there is little meaning in finding it beautiful."

"I do not believe that is so. Even if it is a fake, the heart that thought it beautiful is real."

"An interesting perspective. However, I feel I can understand it somehow. My equipment is also a fake with no real counterpart, but I have memories and affection for it. I suppose those feelings could be called real."

The girl held her staff as if it were precious. And she smiled just a little.

The conversation broke off, and silence followed. The ninja man averted his eyes from the sunset and looked at the girl.

"It seems that everyone has accepted that proposal. Myself included, of course."

"That is sudden. But that is to be expected. In the first place, only such members were gathered, and we are like the cream of the crop among them. Of course, I accepted it too."

"Were you all right with that?"

"It does not matter. It is not as if anything will particularly change."

"However, I should think that losing one's memories would be frightening."

"That does not particularly scare me. What is frightening is—when the memories return, perhaps. I might one day remember this empty, nihilistic life. That is what is frightening."

"That will not—no, it is better not to pry into that. I am in no position to talk about others… Well then, what kind of life do you wish for next? I can at least ask that much, can I not?"

"Well, since it is the end, I shall answer. It is not such a grand wish, but—"

The girl paused her words for a moment. And with a beaming smile, she looked at the man.

"A life where I can eat as much of my favorite foods as I want without working would be nice."

At that answer, the ninja man's eyes widened, but he soon burst out laughing.

"That is so like you. However, work is a noble thing. It is better to work hard while you are young—Please do not make such a disgusted face."

"Because I am actually disgusted. And work is noble? From this moment on, you are my enemy. Anyone who forces work upon me can be called my natural enemy."

"Have I earned your enmity? However, if we ever fight together again, I shall be counting on you then."

"Well, if that time comes—It is almost time."

"Yes. Well then, I am glad I could be with you at the end. Let us meet again somewhere."

"Yes, somewhere again. Though I would rather not meet someone who says things like work is noble."

With the girl's final words, the sun sank below the horizon. And the surroundings were enveloped in darkness. A complete darkness with no light at all dominated everything.

It meant that the world had ended.



		
			Chapter 27

			Confirming the Main Story

			The afternoon after the Clan War with the Goddess of Annihilation, Hayato went to the log house. He was there to give the sword and the base back to Ney and his former clan members.

Hayato had contacted them that morning. Considering their respective positions and circumstances, Ney and the others should have been the ones to come to him. But Hayato had told them he would go there instead.

The reason was simple. Esha, his maid, was in a bad mood. Calling Ney and the others over in this state seemed like it would cause all sorts of problems, so Hayato decided to go to the log house himself.

Hayato had a vague idea why Esha was upset. She was likely unhappy about him giving away the sword and the base, but fundamentally, she was probably just dissatisfied with his actions in general.

He had come to this conclusion because of a conversation he had with Relic, the butler, that morning.

"Hayato-sama, you say you are aiming for the top of the rankings, but from an outsider’s perspective, you lack a certain desperation. You seem to feel it would be fine even if you failed. Esha dislikes that. No, perhaps she is worried. Your last opponent was a high ranking clan, but from now on, you will face even stronger ones. The base and the sword may become necessary to win future Clan Wars, yet you are trying to part with them so easily. She believes you cannot survive with such a naive mindset, that you should have the resolve to betray even your allies for the sake of victory. That is what she is thinking. She is likely upset because this is not getting through to you, Hayato-sama."

"If that’s the case, she could just tell me directly."

"You know she is not the type of person to do such a thing, do you not? She is what one might call a tsundere. As someone who knew the old Esha, I must say I am quite surprised."

"I’m surprised to hear the word tsundere come from you, Relic-san. But I see. Esha doesn’t like my lack of desperation. That’s why she’s in such a bad mood."

"You are completely wrong. And could you please not talk about me as if I am not standing right here? I will sue you for defamation. I am in a bad mood because I have yet to receive my reward cake. Master, you will give me my cake at once. In fact, I advise you to give it to me before you go to return the sword and base."

Esha had denied it, but Hayato believed Relic’s story was correct.

It was true that Esha teased him and gave him evasive answers, but she always helped him when it counted. If she felt nothing for him, she wouldn’t help in the first place, nor would she get upset over his actions. Hayato was almost certain that Esha was worried about him.

(What does it mean to be worried about by an NPC? Still, why is Esha so desperate, so obsessed with winning? Of course, I want to win for the money too… Well, I’ll think about that later. First, I need to get this done.)

With that thought, Hayato headed for the log house, his former base.

When Hayato arrived at the log house, Ney was there to greet him.

The log house, which he hadn't seen in a while, hadn't changed at all, and neither had the furniture inside. Even though he had only lived there for about a month, Hayato felt a sense of nostalgia.

Prompted by Ney, Hayato sat in a chair, facing her across the table. Though he was the guest, he followed his usual habit and placed a coffee in front of both Ney and himself. Ney didn’t seem to mind, simply saying, "Thank you."

Hayato took a small sip of coffee and looked around, noticing something.

None of the other members were in the log house. When he had contacted them, there should have been several members logged in, but not a single one of them was here.

"What happened to everyone? I thought they’d be here."

"Well, I’m not sure myself. They suddenly said they were heading to the hunting grounds and left. They told me to say hello to you, Hayato."

"Is that so? Am I being avoided, maybe?"

"No, that’s not it. They were grateful to you when I told them about the sword and the base… Ah, maybe they went to get some materials for crafting. As a thank you gift for you, Hayato."

"They don’t need to go to such trouble. But if that’s the case, I’d be happy."

"I’m glad to hear you’d be pleased… Ah, I see, so that’s it."

"Is something wrong?"

"No, it’s just that when everyone left the log house, they were smiling. No, it was more like a grin… Anyway, they were laughing and told me, ‘Do your best.’ I just realized they must have meant for me to do my best in hosting you as thanks to you, Hayato."

"You don’t have to worry about hosting me. I got the sword back on my own accord. Right, I should return this first. It’s better if the true owner has it."

Hayato handed the Excalibur Replica from his item bag to Ney.

Ney accepted it, her eyes welling up with tears as she gazed at the sword. She took a slow breath in and then exhaled.

"Thank you, Hayato. This was a birthday present from everyone. I really wanted to get it back."

"Ah, yeah. But you know, don’t go telling personal information to people, even if they’re allies you trust, okay? A birthday might be fine, but I was pretty freaked out when you first mentioned it."

"R, right. Everyone got a little mad at me when I received this, so I haven’t done it since… I mean it."

"Well, I believe you. Anyway, make sure you equip that sword and never take it off. That way it won’t be taken from you."

"I will, I’ll keep it equipped from now on. Oh, about the sword’s durability, would it be alright if I have you repair it, Hayato? I’ll pay you, of course."

"Durability repairs are free."

"No, we all talked about it, and we decided to stop being too dependent on you, Hayato. We agreed that if we ask for something, we’ll offer money or something of equal value as a trade. Besides, you must have a lot to prepare for the Clan Wars, right? We figured that if we take up your time and effort, we need to offer fair compensation. That is, if you’ll allow it, Hayato."

"What are you being so reserved for? We’re friends, right? I can’t if I’m busy, but when I have free time, I’ll do it for you as much as you want."

At Hayato’s words, Ney’s face broke into a smile. A huge, beaming smile.

"I knew you’d say that, Hayato. It wasn’t just me, everyone else thought so too."

"Everyone’s opinion of me is kind of scary. I hope the others are careful not to get tricked by someone, too. Alright, next is the base. I’ll just trade it over to you…"

As Hayato started to say this, Ney held up her right hand. It was a gesture to stop him, her palm facing toward him.

"Hayato, please keep using the base."

"Huh?"

"You’ve reached A-rank, haven’t you? You’ll need a proper base, and you’re the one who built it in the first place. It’s too much for us, so we want you to keep using it."

"…Are you sure?"

"Of course. I have everyone’s permission for this. Besides, there’s another reason."

The reason Ney mentioned concerned the customers who came to the base to buy items.

Previously, Hayato had sold items he crafted at that base. He sold them at fair prices, many were high quality, and he rarely ran out of stock. He also made custom equipment to meet customer requests, so he had a decent number of repeat clients.

However, after Hayato left the clan, they were no longer able to meet those customer demands. They could prepare a certain amount, but they couldn’t keep up with the volume of items Hayato had provided. Once the stock he left behind was gone, the customers almost completely stopped coming.

"We’re sorry that we drove your customers away. I know you must be busy with the Clan War, but I think you can build it back up again, Hayato. So please, keep using that base. We’ll take this log house. No, not take, we’ll buy it. Please tell me the price you paid to build it. And the price of the furniture and everything, too."

"No, it’s fine. If that’s the case, just use this place. Besides, I built it with the money I got when I left, so you could say this log house belongs to the clan. You don’t need to worry so much."

"…I see. Then we’ll gratefully accept. But I’d like to give you something in return."

"In that case, I’d like you to tell me about the main story, just as I mentioned when I contacted you."

"I believe you said you wanted to know about a character that appears in the story?"

"Not just the characters, but the history as well. I haven’t really done any quests, so I don’t know much about that stuff."

"Then ask me anything. I’ve cleared most of the quests up until before the Clan Wars started, so I know pretty much everything."

Seeing Ney’s confident expression, Hayato felt a little worried. Still, he figured she wouldn’t give him incorrect information, so he decided to ask.

What Hayato wanted to know most was the main story of this game.

The game had been running for a little over two and a half years. Hayato had been playing since it launched, but he had aimed to be a production character from the start, so the only quests he had done were delivery quests that required him to provide certain items. There were other types, like subjugation quests, escort quests, and puzzle quests, but Hayato had never done any of them.

The main story was just another one of those quests, but in its case, clearing one quest would trigger another in a chain, so it was known as a chain quest.

Ney told Hayato about the quests that occurred in that chain quest.

According to her, the story was about defeating an evil cult that worshipped the Demon Lord, and it ended happily with the defeat of the cult's leader. He asked about other details, but unfortunately, there was no information that Hayato was looking for.

So Hayato decided to ask directly.

"Does a dragon called Death Dragon Ash Brandle appear in the main story?"

Hearing Hayato’s words, Ney tilted her head. She crossed her arms in front of her chest, said, "Hmmmm?" and then looked at Hayato.

"No, he doesn’t. Dragons aren’t even involved in the quests at all. The only characters who appear in that series of quests are humans. I’m pretty sure the story didn’t even involve Elves or Dwarves."

"Huh? Is that right? Um, in that case, are there any quests that involve dragons? It doesn’t have to be a main story quest."

"No, I don’t think so. There’s a quest to deliver a dragon’s fang, but I’m sure no dragon names ever came up. By the way, what’s a Shiryu-whatsit?"

"Shiryu is written with the characters for ‘death’ and ‘dragon.’ Ash Brandle is the name. He said something about the dragons having factions and fighting amongst themselves."

"Factions…? Oh, are you talking about the Dragon Soul?"

"Dragon Soul? Is there a quest for that?"

"No, it’s not a quest. It’s a story from the Monster Encyclopedia."

The Monster Encyclopedia was a game system where you could obtain information about monsters when you defeated them. By defeating a monster, its information would be registered in the player’s encyclopedia, allowing them to learn about the monster’s background and lore. Many players tried to defeat every monster to complete their encyclopedia, thinking there might be a reward for doing so.

According to Ney, a story like that was in the Monster Encyclopedia entry that registered when they defeated the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion.

The story was that there were ten dragons in this world called the Genesis Dragons, and the dragon factions were fighting over a dragon treasure called the Dragon Soul. Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion was one of those Genesis Dragons, and it was said to have existed since the beginning of the world.

"They haven’t identified all ten of those dragons yet. I think they only know about three, including the Tyrant Dragon. This is the first I’m hearing of a Death Dragon. Since Agres Berion is a rare monster, people say the other dragons probably appear as rare spawns somewhere… Did you see that dragon, Hayato!? I get it, you want us to help you subjugate it, right!?"

"No, don’t subjugate him. I just happened to learn about him, and I wanted to know what kind of dragon he was… Please don’t look so obviously disappointed."

Hayato thought Ney’s battle-crazed side was just as it always was, and he took a sip of his homemade coffee.

(So it’s not part of the main story. She says there aren’t any quests like that, but maybe it’s possible I’m the one who triggered the quest. Still, I don’t have time to do that quest. The Dragon Soul might be a rare item with incredible stats, but… for now, I’ve learned about Ash and the others. Next, I’ll ask about the Clan War.)

Hayato finished his coffee and looked at Ney again.

"Alright, next, can you tell me about the Clan War? How does it tie into the main story? I didn’t really get it from what you said earlier."

"No, the Clan War doesn’t tie into the main story. Well, it comes up as information, but it’s mostly unrelated."

"You mean the Clan War is just a game system that suddenly appeared? I thought it was started in relation to some quest or story."

"I don’t think it just appeared out of nowhere. Apparently, in the game’s history, Clan Wars have always existed. They seem to happen every few years, and I’ve heard that there’s an NPC who was a member of the clan that won the last one."

Hayato remembered Esha’s words. She had said that she won the Clan War three years ago.

"Is the name Esha Crown, by any chance? Or maybe Relic Barbatos."

"No, I don’t know the names. Have you met a member of the last winning clan?"

"Well, sort of. More like I know them."

"Wow, that’s amazing! You’re acquainted with a member of the Hero’s Clan!"

Ney’s words made Hayato freeze. He had heard something he couldn’t ignore.

"What clan did you just say? I didn’t quite hear you."

"I said the Hero’s Clan?"

"The Hero’s Clan?"

"It’s not like there was a clan with that actual name. It’s just that the main story mentions a Hero and a Demon Lord, and the story goes that the clan the Hero belonged to won the last Clan War. Why are you making such a complicated face?"

"…I just want to confirm, is the Hero a woman?"

"No, a man. Why do you look so relieved all of a sudden?"

"I’m just deeply relieved that my acquaintance isn’t the Hero. By the way, is the story that the clan defeated the Demon Lord?"

"That’s not what happened. The story is simply that in the Clan War, the Hero’s clan and the Demon Lord’s clan fought, and the Hero’s clan won. At that point, neither the Hero nor the Demon Lord were aware of who they were. The story says they awakened after the battle."

"Um, what are you talking about, not being aware and awakening? And for that matter, can the Demon Lord even participate in the Clan War?"

"The setting is that the Hero and the Demon Lord are constantly reincarnating as humans and repeating their endless battle. The current Hero and Demon Lord met for the first time in the Clan War, regained their memories, awakened, and learned of their respective destinies, or something like that. The leader of the evil cult said something to that effect."

"I see."

(I don’t really care about that setting, but it’s amazing that Esha and Relic-san were comrades who fought alongside the Hero. Wait a minute. But they both joined my clan, right? Does that mean the Hero’s clan has already disbanded?)

Hayato confirmed various details, including that information.

The story was that the Demon Lord, who lost the Clan War, took their clan members and disappeared. The Hero then disbanded their clan and went after the Demon Lord.

This information could be obtained from the main story quests, but apparently, the characters involved never appeared, not even their names. Nothing had progressed since the defeat of the cult leader, but Ney’s opinion was that it would probably be revealed in a future update.

Hayato processed this in his mind while drinking another cup of coffee.

(So that’s what the main story is like. I’m sure they’d answer if I asked them directly, but I get the feeling Esha wouldn’t say anything. She never mentioned a word about being in the Hero’s clan… Oh well, at least I got the information. I think I’ll call it a day.)

"Thanks, I understand a lot more now, that was a big help."

"Are you sure you’re done? I know a lot of other lore, so I can answer anything. Like the Ten Dark Knights, or the Ten Undead, or the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. I recommend the Ten Black Rose Saints, though."

"…Why are there so many tens? Aren’t there any Four Heavenly Kings or something?"

"I don’t know much about that, but most of the groups are made up of ten people. Maybe the management, or the scenario writer, just likes the number ten? But all these groups are just names, none of their members ever appear. I hear people say they’ve seen them, so I think they’re out there somewhere."

"Huh. Well, you can tell me about that later. I’m interested, but I’ve stayed for quite a while, and I have things to do, so I’m heading back."

"Is that so. I was hoping you’d stay a little longer, but I guess you have to prepare for the Clan War. Well then, Hayato, thank you for the sword. I’ll never forget this. If you ever need anything, just say the word. You’ll be my top priority, I’ll do anything!"

"…A girl shouldn’t say she’ll do ‘anything,’ you know? Most guys will get the wrong idea."

"Hmm? Now that you mention it, did you scold me for that before? But it’s you, Hayato, so it’s fine! So don’t hesitate to ask me for anything!"

Hayato let out a small sigh before saying goodbye to Ney and leaving the log house.

(Alright, now I have to get back to the base and make a cake for Esha and pudding for Ren-chan. Still, Esha and Relic-san were in the Hero’s clan, and Ash and Ren-chan are Genesis Dragons. I’ve ended up with some pretty amazing NPCs.)

Thinking this, Hayato used the Ring of Teleportation and returned to his base near the Royal Capital.

After teleporting back to the base, Hayato saw something strange at the entrance. Something like a powder had been scattered in front of the door.

(What’s this? Powder… or is it very fine ash?)

Hayato decided to go inside and tried to step over the ash.

But the moment he did, a hand shot out from inside the ash and grabbed his right foot. Hayato lost his balance and fell.

"Whoa! W, what was that!?"

"…H, help me…"

From within the ash, a faint male voice reached the ears of the fallen Hayato.



		
			Chapter 28

			The Clan Management Committee and the Vampire

			Hayato, who had fallen face-first, rolled onto his back and looked at his foot.

It wasn't that he had tripped over something, the sensation was clearly that of his ankle being grabbed. And he was right. A hand was sticking out of the ash, gripping his ankle.

"What!? A hand!? A monster!?"

Hayato was confused. Between the voice he had heard earlier and this, he understood that something was wrong with the ash, but his mind was in such a panic that he couldn’t think straight.

Just then, the door at the base entrance behind Hayato opened.

"You are being loud. Anyone who disturbs my snack time will be destro… What are you doing, Master? By the way, you went to see Ney-san about trading the base, didn’t you? The ownership of the base hasn’t changed, was there a problem?"

"Before that, don’t you think there’s a problem with my foot?"

Hayato, who had regained his composure thanks to Esha’s completely calm words, urged her to look at his feet. Esha confirmed that a hand was coming out of the ash and grabbing Hayato’s ankle, and her face soured just a little.

"So I didn’t finish him off. Well then, I shall shoot him one more time."

Esha said this and drew her gun. She then took aim at the hand emerging from the ash.

"If you do that, you’ll hit my foot too, right? Besides, do you even know what this is?"

"Yes, it is the remains of a vampire. He came to visit a short while ago, so I shot him. I figured we were moving bases anyway, so it would be fine to just leave the ash there."

A vampire. A humanoid monster known for sucking the blood of living people. They are stronger than ordinary humans, but they also have many weaknesses, and the threat they pose changes depending on the situation, so they are both hunted and hunters.

"W, wait. I am not a monster. I am from the Clan Management Committee, please help me."

"All monsters say that."

"No, if you think about it, monsters don’t talk. Let’s hear him out properly."

Esha looked slightly displeased, but she moved the muzzle of her gun away from the hand in the ash. After confirming this, Hayato spoke to the pile of ash.

"Um, are you from the Clan Management Committee?"

Hayato didn’t know much about the Clan Management Committee himself. He had heard that it was composed of members appointed by the organization that runs the clans, but their specific activities were not widely known.

"This is the base of the clan ‘Daedalus,’ is it not?"

"Yes, it is, but what can I do for you?"

"Master. Speaking to a hand growing out of the ground is quite surreal. This is a bother, so let’s just bring the ash inside the base. He will revive if we put him somewhere out of the sun and sprinkle some tomato juice on him."

"Isn’t the trope of vampires liking tomato juice a bit too classic? But if that works, let’s give it a try. Esha, can you bring a broom and dustpan? I’ll gather the ash."

"I do not know where they are. Where can I find them?"

"…You’re a maid, right?"

"Do you not think a maid who does not clean has a certain gap moe appeal?"

"I don’t think a gap in a negative direction is moe… Anyway, the broom and dustpan are in the storage closet next to the stairs, can you get them? And a box to put the ash in, please."

Hayato used the broom and dustpan Esha brought to sweep up the ash and put it in a box. He carried the box inside the base and sprinkled tomato juice on it.

Just as he was wondering if this would really work, the ash quickly formed into a human shape, and a man in aristocratic clothes appeared.

"Well, that was a great help. I’m glad I summoned my last bit of strength to grab your leg. If I had stayed like that, I wouldn’t have been able to revive until nighttime."

Contrary to his appearance, the vampire had a lighthearted way of speaking. His complexion was pale and his combed-over hair was pure white, but he looked to be a man in his early twenties.

"First, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Mist Argyle. As I said earlier, I am from the Clan Management Committee. I am a vampire, but I have only transcended death through the power of magic, so I am a human, not a monster. Therefore, while I am weak to sunlight, garlic, and crosses, I can endure them if I try hard."

(He’s a vampire, but he’s human… If he transcended death with magic, then it must be that Necromancy thing. I think there was a spell to become an undead.)

Necromancy was a type of magic that allowed one to control undead creatures like zombies and skeletons, but at skill level 100, one could use a spell to become an undead oneself.

However, in that case, there was only one specific way to return to being human. One could only be turned back with the Dispel Curse spell, which could be used with Holy Magic at skill level 100.

Furthermore, Necromancy and Holy Magic were opposing types of magic, so it was impossible to learn both. To become human again, one had no choice but to ask another player. Incidentally, if you went to an NPC church, they would purify you without a second thought.

"Um, that Mist-san, what is your business here? And for that matter, why were you ash?"

"I became ash because that Esha-san over there shot me. Isn’t it terrible to get hit with three Critical Shots at point-blank range?"

"Master, before you look at me like that, please hear my side of the story. Someone came, and it was a vampire. Therefore, shooting him with a gun is the correct course of action. I have done nothing wrong. It can be said that I have been under a lot of stress lately, so I shot him without listening to what he had to say to relieve that stress, but that is a minor detail. And I will report that I feel considerably refreshed."

Hayato decided he couldn't ask about the cause of that stress and decided to move the conversation forward. Since the man named Mist didn't seem particularly angry, Hayato decided to let it go.

"I understand the circumstances of you being ash. Now then, what can I do for you? Oh, before that, please have a seat in that chair over there."

Hayato gestured for Mist to sit. He then placed a coffee on the table.

There was no reception room, but the room just inside the entrance was modeled after a dining hall. Hayato had him sit in the chair closest to the entrance, and Hayato sat across from him with a long table between them. Esha did not sit down, but stood behind Hayato to his right.

After sitting down, Mist glanced around for a moment, said "Oh," and looked at Hayato with a smile. But his expression quickly turned serious.

"Then let me get straight to the point. We have received a report from a certain clan that you did something strange in the Clan War, and I have come to investigate."

Hayato muttered to himself, (Here it comes).

Yesterday, after logging out, he had sent an email to the management about Esha’s Destroy. He asked if that attack power was a bug, and if it was okay that he had used it. He had also inquired about Ren’s Dragon Curse, just in case. They wouldn’t have been able to get the sword back without it, so it would be a problem if they said it was no good, but he confirmed it anyway.

The next morning, an email reply on the matter arrived, but the text was the same as before.

"All actions possible within the game are permissible under the responsibility of the individual."

In other words, it wasn’t a bug. It wasn’t a failure of balance adjustment, it was a feature. However, even if it was a feature, in this game, whether or not you were allowed to use it was another matter entirely. There was a possibility that it would be considered a problem under the in-game rules.

Hayato figured that this man named Mist had come to investigate that.

"What specifically do you mean by ‘something strange’?"

"The clan that filed the report was ‘Goddess of Annihilation,’ the clan Hayato-san fought yesterday. Apparently, a heavily armored warrior was defeated by an attack from the fortress. Furthermore, I have heard that it was powerful enough to defeat the mage that warrior was protecting. The complaint is that some kind of unfair act may have occurred."

Hayato looked at Esha. But Esha stood there with a straight face, showing no particular concern. Seeing her attitude that she had no intention of speaking for herself, Hayato decided to explain to Mist himself.

"That was Esha’s Weapon Skill, Destroy. The opposing clan seems to have called it unfair, but we didn’t do anything strange. Besides, in terms of sheer power, I don’t think it’s that different from Meteor Swarm, do you?"

First, he answered that he had not done anything strange. Then, by comparing it to other spells, he appealed that there was no problem. Although there were differences in activation time and cool down time, he wanted to give the impression that they were similar.

But without needing to do that, Mist seemed to understand perfectly.

"Ah, Esha-san’s Destroy. In that case, it cannot be helped. The opponent must have called it unfair because they had never seen the attack before."

Mist spoke as if he knew of Destroy. Esha’s name was probably famous because she was a member of the previous winning clan, but Hayato wondered if her technique was also famous.

"Could it be that you are also familiar with the technique called Destroy, Mist-san?"

"Yes, well. It is quite famous, after all."

Hayato decided to confirm, just in case. If it wasn’t an unfair move within the game, he intended to have her use it more and more from now on. But just in case, he needed to know why it was famous.

Hayato looked at Mist with a smile.

"I’m ashamed to say I didn’t know about it. I was surprised when it was used in the Clan War. Is it that famous?"

Mist glanced at Esha, who was standing behind Hayato to his right, before shifting his gaze back to Hayato. From where Hayato was, he couldn’t see Esha, but he predicted that Mist was sending a look to Esha, asking if it was okay to talk.

Then Mist smiled slightly before opening his mouth.

"The last Clan War was a tournament, and in the final match, Esha-san used Destroy."

"Ah, so that’s what it is. I actually don’t know anything about the last Clan War. Were people quite surprised at the time?"

"It was amazing. The final was a battle between the clan led by the Hero and the clan led by the Demon Lord, and they were fighting normally in their unawakened states. However, in the middle of the battle, it seemed like they both regained their memories."

(I’m glad I heard the story from Ney. If I had heard this for the first time now, I would have been so surprised the story wouldn’t have sunk in… Wait? Isn’t the conversation getting a bit sidetracked? It’s become a story about the Hero and the Demon Lord? Is that the only reason it was amazing?)

Unaware of Hayato’s confusion, Mist continued his story.

"While they were both declaring themselves as the Hero and the Demon Lord and giving speeches, Esha-san took them both down at once with Destroy. I was shocked."

Hayato was shocked too. Or rather, he was dumbfounded.

"You did that?"

Though Hayato’s words were slightly blaming, Esha was, for some reason, proud.

"It is their fault for talking in the middle of a battle. The Hero and the Demon Lord have nothing to do with me, so I made them both disappear because they were in the way. The Hero took the Demon Lord with him, so he should have no regrets. It is what they call cutting the flesh and the bone."

"That’s the first time I’ve heard that phrase."

"Well, Esha-san’s name became famous because of that. As the first human to defeat both the Hero and the Demon Lord."

"You’re making me blush."

"Was that a compliment?"

"Oops, that story is irrelevant. Well, for that reason, with Esha-san’s Destroy, it is a natural result. I will tell the Clan Management Committee that there was no problem. In fact, the clan that filed the report has a history of dealing with saboteurs in the war before last. If anything, that is more of a problem."

Hayato let out a sigh of relief at Mist’s words.

With the committee’s approval, he could continue to use it from now on. Since it was an act that no current player could imitate, he thought it might attract some jealousy if it got out, but Hayato decided to have her use it more and more to win.

"By the way, Hayato-san, what is the meaning of the clan name ‘Daedalus’?"

"Huh?"

Hayato was momentarily unsure of what he was being asked, as the question came so suddenly after he had felt relieved.

"Ah, I apologize for the suddenness. My work is finished, so I thought we could chat a bit. This question has nothing to do with the committee."

"I see. Um…"

Hayato tried to answer, but he was at a loss for words.

Daedalus was the name of a craftsman from mythology that existed outside the game, that is, in reality. He was using that name, but he didn’t know how to explain it to an NPC.

As Hayato was wondering how to explain, Esha spoke up.

"It is the name of a craftsman from an ancient myth. Do you know it if I say it is the name of the craftsman who built the labyrinth that imprisoned the Minotaur?"

"Ah, I see. I had a feeling I had heard it somewhere… But I see. A craftsman."

(How does she know? Does this game have information about real-world mythology…?)

Hayato was puzzled, but on second thought, this was a world with manga meat, bucket pudding, and even guns. He revised his thinking to assume that various kinds of information existed within the game.

"You are referring to Hayato-san as the craftsman, are you not? I did a little research on the clan and its members, and I heard that Hayato-san’s skills are composed entirely of production skills. Is that why you chose the clan name Daedalus, the name of a craftsman?"

"Well, yes."

Hayato called himself a craftsman who had mastered production skills, so he had chosen a name that reflected that. Also, it was just a name with a nice ring to it.

"Hayato-san. Do you also have Woodworking Skill at 100?"

Woodworking Skill. It was a skill that allowed one to create various things using wood. It was mainly used to make furniture, but one could also create equipment like wooden bows and arrows, and wood shields. However, since wooden equipment was inferior in performance to metal equipment, the majority of players who took Woodworking Skill also took Blacksmithing Skill.

Although it was such an unpopular skill, Hayato of course had Woodworking Skill.

"I have Woodworking Skill at 100, too."

"I knew it. Could it be that all the furniture in this base was made by you, Hayato-san?"

"Yes. I made all of it myself."

"Wonderful! Could it be that you have furnished everything with the highest quality? That is not something easily done. I actually noticed them after I sat down in the chair, and I was inwardly surprised."

Mist’s praise made Hayato feel quite pleased.

Furniture had no special effects. Even if it was placed in the base, it wouldn’t give an advantage in battle or improve stats. It was possible to create boxes that had special effects when opened by setting a trap, but the damage was minimal. Moreover, opening the box didn’t mean you could get the item inside, so there was no reason for a player to open the box. The only use was for playing pranks on clan members.

For these reasons, the common understanding among players was that Woodworking Skill was purely a hobby skill. A player aiming for efficiency would completely discard it. Furthermore, there was no point in increasing the quality of furniture. The shape of the furniture didn't change even if the quality increased, it just added a quality rating of a certain number of stars to the item’s information.

Despite this situation, all the furniture in the base was five stars. This was the result of Hayato’s useless obsession.

Being praised for it made Hayato happy.

"You understand, Mist-san. It’s true that there’s no point in being particular about the interior design, but I think it’s good to have that much peace of mind."

"Yes, I understand. The placement of the furniture in this base is also excellent."

"I cannot quite understand. To be honest, cardboard or mandarin orange boxes would be fine for a desk or chair."

"I feel like I’ll never be able to see eye-to-eye with you, Esha…"

"Now, now. And so, Hayato-san. I actually have a request for you, seeing as you are a craftsman."

Being called a craftsman made Hayato even happier. Even while thinking he was easy to please, he was already in the mood to grant the request.

"What is it? If it’s something I can do, I’ll do it. I’ll expect payment, of course."

"Of course. I would actually like you to make a coffin. A five-star one."

"…A coffin? The kind used to bury the deceased? I believe I heard it was used a long, long time ago."

"Yes, the coffin I was using as a bed has broken. I haven’t been able to sleep well since the coffin changed. It was a four-star coffin before, but lately there aren’t any high-quality ones. And low-quality coffins give me terrible shoulder stiffness, which is a real problem."

"…Wouldn’t it be better to sleep in a bed?"

"Well, I’m a vampire, so I feel more at ease in a coffin. What do you say? I will provide the wood, so would you please make it for me?"

"…Um, I don’t know how to make one."

"Ah, that is fine. I will tell you the materials."

(I don’t want to know.)

Despite thinking this, Hayato accepted the paper from Mist. After reading it, he took out a saw that could be used for Woodworking Skill and used it, confirming that a coffin had been added to the production menu.

"How about it? I believe you should be able to make it now."

"Reluctantly, I can."

"Then please! I’ve been feeling unwell lately due to lack of sleep!"

"You’re not just unwell, you’re an undead, right?"

"An undead who is unwell… This is gap moe. I am learning."

"It’s not moe in the slightest."

While saying this, Hayato was thinking.

If he could make a deal, he could also make him a member of the clan. His next opponent had not been decided yet, so rather than needing someone for a specific countermeasure, he simply wanted to welcome a strong member. His future opponents would be the top clans even among the A-ranks. He wanted to increase his fighting strength even by a little.

Ash and his men were strong, but they didn’t have any special powers. An NPC with some kind of powerful ability like Esha or Ash would add variety to their battles, so Hayato was thinking he wanted to add such a special NPC to the clan. As Ash had said before, there would be problems with coordination and such, but there was nearly a month until the Clan War. All they had to do was have them coordinate with Ash and the others until then.

Hayato looked at Mist in front of him.

(Putting that aside, there’s a fundamental problem. Mist-san belongs to the Clan Management Committee. Is it even possible for him to participate in the Clan War? I should start there. And I don’t know his strength. I know his Necromancy is skill 100 because he’s an undead, but I can’t say for sure if the rest of his skill composition is strong… I’ll just ask him directly.)

"Mist-san, I’d like to ask you something."

"What is it? If you are asking about my height, I am 180, so if you could make it that size. Also, please make it a baroque-style coffin."

"No, that’s not it. Actually, our clan is looking for strong people. If you are strong, Mist-san, and you could join our clan, I’d like to make that a condition of our exchange. You belong to the Clan Management Committee, but is it possible for you to join our clan?"

Mist said "Hmm," and fell into thought. Hayato didn’t know what he was thinking about, but he figured there were various things to consider and waited for an answer. In that situation, it was Esha who spoke.

"Master, are you planning on letting a vampire into the clan? A vampire who sucks the blood of young women? It is dangerous, is it not, when a cute and frail girl like me is in the clan?"

"I can’t relate to the ‘frail’ part at all. Besides, you just took him down, right?"

"So, you agree with the cute part."

"Will you stop setting those traps for me?"

As they were talking, Hayato suddenly realized something.

He noticed that Esha’s mood had improved. At the very least, Esha had been in a clearly bad mood when he left the base. He wondered if shooting Mist had cheered her up a bit, and he thanked the vampire in front of him.

That vampire, Mist, had been looking down in thought, but he turned his face toward Hayato.

"Members of the Clan Management Committee are not permitted to participate in the Clan War."

"I see… That’s a shame."

"However, it is a simple matter of quitting the committee. If I join the clan, you will make me a coffin, correct?"

"That’s if you’re strong, Mist-san. And for that matter, are you quitting the committee for a coffin?"

"I am actually a health nut, so I am very particular about my coffins. A five-star one is worth it."

"A health nut vampire… This is true gap moe…!"

"That’s enough of that."

As Hayato said this, Esha began to speak, saying, "Jokes aside."

"I have never fought Mist-sama, but he is undoubtedly strong. He is one of the Undead Ten, or rather, the leader who organized its members. And I, who defeated that very Mist-sama… You understand, do you not, Master? You could increase the variety of snacks for your capable maid, you know? In fact, I advise you to do so."

(I’ll ignore the second half. But, the Undead Ten… I don’t know what that is, but I think Ney mentioned it? If he’s their leader, then he must be strong. Well, even if he’s a leader, there’s a possibility he’s weak like me, but as long as he’s not a production character, it should be fine… I think.)

"I believe I am quite strong myself. So, what do you say? If you make me a coffin, I will quit the committee and join the clan."

Mist said this, and a smile spread across his bloodless face.



		
			Chapter 29

			Victory Celebration

			On the night of the day the vampire Mist arrived, Hayato gathered the members to hold a victory celebration.

After promising to make Mist a coffin, he had sent a message to everyone. He also informed them that this place had officially become their base.

After that, Hayato began preparations. Esha and Relic were helping him, but he only asked them to do the shopping and prepare the dining hall. Hayato was handling all the cooking preparations himself.

After the battle a month ago, with the trouble with the clan "Goddess of Annihilation" immediately following, he hadn’t done anything. It was undoubtedly thanks to everyone that they had won twice in the Clan War and reached A-rank, and Hayato wanted to thank them for that.

Besides, Hayato himself liked to entertain.

When he was working at a company, he had made various preparations like booking venues and ordering food for receptions, and many people had been pleased with those receptions. Hayato liked making others happy through his hospitality.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t do such things unless it was with company money, so he thought he would at least do so in the game. Even in the clan "Kokuryu," he had held banquets quite frequently. And this time, he was preparing various things for Esha and the others. They were such expressive NPCs, so he felt it was worthwhile and eagerly began to cook.

(Esha and the others seem just like real people. And some people say the NPCs aren’t high-performance AI, but that the management is actually controlling them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they said there were people inside. But that’s not possible. They say they don’t seem to logout.)

In this game, when you logout, your character itself disappears from within the game. The main way to logout is by sleeping in a bed, but NPCs, while they do sleep in beds, their characters themselves do not disappear.

There was talk that perhaps only the characters controlled by the management had that feature. However, there was a story of a certain player who called out to a sleeping NPC in the middle of the night and they immediately woke up and started moving. It was said that unless there was a person inside the NPC who was always connected, that action would be impossible, and now there are few players who push the theory of a person being inside.

(If there were a person inside, I think I’d like to meet Esha. In a morbidly curious kind of way.)

Hayato thought about such things while preparing the food for the party. He then checked the time and saw that it was almost time for the members to gather, so he carried the large amount of food he had made to the base’s dining hall and arranged it to look appealing.

The victory celebration held at the base was quite lively.

Esha, Ash, Relic, Ren, and the members of Ash’s mercenary group. Each of them was happily eating and chatting.

"I must say, you are truly a master. I thoroughly enjoyed the highest-quality wedding cake."

"I didn’t think you’d eat that all by yourself. And two of them."

"That’s right! That’s so mean! I wanted to eat some too! If you eat it all by yourself next time, I’ll curse you!"

"Ren-sama, what are you saying while hugging a bucket pudding? That was my reward, something separate from the food prepared for the victory celebration. By the way, my stats have increased in various ways due to the food’s effects, and I feel invincible right now. Let me just say that I feel like I could fire off any number of Destroys."

"I think you’re joking, but please don’t."

After that, Esha and Ren started to compete in eating the dessert-type dishes, so Hayato left that place. He then moved towards where Ash and Relic were.

"How’s the food, you two?"

"It’s all highest-quality food. I’m enjoying it."

"There are so many delicious things, I am overwhelmed. However, are you sure about this? I imagine hosting such a lavish victory celebration must have cost you quite a lot."

It was true that Hayato had spent a fair amount of money preparing these dishes. However, he had obtained a lot of money from his opponents due to the Clan War.

The real-world prize money obtained by winning a Clan War is influenced by the amount of in-game currency the clan possesses. To get the full amount of the A-rank prize, one needs to possess a considerable amount of in-game currency. Therefore, due to the last Clan War, Hayato had obtained more G than he had expected.

(I wouldn’t say hundreds of millions, but I got close to that. It’s all thanks to everyone. There’s no problem with giving this much back to them… No, wait a minute. If I think about it, I shouldn’t just be giving it back, I should be distributing it to everyone. Crap, I didn’t distribute the money from the last Clan War at all.)

Thinking this, Hayato bowed his head to Ash and the others.

"Ash, Relic-san, I just remembered, I didn’t distribute the money we got from the Clan War. For you, Ash, and your men, that’s two times, including the one before last. I’m sorry, a lot happened and I forgot. I’ll calculate it right away and distribute it to everyone."

When Hayato said this, Ash looked for a moment as if he didn’t understand what he was talking about. But he must have realized soon after, as he shook his head.

"What are you talking about? You should use the money we got from the Clan War yourself, Hayato. For me and my sister, the highest-quality elixirs you made are more than enough. My men feel the same way about the high-performance equipment you made for them, and besides, we kind of just joined the Clan War on our own accord."

"No, I can’t just—"

"Don’t worry about it. I told you before, right? I joined the Clan War because I wanted to prove you weren’t useless, Hayato. Well, it seems the members of Kokuryu didn’t think that way, though."

"…Are you sure?"

"Yeah, and I’m counting on your production skills when something comes up. I’d appreciate it if you could prioritize that when the time comes."

"Got it. I’ll make you my priority when that time comes."

"Then, I’m looking forward to working with you, Leader."

Ash smiled and held out his right hand. Hayato also held out his right hand and they shook. As they were exchanging a firm handshake, the voices of Esha and the others reached Hayato’s ears.

"You see, Ren-san. That is, precious."

"Huh. It’s just Hayato-san and my brother shaking hands, right?"

"Perhaps it is still too early for you, Ren-san. For an advanced… no, a transcendent being like myself, that alone is enough for three chocolate parfaits."

"Even I could eat three parfaits with that, though?"

Hayato ignored them. He pretended not to hear. He then turned his gaze to Relic.

"Relic-san, I’m sure you were listening, but I’d like to give you the money from the last Clan War—"

"No, like Ash-san and the others, I do not need it. Please just pay the monthly fee of one hundred thousand G to the guild to hire a butler."

"I can’t do that. It’s thanks to you, Relic-san, that I was able to get the sword back, so if you don’t accept it—"

"No, no, actually, like Esha, I was a burden at the guild. I am grateful enough just to be hired as a butler."

Saying this, Relic smiled. He had a scar on his face and was in the category of tough-looking, but surprisingly, he didn’t feel intimidating. Hayato thought this as he looked at Relic.

"I understand. In that case, I will hire you every month, so I look forward to your continued service. And if you need my production skills, I will prioritize that."

"Yes, I am looking forward to it. Then, I look forward to working with you in the future."

Relic placed his left hand on his chest and bowed politely. Hayato bowed his head normally. Then he heard the voices again.

"Is that precious?"

"I wonder? I am not particularly interested in old men, so I do not think it is precious. There are those who specialize in such old men, but they are in the minority."

"It is difficult…"

Though they were muttering, Hayato could hear Esha and Ren clearly, and he turned his body towards them.

"Could I have a word with you two? You’re ruining everything. Especially you, Esha. Will you stop teaching Ren-chan strange things?"

At Hayato’s words, Esha and Ren approached. Esha then refuted with a sharp look.

"Strange things, how rude. This is a maid’s accomplishment. The hard and painful work of a maid, a single ray of light, no, I should say hope, that one imagines in the midst of that hardship. What do you mean by calling that a strange thing?"

"There are other things you should be accomplished in, right? And I don’t want to say it, but were you even doing any maid work? Oh well, I guess it’s fine. I feel like I hired you more as a combatant than a maid anyway. Alright then, I’ll distribute the money to you, Esha."

"No, I do not need it. Please just pay one hundred thousand G to the Maid Guild every month. Why are you looking so surprised?"

"Well, because it was very unexpected."

He had thought that Esha would need a lot of money to eat. It was unexpected for Hayato that she would say she didn’t need the money.

In this game, it is possible to eat. For players, it is not for nutritional intake. Most eat for the temporary improvement of abilities in the game, and for the stimulation of their sense of taste. However, no one knows for what purpose NPCs eat. It is not even known if AI truly has a sense of taste.

As for Esha, the only answer Hayato could think of was that she definitely had a sense of taste, so it was quite unexpected that she would not accept money that could be used for that purpose.

"Um, are you really sure? You could eat a lot more if you had money."

When Hayato said this, Esha scoffed with a "Hmph."

"This Esha Crown, as I have stated before, is banned from all major restaurants in the Royal Capital, so even if I have money, I cannot eat delicious food."

"Ah, I’ve heard that before. But why did that happen?"

"There were eating challenges at various restaurants, and when I participated, the owners tearfully asked me not to come back anymore. To call that an eating challenge is laughable… No, it is not that my side literally hurt. It is not a story about obstructing business."

"No, I get that much. So, you mean you can’t eat even if you have money?"

"To put it bluntly, that is correct. The gazes of everyone are very painful."

"Um, then what if you buy the ingredients yourself and cook?"

"Master, you have seen my skill composition, have you not? Unfortunately, no matter how hard I try, my Cooking Skill does not improve at all. It would be better if the ingredients just turned into a black stain, but I am at a level where I create some new life form that should not be seen."

"Is it some kind of alchemy in the name of cooking? There’s no such skill, though."

As Hayato said this, he remembered Esha’s skill composition. Esha’s Cooking Skill was minus 100. He was surprised when he first saw it, but he was more surprised by Esha’s fighting strength, so Hayato had forgotten about it until now.

The surrounding gazes turned to pity, but Esha was unconcerned.

"For that reason, delicious food is better than money. In other words, I do not need money if I can eat the food you make, Master. Rather, please hire me with three meals a day with dessert. And I would have no complaints if I had seven days off a week."

"I’d have a complaint about seven days off a week. But well, I don’t mind the three meals with dessert. As long as you don’t eat more than necessary, you can eat the food in the storage freely. Ah, but don’t eat the food I made for the Clan War. Why are you making that face?"

Esha was making an indescribable face. The closest would be a troubled face. Hayato was a little surprised by Esha’s complex expression.

Then Esha sighed.

"I did not expect you to actually permit it. I have been receiving a chocolate parfait as dessert every day until now, but now I will have three more meals. It is as if, Master, you are unnecessarily kind. And a softie."

"Will you stop saying unnecessarily?"

Even though he had offered good conditions, Hayato was a little dissatisfied that he was being criticized for some reason. Just as he was about to complain about it, Esha’s face looked as if she had remembered something.

"Ah, that is right, I actually had something I wanted to ask. I do not need the money, so please just tell me one thing."

"Um, what is it?"

"Master, why do you want to win the Clan War?"

"Huh?"

At Esha’s question, the surrounding members also stared at Hayato. They seemed very interested. Esha then asked the silent Hayato another question.

"I participated in the Clan War before, but I had no particular purpose. You could say that winning was simply the purpose. However, that is not the case for you, Master, is it? It is true that winning the Clan War will get you money, but you can make money with your production skills normally, and I do not think you need to participate in the Clan War."

Hayato was at a loss for an answer.

The purpose was outside the game, in reality. Hayato’s purpose was the prize money he could get in the real world. But even if he told Esha and the others, who were NPCs, they wouldn’t understand. Or there was a high possibility that they wouldn’t understand even if he told them the reason due to AI protection.

Esha narrowed her eyes at the silent Hayato.

"I do not want to think it, but could it be that you are also participating in the Clan War without any particular reason, Master?"

For some reason, Esha seemed a little displeased, and Hayato steeled himself. He couldn’t tell the truth, but he decided to say something that wasn’t wrong. He could have made up a story, but Hayato didn’t want to do that.

"If I get to the top of the rankings in the Clan War, I can make my dream come true."

Hayato’s dream. It was to open a coffee shop. He had seen an old movie by chance and thought, this is it. He didn’t know how much money it would cost, and he had no know-how. But his enthusiasm wasn’t so low that he would give up without trying.

And that chance was in the game. A chance he normally couldn’t get even if he stood on his head.

It was a gamble to run a coffee shop with real coffee. Since he was going to gamble anyway, Hayato decided to bet everything on it and impulsively quit his company. There was also the fact that the job didn’t suit him, and he was tired of being used by people, but it was a dream that didn’t seem achievable even if he worked normally and saved money.

He had thought it would be possible to get into the top rankings with the members of Kokuryu, but for whatever reason, he ended up leaving the clan, and he thought his gamble had failed. But thanks to that, it could be said that he had shifted to aiming for the prize money no matter what. And thanks to the NPCs, he was back in a position where he could aim for it. Hayato’s gamble could be said to be still ongoing.

(It’s bad enough that I’m gambling when my livelihood is at stake, but if I don’t, I won’t be able to get out of this situation anyway… I wonder if I really need to get rid of the softness Esha mentioned to make it from now on.)

As Hayato was thinking this, Esha was staring at him with a serious face.

"A dream?"

"Ah, yeah. Can you not ask what kind of dream it is? I think it’s more likely to come true if you don’t tell people about these things… Um, will you accept that?"

"…Yes, I accept it. I see, so you have a dream, Master, and you were participating in the Clan War to make it come true."

"That’s right. Well, you might think I’m not desperate enough for that, though."

"Yes, not at all. You need to do it with the feeling that you’ll knock down your opponent using any means necessary. However…"

Esha smiled at Hayato.

"I do not think you can cure that wimpy personality of yours, Master, so I will slaughter any enemy for you instead. As thanks for the three meals with dessert… No, it seems that everyone here will do so. They seem motivated, too."

"If that was your reason, then I’ll make sure this clan gets to the top of the rankings. But you have to tell me that dream someday."

"I, I’ll do my best too! I’ll curse anyone and everyone! Uhihihi…"

"I will also help in any small way I can."

Ash, Ren, Relic, and the members of the mercenary group also said they would lend Hayato a hand. Then everyone started talking about their own dreams. There were various dreams, from achievable ones to outlandish ones, but everyone was talking happily.

(Did Esha just dere a little? That’s kind of ticklish. But everyone’s cheering for me. Maybe if I had explained properly when I was in Kokuryu, things wouldn’t have turned out like that, though it’s too late now. Putting that aside, everyone has their own dreams, too. Even if it’s just a game, if my skills can do something about it, I’d like to help them come true.)

Hayato thought this as he looked around at everyone. He then slowly drank his coffee and let himself be enveloped in the cheerful atmosphere.

The day after that victory celebration, Hayato was surrounded by maids and taken to the Maid Guild without any explanation.



		
			Chapter 30

			The Maid Guild

			In the morning, Hayato logged in and woke up in the bed of his room at the base.

After watering the vegetables and fruits growing in the base’s garden, he unlocked the shop entrance on the first floor. This was Hayato’s morning routine.

After this, Esha would usually come and tend the shop, but that day was different.

Outside the shop were several maids who were not Esha. And while Hayato was surprised, they surrounded him.

"Huh? What?"

"Hayato-sama. We must ask you to accompany us to the Maid Guild. For the record, you have no right to refuse or remain silent. You also cannot hire a lawyer. Your testimony may be used as unfavorable evidence."

"That’s different from what I know. Is this a trial or something?"

"We cannot say more. Please come with us."

(I don’t want to think it, but is this turning into something like the maid harem incident? No, but I haven’t done anything to Esha, and I can’t think of any reason why I’d be taken away. And it’s not about a letter of appreciation, is it? I think Esha mentioned before that the Maid Guild wanted to give me a letter of appreciation, but this doesn’t feel like that atmosphere at all.)

Hayato considered various things, but he decided that running away here wouldn’t improve the situation. In the first place, he wasn’t athletic enough to run away, and he couldn’t even fight. He resigned himself to the fact that he had no choice but to go quietly.

"Um, I don’t mind going with you, but can I make a call first?"

"Then, you have one minute."

(I want to pretend to make a call and just logout right here. But if I force logout in a situation like this, I might end up in jail the next time I login. I should definitely not do that.)

When logging out of the game, the basic method is to sleep in a bed, but it is also possible to force a logout. However, in that case, the avatar remains in the game for a few minutes. During that time, you cannot react to anything that is done to you, so it is said that you should not use forced logout unless you have a very good reason.

Furthermore, Hayato had confirmed on the internet before the Clan War started that if you forced a logout while a quest was in progress, depending on the situation, you might start from jail.

Originally, you were put in jail by being caught by an NPC guard, but it was a feature that you could also be put there by forcing a logout in an inconvenient situation for the player.

Incidentally, it is possible to get out of jail by paying bail, but unlike real bail, there are penalties such as it taking over a month for the bail to be returned, restrictions on your range of movement, and not being able to participate in the Clan War.

(In this day and age, it’s unlikely for the connection to be cut, but I heard it used to happen a lot in the past. It’s a low probability, but I’d hate for that to happen while a quest is in progress… Whoops, this isn’t the time to be thinking about that. First, I need to make a call.)

Hayato quickly contacted Relic.

He told him that he was being taken to the Maid Guild, that he wanted him to tend the shop at the base, and to contact Ash and the others just in case. Relic asked if he was okay, but Hayato didn’t know either, so he could only answer with a "probably."

If it came to it, his clan members might come to help him. Leaving that hope behind, Hayato went with the maids.

The place Hayato was taken to was the basement of the Maid Guild headquarters in the Royal Capital.

From Hayato’s knowledge, it was built like a courtroom. And Hayato was quite panicked that he was being made to stand in the defendant’s seat.

(Is this really a trial? It’s probably related to Esha, but I have no memory of anything. She should have gone home in a good mood yesterday.)

Yesterday, after Hayato told her about his dream, Esha had been in a very good mood.

She had even said with a smile as she was leaving, "Let’s win the Clan War and make our dreams come true!" But now, Hayato was in a situation where he had been taken by maids and was about to be put on trial.

For Hayato, it was a situation that made no sense at all.

After a while, several maids came to this place.

A maid in her early thirties wearing glasses moved to the position where a judge would sit and looked at Hayato.

"You are Hayato-sama, correct?"

"Yes. That is correct, but what is all this about?"

"There were a few things we wanted to ask, so we have troubled you to come here. Now then, Hayato-sama. Do you have any idea why you have been called here?"

"No, not in the slightest. I do think it might be related to Esha, but I have no memory of anything at all."

"I see. As you suspect, it is about Esha. Then let me explain the situation."

The maid with glasses seemed to be the Maid Chief, and she introduced herself as the head of this Maid Guild. After that, she began to talk about Esha.

Yesterday, Esha had returned in a good mood and immediately went back to her room.

This Maid Guild had rooms for the maids to live in, and Esha lived there, but a few minutes after she entered that room, a small scream was heard. The maids living in the rooms on either side of her rushed to the front of Esha’s room and knocked on the door, but Esha did not come out.

Then, they faintly heard a voice saying, "My body has been ruined for marriage." After that, Esha is still holed up in her room and has not come out.

That was the story.

The Maid Chief gave Hayato a stern look. It was a glare so powerful that it could make a weak-willed person cringe.

"If you have an excuse, we will hear it."

"There’s a limit to false accusations."

Of course, Hayato had no memory of anything. In fact, he was wondering why he was even being suspected.

"In the first place, why do you think I am involved in Esha’s statement? I think it’s possible that it’s not me."

"Esha has no male friends, let alone female friends. If anyone is related, it is only you, Hayato-sama."

"Please don’t say such cruel things about her. She has friends from her previous clan."

"Hayato-sama, please be honest. We maids of the Maid Guild are very grateful to you. That Esha has been working properly for two months already. We even call you a savior at the Maid Guild."

"Please, really, stop."

"It does not matter if there was a mistake between you and Esha. You are both adults. In fact, we are hoping that you will take responsibility and take Esha in… You understand what I mean, do you not?"

"I understand what you mean, but are you not trying to get rid of a nuisance?"

What the Maid Chief meant. It was about marriage.

This game has a marriage system. If two people declare it at a temple or church, they become a married couple, but that is only between players. Hayato had never heard of a player and an NPC getting married.

If such a thing were possible, this game would turn into a gal game or an otome game, and it would be popular in its own right. The avatars in this game are as realistic as in reality, and the high-performance AI behaves in a way that you could believe there was a person inside.

"Esha is a maid belonging to the Maid Guild, and she is our comrade. Even if we have you take her in, we must properly confirm the circumstances. Also, off the record, we will turn a blind eye to whatever happened."

"Could you please not proceed with the assumption that I am the culprit?"

Hayato had no idea what was going on. In the first place, he couldn’t even guess why Esha had said such a thing. He couldn’t stand being made a culprit for something he didn’t even know if he was involved in.

At this rate, he would be made the culprit and have to take Esha in. With this sense of crisis, Hayato needed to somehow prove his innocence.

It wasn’t that Hayato disliked Esha. He felt that he was being teased, but he was more grateful than that. He believed that he had been able to win the Clan Wars so far because Esha’s strength had helped him.

But taking her in or getting married was out of the question. No matter how you looked at it, it seemed like it would be unnecessarily tiring. Besides, this was an online game. Hayato believed that it was not good to get too involved with NPCs.

"Um, I really don’t understand the situation. First, could you please properly confirm the meaning of Esha’s statement with her? In the first place, it’s not even clear if I’m involved, right?"

"Unfortunately, Esha is holed up in her room and will not come out. She says nothing even when we call out to her. Perhaps you did something to her that she cannot speak of…"

"Objection. Please stop trying to manipulate my image. In that case, I will give you Esha’s favorite food. Let’s use that as bait to lure her out of her room."

"There is a possibility that we can lure Esha out with that. But do you already have the food with you?"

"Yes, well. Esha is always telling me she wants to eat it, so I make it almost every day."

"…Every day?"

"I have been preparing it every day since I hired her. Um, this is it. The highest-quality chocolate parfait. I think she will come out of her room for this, so please."

Another maid received the chocolate parfait that Hayato took out. The maid looked as if she wanted to eat the parfait, but she bowed her head once before taking it away.

"Hayato-sama, I would like to confirm again, was Esha eating that chocolate parfait every day?"

"Huh? Yes, well. I thought she would work properly if I did. For what it’s worth, she has been tending the shop properly. She doesn’t do any cleaning or maid work at all, though."

Basically, there is no such thing as dust, but if you don’t clean, the color of the base and furniture will become dull. This is reflected every week, and if you don’t clean for four weeks, it will become dilapidated. It is common for players who own a base to hire a maid to clean it.

The Maid Chief closed her eyes. She then rubbed the area between her eyebrows with her right index finger. She seemed to be thinking about something, but Hayato had no idea what she was thinking.

After a while, the maid who had taken the parfait earlier returned.

"Maid Chief. We have captured Esha, but for some reason, she is struggling even after seeing the parfait and not eating it. What are your orders?"

"Bring her here."

The maid bowed her head at the Maid Chief’s words. A few minutes later, Esha came, held on both sides by maids. For some reason, Esha was sweating and looked tired.

Esha noticed Hayato.

"Is that not Master. I thought it might be from the moment I saw the highest-quality chocolate parfait, but what are you doing here?"

"Ah, yeah. You’re surprisingly normal. I’m in a very difficult situation, though. Mainly because of you, Esha."

"Esha, I would like to ask you about yesterday."

"Maid Chief? About yesterday?"

For some reason, Esha tilted her head. Hayato also wanted to tilt his head. It seemed that Esha and the maids had different temperatures regarding this matter.

"You returned in a good mood yesterday and then screamed in your room, did you not? There is also a report that a voice saying that your body had been ruined for marriage was heard. And something happened that made you hole up in your room until morning. Is that correct?"

"The soundproofing is not up to par. That is correct, but please rest assured. It is a private matter, so it is not a big deal."

"Esha, we are on your side. Even if the culprit is here, we will definitely protect you, so spit it out."

"Objection. Please stop treating me like the culprit."

Esha glanced at Hayato.

"No, it is a little difficult with Master here. I am a maiden shy of flowers."

"As I said earlier, we are on your side. No matter what was done to you, we will not tell anyone, so rest assured. In fact, we will make him take responsibility no matter what."

"I have nothing but objections."

Esha looked at Hayato again and sighed a little.

(I wish she’d stop acting like I’m the problem. I’m not, right? I didn’t do anything.)

"Then, I will put it simply. I have gained about two kilograms in these two months. It is because the chocolate parfaits that Master makes are so delicious. Please understand that it is not my fault. This is the law of nature."

Silence dominated the place.

It was a situation where whoever moved first would lose, but the Maid Chief opened her mouth.

"Why did you not come out of your room?"

"I was exercising to lose weight. Dieting is out of the question. By the way, it was noisy outside my room from yesterday to today. I thought they found out that I ate the pudding in the shared refrigerator, so I ignored it."

"…This is the first I am hearing of it, but that pudding was mine."

(It’s more strange that you only gained about two kilograms with that amount. And besides, do NPCs gain weight? And she ate the Maid Chief’s pudding on top of all that eating… I just want to say, pick one thing to comment on.)

As Hayato thought this, he decided it was about time to go home. He thought that he was clearly not at fault. Besides, he was scheduled to make a coffin for Mist from now on.

Before he could say that, the Maid Chief opened her mouth.

"Hayato-sama, I would like to hear your opinion, but what should we do to settle this matter peacefully?"

"Even if you pass the buck to me like that. I think it’s too late to the point where nothing can be done. I would also like to ask, but where can I sue and win?"

"Please wait. Then let’s do this. We will lend Esha to you indefinitely. Please work her as hard as you like. Yes, you may have her live-in and work from morning to night."

"No, thank you. And could you please not push her on me?"

"I will just say, do not fight over me."

Even under the murderous gaze of the Maid Chief, Esha did not seem to care. Hayato wished he had that kind of mental fortitude, but then he remembered she was an AI and stopped thinking about it. And Hayato’s heart was filled with the desire to go home.

"Can I go home now? I have to make a coffin from now on."

"Does that mean you are going to put Esha in a coffin? I am thinking that I could help you personally. Of course, not the making part, but the putting in part. In fact, please let me."

"That’s completely wrong. It’s just a request I have. For now, could you please release both me and Esha? I want to go home now. Desperately."

Hayato’s wish was rejected. He was told that he could not go home until he had offered some form of apology.

(I don’t care about an apology anymore, just let me go home.)

Hayato thought this from the bottom of his heart.



		
			Chapter 31

			The Nameless God

			Hayato was still in the basement of the Maid Guild.

The Maid Chief insisted that she wanted to apologize somehow. In truth, releasing him immediately would have been the best apology, but she seemed completely unaware of that, which put Hayato in a bind.

"Um, really, it’s quite all right."

"To let Hayato-sama return home like this would be a disgrace to the Maid Guild. I wish to atone for this in some way... I know. The Maid Guild will issue a letter of appreciation addressed to the Savior."

"The thing I would most appreciate is for you to discard that letter. Also, please stop calling me Savior."

"Then could you give me a little more time? I will be sure to come up with a good plan. If you would like, please relax at the cafe on the first floor. We will provide any dish free of charge."

Hayato heard a phrase he could not ignore.

The Maid Guild had a cafe. That was something he had to check out at least once.

"If you insist, I will wait in the cafe."

"Then I shall guide Master. Also, I would like an Omelette Rice for my breakfast. It would be quite sufficient if you write ‘Esha-sama is the best’ in ketchup."

"Esha, I have something to discuss with you. I hear you have been receiving a Chocolate Parfait from Hayato-sama every day, is that correct?"

"No, that is not the case at all. I believe there has been some kind of mistake."

"A moment ago, did you not say you gained weight from Chocolate Parfaits? You also said you ate my pudding. Your actions are worthy of ten thousand deaths."

"...So your questions during the trial were leading questions. I must say, that is what I expect of the Maid Chief."

"My apologies, Hayato-sama. It seems I must have a rather long talk with Esha, so I will need some of your time."

"Please, go ahead. I will be in the cafe, so don’t mind me."

Esha was once again taken from the room, her arms held by other maids. Hayato saw the look in her eyes that seemed to plead for help, but he pretended not to see it.

Guided by a maid, Hayato moved to the cafe on the first floor of the Maid Guild.

Bright sunlight streamed into the cafe from outside, making the spacious interior feel very bright. The surrounding walls, tables, and chairs were all wooden, creating a simple yet unified and stylish atmosphere.

The clientele was about half male and half female. There were both Players and NPCs. More than half the seats were empty, but about twenty customers in total were enjoying their meals. According to the maid who guided him, the morning-exclusive menu, called the morning special, was quite popular.

(The quality of the chairs and tables isn't great, but the overall atmosphere is nice. Still, wooden walls. That’s not feasible in reality.)

Hayato thought this as he sat at the table he was shown to and looked around.

Just like the other customers, he ordered his breakfast from the morning menu. Pancakes and salad, and coffee. It was not an order, but he also asked the maid to show him the menu for times other than the morning.

(So they change the menu depending on the time of day. That’s an interesting system. But drinks are available at all hours, I see. If I were to do this, I’d probably just stick to coffee.)

He did not know if he would actually be able to run a cafe, but it was fun to imagine it. Hayato amused himself by idly thinking up ideas of what he would do.

A few minutes later, Hayato gazed at the food that had been brought to him.

It was not the highest quality, but it was at least three stars. He figured it would taste fine and began to eat immediately. He could not actually gain nutrition, but he could enjoy the taste. Hayato quickly finished the pancakes and salad.

Then he slowly drank the coffee someone else had made.

The five-star coffee he made himself was undoubtedly more delicious, but the mere fact that someone had made this for him made it feel special, he thought, savoring it deeply.

As he was relaxing and looking around, Ash and Ren appeared at the shop's entrance. Hayato was surprised to see them.

Ash and his sister were looking around the shop restlessly, clearly searching for someone. Hayato figured they must have come looking for him.

Hayato raised his right hand to show them where he was.

Ash and Ren were talking to a maid while looking around, but when they noticed Hayato, they let out a deep sigh and approached him.

"Hayato, so you were safe."

"We heard you were taken into custody by the Maid Guild, so we were worried."

"Sorry about that. For now, it seems the suspicion against me has cleared, so I’m fine. Right now, the Maid Guild wants to apologize, so I’m just waiting for that."

"Is that so? By the way, what was the suspicion?"

"I can’t go into details, but it was Esha-related."

He could not very well tell them it was about Esha’s weight, so he spoke vaguely, but for some reason, the two of them looked satisfied with that answer and did not press him further.

"It’s on me, so you two can order something. It’s my thanks for worrying. Oh, and Relic-san will need a souvenir. I should order some food to go."

At his words, the two were delighted. Ash ordered pancakes and coffee, and Ren ordered toast with plenty of honey and orange juice.

Hayato had said he would pay, but the maid told him they could not accept any money, providing Ash and Ren’s food for free as well. They also offered to make a sandwich as a souvenir for Relic.

(Somehow this is making me feel even more sorry. The suspicion is cleared, so they don't need to go this far. Speaking of which, I wonder what Esha’s position is in the Maid Guild.)

The Maid Chief of the Maid Guild had been trying to push Esha onto him. It felt less like she was disliked and more like they wanted to keep Esha at a distance because she was a problem child.

(I don’t get it. If she’s a problem child, I think they should just fire her, but maybe there’s a reason they can’t. Why is Esha a maid in the first place?)

As Hayato pondered this, he remembered something Ash had said.

(That's right, Ash knew about Esha, didn't he? It was about the Clan War three years ago, but I think she said she wasn’t a maid back then.)

"Ash, can I ask you something?"

"Yeah, go ahead. I just finished my pancakes."

"Esha wasn’t a maid three years ago?"

"Yeah, she was different back then. I didn't get a good look, but I think she was dressed more like a sorcerer. Her weapon was an ominous-looking staff, too."

"Really? Then why did she become a maid and start carrying a gun?"

"I don’t know that much. But the teams that did well in the last Clan War had a wish granted by God. Maybe Esha wished to become a maid?"

"God? You mean God?"

"Is there any other kind of God?"

In this game, a being called God did exist. They were worshiped in churches and the like, but Hayato had never heard God’s name. His understanding was just a vague sense that God was there.

Hayato, who did not know the main story in detail, had no idea how God was involved in this game. He made a mental note to ask Ney about it later, but first, he tried to get what information he could from Ash.

"What’s God’s name?"

"God is God. There is no name."

"Is that right. So Esha wished to a nameless God to become a maid? But why?"

"Don’t ask me. Why don’t you ask her yourself?"

"I suppose so. But I doubt she’d answer, so it feels like a waste of time to ask. Ren-chan? You’ve been lost in thought for a while, what’s wrong?"

Ren had her arms crossed and was tilting her head, her half-eaten toast forgotten.

"Well, I’ve known about Esha-san for a while too, but I was just trying to remember how I knew about her."

"I heard Esha is famous. I heard she defeated the Hero and the Demon Lord in the Clan War."

"I know that. But that’s just by name... In the first place, big brother, where did you find out that Esha-san dressed like a sorcerer?"

"Hmm? Let’s see... where was it?"

Ash tilted his head at Ren’s question, but Ren, who had asked, tilted her head as well.

"I also know that Esha-san looked like a sorcerer, but I can’t remember where I saw it."

"Didn't you see a video at the Clan Management Committee facility?"

Hayato did not know how the Clan War three years ago was set up, but if the system was similar to the current one, he thought seeing a video was the most likely scenario.

"Oh, yeah. I think that's it. I was watching that match too, so I think that's when I found out."

"Come to think of it, that's the only possibility. It’s probably just as Hayato-san said. I don’t remember why I watched the video, though."

Ash and Ren looked a bit uncertain, but they seemed to accept that it was the only explanation.

But Hayato was concerned about something else.

(It’s probably not good to press NPCs for details. They exist with those settings, so maybe I shouldn’t ask unnecessary questions. Still, it feels like the game's settings are a bit loose.)

Though slightly bothered, Hayato decided to stop pressing for more about Esha and suggested a change of topic. However, a chaotic situation arose as Ash started talking about dragons and Ren started talking about curses, with neither of them understanding the other’s topic.

After this state of affairs continued for a while, Esha and the Maid Chief approached their table.

"Ash-sama and Ren-sama are here as well. Did you come to get me because you were worried?"

"No, I was worried about Hayato. I wasn't worried about you, Esha."

"It hurts when you say it with such a serious face."

"I, I was worried about Esha-san too! But I’m relieved you both seem to be doing better than I expected! I thought you might be going through some unspeakable ordeal!"

"Please rest assured. As long as this Esha is here, Master will never come to any harm."

"I was about to come to harm because of Esha, though?"

As he said that, the Maid Chief took a step toward Hayato.

"Hayato-sama, I am truly sorry for what happened this time."

"Oh, no, what matters is that the misunderstanding has been cleared. I don't mind, so you don't need to apologize. You gave not just me but Ash and his sister free food here, and that’s more than enough."

"I have not eaten yet. Menu, please."

"Esha, you will be quiet for a moment. Now then, Hayato-sama, I was just speaking with Esha, and we have decided on the nature of our apology."

"That's fine, but your HP is down by about half, both of you. Was it really just a discussion?"

Although you could not normally see a Player’s or NPC’s HP, the system allowed you to check just their HP if you looked at their character details. As far as Hayato could see, the red bars indicating Esha and the Maid Chief’s HP were clearly about half gone. The Maid Chief’s HP seemed to be slightly higher.

"The matter of the apology was decided through discussion. The loss of HP is due to the pudding incident."

"Oh, I see. In that case, may I hear the details of the apology?"

Hayato prompted the Maid Chief for an answer. He intended to reject it immediately if she said anything strange. Based on his predictions so far, Hayato was wary that she would try to push Esha on him again.

"I heard from Esha that you wish to become number one in the Clan War rankings, Hayato-sama."

"Well, not necessarily number one, but I’d be happy if we could place in the top five."

Hayato was taken aback that it was not the apology he had been wary of, but he could not mention the prize money, so he explained it as being within the top five.

But after saying that, it occurred to him. He had wondered about it before, but he was struck again by the question of how they managed to come up with the prize money.

Prize money was awarded to the top five ranks. Five clans meant fifty people. Paying each person one hundred million would be a total of five billion.

Hayato estimated that the game had at least five million players, though the exact number was unknown. If that were the case, a monthly fee of one thousand yen per person would bring in five billion yen in monthly sales. This game had no microtransactions and was not expanding into other media, so that figure was almost certainly correct.

Since the game had been running for nearly two and a half years, it was probably a payable amount when considering the total so far. However, when he thought about salaries for the development and operations staff, server maintenance costs, taxes, and the monthly prize money paid to players, Hayato wondered if they were not actually in the red.

On top of that, how could they have five billion yen ready to go? Hayato found himself pondering this now of all times.

But thinking about it would not produce an answer, so he decided to let it go.

There was no need for such a popular game to use fraudulent methods to gain popularity. He concluded that they must be generating money in a way he could not imagine.

Just as Hayato reached that conclusion, Esha spoke with a serious expression.

"No, if you’re going to aim, aim for first place. There is nothing else."

And at Esha's words, Ash and Ren also nodded. The clan leader is me, Hayato thought, but there was no particular need to deny it, so he let it be.

The Maid Chief adjusted her glasses slightly with her right hand and nodded.

"I see, there seems to be no mistake. In that case, the Maid Guild will henceforth provide Hayato-sama with information on enemy clans."

"Pardon?"

"I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, Hayato-sama, but in Clan Wars, the opponent is decided one week in advance. Once your opponent is decided, the Maid Guild will use its full resources to investigate them. We would like this to serve as our apology. What do you say?"

Is that really okay, Hayato wondered. But he quickly concluded that there was no problem.

(I've been investigating opponents myself for a while now. It shouldn't be an illegal act within the game. I don't know the Maid Guild's methods, but I doubt they're too extreme, so it should be fine. Probably.)

"Well, in that case, I'd appreciate it. Since I specialize in production, I have a lot of preparations to make, so your help would be a great relief."

"Understood. We will stake the name of the Maid Guild on bringing you information about your opponent."

"I, for one, told her to just assassinate the opponent, but that was rejected. I am sorry for my lack of power. Next time, I will be sure to beat the Maid Chief and get my request approved."

"If you do that, the Clan Management Committee will disband our clan, so please, absolutely do not. Also, don't say it like it was my request."

After that, Hayato received the souvenir for Relic and a letter of appreciation addressed to the Savior before heading home. Incidentally, the letter of appreciation was an item with a non-discardable attribute.



		
			Chapter 32

			Sunscreen

			A week after the commotion at the Maid Guild, Hayato spent the entire time in his room making coffins.

To be honest, it was not fun at all, but it was the Vampire Mist’s request, so he made them day after day as long as he had the materials.

But whether it was bad luck or something else, no matter how many he made, he could not manage to create a five-star one.

The probability of getting the highest quality was five percent. By simple calculation, he should have been able to make one after about twenty attempts, but he still had not succeeded.

(I don’t have any God Equipment for my Woodworking Skill. And the only reason to make the highest quality version is just for the sake of it, so you could say I’ve been slacking compared to my cooking. But I have so many other skills to prioritize, so it can’t be helped.)

The necessary material for making a coffin was wood, but at Mist’s request, he was using Magic Tree wood.

Magic Tree wood was a fairly rare material, a type of lumber that could occasionally be obtained by cutting down trees in lands inhabited by demons or in extremely cold regions. Even with a Logging Skill of 100, the probability was only about two percent, and buying it at auction was quite expensive.

Hayato had thought about furnishing the base with furniture made from this Magic Tree wood, but he could not use such a precious resource. He did not have the Logging Skill, and at this point, he could not afford to spend money on unnecessary things.

(Come to think of it, how does Mist-san have so many materials? Is there some efficient way to gather them?)

As Hayato pondered this, he held a saw and continued making the coffin.

An hour after he began, Esha entered Hayato’s room without knocking.

"Master, the inside of your room has a rather grisly feel to it, are you all right? A man with a saw in the middle of a room full of coffins. No matter what excuse you make, it looks like you’ll be arrested by the guards. I will, for the record, give favorable testimony if it comes to a trial, though."

"For the record? Anyway, so that’s what it looks like from an objective point of view. But I’m having a hard time making this coffin. Maybe I should just break them down and recycle them. If I turn them back into wood, I should be able to make about three more."

Some items created with production skills could be returned to their raw materials through various methods. Basically, it was possible by using the same tool used to create them. In other words, since the coffin was made with a saw, it could be turned back into wood with a saw.

Just as he was about to start, Hayato looked at Esha.

"By the way, did you need something? I already gave you your Chocolate Parfait for today, right?"

"I am delighted to receive breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a three o’clock snack. It would be perfect with a nap, so please consider it."

"I’d like to send you back to the Maid Guild along with that letter of appreciation. By the way, I can now select Savior as my title. Can’t anything be done about this?"

This game had a system called titles. You could obtain titles under various conditions and set them in your profile. However, the titles themselves had no effect and were merely one of the elements that decorated a profile. It was also possible to combine and set multiple titles, so there were players known as title collectors.

Hayato was now able to set the title of Savior because of the incident at the Maid Guild, but he did not want to. If it were a title like Craftsman, he would have set it, but for now, there was no such title.

"Isn’t it great? Not even the Hero has a title like that. I have the title of Useless Maid, you know? Compared to that, it’s still better."

"You have an incredibly fitting title. How about changing Goddess of Annihilation to Useless Maid of Annihilation... yeah, it was a joke, so could you put the gun away?"

"Master, you’ve been quite merciless with me lately. It makes me a little sad. You were so kind when we first met."

"You think so? From the moment I met Esha, I thought you were a hopeless case. And the more I get to know you, the lower my opinion of you gets. I think I can only trust your strength."

"Actually, I put all my points into strength, so I abandoned everything else. Like my conscience. Sacrifices are necessary to become strong. Well, let’s end the jokes and get to the main topic."

(That explanation was incredibly convincing, and not in a joking way.)

"Mist-sama is here. I believe it’s to check on the situation and replenish materials, but what should we do? Shall I shoot her?"

"Why is that an option... The coffin isn’t ready yet, but since she’s here, I’ll meet her. Or rather, have we kept her waiting? Let’s hurry."

Hayato and Esha left his room and moved to the dining hall.

In the dining hall, Mist was elegantly drinking a red liquid, tomato juice.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all, I am the one who came so suddenly. Besides, to be able to drink the highest quality tomato juice while waiting makes the trip worthwhile on its own."

"The tomatoes were grown here, so I think they’re delicious."

"I believe they are delicious because I prepared them."

"Esha, go tend to the shop."

The tomato juice was, of course, made by Hayato. The tomatoes used as an ingredient were grown in the indoor garden within the base. Things that were often used as cooking ingredients were cultivated in that garden.

Hayato’s Cultivation skill was 100. Since cultivation was also a production skill, Hayato had naturally trained it. Raising this skill increased the yield and the amount of high-quality produce. It also increased the probability of occasionally harvesting something completely unrelated to what was being grown. It took about a week in real time to harvest, but Hayato always looked forward to it.

"Now then, Mist-san, I am sorry to have you come all this way, but the coffin is not ready yet. It seems it will take a little more time."

"That is not a problem. I received a four-star coffin as a sample, and it feels quite good. I can only imagine what effect a five-star one will have... I can’t wait for it to be finished, but there’s no rush, so please take your time."

"I will. But are you sure it was all right? You joined the clan before the five-star one was even finished."

Mist had already joined Hayato’s clan. The day after he gave her the four-star coffin as a sample, she had resigned from the Clan Management Committee.

"It is better to be early with these things. Besides, I need to confirm our combat coordination with Ash-san and the others."

Lately, Mist had been going to the hunting grounds with Ash and his group to fight alongside them. Hayato had not accompanied them due to his coffin-making, but from what Ash and the others had said, he heard their coordination had improved considerably.

"And so, today I have another request for you, Hayato-san."

"A request? What would that be?"

"I would like you to make some sunscreen."

"Sunscreen?"

"As a Vampire, I am weakened while the sun is out. I am strong at night, though. Using sunscreen can prevent the weakening to some extent, so I was hoping you could make some for me before the Clan War."

(It can be solved with sunscreen? What is the definition of a Vampire...)

Traditionally, a vampire would famously turn to ash upon being exposed to the sun. Pure-blooded monster vampires were the same, but those who became vampires through necromancy were only weakened by the sun. Hayato did not know this, but by using sunscreen, vampires could slightly mitigate that weakening.

And sunscreen existed as a normal item. When adventuring in deserts and such, not having sunscreen would cause a burn status abnormality, so its sales shot up whenever there was an in-game event in a desert area. Hayato had earned money that way before.

In-game sunscreen had a strong fantasy element, with ingredients different from its real-world counterpart. To make it, you needed extract from Scattering Grass, which disperses light, extract from Light-Absorbing Grass, which absorbs light, and water or oil as ingredients.

The base’s garden did not grow Scattering Grass or Light-Absorbing Grass, so he would have to either buy them or go gather them himself, Hayato thought.

"I understand. In that case, I will make some."

"Oh, I'm sorry to ask, especially when you’re already making the coffin. I am quite strong at night, but during the day, I’m only a little stronger than a normal person. We won’t necessarily be fighting at night in the Clan War, so I wanted to take as many precautions as possible."

"Ah, I see. Depending on the start time, the entire battle could take place during the day."

The start time for Clan Wars varied from clan to clan. Sometimes they fought from the crack of dawn, other times in the evening or at night. That was part of the battlefield’s gimmick, but now that they were in the upper ranks, they had to anticipate such situations.

(I've been so focused on making coffins I forgot about that. Now that our rank has gone up, I need to think about the battlefields too. There could be situations like heavy rain making fire magic unusable. If I don't anticipate various scenarios, it will be dangerous from now on. Not just strength, but also adaptability will be required, so I need to prepare a variety of things.)

With that in mind, Hayato decided to start making various preparations.

The next day, Hayato, Ash, and Ren went to Eldmull Forest.

They had come to gather Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass.

Yesterday, after parting with Mist, Hayato had immediately tried to buy Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass at the auction. However, neither was being sold. Looking at the sales history, it seemed someone had bought them all up, and there were none left.

They were not difficult to obtain, and there were no events in the desert area, so they had been sold at throwaway prices, but buying up all of them was an abnormal occurrence.

It could be considered a countermeasure against vampires, but Hayato wondered if someone would go that far. In any case, he had to gather the materials, so he had come with Ash and his sister to Eldmull Forest, where the grasses grew.

Eldmull Forest, located near the Royal Capital, was a place where weak monsters appeared, and game beginners often came here. Gathering medicinal herbs here and selling them to the Adventurer's Guild was considered the first way to make money.

Even in a place with such weak monsters, Hayato needed an escort. Even against the weakest monster, the Forest Rabbit, it would be a life-or-death struggle for Hayato.

Knowing this situation, Ash looked a little worried.

"We could have gathered the necessary grass on our own. It’s not dangerous here, but was there any need for you to come, Hayato?"

"Well, I thought it wouldn’t be bad to get out once in a while. And since I can’t seem to make that coffin, this is kind of a refresh for me. Besides, I told you, right? I have the ‘Herb Knowledge’ skill, so the amount and rarity of what I gather goes up."

The Herb Knowledge skill, like Dismantling Knowledge, was a skill that supported the Alchemy Skill. It did not assist in creating medicines but rather influenced the success rate when extracting essence from herbs. Of course, Hayato had Herb Knowledge at 100. But separately, it also had the effect of increasing the quality of what was gathered on the field and finding rare herbs.

Hayato had come to gather them himself, counting on the effects of that skill.

"They’re growing everywhere around here, so I don’t think the Herb Knowledge skill is necessary. Well, it’s not a bad thing to go together, though."

"It’s more fun to go together! Big brother and I will protect Hayato-san, so please gather as much as you can!"

"I’m counting on you both, Ash and Ren-chan."

Since there was no significant threat in the forest, the members of the mercenary group were not present. They were hunting in a different location. So, Ash and Ren were Hayato's only guards.

(Alright, then, let’s start gathering.)

Hayato surveyed the forest and began searching for places where the grass was likely to grow.

An hour passed, and Hayato’s item bag was overflowing with Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass.

With this much, he could make a large amount of sunscreen. Thinking this, Hayato looked toward Ash and his sister, intending to suggest they head back.

"I’ve gathered enough materials, so let’s head back soon. Is something wrong?"

When Hayato looked at Ash and Ren, they were both staring intently into the depths of the forest, not moving a muscle. During the time he had asked them to be his guards, they had hunted quite a few Forest Rabbits, but they were no enemy. They were monsters that could be defeated even while playing around.

But now, there was a sense of tension, or rather, they seemed extremely wary.

"A rare monster has spawned in the back. I think it’s a ‘Lucky Rabbit.’"

"Well, that’s a rare one. Isn't that a monster that takes a long time to respawn?"

When monsters are defeated, a certain amount of time is set before they reappear. For normal monsters, it is about five minutes, but some monsters do not reappear for several days. The Lucky Rabbit takes seventy-two hours, or three days, to respawn.

Such monsters drop rare items and materials when defeated, so the rule is to hunt them immediately upon finding them.

"Let’s get it!"

"Well, I suppose so. There don't seem to be any players nearby, so I don't think we'll have to fight over it. Let's defeat it quickly and..."

"Ah! Wait, wait! Let me have that one!"

Just as Hayato was about to say they should defeat it, a woman with short brown hair suddenly emerged from the bushes. Her active, slightly revealing white-based clothes were covered in leaves, leading Hayato to surmise that she had been hiding in the bushes until now.

"Sorry for appearing so suddenly! But I want to tame this little one! So please, let me have it!"

Tame. In other words, the skill to train a monster and make it a pet.

That in itself was not a problem, but thinking the woman who suddenly appeared might be a monster or something, Hayato checked her information. Since he had not heard her name from her, it was listed as "Unknown," but the word "Unknown" was yellow, not blue.

A yellow name was the mark of an NPC.

(It's fine, I guess, but an NPC is going to tame a monster?)

Hayato looked at the NPC who had appeared before him and thought such things.



		
			Chapter 33

			Tamer and Summoner

			Hayato let the Tamer-like NPC have the Lucky Rabbit.

The Lucky Rabbit was a rare version of the Forest Rabbit. Defeating it could yield a rare item. That said, a rare monster from a place where beginners go would not drop anything of significant value even if it did drop a rare item. There was no problem in giving it up.

The Tamer woman thanked Hayato and his group, then immediately began the taming process.

This game had a system of monster attack claim rights, where only the character who first took hostile action against a monster could attack it. Of course, taming was also a hostile action.

Claim rights were held on a party basis, so Hayato and his group, who were not in a party with the Tamer, could no longer attack the Lucky Rabbit.

However, there was a rescue system, so if the player holding the claim rights requested aid, anyone could attack that monster. It seemed to have only benefits, but since requesting aid had the demerit of lowering the quality of the items obtained, it was rarely done unless absolutely necessary.

Since his gathering was finished, he could have left immediately, but it was Hayato’s first time seeing someone tame a monster, so he decided to watch from a distance.

(If you master the Tamer skills, you can ride some monsters, which I’m envious of.)

Tamer skills often consisted of Taming, Animal Knowledge, Monster Knowledge, Riding, and Veterinary Medicine. It was also necessary to feed the tamed monster, so a certain level of Cooking Skill was needed to make pet food. Furthermore, since you are attacked by the monster during taming, you also needed skills to be able to fight to some extent.

The Tamer before him was also being attacked by the Lucky Rabbit while taming it. Of course, the Tamer did not attack back. There would be no point in defeating it. No matter how many attacks she took, she had no choice but to continue using her Taming Skill without retaliating.

"Come on an adventure with me! Gufu! I’m not done yet!"

The NPC was acting as if she felt pain, even though there should not be a sense of it. She seems to be going through a lot, he thought with sympathy.

After watching her for a few minutes, the Tamer’s situation started to look bad.

Her HP was gradually decreasing. It seemed she was solving the cooldown problem by drinking different types of potions alternately to recover her HP, but at this rate, there was a high possibility she would be defeated.

Rare monsters are stronger than normal monsters. That is precisely why one would want to make them a pet, but there was no point if you were defeated without being able to tame it.

"Ash, what should we do in a situation like this? That person looks like she’s about to be defeated."

"If she requested aid, we could help, but since she probably doesn’t want to defeat it, there’s nothing we can do."

"But she’s been glancing over here for a while. Don’t you think she wants us to do something?"

"Can you trade items in the middle of combat? Shall we give her potions and food to help her recover her HP?"

"Is it necessary to go that far? Well, since it’s Hayato, I guess you would."

"I’m not sure what kind of evaluation that is, but I think it would be fine to help her out. I’ll go try it."

Just as Hayato was about to approach the Tamer, Ash stopped him.

"Wait. If you get caught in an area-of-effect attack, someone like you would be defeated in one hit, Hayato. I’ll go give it to her."

Some monster attacks could hit multiple characters at once. These attacks would involve surrounding characters regardless of whether they held claim rights to the monster or not.

"Oh, I see. But isn’t it strange that the monster can attack us when we can’t attack it?"

"It’s the fault of whoever gets caught in the area. Alright, Ren, I’m leaving the guarding to you."

Ren nodded at Ash’s words. After confirming this, Ash approached the Tamer. He then handed her several of the dishes and potions Hayato had made.

The Tamer woman looked this way and bowed her head vigorously, but since she was still being attacked, he urged her to hurry up and tame it, saying that thanks were unnecessary.

Thanks to Hayato’s food and potions, the situation improved considerably. Taming was still not successful, but she had a considerable amount of HP to spare.

"Taming takes a lot of patience, doesn’t it."

"I think that’s because it’s a rare monster. I’ve heard that it usually succeeds after a few tries."

"Is that how it is? It’s hard enough just to encounter a rare monster."

As Hayato was talking with Ren, the Lucky Rabbit began to glow. It then stopped attacking the Tamer and started hopping around her, squeaking ‘kyui kyui.’

"I, I, I, I did it!"

The Tamer woman was also jumping up and down with joy, just like the Lucky Rabbit. After celebrating for a bit, she placed the Lucky Rabbit on her shoulder and approached Hayato’s group.

"Thank you so much! I would have lost if things had stayed as they were, so providing the food and potions was a real lifesaver!"

"I’m glad you achieved your goal."

"Yes, it’s all thanks to you. Between letting me have the Lucky Rabbit and this, you’ve helped me so much... Oh, right, if you’d like, please take this. It’s not worth much, but I have a lot of it!"

The Tamer woman said this and handed him a bag. Upon checking the contents, he could see that it contained a large amount of Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass.

"It’s grass I picked while wandering the forest looking for the Lucky Rabbit! It seems to be in demand lately, so I think you can sell it for a decent price!"

He already had a large amount, but having more would not be a problem, so Hayato gratefully accepted it.

"Thank you."

"This is nowhere near enough to repay you, though! Well then, let’s meet again somewhere! If you need anything, please come to the Tamer Guild! See you!"

With that, the Tamer woman ran off, holding the rabbit.

And the three of them were left behind.

"Well, she was a rather hasty girl. She left without even giving her name."

"She must have been that happy, don't you think? That rabbit was cute. I think I’d want a more ominous-looking pet... Oh, maybe it would be better to summon a familiar as a Summoner rather than a Tamer."

"Well, I understand the feeling of being happy, so I guess it's fine. Considering the food and potions I gave her, what I got in return makes it about even, so it's not a loss. Now then, let's head back too. I have to make that sunscreen."

Hayato took out a Ring of Teleportation and teleported back to the base.

A few days after meeting the Tamer woman, Hayato was in his room mass-producing what he thought would be needed for the Clan War. In between, he spent his days making coffins.

(I have to think about the next match, but since it’s a random match this time, I won’t know the opponent until a week before. There's the option of specifying an opponent by betting our base, but in the current situation, only lower-ranked clans would probably apply, so it’s meaningless.)

As Hayato was thinking this, a rainbow-colored light overflowed from his hands.

(It’s finally here. Is there some kind of desire sensor for this stuff? I can’t make it when I want to, but I can when I’m just doing it casually.)

A coffin appeared in Hayato’s room. It was unmistakably a five-star, highest quality item. He had not particularly wanted it, but after struggling so much to make it, he felt a slight attachment to it. Hayato touched the coffin for a moment, then left the room to summon Mist.

And outside his room, he ran into Esha.

"Are you perhaps free now? Some suspicious people have come to shop, so I’d like you to handle them."

"They’re customers, so don’t call them suspicious people."

"I think you’ll understand my feelings when you see them. They said they want to meet the shopkeeper, so I have them waiting, but what should we do?"

"Of course I’ll meet them. Could it be a custom order request?"

When Hayato was with Kokuryu, he had taken on item creation requests from customers at this base. Since the Clan Wars started, he had taken on fewer, but he still did so occasionally.

Hayato had been away from the base for a time, but he figured someone had heard that his inventory had recently been restocked and had come to see him.

When Hayato arrived at the shop area on the first floor of the base, there were five people wearing black hooded robes. All of them had their hoods pulled down low, and their faces were not visible. Only their mouths could be seen slightly.

(Their names are unknown but blue. So they’re Players, not NPCs. Still, they’re dressed suspiciously.)

As Hayato thought this, Esha next to him had a smug look on her face for some reason. Thinking that his thoughts about them being suspicious had shown on his face, he hurriedly put on a calm expression. He then spoke to the robed people.

"Welcome. I’m Hayato, the shopkeeper. How may I help you?"

As Hayato said this, one of the five people stepped forward.

"Sorry to bother you when you’re busy. It seems this shop handles a large amount of sunscreen, is that correct?"

"Huh? Uh, yes, well. I made a little too much, so I’ve put it up for sale, but what about it?"

The amount he had gathered and received had become quite substantial, so he had put the excess sunscreen he made up for sale in the shop. Since there was no particular demand for it at the moment, he had put it up for sale quite cheaply.

There was a search function for items sold in shops at bases, and by specifying the conditions, you could find out which shops were selling them. It was also possible to teleport there, so Hayato figured that was how they had come here.

"I believe you need Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass to make sunscreen. We would like to buy the Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass, not the sunscreen. Is that possible? We are prepared to pay double the market price."

"May I ask why?"

"Please consider that a trade secret."

Hayato thought.

(Could it be that these people are involved in the disappearance of Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass from the market? But I don’t know how they’re using it. Can it be used for something other than sunscreen? At least, I don’t think it’s used in any production skills.)

Hayato had a complete grasp of the materials for things that could be made with production skills. At least with production skills, Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass had no use other than for sunscreen. There was a possibility that they had obtained a new recipe or something, just like him, but if that were the case, thinking about it would not lead to an answer. First, he tried to remember if there were any uses outside of production.

(Could it be magic? I think I heard that some magic requires a catalyst.)

It depended on the type of magic, but basically, you could use magic if you had a spellbook. As long as you had that spellbook in your item bag, you could use magic as long as you had MP.

But besides that, some magic required something called a catalyst to be activated. As far as Hayato knew, that was summoning magic. He had heard that it was essential, especially when performing demon-type summons.

And the appearance of the people here. They looked like demon summoners. Players who used summoning magic were called Summoners. There had been a debate in the past, but in this game, it had been settled as ‘Samanā.’

He did not know what kind of demon they were summoning, but he concluded that it probably required Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass.

Even if it was in-game currency, he wanted the money. If he sold it all, it would be a considerable price. But if it was going to be used in a Clan War, he would be in trouble if they became his enemies. The possibility was low, but he decided not to sell.

"Um, I’m sorry. Actually, it was taking up storage space, so I turned it all into sunscreen."

"Is that so. That is unfortunate. If you happen to obtain more, please sell it at a high price. We will come to buy it."

"Yes, I’ll be sure to do that then."

They all bowed their heads slightly and left the shop.

Hayato and Esha were left in the shop.

"This might be rude to say, but they were quite polite, contrary to their appearance."

"I don’t think this is the time to be saying people who summon demons are polite, though?"

"So you came to that conclusion too, Esha? I was thinking the same thing. The only thing that uses Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass is demon summoning magic, right?"

"Huh? No, I looked at their profiles, and the clan they belong to is named ‘Demon Summoning Research Association.’ And their titles were all along those lines too. If they weren’t summoning demons, it would be fraud, wouldn’t it? It’s on a level where you could sue them with the Clan Management Committee."

You could check the profiles that Players and NPCs set up. Of course, you could not check their stats or skills, but you could see information about the clan they belonged to and their titles. Hayato had checked their names, but he had not checked their profiles.

"I wish I had known that information first. I went through all that thinking to arrive at that conclusion."

"Don’t mind it. That kind of thinking will be useful someday. Though I can’t guarantee it."

"You say ‘don’t mind it,’ but aren’t you rubbing it in?"

Hayato felt a little down, then remembered the reason he had come out of his room in the first place and went to call Mist.



		
			Chapter 34

			The Coffin and Intel on the Opponent

			When Hayato contacted Mist, she flew to the base in just a few minutes. Not figuratively, she literally flew.

The monster version of a Vampire could transform into a bat or a wolf, and the same was true for those who became vampires through magic. In this game, flying was an act permitted only to a select few players, so it was not uncommon for some to become vampires for that reason alone.

Mist had transformed into a bat and flown to the base.

"Is it true that the coffin is ready!?"

"First, please calm down. Also, please change back from your bat form to your human form. To be frank, it’s creepy."

The bat form was quite large. A human-sized bat walking on two legs was like something out of a horror movie. For it to enter the base’s entrance was beyond surprising.

"Oh, my apologies. Esha-san, would you please not point your gun at me? I will change back to human form now."

Immediately after saying that, Mist was enveloped in mist. When the mist cleared, she had returned to her normal human form. In response, Esha also lowered her gun. She had a slightly dissatisfied look on her face, but Hayato pretended not to notice.

"My, my apologies. I wanted to see it right away, so I flew here with all my might."

"It makes me happy to see you so pleased. Please, take it."

Hayato initiated a trade with Mist for the coffin.

The coffin was quite large, so in reality, handing it over would be impossible, but this was a game. No matter how large an object was, as long as there were no weight limit issues, it could be put in an item bag, so trading was also possible.

Mist accepted the coffin and broke into a broad smile.

"Wonderful! A magnificent coffin that meets my demands! I shall use it fondly starting today!"

"I haven’t tried it, but I hope you sleep well."

"Yes, I look forward to sleeping from today on. Please leave the Clan War to me. I shall surely be of service!"

"I’m counting on you. I’ve also prepared a considerable amount of sunscreen. Preparations are perfect."

"Thank you very much. If the Clan War starts at night, I won’t need sunscreen, though... Um, I’m sorry to have just arrived, but I want to try the coffin as soon as possible, so I’d like to return home and sleep for a bit..."

"Oh, yes, please do. Um, good night."

"Good night!"

Mist bowed her head to Hayato one last time, then transformed into a bat again and went outside the base. She had probably flown off.

Hayato watched her go and smiled slightly.

"It makes me happy when someone is that pleased with something I’ve made."

"I see. I too am pleased with Master’s Chocolate Parfaits. So that Master will be happy, I intend to eat more, so please make a stock of them in the storage."

"Now then, next I should prepare some medicines for the clan war. I had Relic-san buy a large amount of medicinal herbs, so I need to make potions before the Clan War."

"I do not think it is good to ignore me, but what do you think, Master?"

Leaving Esha, who was saying such things, to tend the shop, Hayato returned to his room.

It was one week before the Clan War was to begin.

Hayato checked the information to see which clan they would be fighting.

When he checked the opponent from the clan’s detailed information, the information displayed was "Demon Summoning Research Association."

(So that clan is A-rank. This time it was a random match of the same rank, but I didn’t expect to be matched with a clan I know... Come to think of it, there was a possibility of being matched with the number one ranked clan. That was close, that was close. I want to fight the higher-ranked clans after getting more allies.)

He had managed to get Mist to join this time, but since then, he had not been able to get anyone else to join. Part of the reason was that he was busy with preparations for the Clan War, but it could also be said that he had not had any luck with strong NPCs.

Once, Hayato had consulted Esha about whether the Maid Chief of the Maid Guild would be a good addition, but Esha had stopped him with all her might. "I’ll do my best!" she had pleaded tearfully, so he had given up.

He had also asked Ash and Ren if there were any dragons from the moderate faction who might join the clan, but Ash had said, "Those guys are fickle, so it’s better not to," and he had given up.

It seemed to be the same with Relic. There were no butlers in the Butler Guild who seemed like they would be a good fighting force, and his former clan members had said, "I don’t think they would lend us their strength." According to Relic, they all had their own things to do and it would be impossible for them to participate in the Clan War.

Hayato had also asked Mist if there was anyone who might join, but that had also been a dead end. The members of the clan Mist had been in were all holed up in some dungeon or another, researching the undead. They probably would not come out of the dungeon until that research was finished.

Due to these circumstances, the only change from the last Clan War was Mist.

"It’s a clan I joined after quitting the Clan Management Committee, so I’ll fight to the death! Though I’m already undead!"

Mist’s tension was high, perhaps thanks to sleeping in the highest-quality coffin. Hayato was happy with Mist’s report that she was sleeping better, but he was slightly regretting it, wondering if this tension would continue.

"Well, Mist-san, I’ve made a large amount of sunscreen and tomato juice for you for now. But tomato juice only recovers MP, is that okay?"

"No problem. In the first place, drinking potions and such actually causes me damage, so that’s my main means of recovery. Dragon Blood, which is said to be the vampire version of Elixir, would also be fine, but that’s expensive, so tomato juice is sufficient."

"I see. I’ve also prepared some Dragon Blood just in case, so please use it if necessary."

"I am surprised. You prepared such a thing for me? I will use it when the time comes. Oh, right. I want to bring my coffin to the Clan War, is that all right?"

Hayato tilted his head.

You could bring various items to a Clan War. Furniture was no exception. However, furniture had no effect whatsoever. He could not imagine what she would do by bringing such a thing.

"Um, why is that? Could it be that the coffin has an effect that makes vampires stronger?"

"No, there is no such thing, but it is for just in case. To put it simply, during a Clan War, if it is night, a vampire can be resurrected in a coffin even if they are defeated. Provided the coffin is placed somewhere in the fortress, that is."

"You can be resurrected in a Clan War?"

"Yes, that’s right. But why doesn’t anyone else do it? Even though they’re vampires."

(It’s because they don’t know that coffins have such an effect. And in the first place, there are few players who can even make coffins... no, at the moment, is it just me?)

The coffin was a piece of furniture he had been able to make because of a request from Mist. If you became friends with a vampire NPC, there was a high possibility they would teach you, but the item information for the coffin did not mention at all that it was possible to be resurrected in a Clan War. He thought it would be difficult to obtain that information unless something extraordinary happened.

"This is the first I’ve heard of it, but in that case, please feel free. Um, but please use the one you normally use for that."

"Of course. I will bring it on the day of the battle. Oh, right! I will also bring my health goods, so let’s talk about them together! The foot reflexology mat is my recent favorite! The feeling of my blood circulation improving is the best!"

Suppressing the urge to retort about whether a vampire’s blood circulation improves, he escaped by saying he would be busy during the Clan War and that they should do it some other time.

(Somehow, all the NPCs want to talk about their hobbies or favorite things. Is that a condition for a quest to occur... What kind of quest starts with health goods? That said, everyone has been a great help, so once the Clan War is over, maybe I’ll listen to their stories and try to trigger the quests...)

As Hayato thought about such things, he decided to start preparing for the Clan War.

The next day, the Maid Chief came from the Maid Guild.

For some reason, he had to calm down Esha, who was holding a gun at the entrance of the base, before letting the Maid Chief inside. As promised, she had investigated the opposing team for the Clan War and had brought the information.

"Regarding the opposing clan, the Demon Summoning Research Association, I will now explain their fighting style."

"Yes, please do."

"Maid Chief. It would be quite all right if you just handed over that paper document and left. Let’s go home quickly, okay?"

"Esha, be quiet for a moment. She came all this way. Oh, but on your way back, would you mind taking the certificate of commendation with you? To be blunt, it’s extremely in the way."

"First, the Demon Summoning Research Association, as its name suggests, is a clan composed of Summoners who summon demons."

Ignoring Hayato’s words, the Maid Chief began her explanation of the opposing clan with a cool expression.

"It is a specialized formation of all Summoners, but their skill is A-rank. After confirming with a video, it seems their fighting style is what is called the swarm tactic."

"Swarm? Like a swarm of insects?"

"Yes, swarm as in a crowd. In other words, a group. To put it simply, it is a tactic where they summon a large number of demons with low control points and attack."

Control points are the points that allow you to control what you have summoned.

The weaker the summoned creature, the lower the points. The points a player can control are normally three. The upper limit increases with skills and the like, with eight being the final limit.

In other words, if the upper limit is eight, you can summon eight creatures of one point each, or one creature of eight points.

"According to a maid who confirmed it on a Clan War video, it seems they summon four demons of two points each. In other words, ten people summoning four each means you will be fighting forty demons."

"I see. But aren’t two-point demons weak?"

"That is correct. A player with combat skills would not lose. However, a large number is a threat in itself. And this is a Clan War. There are ways to win without defeating the players."

"You mean they send a large number of demons to destroy the Clan Stone?"

"Yes. It seems that is how they win most of the time. There was one time they won by annihilation, but other than that, all their wins have been by destroying the Clan Stone."

A win by annihilation is different from a perfect game where your own clan does not lose anyone. It is a win where both sides suffer losses, but you wipe out the opponent. Most victories are like this.

"Was the win by annihilation also a swarm tactic?"

"No, that is unknown. We know the outcome of the match, but we were not able to confirm the video as it was not featured. However..."

"However?"

"It seems the opposing team in that match filed a complaint of cheating with the Clan Management Committee. As a result of the investigation, it was proven not to be cheating. Unfortunately, we were not able to find out for what reason they claimed it was cheating."

(The opposing team said it was cheating? This isn't someone else's problem. We’ve had similar things happen... So, something that wouldn't normally happen occurred? Could it be that the Demon Summoning Research Association also has NPCs?)

Hayato tried to confirm if the opposing team had NPCs, but he remembered the AI protection and gave up on asking the Maid Chief for that information. However, he could not help but be curious about that annihilation win.

"Um, could you investigate that annihilation battle in a little more detail?"

"If that is what you wish, Hayato-sama, I shall investigate. However, there is a high possibility that we will not find anything even if we investigate. Is that acceptable?"

"Yes, that’s fine. Oh, right, actually, the Demon Summoning Research Association came to this base once and wanted a large amount of Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass. It may not be related, but could you investigate that as well?"

"Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass, is it? Understood. I will investigate that as well. Now then, since I have finished providing the information, I will now attend to my personal business."

The Maid Chief shifted her gaze to Esha.

Esha turned her face away, avoiding her gaze.

"Esha, look at me. The furniture in the base is a little dusty, have you not been cleaning?"

"The butler Relic is doing the cleaning, so I am not touching it."

(We didn’t divide the work like that. Relic-san is mainly in charge of shopping.)

"What are you doing leaving everything to the Butler Guild? I will teach you how to clean for a little while, so get a broom."

"A broom is a weapon, so I will not hold one. I have decided in my heart that my only weapon is my Beelzebub."

(Is a broom a weapon?)

While having doubts about various things, Hayato left the two of them, whose conversation seemed likely to become long, in the dining hall and returned to his room.



		
			Chapter 35

			The Fortress with a View of the Sunset

			On the day of the Clan War, Hayato and his group were waiting for the battle to begin in the base's dining hall.

Preparations were perfect. They were in a state where they could fight at any time.

There were two points of concern. The situation when the opponent won by annihilation, and the use of the Scattering Grass and Light-Absorbing Grass. Even the Maid Guild's investigation could not figure this out.

All that was known was that the opposing clan at that time was A-rank. And that the clan had filed a complaint that the Demon Summoning Research Association was not playing fair.

An act that an A-rank clan would consider cheating. And since the Clan Management Committee did not deem it cheating, it was not cheating but a legitimate act.

Hayato had tried to confirm this with Mist, but she could not tell him due to a confidentiality obligation. Or rather, she said it was not her department, so she did not know.

Whether he was a coward or just cautious was a fine line, but this matter had been on Hayato’s mind for a while.

"Master, there’s no use worrying about it now. We just have to defeat whatever enemy comes our way."

"That’s true. I don’t think there’s anyone stronger than you guys, so I don’t think we’ll lose no matter what they throw at us. But not knowing the opponent’s hand, well, it makes me a little anxious. No matter how strong a specialized formation is, I feel like there must be something more to a clan made of ten Summoners. And the fact that they’ve maintained an A-rank in that state is astonishing, I think."

A Summoner becomes immobile from the moment they summon something. They can still act while immobile, but it is no exaggeration to say that their own combat power becomes nonexistent.

(A strategy of summoning four demons per person. They must know it’s dangerous if they themselves are targeted, yet having no allies to protect them should be tough.)

The summoned demons and spirits move on their own. You can give them some instructions, but basically, they are quite unreliable. It is possible to order them to protect their summoner, but a two-point demon is quite weak. Even if there are many of them, they would be defeated quickly. An eight-point demon has stats that are only slightly better than a normal player’s, so a two-point demon is only about a quarter as strong.

(If they can’t destroy the Clan Stone, do they switch to a different strategy? Like everyone summoning an eight-point demon? Hmm, I don’t know. Ney and the others said they didn’t know either.)

Hayato’s former clan, Kokuryu, did not have any Summoners. The members all had basic, by-the-book skill compositions, so he could not gather any information from them either.

"It’s late today."

As Hayato was lost in thought, Ren said this while drinking her orange juice.

He checked the time and saw that it was already past five in the afternoon. Clan Wars were held over the course of almost a full day, so not all clans fought at the same time. This time, Hayato and his group had not yet been transferred to the battlefield.

"The later it gets into the night, the more I appreciate it, though."

"But Mist-san, you have sunscreen, so you’re fine during the day, right?"

"No, no, even with sunscreen, weakening cannot be avoided. However, the sunscreen Hayato-san made is high quality, so it only results in about a ten percent status down. At night, I can fight at full power and be resurrected as many times as I want, so the later it gets, the better."

"Is that so. Oh, but it’s true that my curse collection seems to get stronger at night too!"

"That’s your imagination. And being a vampire is not a curse, you know?"

Listening to Ren and Mist’s conversation, he thought that vampires were broken.

Although limited to nighttime, being able to be resurrected even if you fall in a Clan War was unbelievable.

There were several countermeasures. The most straightforward one was to destroy the coffin. Without a coffin, you could not be resurrected. That said, whether you could destroy the coffin while facing a vampire was another matter, and it would be difficult.

The coffin would not be effective if it was in the clan’s shared storage, so it had to be placed somewhere, which would be inside the fortress during a Clan War. Getting that close was difficult in the first place.

There were other methods, such as piercing a vampire’s heart with a wooden weapon to defeat them, but it was rare for someone to carry a weak wooden weapon in a Clan War.

(Most players probably know how to become a vampire, but they don’t know about being resurrected in a coffin. And they don't know the countermeasure either. It’s clearly a trap for first-timers. Well, since someone like me who can’t fight is in the clan, we need to have this kind of handicap.)

Just as he thought that, his vision shifted, and he was transferred to the Clan War battlefield.

The setting sun was sinking below the horizon, over a rugged, rocky wasteland. This was to be this battle’s field.

With the Clan War about to begin, Hayato and his group decided to review their strategy once more.

"Hayato, sorry. On a bumpy place like this, I can’t get a good footing, so I can’t transform into a dragon. Even if I could, there are too many obstacles, and I don’t think Dragon Breath would be effective."

"Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m not sure if Dragon Breath would even be in time, so it's fine. You’re strong even when you fight in human form, so please do that."

Summoning magic uses a medium, so the time until the effect activates is short. It is possible to summon in less than a second.

In comparison, Ash’s transformation aside, Dragon Breath has a long activation time. There was a high possibility of being attacked by the summoned demons before the effect activated.

"Got it. So, our plan is to aim for the immobile Summoners, right?"

"Yeah, please do that. The opposing clan is said to summon a large number of demons, but each one should be weak, so I think you guys can get close. If it looks possible, go for the Clan Stone too."

"Leave it to me."

"Mist-san, I’m counting on you too."

"It’s evening, but it should be manageable. If we start at this time, it should become night partway through."

Ash, the four members of the mercenary group, and Mist would be the assault team, directly targeting the Summoners. Even if the Summoners were defeated, the summoned demons would not disappear, but they would not increase in number either, so targeting the Summoners first was the standard procedure.

"Esha, Relic-san, and Ren-chan, please defend the Clan Stone. Relic-san, please stay outside the fortress and prevent the demons from getting inside."

"Understood. If they are weak demons, I should be able to defeat them with my Hand-to-Hand Combat skills."

Relic’s objective was to guard the fortress entrance and prevent them from getting inside. He would also make heavy use of his area-of-effect Hand-to-Hand Combat skills to deal with as many demons as possible.

Since the opposing clan’s strategy was to summon a large number of demons, guarding the fortress entrance was the right move. That said, combat was basically one-on-one. Even if he would not lose, the opponents would not kindly wait their turn. The opponent would aim to get inside the fortress by sacrificing a few demons.

And personnel were also needed to defeat the demons that broke through Relic’s guard at the entrance.

"Esha and Ren-chan, I’d like you to protect the Clan Stone itself from inside the fortress. I know you both specialize in long-range, but I think you can win one-on-one against weak demons."

The only way to get to the fortress rooftop was by climbing the stairs. There were two sets of stairs in the fortress. Esha and Ren were assigned to guard one each. Since fighting where they came up from the stairs would force a one-on-one situation, that was the arrangement.

There was the option of having Relic guard the stairs, but since his area-of-effect attack would be wasted, this arrangement was made.

"Understood! I’ll guard it well!"

Ren replied energetically, but there was no reply from Esha. Esha had been looking at the sunset for a while, completely silent.

"Um, Esha? Is something wrong?"

"Oh, no. Sorry, what is it? A sense of déjà vu, I suppose. I feel like I’ve gazed at a sunset from a fortress like this before."

Esha answered this way while looking at the sunset, without looking at Hayato.

"Oh my, you too, Esha? Actually, I was just thinking the same thing. I don’t think I would ever forget such a beautiful sunset, though."

Relic also reacted to Esha’s words.

Do AIs get déjà vu, Hayato wondered, as he voiced his thoughts.

"You two were in the same clan before, so maybe you fought in a similar situation?"

"That may be so."

Relic said this, but Esha said nothing.

Esha kept her body turned toward the sunset, and Hayato could not see her face from his position.

But when Esha turned around, Hayato was a little surprised to see her face. It was an expression of such loneliness that he could not have imagined it on the usual Esha.

"Uh, um, Esha, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Want to eat a Chocolate Parfait or something?"

At Hayato’s words, Esha looked stunned for a moment, then smiled slightly.

"You’d be sorely mistaken to think I can always be won over by food. Please don’t worry. I just felt like I was forgetting something important. It’s what you call a centimeter feeling."

"You mean sentimental. Are you feeling a little better? Um, it would be a great help if you could concentrate on the Clan War for now. I know it’s bad timing, but..."

"Yes, I’m sorry. I’m fine. I understand the plan, so please don’t worry. I just need to prevent the demons from entering through the fortress stairs, right? I’m not good at close combat, but I’ll make them a feast for this gun. Oh, and I will have the Chocolate Parfait. It’s my second one today, though."

Esha said this, then twirled her gun like a circus performer before finally holding it in her right hand and resting it on her shoulder. Then she grinned.

"I’m counting on you. Um, Ren-chan, what is it? Please don’t pull on my pants."

"I think it’s unfair that only Esha-san gets one. I want to eat a Chocolate Parfait too. It’s my second one today, too!"

"Oh, yeah. Of course. I’ll prepare two servings."

"I see. So, the one who defeats more enemies gets the two Chocolate Parfaits. My arms are tingling."

At Esha’s words, Ren’s face lit up, and she took up a Five-sun Nail and a Straw Doll in both hands.

"I won’t lose, not even to you, Esha-san!"

"It’s not that kind of competition. Esha, please don’t taunt Ren-chan by beckoning with your left hand."

"Alright, Hayato, we’re going to our positions."

"You could help me out a little more, you know?"

Leaving behind a Hayato who felt like he was being pushed around, Ash and the others left the fortress and moved to their positions.

Ash, his guild members, and Mist moved to the vicinity of the center, closest to the enemy camp.

Hayato predicted that the Summoners would summon at the very back of the enemy camp at the start. The summoning could not be helped, but the plan was to throw them off balance with a sudden assault. If possible, they would aim for the Clan Stone.

The problem was that this battle was not on an empty plain but a rocky wasteland with many ups and downs. There were many obstacles and it was not flat, so it was uncertain whether they could go straight to the opponent. It could be said to be a location that was more advantageous to the opponent.

Relic was at the very front of their own camp, at the entrance to the fortress.

The only entrance to the fortress was at the very front of the center of their own camp. Relic would intercept the demons there. Relic’s combat style was mainly Hand-to-Hand Combat skills. He had a Weapon Skill with an area-of-effect attack, but due to cooldown issues, he could not use it repeatedly. It would basically be one-on-one.

Esha and Ren would defeat the demons that got past him near the stairs on the fortress rooftop. In Esha’s case, since she could attack the field from the fortress, she would initially support Relic, but that would only be for a while. Once the demons entered the fortress, she would switch to defending the stairs.

Just as Hayato had reviewed the overall positions and strategy in his head, the Clan War began.



		
			Chapter 36

			The Titled Demon

			The moment the battle began, the players on the enemy team became visible. Hayato’s eyes caught sight of ten players deep within the enemy lines.

But they vanished almost immediately. In the next instant, a horde of demons appeared.

What’s going on? Where did the summoners go?

While Hayato was still confused, Ash and the others charged toward the enemy camp.

From their perspective, their view of the summoners was blocked by obstacles. They likely didn’t even know the summoners had disappeared.

"The summoners vanished. Do you know why?"

Hayato asked Esha and Ren to see if they understood the situation. But he received no answer from either of them. They only shook their heads.

Feeling a vague sense of unease, Hayato sent a voice chat to Ash and his group.

"The enemy summoners are gone. I don’t know what’s happening, but I think it’s dangerous. What’s the plan?"

"In that case, we’ll aim for the Clan Stone. Demons of this level aren’t a problem."

Hayato heard Ash’s reply and answered, "Got it."

He left this kind of strategy to Ash, so he had no intention of objecting to his idea. However, he knew it was his own role to provide as much information as possible, so he surveyed the field.

More than twenty demons were moving toward them. The rest seemed to be obstructing Ash’s group, but they were no match for them.

However, even when a demon was defeated, it was immediately resummoned. Though Hayato couldn’t see them, he predicted that the summoners were definitely still on the field, summoning more demons.

As for the demons heading their way, Relic had begun fighting them at the fortress entrance.

Relic started by taking out several demons with an area-of-effect attack resembling a rolling sobat called Wind God Kick. After that, he began fighting them one on one.

Generally, attacks using Hand-to-Hand Combat skills were on the weaker side, but he was having no trouble fighting these particular demons. Esha’s covering fire was also effective, so for now, none had managed to enter the fortress.

Just as Hayato thought their strategy was working perfectly, something huge appeared in the enemy camp. It was a giant demon, about four meters tall. It had blue skin, bat wings, and goat horns. Unlike the horde of summoned demons, this one looked strong.

"Hayato! A baron-class demon has appeared! We’re falling back to regroup!"

After hearing Ash’s slightly surprised voice, Hayato saw Ash and his group, who had advanced deep into the enemy lines, begin to retreat.

"Um, what’s a baron-class demon? Is it strong enough to make Ash and the others retreat?"

Ren answered Hayato’s question.

"Demons have noble titles, and the higher the title, the stronger they are. A baron is pretty strong. I think my brother and his team could beat it on their own, but the area is difficult to fight in, so they probably just fell back."

"Is that so? Then I guess I don’t need to worry."

"If a top-tier duke-class one appeared, we’d be guaranteed to lose, though!"

As Hayato expressed his understanding, Esha tilted her head.

"Even so, something seems odd. Can players really summon a baron-class demon? I’m not an expert on summoning magic, but I thought the highest they could call was a knight-class, which is point eight."

"But you said there are even stronger duke-class demons, right? So shouldn’t they be able to summon those too?"

"Those just exist as monsters. I have never heard of them being summoned with magic."

Listening to Esha, Hayato pondered.

Could this be the reason it was called cheating? Does the enemy clan know a summoning method that not even other players or NPCs are aware of? It’s a long shot, but could they summon that duke-class demon too?

"Hayato-sama, do you have a moment?"

He received a voice chat from Relic.

"What is it?"

"Well, the demons have disappeared. What’s the situation?"

"Huh?"

Distracted by the information from Ash, Hayato had neglected to check his surroundings. He looked out from the top of the fortress.

Just as Relic said, the horde of demons was gone. The only one left was the baron-class demon Ash had mentioned.

What in the world is going on?

Hayato’s train of thought was cut short.

A massive pillar of light erupted in the enemy camp. When it subsided, a giant of about fifteen meters appeared. It resembled the baron-class demon, but its skin was red. Judging by its size, it had to be stronger than the baron.

The demon let out a roar.

Then, the same demons they had just been fighting were summoned in great numbers around it and began moving toward them. The red-skinned demon was looking at Hayato with a smirk on its face.

"That’s a duke-class demon!"

"Ah, yeah. I kind of figured. But if that thing shows up, we’re guaranteed to lose, right? We can’t beat it, can we?"

"Normally, it’s strong enough that you’d need dozens of people to win. If my brother could transform into a dragon, I think he could put up a good fight, though."

A large-scale battle boss, huh… What should we do? Should we ignore it and aim for the Clan Stone? But leaving that thing alone and heading for their fortress seems impossible. It’s standing right in front of the entrance.

The horde of weak demons wasn’t an issue. The problem was the baron-class and duke-class demons.

He’d been told Ash’s group could handle the baron-class demon, so they needed to defeat that first. That said, it would be meaningless if it was just summoned again. They had to defeat it and prevent it from being resummoned.

Realizing they couldn’t win without taking out the summoners first, Hayato checked the enemy clan’s status.

He didn’t use it often, but during a Clan War, there was a system that allowed you to see basic information about the opposing clan.

Hayato was shocked by what he saw.

It showed that seven of the enemy clan’s players had already been defeated.

"Ash, sorry to bother you while you’re busy, but did you defeat any of their clan members?"

"No! We haven’t! We’ve only defeated the summoned demons!"

Ash and his team hadn’t defeated any of the enemy clan members. Yet they were listed as defeated. The only explanation he could think of was self-destruction. Hayato himself had done it back in Kokuryu.

No, it’s not self-destruction, it’s more like a sacrifice for summoning a demon. I’ve heard occult stories in the real world about how summoning a demon requires a suitable price. Maybe this game has a method for calling powerful demons by offering your own life, not just normal catalysts. It’s just a guess, though.

After thinking that far, Hayato came up with a plan to run out the clock.

The Clan War would end in one hour.

In that case, victory would be decided by the total damage dealt. Their total damage was quite high from defeating so many of the enemy’s weak demons. If they could just run out the clock, they would win.

"Alright, we’ve taken down the baron-class demon!"

At Ash’s words, Hayato looked at the field. He saw the baron-class demon dissolve into particles of light.

"Confirmed, thanks. I want to discuss some things, so come back to the base."

"So we’re not going for the Clan Stone? Well, with that demon around, I guess we can’t get inside their fortress anyway. Understood. We’re running low on potions, so we’ll head back."

After confirming that Ash and the others were fighting their way back to the fortress, Hayato looked toward the duke-class demon.

The duke-class demon just stood there smirking, showing no sign of moving.

That thing is probably an NPC too, but what is it thinking? Does it not intend to win this Clan War?

It was sending weaker demons to their fortress, so it wasn’t doing nothing, but its complete inscrutability was unsettling.

Hayato decided he’d discuss it with everyone first and waited for Ash’s group.

A few minutes later, Ash and his team returned.

Since the weak demons were still advancing, Relic and the other clan members were at the fortress entrance defeating them. The only ones on the fortress roof were Esha, Ash, Ren, and Mist.

Hayato immediately started the discussion.

"I want to talk about what to do with the duke-class demon. What’s our best move? Personally, I think waiting for the time to run out is an option."

At his words, everyone shook their heads. It was Ash who spoke up.

"We’re up against a demon, you know? It’s just toying with us now, but eventually it will attack. We should think of a way to defeat it."

"I don’t know much about it, but isn’t it supposed to be unbeatable?"

"Under normal circumstances, yeah. But we have firepower comparable to my Dragon Breath on our side. Esha, your Destroy can take that thing down, right? I thought it was a one-hit kill."

At Ash’s words, Esha made a slightly sour face.

"It is impossible to one-shot a boss character from a large-scale battle. Destroy is an attack that deals massive damage, not an instant-death attack. It can only one-shot human opponents."

"Then what about two shots?"

"I believe that would work, but there is a thirty-minute cool down time before I can fire a second shot. If we are to do it, I ask that you make it quick. Twenty minutes have already passed since the start, so to fire twice, I must land the first shot within the next ten minutes. Furthermore, it is out of range from here, so I will have to go to the enemy camp. It will be quite close."

"Hayato, I think that’s our only way to beat that demon. What do you say? Make the call."

In situations like this, Hayato was quick to decide. After all, he had essentially entrusted all combat matters to Ash.

"Alright. Let’s go with that plan. Esha, sorry to ask, but could you head to the enemy camp and let loose with Destroy?"

"I will require appropriate payment in the form of cooking."

"Name your price. I’ll prepare anything you want, five stars."

Esha smirked at his words.

"As expected of my master. So decisive and dependable. It is no wonder you are called the savior."

"Only the Maid Guild says that, you know."

Ash took Esha and left.

From the rooftop, Hayato watched as Ash and the clan members escorted Esha toward the enemy camp. The weaker demons were getting in their way, but it didn’t seem to be slowing them down much.

Now, the only ones remaining on the fortress roof were Hayato, Ren, and Mist.

"Now then, Hayato-san. Let us make our own preparations."

"Preparations?"

"Once that demon takes a hit from Esha-san’s Destroy, it will almost certainly head this way. Destroy has a thirty-minute cool down time. We must fend off the demon’s attacks until then."

That makes sense, Hayato thought. The demon was just smirking now, but it wouldn’t just stand there after taking an attack.

"Demons of that type will aim for the Clan Stone. This means it is crucial that we do not let it get close to the fortress."

"I see. Do you happen to have a plan?"

"I would rather not, but I shall stop it somehow. And I will need your cooperation, Hayato-san."

"Huh?"

Hayato was surprised by Mist’s words.

That duke-class demon was a boss monster that required dozens of people to defeat. It was the kind of final boss you’d see in a large-scale game event. And he was saying he would stop it.

"Mist-san, I’m sure you know this, but I have no combat ability."

"I am not asking for combat ability. You will only be assisting me, so please rest assured."

There was nothing reassuring about it, but Hayato nodded anyway. He was completely useless in a fight, so if there was something he could do, he wanted to be helpful.

"Understood. So, Mist-san, how are you going to stop that demon?"

"By fighting it, of course. I will fight it one on one to hold it off."

"No, that’s impossible—"

Just as Hayato was about to say that, the surroundings grew dark. The setting sun had completely disappeared below the horizon, and the sky was now filled with stars and the moon.

Mist’s gentlemanly face hadn’t changed, but the arrival of night gave him a very eerie feel. It might have been his imagination, but he sensed a certain intensity from him.

"The night is a vampire’s time. I will show you that I can stop even a duke-class demon. Even if I die… you see!"

Mist said this with a proud look on his face.

I wonder if it’s tactless to point out that vampires are undead to begin with. Or is he waiting for me to say something?

Ren was looking at Mist, clapping and saying, "Ooh." Mist raised his right hand slightly in response.

After that, Mist placed a coffin in front of the Clan Stone. It was the highest quality coffin Hayato had made.

"Alright, Hayato-san. When I am defeated, my ashes will appear in this coffin. When that happens, please pour tomato juice on them. That is all it takes to resurrect me."

"Tomato juice in a coffin? Is that really all the help you need from me?"

"Well, yes. I can also revive over time, but tomato juice is instant. And since this is a five-star quality coffin made from a Magic Tree, I will revive with full HP!"

"This isn’t quite what I expected…"

"If you do not like tomato juice, regular blood is also fine."

"That’s not what I meant. But I understand. I’ll do it, so please stop that demon when it starts moving."

"Leave it to me. I also have Dragon Blood, so I should be able to hold out for quite a while, even against a duke-class demon."

Mist said this just as a loud sound came from the enemy camp.

He immediately turned his gaze in that direction and saw a laser-like attack from the ground score a direct hit on the demon.

The demon’s smirking face twisted into one of fury, and it began to move toward Esha.



		
			Chapter 37

			Zombie Attack

			The moment the duke-class demon began to move, Ash and the others fled back toward them with Esha in tow.

The demon, having taken damage, was targeting Esha with magic like Fireball and Lightning.

Before the ranged attacks could reach Esha, Ash and the other clan members stepped in, shielding her from harm.

The demon’s current target was Esha. Her attack had dealt massive damage to it, causing its Hate Value toward her to increase significantly.

Hate Value was the mechanic that determined which target a monster would attack. Monsters were programmed to attack the target with the highest Hate Value.

This was an internal monster stat, and there was no way to actually see the value. It was said to fluctuate based on actions like dealing damage to the monster, healing allies, or using skills.

Destroy had reduced the demon’s HP by two-thirds, causing its Hate Value for Esha to skyrocket. It was relentlessly attacking her.

It was said that Hate Value decreases over time, but Hayato figured it would stay this way for a while.

Ash and the others were using a skill called War Cry, which increased their own Hate Value, but the demon would likely continue to attack Esha for some time.

As with their previous Clan Wars, Esha’s attack would be the key to this battle as well.

They needed Esha to survive for the next thirty minutes until Destroy’s cool down time ended. They couldn’t defeat the demon unless she fired a second shot.

Once they returned to the fortress, she would be safe from ranged attacks on the battlefield. Hayato prayed they would get back as quickly as possible.

"Well then, I shall be off. I must protect Esha-san."

Mist stood on the rooftop railing, looked toward the demon, and spoke.

"Yes, please do. If you’re defeated, I’ll pour the tomato juice on you right away."

"Yes, I am counting on you."

Mist’s body was enveloped in mist. When it cleared, he had taken the form of a large bat. He leaped from the railing and flew toward the demon, charging straight into its face. He repeated this over and over.

Just because a monster has a high Hate Value for one target doesn’t mean it will never attack others. If something obstructs a monster’s path, it will attack to eliminate the obstacle.

Mist began to fight in a way that blocked the demon’s path so it couldn’t pursue Esha. Because of this, the demon was attacking Mist. It wasn’t using magic, just physical attacks with its fists.

Mist managed to dodge a few times, but eventually an attack landed. After being struck about three times, Mist vanished into particles of light.

Hayato immediately looked inside the coffin. It was filled with ash.

So this is Mist-san’s ash. All I have to do is pour tomato juice on it, right?

Hayato took a bottle of tomato juice from his item bag and sprinkled it over the ashes.

The ashes then took on a human form, becoming Mist.

"A duke-class demon is as strong as I expected. It seems I die after just three hits."

"You seem fine, but are you okay?"

"Yes, of course. Well then, I suppose I shall go again. That demon seems to have automatic HP recovery, so I must at least chip away that much, or Esha-san’s second shot will not be enough to defeat it."

"Does it have an auto-recovery skill? In that case, I’m sorry, but please, Mist-san."

"Indeed. I made quite a name for myself with this zombie attack in the last Clan War, so I am quite skilled at it. Please leave it to me until Esha-san’s cool down time is over."

A zombie attack was a tactic where a player would immediately rejoin the fight even after being defeated. It was called that because, like a zombie, the player would rise again no matter how many times they were struck down.

"So you participated in the last Clan War too, Mist-san."

"I did quite well, you know. I made it to the top eight—oh, but first, I must protect Esha-san. I am off!"

Mist transformed into a bat again and flew toward the demon.

Immediately after, Ren called out.

"Ah, my brother and the others are back!"

He looked down from the fortress roof. There was Esha, protected by Ash and the others. It looked like they were trying to enter the fortress while scattering the weaker demons.

"Looks like she’s safe. That’s good… She’s drinking melon juice, as always."

"It is for MP recovery."

"Oh, right. Destroy uses up all her MP, doesn’t it."

Esha’s attack, Destroy, consumed all her MP to deal massive damage.

Since she needed to fire again this time, Esha was taking measures to recover her MP. Although he sometimes suspected she was just drinking it because she liked it, he kept that thought to himself.

Esha arrived on the rooftop with Ash.

"Phew, I worked up a good sweat. I hope this helps me lose a little weight."

"You seem pretty relaxed. Still, I feel a little bad that you have to drink melon juice to recover your MP."

"Please do not worry. This is a separate calorie count."

Isn’t it a separate stomach?

Before Hayato could make that remark, Ash looked at him.

"What’s the plan now? Mist is holding it off for the moment, but that demon is coming to destroy this fortress’s Clan Stone."

The fortress was about ten meters tall. Since the demon was about fifteen meters tall, it could probably attack the Clan Stone on the roof without even entering.

Clan Wars were fundamentally battles between players. It was the first time Hayato had seen such a large boss character appear in a Clan War, so he didn’t know what rules applied. But he was pretty sure that if it got right in front of the fortress, it was over.

"Will Mist-san alone be enough to last thirty minutes? He’s using a zombie attack to hold it off."

"Ah, I see. But I wonder. While Mist is fighting, the demon is stopped, so it should buy us some time… but in my estimation, it will be difficult."

While the demon was engaged with Mist, it wasn’t moving. But the moment Mist was defeated, it would start advancing again. Even if Mist was resurrected and immediately re-engaged, the demon would close the distance in that time.

The demon had already entered their territory, and it was unclear if Esha’s attack would be ready in time.

"Brother. What if I weaken that demon to help Mist-san last longer? If I lower its STR, its attack power should drop too…"

Hearing Ren’s words, Ash placed a hand on his chin.

"I see. If you use Dragon Curse to cut its STR in half, its attack power will fall, and Mist will be able to last longer."

"Yeah. It only works on one target, but size doesn’t matter, so I think it will be effective."

"But are you sure? You’ll draw the demon’s hate with Dragon Curse."

"My brother will protect me, won’t he?"

When Ren said that with a smile, Ash smiled back.

"Yeah, of course. Hayato, is that alright with you?"

"Even I can tell that would be a big help. Alright, let’s do that. Ren-chan, can you support Mist-san?"

"Leave it to me! Oh, and if this works, I’m expecting an amazing sweet!"

"Order whatever you like."

Ren threw her hands up in a victory pose, then went down the rooftop stairs with Ash.

Now, only Hayato and Esha were left on the roof.

Esha finished her melon juice, wiped her mouth, and looked at Hayato.

"They are such a sweet and close pair of siblings. They are so bright I feel I might be purified."

"I think being purified once might do you some good."

"It would not be an exaggeration to say that the outcome of this Clan War rests on my mood. Is there anything you would like to say?"

"I apologize—ah, sorry, Mist-san was defeated. I’m going to pour some tomato juice to revive him."

Just as before, Hayato sprinkled tomato juice on the ashes in the coffin. Mist was resurrected.

"My, my, this is quite the back-breaking task."

"I’m sorry. Right, Ren-chan is on her way to support you now, so it should get a little easier."

"Ah, yes. I received a message from Ash-san. He said you will be switching the curse depending on the demon’s attack method. That is a great help—oh, this is no time for chatting. Ren-chan might be targeted, so I will head over at once."

Mist transformed into a bat again and flew toward the demon.

Alright, Relic-san and the clan members are taking care of the weaker demons at the fortress entrance, so they probably won’t get through. Now it’s just a matter of how far we can keep that demon away until Esha can fire Destroy again.

Hayato thought this as he watched everyone fighting the demon.

Time passed, and the sky was now filled with stars.

The Clan War was almost over, and if they could protect the Clan Stone, they would win by total damage dealt.

The problem was the duke-class demon their opponent had summoned. It was closing in on the fortress. A few more steps and its hand would reach them. Then, it would be within range to attack the Clan Stone.

He was also concerned about the three remaining summoners, but they hadn't done anything so far. More accurately, he couldn't see them, so there was nothing he could do. He decided to ignore them for now. The priority was to stop the demon with all their might.

Esha had already recovered her MP and was just waiting for the cool down time to end. She was now at the front of the fortress roof, facing the demon, with one foot on the railing and her gun raised. She was probably planning to fire the instant the cool down ended.

"Esha, isn’t it dangerous there? You should move back—"

"No, if I fire from here, it will hit instantly. And then we will win. It is do or die, so this position is fine."

Even though the demon’s hand was almost within reach, Esha didn’t flinch. She kept her gun aimed at the space between the demon’s eyebrows.

Hayato didn’t know how much longer Destroy’s cool down would be. He only knew it was soon.

The instant he thought that, Mist vanished into particles of light.

The demon then took a step forward and prepared to punch Esha. It pulled back its left fist in a large motion. Having watched Mist and the demon fight, Hayato predicted it would be something like a left hook.

Just as Hayato thought, That’s bad, and jumped into the path of the fist, Esha smirked.

"Destroy."

From the muzzle of Esha’s gun, Beelzebub 666, ten magic circles, large and small, lined up in front of the space between the demon’s eyebrows.

Immediately after, a sound like a cannon blast echoed, and the shockwave hit Hayato. Knocked over by the impact, Hayato scrambled to his feet and saw the demon dissolving into particles of light.

Esha had defeated it.

After confirming the demon was gone, Esha rested her gun on her right shoulder and let out a long breath.

"That was close."

"Ah, yeah. You saved us."

"By the way, master. Did you try to protect me just now? You jumped out, did you not?"

The demon’s attack wasn’t an area-of-effect one. If it hit Hayato before it hit Esha, he would be defeated, but it would buy time before the next attack. That was why he had jumped out.

That said, he didn’t want to admit it. It wasn’t necessary in the end, so it felt a little uncool.

"…Isn’t it just your imagination?"

"I believe that is playing too dumb, but what do you think, master?"

Esha looked at Hayato with a smirk.

Is this revenge for before? No, but admitting it is somehow annoying… Wait a minute. Was I able to jump like that?

Hayato looked down at his own feet. They were just his usual feet.

"Did I really jump out?"

"Are you still going to play dumb? Well, I suppose it is fine."

"Ah, no, that’s not what I—"

As he was speaking, a fanfare rang out. Fireworks went off, and confetti rained down. They had won the battle.

Oh, well. Let’s just enjoy the victory for now.

Hayato thought this as he watched the fireworks light up the night sky.



		
			Chapter 38

			The Sister

			Three days after the battle against the Demon Summoning Research Association, Hayato was relaxing in his room, lost in thought.

The past three days had been quite peaceful.

He held a victory celebration where he asked Esha and Ren what sweets they wanted as thanks for their efforts in the Clan War, and gave them the highest quality versions. It had consumed a large amount of materials, but Hayato considered it a small price to pay and had been quite generous. They were very popular, and the two were in high spirits. That was one reason for the peace.

Another reason was likely that the Demon Summoning Research Association had not filed any complaints of cheating.

That Esha could defeat a boss character from a large-scale battle, and that Mist the vampire could revive during a Clan War, were both possible within the game’s mechanics. However, Hayato had thought it wouldn't be surprising if it were seen as cheating under normal circumstances. Yet no investigators had been dispatched from the Clan Management Committee.

He considered various reasons. Perhaps, contrary to their name, they were a gentlemanly clan that could accept defeat, or perhaps they thought summoning a duke-class demon was itself a grey area. In any case, Hayato was relieved that it hadn't turned into a hassle.

So Hayato was thinking about something else. The current rankings.

There were three matches left. If they didn’t place within the top five in those three matches, they wouldn’t receive any prize money. Even a high rank was meaningless if it didn’t come with a reward.

The rankings were based on a point system. Defeating a higher-ranked clan awarded a significant number of points, but beating a lower-ranked one yielded few.

Even if they won all their remaining matches, depending on the ranks of their opponents, they might not make it into the top five. They would probably have to fight and win against a high-ranking clan at least once.

Even so, matchmaking was random, and even by adjusting the clan’s shared funds, fighting a top clan was a matter of luck. There was the option of targeting a clan with a betting match, but at the moment, no top clans were participating in such matches.

What should I do? The top clans probably have good bases, so I doubt they’d bite even if we wagered this place. If only we had something they wanted.

It was right after a Clan War. Their next opponent wouldn’t be decided for about three more weeks. With some time to spare, Hayato decided to gather information on the top clans.

Just as he thought that, Esha entered the room. As usual, without any hesitation.

"Master, you have a visitor."

"This might be difficult, but could you try knocking first?"

"That would be difficult. I wish to see your surprised face. I cannot miss the chance."

"So you’re doing it on purpose. Oh well. Um, what kind of visitor?"

"Someone from the church. A young sister who says she wants to talk to you. I think it would be better to turn yourself in sooner rather than later. I will visit you, so please continue to employ me during that time."

"The guards didn’t come, so why would I turn myself in. I haven’t done anything criminal."

That said, he couldn’t understand why a sister would have business with him. Hayato decided to meet her.

Hayato went down to the first-floor dining hall with Esha. The sister seemed to have been waiting while standing.

She looked older than Ren, perhaps in her late teens. Her habit was a blue base with modest gold patterns. It was probably the church’s crest. She was wearing a veil, but he could see her light blue hair.

"Hello, Hayato-kun. I wanted to meet you."

The sister said with a smile.

Hayato was a little suspicious at being called "-kun" by a girl who seemed younger than him. She appeared to know him, but he had no memory of her at all.

"Have we met somewhere before?"

"Ah, my apologies. Come to think of it, this is our first time meeting. I have known of you for some time, so I skipped a few things. In times like these, I should introduce myself, should I not?"

"Normally, yes."

"I see. Then I shall introduce myself. My name is Diite. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Hayato-kun."

"Um, Diite-chan, do you have some business with me?"

"Diite-chan, is it. Quite refreshing. As for my business, it is to meet and talk with you. I do not usually go outside, but I found myself curious about you and came all this way."

Hayato was at a loss for words. He didn’t know how to react. It didn’t feel like goodwill, more like simple curiosity.

He took a closer look at Diite. Her name was displayed correctly, and there was nothing out of the ordinary about her. If anything, her name was yellow, indicating she was an NPC. That was all he knew.

As Hayato wondered what to do, Diite spoke.

"Hayato-kun’s clan is quite strong."

"I suppose that’s thanks to my clan members. Um, did you really just come here to talk?"

"That is correct, but are you busy? If I am disturbing you, I shall come back another time."

"I’m not that busy right now, but I don’t understand why you want to talk to me. You may know me, but I don’t know anything about you."

"I believe I just introduced myself."

"Basically, all I know is your name. From your clothes, I assume you’re from the church, but you didn’t come here on church business, did you?"

After all, Hayato had never had any dealings with the church. He thought of it as a place to learn Holy Magic or register as a resurrection point when defeated, and that was about it.

"I thought knowing my name would be sufficient, but was it not enough? Then, please ask me anything. I shall answer what I can."

She seemed a little off from common sense, but she was an NPC. He decided she must be a character with that kind of setting and decided to ask some questions.

"Um, the reason you came here was to talk to me, but where did you learn about me?"

"You won your Clan War in an interesting way. And this clan was only created about three months ago. Despite your late start compared to clans that have been fighting from the beginning, you are already A-rank and in a position to aim for the top, are you not? It would be impossible not to be interested."

That was certainly true, but Hayato wondered where she had gotten that information.

A clan’s founding date could be found with a little research. The facility where you can apply for a clan provides basic information on all clans. However, knowing they had won in an interesting way was not something one would normally know.

Hayato’s clan, Daedalus, hadn’t been featured in any videos so far, so the only ones who knew how they fought would be their opponents or someone related to the clan application facility.

"Are you perhaps from the Clan Management Committee?"

If she were a member of the Clan Management Committee, like Mist the vampire had been, it might be possible for her to check. He asked with that in mind.

"No, I do not belong to it."

"Then how do you know our victories were interesting? I thought you could only see the match details in featured videos. And we’ve never fought you, have we?"

"It is true that you have not been featured in videos, nor have we ever fought. But there are loopholes for everything. Now, are there any other questions?"

It wasn’t the answer Hayato wanted, but he judged that she wouldn’t answer even if he pressed her. All he understood was that the Diite in front of him could check on their situation in some way.

Hayato continued his questions, hoping to draw out more information.

"You wanted to talk just because we fight in an interesting way?"

"That is correct. The second Clan War was particularly good. Hayato-kun, you could have made a sword identical to the one that was stolen, could you not? Yet you went to the trouble of taking it back through a risky method. Why did you do such a thing?"

Relic-san asked me that question too. But does this mean she knows not only the details of the match but the circumstances as well? What is this NPC? Could she be an admin?

It was said that there were no characters controlled by the admins in this game, "Another Frontier Online".

There had been information on the internet before about people seeing them, but it had been proven to be false information. It was common knowledge in this game that there were no admin-controlled characters.

Just because there weren’t any back then doesn’t mean there aren’t any now. Information on the internet is restricted, so I can’t be sure, but from the way she talks, I get the impression she’s an admin. What should I do? I don’t think she’d suddenly suspend my account, but I should be careful.

Hayato’s wariness grew. Coming here just to talk was suspicious enough, but she knew too much about his circumstances. On the other hand, if she wasn't an admin, he wondered if an NPC would go that far.

However, staying silent felt like a bad idea. Besides, it wasn’t something he needed to hide. Hayato decided to answer.

"I’ve been asked that before. It’s because I was frustrated that it was stolen. And it was an item with memories attached. I didn’t want something with the same stats, I wanted to get that specific one back."

At those words, Diite’s face lit up with a smile.

"Wonderful. Even though you can create an item with the exact same performance, you took it back because it held memories. That is a truly wonderful thing."

Seeing Diite’s obviously pleased expression, Hayato was puzzled. He didn’t understand why she called it wonderful. To him, it was a normal thing to do. It wasn't something to be praised for.

"I don’t understand what’s so wonderful about it."

"That is something only I need to understand. In any case, Hayato-kun, you are quite similar to Esha-kun."

"Huh?"

Hayato let out a strange sound at the sudden remark. The girl in front of him had just said he and Esha were similar.

He knew she wasn’t talking about their looks. That was obvious at a glance. But their personalities, actions, beliefs, there were far fewer similarities than differences. He had no idea what she meant by similar.

And there was something else strange. It meant Diite had known Esha from before. If they had just met today, she couldn’t have compared him and Esha and said they were alike.

Hayato looked at Esha behind him. Esha was just staring at Diite with a frown.

Come to think of it, Esha hasn’t interrupted the conversation at all. Normally she’d say something silly.

"Esha, do you know this girl?"

"No, not at all. However, I feel as if I have met her somewhere before. Have we met before?"

Diite laughed at Esha’s question.

"Oh, how careless of me. Come to think of it, this is our first time meeting. No, we have never met directly. You are famous, so it would not be strange for me to know of you, would it?"

There was no doubt Esha was famous among the NPCs. After all, she had defeated the Hero and the Demon Lord in the previous Clan War. Furthermore, she was such a big eater that she had been banned from the restaurants in the Royal Capital. It was unlikely any NPC wouldn’t know of her.

The proof was that Ash and the others knew her, and even the butlers at the Butler Guild had given her strange looks. There were probably some NPCs who didn’t know her, but they were likely in the minority.

"I am indeed famous, and my looks are quite good, but I do not believe you would know my personality. Why do you say I am similar to my master?"

"To say you have good looks yourself shows quite a personality. It is true that I do not know the details, but there are some things I do know. To put it simply, the part about cherishing items with personal attachment. That is what I meant by similar—now then, Hayato-kun. It was good to talk with you. Please continue to do your best. I very much hope you aim for the top five in the rankings."

Diite smiled, then turned around and started to leave the base.

Hayato stopped her.

"Could you wait a moment?"

He didn’t know who she was, but Hayato thought that the vaguely mysterious Diite might be a valuable asset.

"Diite-chan, if you’d like, why don’t you join this clan? We’re recruiting members right now. If you’re as strong as you say, I’d really like you to join."

At Hayato’s words, Diite stopped. Then she turned around.

"You never cease to surprise me. You want me to join your clan?"

"On the condition that you’re strong."

"Interesting. Yes, I suppose I am strong, though it feels strange to say it myself. I am sure I can live up to your expectations."

"Then—"

"Well, hold on. When you have recruited others, you have used your production skills to give them something they want, have you not? Then, I would like you to make something for me as well."

How much does she know? Now that I think about it, it feels dangerous to let her join. Maybe I should take it back…?

Just as Hayato thought that, Esha stepped forward.

"Something is suspicious. Are you truly strong?"

"Hmm. Do you wish to test my strength? Very well, come at me."

Diite provoked Esha with a confident smile on her face.

Esha responded in kind, taking out her Beelzebub 666.



		
			Chapter 39

			The Suspicious NPC

			For some reason, the atmosphere between Esha and Diite had become explosive, so Hayato decided to stop them.

He wanted to know if Diite was strong, but a fight with Esha would cause immense damage. That had to be avoided.

Hayato stood between the two of them.

"Hey, both of you—"

"Ah."

"Eh?"

Esha let out a surprised sound, and a ball of light shot from her gun, piercing Hayato’s abdomen. Since he had turned his body toward Esha to intervene, he had been shot head-on.

There was no pain, but his HP instantly dropped to zero. Hayato collapsed on the spot, but he was still conscious. Two options appeared before his eyes, "Wait" and "Revive".

When a player’s HP reaches zero, they have two courses of action.

One is to remain where they fell.

In this state, they can receive a resurrection spell from Holy Magic and revive on the spot. However, they revive with only one HP. It could be said this is dangerous when reviving in the middle of a battle with monsters.

Another option is to revive at a base, church, or temple.

Unlike magical resurrection, this method restores HP to full, and since there are no hostile monsters nearby, it can be called a safe revival. However, since you are moved from the hunting ground to the revival point, it can be a hassle to travel back to the hunting ground again.

Naturally, the action Hayato took this time was to revive.

He hadn’t fallen in a hunting ground, just inside his base. There was no death penalty that temporarily lowered stats upon revival, so there was no demerit to reviving at the base.

Hayato selected "Revive," and in the next moment, he was in his room.

Players can’t damage each other outside of a Clan War, but it seems NPCs can. Well, I had my HP reduced when one grabbed me by the collar, so I kind of figured, but I wonder what the mechanics are.

Thinking that, Hayato left the room. He hurried back to the dining hall.

He had stepped in to stop Esha and Diite from fighting in the first place. If they continued to fight, he would have died for nothing, even if there was no penalty.

But there was no need to worry. The atmosphere between the two was different from before, and they were both behaving themselves.

"Have you both calmed down?"

"It seems I became rather childish. I apologize, Hayato-kun. I am sorry."

"I am deeply sorry, master."

Diite’s apology still carried a somewhat haughty tone, but Esha bowed her head before Hayato. Unlike her usual playful self, she seemed genuinely sorry.

"Ah, no, it’s fine. I just got knocked down for a bit, so don’t worry about it."

At those words, Esha looked up with a complicated expression. He had forgiven her, so Hayato was the one who felt complicated about why she was making such a face.

"Master, in times like these, you are supposed to say, ‘How do you plan to take responsibility, guhehehe?’ It was a chance to gain the upper hand, but you are so timid it is actually scary."

"Esha, what do you think of me?"

"I do not see you as a romantic interest, so I have no answer."

"I’m not asking if you like me or not. I mean, what kind of person do you think I am. Consider the flow of the conversation."

"Words are difficult, are they not."

Feeling like he had been rejected without even confessing, Hayato was a little shocked, but then he reminded himself she was an NPC and shifted his focus to Diite. And he was a little surprised.

For some reason, Diite was in a good mood. The way she was happily watching Hayato and Esha was like an elder fondly watching over the young.

"You two are interesting. I have become even more interested in Hayato-kun."

"Well, thank you. For now, please stop fighting, both of you—right, Diite-chan, could I see your skill composition?"

He had learned from Esha’s case that it was possible to see an NPC’s skill composition. Hayato tried to check Diite’s skills in the same way. That way, he could get a general idea of her strength.

"You wish to judge my strength from that. Very well, give me a moment—alright, you may check if I will be a valuable asset."

With Diite’s permission, Hayato checked her skill composition.

Her skill composition is more normal than I expected. There’s nothing particularly special about it. She has Holy Magic, anatomical knowledge, and various other magic skills. It’s more of a mage’s skill set than a cleric’s—wait a minute. Why does she have Holy Magic at 100 and Necromancy at 100? You shouldn’t be able to learn both of those skills…?

Holy Magic and Necromancy were opposing skills, so it was impossible to learn both at the same time. This meant that Diite, like Esha, was deviating from the game’s skill system.

"How can you use both Holy Magic and Necromancy? You can’t learn those at the same time, can you?"

"Come to think of it, that is true. I was being careless. But what do you think? I do not believe it is a particularly weak skill composition."

She had been nothing but careless since she arrived, but he had no idea how one could be so careless as to end up in that situation. And it didn’t seem like Diite had any intention of talking about it.

Hayato thought.

In the battles to come, they would need a member who could use recovery magic. Relying solely on potions would become tough. In that case, having Diite, whose skill composition was outside the norm, as a companion wasn’t a bad idea. At the very least, with Holy Magic at 100, she was a candidate for recruitment.

He couldn’t fully trust her since she seemed to have secrets, but it felt like she would work diligently as long as she was interested. There was a high probability that she was connected to the admins, but Hayato wasn’t doing anything improper.

There was a possibility that recruiting a suspicious NPC could lead to a game-breaking situation, but there were only a few Clan Wars left. In that case, he decided to make Diite a companion.

"I understand your strength, Diite-chan. I’d really like you to join us."

"It seems I am not trusted, but you seek strength for the future. You are quite the gambler. But are you sure? Esha-kun seems quite wary."

Hayato looked at Esha beside him. She did indeed have an expression that said she didn’t think it was a good idea to let her into the clan. Her brow was furrowed in deep caution.

"Esha, are you against it?"

"I do not wish to say this in front of her, but my intuition is telling me she is quite dangerous. She may be strong, but there is a possibility she will betray us. I too would betray you if I could no longer eat chocolate parfaits, though."

"Rest assured, I will not betray you. That would be no fun."

Does that mean she will betray us if it’s fun? Hayato thought, then reconsidered.

Esha or Diite, who should he trust?

Considering everything up to now, he should probably trust Esha. In one way or another, Esha had helped him many times. Ignoring Esha’s words to accept Diite, who he had just met today, just because she would be a valuable asset felt disrespectful.

And unlike before, Esha was wary of Diite. Esha hadn’t shown any particular objection when Mist joined the clan, let alone Ash and the others, but this time she was clearly showing reluctance.

Esha could be trusted in battle. It might not be a wild instinct, but he felt he could trust her nose for danger.

Hayato thought this and made his decision.

"Diite-chan, I’m sorry. I think I’ll pass on having you join the clan after all. I know I’m the one who suggested it, which is rude."

"Hmm, so you will trust Esha-kun—Hayato-kun, you are an even more wonderful person than I thought. Rest assured, I do not think it is rude at all. In fact, I am glad to know that you trust her."

True to her words, Diite’s smile remained, and she didn’t seem angry.

"However, it is frustrating to back down like this. I suppose if I earn your trust, I might have a chance to join the clan? May I come and visit here for a while? If you have time, I would like to make a request for work, and conversely, I could take on a request. If I manage to earn your trust, please let me join the clan then."

"Of course. Once I get to know you better and see there are no problems, I’d be happy to welcome you as a member. Esha, is that okay with you too?"

"If she can be trusted, I believe it is fine."

"Then it is decided. It may not be possible for the next Clan War, but I would like to participate in the one after that. Now then, it has gotten quite late, so I shall take my leave for today."

With that, Diite left the base without waiting for Hayato and Esha’s reply.

Only Hayato and Esha were left in the dining hall.

Hayato was a little troubled. For some reason, he didn’t want to look at Esha. But that was a vain hope.

Esha was beside Hayato, her hands clasped behind her back, bending slightly at the waist to peer at him from the side. And she had a smirk on her face.

"It has been proven that you are ‘dere’ for me, master, just like during the Clan War. I will say this much, you will get burned if you fall for me."

He wasn’t ‘dere’, but he did trust her. However, saying it or admitting it was embarrassing. He felt like he was overthinking things for an NPC, but it was still awkward.

"Um, that’s not really it."

"Is that so. Then, please be ‘dere’ for Ashley-sama instead. Tsundere is also acceptable."

"Why did it come to that. What happened just now was simply that I trust Esha’s intuition more than my own. By the way, on a serious note, is Diite-chan dangerous? I have a feeling something is off about her too."

Hayato felt like Diite had said something that felt off. But he couldn’t pinpoint what it was. That’s why he felt uneasy.

Seeing that Hayato was thinking seriously, Esha’s smirking face turned serious, and she crossed her arms.

"To be honest, I do not know if she is dangerous. However, I feel like I have met that girl, Diite, before. But I cannot remember when or where I met her at all. That is what feels so unsettling. I also feel like I should not remember… What could this be?"

"I don’t know either, but was it a bad idea to let Diite-chan come here?"

"I believe not getting involved would have been best, but leaving her alone also seems problematic. In that case, would it not be better to talk with her and find out what kind of person she is to ascertain her true nature? Perhaps I might remember something in the process."

"I see. So it’s fine for her to visit, but what do you think about her actually joining the clan?"

"If you think it is fine, master, then would that not be alright? It seems we are already marked, so it is probably too late, and she will not participate in the next Clan War, correct? For just the two Clan Wars after that, I think it will be fine. Besides, if she betrays us, I will eliminate her. If we plan with the assumption she will betray us, it will work out somehow."

Esha’s face twisted into a mischievous grin. Hayato thought it suited her, and at the same time, felt she was dependable.

"Alright. Let’s talk with her a little more before we decide. It seems Esha will protect me if it comes to that—wait, are you ‘dere’ for me, Esha?"

As if getting revenge for before, Hayato also showed Esha a smirk.

But it had no effect on Esha at all. He had expected her to blush and protest, but instead, her face was blank. She looked at him with an expression that said, ‘What are you talking about,’ and Hayato’s stomach hurt.

"What I am ‘dere’ for is the chocolate parfait you make, master. And cake."

"Oh, right. I shouldn’t try things I’m not used to. My stomach hurts from saying something unnecessary."

"Could it be a lingering effect from being shot with the gun earlier? You should drink a potion."

"That’s not what I mean. You’re deliberately misunderstanding the flow of the conversation, aren’t you? …Anyway, I’m leaving the shop to you again. I’m going to my room to prepare for the next Clan War."

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, Hayato left Esha in the dining hall and returned to his room as if escaping.



		
			Chapter 40

			The Butler and the Maid Chief

			The day after Diite’s visit, a little past noon, Relic came to Hayato’s room.

Hayato generally tasked Relic with shopping. Sometimes it was for chocolate parfait ingredients, other times for potion materials, but he always asked him to find the places selling them at the lowest prices and buy them.

Relic would travel the world to buy the cheapest materials, and though it took time, Hayato was very grateful. In the past, Hayato had been the one to do all this shopping.

He had asked Relic to put the purchased items in the clan storage, so there was nothing to hand over directly. Once they were stored, he would simply receive a voice chat notification.

When Relic returned, Hayato would go to the dining hall to greet him, but this time he had come directly to Hayato’s room for some reason, which was a little surprising.

"Relic-san, is something wrong?"

"Yes. I have come with a request for Hayato-sama."

Relic was so formal that Hayato feared he was about to make the worst possible request.

Relic didn’t have the strength of Esha or Ash. He likely didn’t have special skills like Ren’s Dragon Curse or Mist’s vampirism. His Stealing Skill was powerful, but his combat strength was low. However, he was by no means weak.

Relic’s Hand-to-Hand Combat skills had been a great help in the last battle. In the latter half, he had coordinated with the mercenaries, but in the end, not a single one of those numerous demons had entered their base.

Hayato believed that was due to his effective fighting style, such as using skills with precision. He compensated for his lack of attack power with technique. If such a person were to leave, the clan’s strength would drop considerably.

"Um, what kind of request is it? I’d be in trouble if you said you were quitting the clan."

"No, no, nothing of the sort. As long as Hayato-sama employs me, I would not dream of leaving."

Hayato breathed a sigh of relief, but that only made him more curious about the request.

"Then what is it you would like to ask?"

"Yes, I would like you to make a weapon for me."

"A weapon?"

According to Relic, he felt ashamed that he had not been useful as a combatant in the previous battle.

He had fulfilled his role of preventing the demons from entering at the base’s entrance, but it was Esha and the others who had defeated the baron and duke-class demons. He could hold his own against weak opponents, but he was completely useless against strong ones.

It might be fine for now, but for future battles, he wanted to strengthen himself. That was the conclusion he had reached.

Hayato wanted to deny the idea that Relic was weak, but he understood his feelings all too well.

Esha’s attacks were clearly on another level, and Ash and the others were also strong. Hayato couldn’t fight, but if he could, he thought he would probably be disheartened by the vast difference in strength.

"I am terribly sorry, but I cannot change my skill composition. I take pride in having mastered the thief-type skills. Besides, even if I changed now, I would not be ready in time for the remaining Clan Wars."

"Of course. I understand completely. There’s no need to change your skill composition."

Hayato also had his own reasons, but he had no intention of changing his production-focused skill composition.

Besides, a combat skill of 100 was the basic requirement for participating in Clan Wars. Raising a skill to 100 in a month was tough, even if there were established methods for skill leveling. It was especially difficult to level up after 90.

"I am glad you understand. Therefore, I believe the only way to increase my own strength is to reconsider my equipment."

"I see. You’re not wrong there. Opinions differ on the most important factor in determining strength, but equipment is likely the second—I understand. So, what should I make? Please, tell me anything."

Relic took a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Hayato.

"This is information on gloves said to have been worn by a legendary butler. I did some research while I was out shopping."

"I wonder who this legendary butler is, but understood. Let’s see—"

On the paper Hayato looked at was written the equipment and its materials.

The name was Requiem. The materials were one Unicorn’s Horn, one Snow Dragon Hide, and one Moonlight Grass extract each. As Hayato confirmed this, the paper disappeared. He judged that he was now able to make the item.

It seems I’ll make it with my Sewing Skill. That’s not a problem, but gathering the materials will be tough. Only female characters can get a Unicorn’s Horn… I’ll have to ask Ney. I think Ash and his group have some Snow Dragon Hide. I could buy Moonlight Grass at the auction, but it’s faster to go gather it. I’ll go with Ash and the others.

"I’ve got the item and materials. I’ll have it ready by the next Clan War."

"That would be a great help. However, it does not need to be five stars, so please do not push yourself too hard."

"I can’t promise that. If I’m going to make it, I want to give you the highest quality."

From a craftsman’s perspective, anything less than five stars was unacceptable. To hand over anything else would be a defeat for Hayato. He vowed in his heart to prepare plenty of materials and make a large quantity.

"I thought you would say that, Hayato-sama, but please, do not overdo it. Even a one-star item would be an improvement in my strength."

"As long as time permits, I will aim for the highest quality. Please look forward to it."

Relic smiled slightly. Then he bowed his head.

"Understood. I shall look forward to it—well then, I shall be off to shop again."

"Yes, thank you for your hard work."

Relic bowed once more and left the room.

Hayato first contacted Ney and asked her to procure a large quantity of Unicorn’s Horns.

He could have bought them at the auction, but since he needed a lot, it would be too expensive. He had a lot of in-game currency from winning the Clan War. But he wanted to save it for a rainy day.

That wasn’t to say he was asking Ney and her friends to gather them for free. This was a trade.

Ney and her friends would gather the materials Hayato wanted, and in return, Hayato would perform weapon and armor maintenance and create necessary items for them. Since they were friends, the labor wasn't always an even exchange, but neither of them minded.

Ney energetically agreed, saying, "We’ll gather them right away!"

Next, Hayato contacted Ash to see if he had any Snow Dragon Hide.

Ash and his group made a living by hunting dragons. They generally sold the items they obtained from these hunts at auctions to earn money. However, Hayato had heard that they didn’t sell everything and kept some for themselves.

Ash immediately replied that he would bring some over and that he could hunt more if needed. They also made plans to go gather Moonlight Grass together.

Just when he thought the materials would be gathered soon, Relic returned for some reason.

"Relic-san? Is something wrong?"

"The Maid Chief of the Maid Guild has arrived. I ran into her at the entrance to the base, and she is waiting in the dining hall."

"Is that so. I’ll head over right away."

"Thank you. Well then, I shall be off to shop again."

With that, Relic left Hayato’s room.

And Hayato headed for the dining hall.

On the way, Hayato wondered why the Maid Chief had come.

Their opponent hadn’t been decided yet. There was no one to investigate, so he couldn’t understand why she would come here. Perhaps she had come to instruct Esha, but he questioned whether the head of the Maid Guild would come for something like that.

I’ll find out when I see her. With that thought, he hurried to the dining hall.

The Maid Chief was sitting in a chair in the dining hall. A glass of orange juice was on the table in front of her.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Hayato called out to her, but for some reason, the Maid Chief seemed to be a million miles away. She was staring at the orange juice, not moving a muscle. He was certain she hadn’t noticed him.

"Um? Is something wrong?"

The Maid Chief, who had been so still he wondered if Esha had done something to her, slowly turned her head to look at Hayato. In the next instant, she appeared right in front of him.

Hayato didn’t know it, but this was Shukuchi, a Hand-to-Hand Combat skill that instantly closed the distance between two people.

"Hayato-sama! There is something I must ask you!"

"Um, you’re too close. And please let go of my collar. My HP is going down. Why do maids always cause damage like that?"

Hayato had had a similar experience with Esha in the past. He seriously wondered if this was some kind of maid technique.

The Maid Chief came to her senses with a start and stepped back. She straightened her clothes and let out a deliberate cough.

"My apologies. It seems I forgot myself. Please forget what just happened."

That’s impossible. Hayato thought, but nodded anyway. He drank a low-quality potion to recover his HP.

"So, what business brings you here today? Our opponent for the Clan War hasn’t been decided yet, so I don’t think there’s anything for you to investigate yet."

"No, I have come to apologize. The information for the last battle was far too scarce, and I believe it was almost meaningless. I am deeply sorry."

"Not at all. We knew they were planning something dangerous, so just knowing that allowed us to prepare ourselves mentally. If we had known nothing, I think we would have panicked more when the giant demon appeared."

At Hayato’s words, the Maid Chief’s face showed surprise, then she smiled slightly and bowed her head.

"As expected of the savior-sama. To forgive our mistake…"

"Could you stop with the savior-sama? I can’t forgive that."

"I have brought further information that I have investigated today. You may think it is too late, but I thought it would be necessary for Hayato-sama."

She ignored the part about the savior. But what information?

The information the Maid Chief brought was about the method for summoning the duke-class demon and the reason the summoners had become invisible. She had heard the details of the Clan War from Esha and had investigated it for him.

First, regarding the summoning.

To summon a baron-class demon, the lives of two summoners were required, and to summon a duke-class demon, the lives of five summoners were needed. Furthermore, a large amount of a plant called light-sucking grass was necessary.

Since the summoners who performed the summoning would be defeated, the duke-class demon would not obey any commands, but it allowed them to use a large-scale battle boss in a Clan War. The Maid Chief explained that they probably thought they could win as long as they summoned it.

So that’s why seven of the enemy clan’s summoners were defeated without us noticing. So disappearing was to prevent us from knowing they were defeated by the summoning—no, we could check that with the Clan War information. It’s more likely they didn’t want us to know the summoning method. And the three that remained were to defend the Clan Stone. And if they all died from summoning, they would lose the Clan War.

Hayato thought this and stated his opinion, but the Maid Chief added more.

Summoning a titled demon required a significant amount of time, unlike a normal summoning, and they likely didn’t want anyone to know they were in the process of summoning.

Furthermore, even if one knew they could summon a duke-class demon, it was unclear if it could be countered, so it was likely a measure against being featured in a video. If they were featured in a video, their strategy was likely to be exposed. This was likely a measure to avoid that.

This was the Maid Chief’s opinion, so it was unclear if it was true, but Hayato nodded, thinking that it was certainly possible.

"And I have also investigated this. Please accept it."

The Maid Chief handed Hayato a piece of paper. It was the manufacturing method for an item called Invisible.

"It is an item that makes one disappear. It is an item that can be made with the Alchemy Skill, a so-called magic powder. If you sprinkle it on your body, you will disappear, and as long as you do not move from that spot, you will remain invisible. However, it seems that you can still use summoning magic in that state, so actions on the spot are possible while remaining invisible."

This is another item that will cause quite a stir, Hayato thought, and re-examined the item’s materials. When he opened the alchemy menu, it listed that a large amount of Scattering Grass was required.

So that’s why they wanted Scattering Grass… More importantly, the problem is that that clan knew this manufacturing method. In other words, some NPC must have taught them. Maybe an NPC also taught them about that summoning…?

He had confirmed during the Clan War information check that there were no NPCs in the Demon Summoning Research Association. This meant that they had become friendly with some NPC without letting them join the clan and obtained the information. Perhaps it could be obtained from some quest.

As Hayato’s thoughts raced, the Maid Chief leaned over the table.

"Um… is something wrong?"

"That is all the information from my side, but do you have any questions?"

"Eh? No, not at the moment—"

He wanted to know how she had obtained this information, but he felt he might hear something scary, so he decided to let it go for now. The content was important, not the method.

"Then may I ask you a question? If you say no, this table may break."

"You’re just like Esha with those threats—um, please don’t be so shocked. If you have a question, please ask."

When Hayato said that, the Maid Chief, for some reason, blushed and began to trace the character ‘no’ on the tabletop. Her finger was so strong that the table was taking damage.

Furniture had HP, and when it reached zero, it would be destroyed. Please spare me, Hayato thought.

"It is about the gentlemanly man who guided me here earlier… should I say the wonderful gentleman with the scar on his face?"

There was no doubt she was talking about Relic. And the character ‘no’ she drew on the table. He didn’t want to, but he understood in an instant.

"Are you talking about Relic-san?"

"Kyun—his name is Relic-san. What a wonderful name…"

She said ‘kyun’ out loud…

Hayato wondered if NPCs could fall in love, but then he remembered that there were NPC families. In fact, Ash and Ren were siblings. Perhaps there was a marriage system between NPCs as well, he corrected his thinking.

"Hayato-sama. I have a proposal. How about this? I will give you Esha, so please give me Relic-sama. As an equivalent exchange."

"Please don’t say such naturally evil things. Just ask him out normally. Besides, are you sure? Relic belongs to the Butler Guild."

It was said that there was no feud between the Maid Guild and the Butler Guild, but he had heard that they were competing for supremacy. And the woman in front of him was the head of the maids. It had the potential to become a classic tragedy or comedy.

"…Fate is a cruel thing…"

"I don’t think it’s that big of a deal."

"However, I am a maid before I am a woman. I shall keep these feelings locked deep within my heart—may I come to see him every day? I will only look."

"The depths of your heart are too shallow. Please lock it away deeper and seal it. Well, once a month should be fine. I’ll make sure Relic is here when you visit."

The Maid Chief left the base, looking so happy she seemed to be skipping.

It’s fine if she comes every day, but when the Maid Chief is here, Esha starts acting strange.

As Hayato sat in a chair in the dining hall drinking coffee, Esha peeked out from the door leading to the shop. She scanned the dining hall and then approached him.

"Has the Maid Chief left?"

"She just left. Did you need her for something?"

"No, even if I did, I would not want to see her."

"You should see her if you have business with her. So, did you need me?"

"Not really. I felt the Maid Chief’s presence, but she left without scolding me, so I wondered what happened. Did you perhaps appeal to her that I am a capable maid?"

"I do think you’re capable, but only in combat. Well, the Maid Chief seems to be busy with various things. Now then, I’m heading back to my room. I need to make some things to sell in the shop."

"Is that so. Then I shall return to the shop as well. Also, please have a snack ready for me at three o’clock."

"Yes, yes."

After confirming that Esha had returned to the shop, Hayato also returned to his room.

From that day on, it seemed Esha was summoned by the Maid Chief every day to report on the clan members.



		
			Chapter 41

			Animal Lover

			A week had passed since the last Clan War.

Hayato was in his room, busy making the weapon Requiem for Relic now that he had all the materials.

Ney had apparently gone all out, gathering a considerable number of Unicorn's Horns.

A Unicorn is on the weaker side as far as monsters go. But defeating one does not actually cause it to drop a horn. There are various ways to obtain them, but attempting a tame is the quickest. If your Taming Skill is 90 or below, the Unicorn will not become your pet and will instead leave its horn behind.

Ney had repeated this process over and over to obtain a large number of horns. It was an act that seemed a bit questionable to an observer, but this was a game. The Unicorns did not actually lose their horns when they left them behind, so it was a common practice.

She brought back more horns than Hayato had anticipated, so he decided he needed to thank her properly. She asked him to perform maintenance on her armor when he had time, and Hayato agreed with a smile.

(I'll have to thank everyone once the Clan War event is over. And I need to apologize for dragging them all into this.)

Hayato thought this as he checked the other materials.

Ash's group had a large amount of Snow Dragon Hide, so he received it from them. Armor made from this hide has an effect that reduces cold-based damage, and it seemed they had been stockpiling it with the intention of having Hayato craft something for them.

When he said he wanted to use some to make Relic's weapon, they agreed without a second thought. And for free. Hayato offered to pay, but Ash said something very cool, that money was not necessary if it was to strengthen the clan's forces, and handed Hayato all the hide he had.

Hayato said he would repay him someday and gratefully accepted it.

And then there was the Moonlight Grass.

Hayato had gathered this himself from the nearby Eldmull Forest. Of course, not alone, but with Ash and his group.

He also gathered a large amount of Scattering Grass at the same time.

Not as an ingredient for sunscreen, but to make Invisible, a magic powder that grants transparency. The Maid Chief had given him the manufacturing method, so Hayato could now make it as well. He had no use for it at the moment, but he decided to make some just in case it might be useful for something.

(I've been relying on Ash and the others so much. Someday, I'll try to listen to their stories about dragons and curses and see if it triggers a quest. I don't know if I'll be of any use in that quest, though.)

Hayato thought this, but everything would have to wait until after the Clan War. He did not have time for it now. Not only did he need to strengthen their forces and prepare for the Clan War, he also had to create a situation where they would definitely fight a top-ranking clan. There was never enough time.

(I've just been lucky so far. I'll have to keep relying on luck, but I need to do everything I can.)

With these thoughts, Hayato went about making Relic's weapon.

"Master, a customer is here who says they have something they want you to make."

Around three in the afternoon, Esha came to Hayato's room. As usual, Esha did not knock, but he had given up on that.

"Did you hear what kind of item it is?"

He was currently making Relic's weapon. He had plenty of materials, but the probability of crafting it as a five-star item was quite low. He wanted to finish it as soon as possible, so he thought about declining if it was a request that would take a lot of time.

"It is food. They want you to make some pet food. Apparently, they cannot make it with their own skill, so they have brought the ingredients."

"Is that so? Then I guess it is fine. I was thinking of turning them down if I had to prepare the ingredients myself."

Hayato left the room with Esha and moved to the shop area.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, huh?"

There stood the female NPC who had been taming the Lucky Rabbit in Eldmull Forest.

"Oh! So you were the owner of this shop!"

"Master, are you acquainted with this customer?"

Hayato explained the situation to Esha.

When Hayato and Ash's group were gathering wild plants in the forest, they found a rare monster called a Lucky Rabbit and gave it to the woman before them. Furthermore, they supported the woman during the taming process by giving her food and potions. He explained that in return, he received some of the wild plants she had gathered in the forest.

When he finished his story, Esha looked at him with an exasperated expression.

"You gave away a rare monster, helped with the taming, and all you received in return were some plants?"

"If you have something to say, say it clearly, no, don't. It will hurt."

"Um, really, I am so sorry... Now that I think about it, receiving plants as a thank you is strange, isn't it..."

As the female tamer started to look dejected, Esha panicked.

"Please wait a moment. Master, am I somehow becoming the bad guy here?"

Esha approached Hayato and started whispering this to him. Hayato had no way to defend her. The way Esha had said it made her sound like the bad guy.

"No matter how you hear it, it sounds like a sarcastic remark."

"I was simply stating the facts of your pathetic response. Is that not strange? In fact, my sarcasm was directed at you, Master."

"That is even worse. I will smooth things over, so leave this to me."

Hayato approached the female tamer. Then he smiled.

"Please do not worry. This maid is just a pitiful child who immediately blurts out whatever she is thinking."

"Oh, is that right? I kind of had that feeling."

"I am offended that your follow-up was not in my defense. Also, could you please elaborate on why you 'kind of had that feeling', customer."

In the end, it was probably safe to say they all took some mental damage, so it was a draw. They all fell silent, bowed once, and started over.

"Um, thank you so much for the other day! My name is Maris Sola! Please call me Maris! You do not need to be so formal either!"

"Uh, Maris-sa, right. I'm Hayato. This maid here is Esha Crown."

Surprisingly, Maris did not react to Esha's name, but he decided there was no need to explain. Besides, the awkward atmosphere from before had eased up a bit. Hayato decided to press on with the conversation in this mood.

"Could you tell me the details? You want me to make some kind of pet food?"

"That is right. You see, Arnold's, the Lucky Rabbit you gave me the other day, his appetite has been poor, and I thought maybe if I gave him something delicious to eat, his appetite would return."

The idea of a tamed monster losing its appetite made Hayato tilt his head in confusion.

He did not know much about the systems related to tamers or pets. He figured maybe a feature was included where they would start to dislike being given the same food over and over. He could not imagine Maris not knowing about such a system, but he convinced himself that maybe it behaved differently since it was a rare monster.

"Uh, I see. If it is a request where you provide the materials, I do not think it will take much time, so I will get right on it."

"Thank you so much! Of course, I will pay you a fair price, so thank you in advance!"

Maris must have been quite happy. She was practically jumping with joy.

Seeing her, Hayato felt a warm feeling inside. Maris's love for her pet was palpable.

"You must really love animals, or maybe I should say monsters?"

"Of course! When it comes to loving animals, I will not lose to anyone! I could eat three bowls of rice just watching Arnold!"

Just as he was wondering about that, Esha snorted with laughter.

"I cannot let that stand. I love animals too. Let's just say my love for them is so great that my Animal Knowledge Skill has broken its limit."

Hearing that, Hayato recalled Esha's skill composition. For some reason, Esha's Animal Knowledge Skill was at 200. And he remembered something else. Esha's Taming Skill was negative 100.

It was just like Esha, Hayato thought, but he also wondered. Just what kind of character settings did Esha have? Even for an NPC, she had too much going on.

And why on earth was she competing with Maris, a tamer, over who loved animals more?

Esha ignored Hayato's gaze and turned her body towards Maris.

"Allow me to show you my abilities. Since you call yourself a tamer, you must have tamed an honorable cat, yes? Please bring it here."

(An honorable cat...)

"I take that as a declaration of war! Very well! I will not lose a contest of who loves animals more! I will show you my power!"

Maris said this and left the shop.

"Huh? What is this? Were we not supposed to be making pet food? Why has it turned into a battle of animal lovers?"

"Rest assured, Master. I will prove that I am the greater animal lover."

"I could not care less."

After a while, Maris returned. Cradled in her arms was a slightly grumpy-looking cat. Hayato thought it was what you would call a calico cat. He had never seen one in real life, but he had seen them online.

He wondered where she had brought the cat from, but then he remembered the Tamer Guild.

He had heard that it was possible to leave tamed monsters at the guild. The Stables run by the Tamer Guild could house anything from cats to dragons. He guessed she had brought it from there.

"What do you think of my Siegfried! He can even shake hands!"

"You gave him such a strong name. You're right. He's really shaking."

Despite its sullen face, Siegfried placed its left front paw on Maris's right hand.

He could certainly understand the desire to be a tamer. It was said that many players in this game just wanted to own a cat or a dog, and that information was probably correct.

"Even I can make him shake."

Esha said this and then began to eat today's snack, a chocolate parfait, right there on the spot.

"What are you doing?"

"Preparation is necessary for all things."

If asked whether eating a chocolate parfait was necessary to make a cat shake, he could confidently answer that it was not, but it seemed to be a necessary step for Esha. So Hayato said nothing more.

Maris looked at Esha with envy, but perhaps to distract herself, she began to pet Siegfried. She kept glancing at the parfait, so she probably wanted some.

After finishing the parfait, Esha said, "Preparations complete," and approached Siegfried. Then she said, "Shake," and held out her right hand.

In that instant, she was magnificently scratched by its claws.

It was not a cat-slap. It was a full-on scratch attack. Esha's HP decreased.

But Esha was completely unfazed. She even had a smug look on her face.

"How do you like that?"

"Like what? It is pretty clear he hates you, right?"

"You are mistaken. This is shaking. I am absolutely not hated."

"If you are fine with that, then I guess it is fine, but you are taking damage, so a Potion, ah, so that is why you ate the parfait."

Sweet-type items gradually recovered HP and MP. Esha's HP, which had been damaged by Siegfried's scratch attack, gradually recovered.

Once her HP was full, Esha held out her right hand to try for another shake.

This time, she was bitten. And since the cat did not let go, she was taking continuous damage.

"How do you like that? He likes me enough to give me a gentle bite. It is my victory, is it not."

"Anyone can see that is a serious bite. And your HP is dropping faster than the parfait is healing it, so be careful."

"Siegfried is a gentle cat. I wonder why he is being so aggressive?"

(Even Maris the tamer does not know? I wonder if having a negative Taming Skill makes animals hate you...? Or maybe it is something instinctive...?)

Esha looked happy despite being bitten. With her right hand still in Siegfried's mouth, she was petting his head with her left.

Since this was a game, there was no blood, and she did not look like she was in pain, so it just looked like she was playing with a cat. The fact that she was taking damage was sad, but Esha probably did not mind. She was petting Siegfried's head with a nice smile.

It seemed like they would be like this for a while, so Hayato spoke to Maris.

"So, what kind of food should I make?"

"Oh, that is right! I'd like to request Nekomanma Deluxe!"

"...Are you not giving this to a rabbit?"

"It is a top-quality food that even dragons would enjoy!"

(Would Ash and the others enjoy it...?)

That question crossed Hayato's mind. Putting that aside, is not something called nekomanma food you give to cats? He thought so, but since it was a request, he decided to make it as asked.

The ingredients were rice, bonito flakes, fish bones, and miso soup.

Maris handed all of it to Hayato. She asked him to make as much as he could until the ingredients ran out.

Just in case, Hayato took out his beloved knife, the Adamantite Knife - Extreme, and checked the recipe.

(I cannot use this to level my skill, and Kokuryu did not have any tamers, so I did not know about this, but it requires a surprisingly high Cooking Skill. Even at my current level, the success rate is only about 80 percent. The chance of a five-star is 20 percent, which is pretty high though.)

He could not get a 100 percent success rate as he was, so he decided to go to his room and change his equipment before making it. He told Maris this and moved to his room.

"Alright, let's just make as much as I can."

Hayato put on his equipment that increased his cooking success rate and began making Nekomanma Deluxe.

"Here you go. Ten in total. Four five-stars, two four-stars, and four three-stars."

Hayato returned to the dining hall after about five minutes and handed the food to Maris. The five-star creation rate was higher than he expected, so Hayato was satisfied.

However, Maris tilted her head as she accepted it.

"I only gave you enough ingredients for ten, so why are there ten? Even with a Cooking Skill of 100, the success rate should only be 80 percent, so is that not strange? And is it not strange that there are no one-star or two-star items?"

"That is a secret. Let's just say you can do things like that when you master the Cooking Skill."

The reason was more about having the right equipment than mastering the skill, but Hayato said that anyway.

And inwardly, he felt quite smug. He was sure there were other players who could do the same thing, but he thought there were probably few players who had the best equipment for the Cooking Skill.

"As for payment, since you brought the materials, it is free. It was only ten items, after all."

Maris was surprised by Hayato's words. Then she started to panic.

"I cannot let you do that! Please, at least take this 100,000 G! It might not be enough for this quality, but!"

"Master, you should accept proper payment for such things. Underselling your skills is disrespectful to other craftsmen."

Esha, still being bitten by Siegfried, said this. Her HP was below half, but she still was not trying to pull her hand away.

He wondered if she had been like that the whole time, but he agreed that Esha was right.

A skill deserves its proper price. To undersell it is like saying that other craftsmen's skills are also cheap.

"You are right. I understand. I will accept the money then."

Hayato accepted the money from Maris. 100,000 G was by no means a small amount. He was impressed that Maris was the kind of person who could easily part with that much for her Lucky Rabbit.

(Well, she is an NPC, not a person, though.)

Maris asked if she could feed it to him right there, and Hayato gave his permission. He was curious to see if it would actually eat the food he made.

Maris cautiously gave the highest quality Nekomanma Deluxe to the Lucky Rabbit, Arnold.

Arnold sniffed the food, fun fun, and then began to eat it vigorously.

"Oh, it worked! He is eating with such gusto!"

"I am glad. His appetite should be back now."

"Yes! Thank you so much! You have been a great help! ...Um, if it is alright, could I ask you to make food again sometime?"

"Of course. If you bring the ingredients, I will make it for the same price. But I might have to turn you down when a Clan War is near."

"Of course! Whenever you have time is fine!"

Afterwards, Maris left with Arnold, who had finished his meal, and Siegfried, who had been continuously biting Esha.

"Oh, Sieg...!"

"Are you not getting a little too attached?"

"That was the first honorable cat to warm up to me so much. I feel like my heart is being torn apart. I will have her bring him when she visits the shop again. She will not be allowed in the shop unless she is accompanied by the honorable cat."

"Warmed up to you? He bit you until your HP was almost gone, right?"

"A normal honorable cat would go for the neck. Just biting my finger is proof that he likes me."

"Did you do something in a past life?"

After that conversation, Hayato returned to his room to make Relic's weapon.

The next day, Maris came rushing in, her face pale.

"Please! Let me join your clan! There is a clan I absolutely have to defeat!"



		
			Chapter 42

			Elder Griffon

			Maris, who had arrived before the shop even opened, seemed to be in quite a panic.

She only said she wanted to defeat a clan, but I did not know the circumstances at all. So I decided to ask for the details.

I only knew Maris as a tamer, but there was a chance she was strong. A calculating part of me was at work, thinking that if it meant strengthening the clan's forces, it would be worthwhile.

According to Maris, in a Clan War Betting Match, a certain monster had been put up as a wager.

It was by the currently third-ranked clan, Blood Knights. A clan made up of five tamers and five monsters.

All of them were mounted on monsters, and their attacks, which utilized that mobility, were like lightning. Hayato had heard of their style, repeating hit and away tactics to win without letting the opponent do anything.

The monster that clan was betting was a rare animal, a male calico cat.

Hayato had not even known that animals and monsters had genders, but apparently, it was quite a rare animal in the tamer community.

"I was hoping he could become a husband for my Siegfried!"

"You named a female Siegfried? And that is the reason you came here so early in the morning?"

"S-sorry. I am not in any clan, so I thought this was the only place I could ask! Also, you seem like a nice person, Hayato-san!"

"That is not a compliment, you know?"

Normally, he would turn down such a request, but the fact that the opponent was ranked third was appealing. There were three Clan Wars left. He had been wanting to fight and win against a clan in the top five at least once.

He had been so busy making Requiem lately that he had not noticed, but if there was such a Betting Match, he would want to fight them somehow, even without Maris's situation.

But he did not understand the reason for putting up a male calico cat in a Betting Match. The Blood Knights were currently in third place. If they were after prize money, they would choose a Random Match.

If they fought a lower-ranked clan that took the bait, they would get fewer points even if they won, and there was a possibility they could fall out of the ranking race.

(Or is it a trap to lure in an easy to beat team? If they want to stay in the top five, a fight with an A-rank clan is unavoidable. But A-rank clans vary in strength. If a weak or easy to beat A-rank clan takes the bet, they can win and secure their spot in the top five... something like that, I guess.)

In a Betting Match, it is possible to refuse an opponent who makes an offer.

If the wager is not suitable, of course, there is no need to fight. It is possible to fight even if someone wagers an unsuitable item, like Hayato did two times ago, but unless there is a very good reason, most people would not.

And while you could choose a low-ranking clan to earn prize money, whether that matchup would be approved is another story. An investigation would be conducted to prevent match-fixing.

(I wonder if they took various circumstances into account for my last Betting Match. Diite seemed to know the situation somehow, well, that is fine. Our clan is A-rank. From their perspective and the game management's perspective, we are a suitable opponent. Now the question is what to bet.)

In Hayato's mind, he was already thinking about fighting. Until yesterday, he thought it might be impossible to fight a top-five clan, but this situation had fallen into his lap, and his mind was already made up.

(If the wager is a tamed animal, it is better if we do the same, right? But I do not know how valuable a male calico cat is. Does Maris have an animal or monster of comparable value?)

Hayato looked at Maris, who had an expectant look in her eyes.

"You will join the clan and fight with us, right, Maris?"

"Yes! Is what I would like to say, but I might not be much of a help... I have not tamed any very powerful monsters, so I am not that strong."

"So conversely, if you tamed a powerful monster, you could become strong, is that right?"

"W-well, yes, but, um, I do not have any friends... and taming a powerful monster requires a certain amount of strength..."

"Do not say sad things like you do not have friends. But if that is the case, I might have an idea..."

He could not do it himself, but Ash and the others were there. He could just have them help tame a powerful monster.

"I want to confirm one more thing. Do you have a tamed animal or monster that is comparable to a male calico cat? For a Betting Match, we need to wager something too. I know you probably do not want to bet a pet, but if we do not, they might not accept. And there is also the possibility that we lose the Clan War and they take your pet. If you are going to ask my clan for help, I would like you to have that much resolve."

This was a deal that had merits for Hayato too, so it was not right to push too many demerits onto Maris, but he wanted to confirm just how resolved she was. The reason was for her pet's husband. He could not have her just saying, "Sorry we lost."

"I am the one asking, so that is only natural! I have a rare monster tamed, so I am thinking of betting it. I convinced it yesterday and got its consent to be part of the wager!"

"I see... yes, I understand your resolve, Maris. So what kind of monster is it?"

"Yes, I brought it with me!"

"Huh? It is outside?"

"No, it is right here!"

Maris took something out of her Item Bag and held it out to Hayato. There was some kind of black insect on Maris's palm.

"What is this?"

"You do not know!? It is a rhinoceros beetle! A Hercules Beetle! It is a pretty rare monster!"

"Oh, it is a rhinoceros beetle? And it is treated as a monster? Is it valuable? And you convinced this guy?"

According to Maris, she spent a very long time convincing it. Wondering if the Taming Skill let you talk to monsters, he decided for now that there was no problem. According to Maris, at the Tamer Guild's pet auction, its price was comparable to a male calico cat.

"Alright. I cannot say for sure, but I will try to challenge the other clan to a fight by betting this little guy. But it is all up to them, so if it does not work out, you will have to give up."

"Y-yes, I suppose that cannot be helped..."

"It is out of the question to give up, Master."

Esha came in from the entrance, throwing the door open with force.

"Good morning, Esha. Did you hear everything even though you just came in?"

"Good morning. Yes, I heard everything. A husband for Siegfried... If they have a baby, please give me one. If I tame it from childhood, it should become my loyal pet. Rest assured. I will raise it to be a cat you can be proud of anywhere."

"Uh, yes, if they have a baby, please take good care of it."

"The deal is done. Master, this Esha Crown is more motivated than ever before."

"So you had less motivation before? Well, whatever. Now then, Maris, we need you to become a fighting force right away, so I would like you to tame a strong monster... Do you have anything you would like?"

"Huh? B-but, I am basically a solo player, so I cannot tame very strong monsters..."

"I will ask my friends for that. See, you remember the people I was with when you got the Lucky Rabbit, right? Those two are strong, so I think they can handle most monsters."

"R-really!? Then a Griffon! A Griffon, please!"

A Griffon is a monster with the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion.

Hayato was not very familiar with which monsters could be tamed, but he knew about Griffons.

In this game, there are rideable animals like horses and donkeys, but they are just for ground travel. Griffons are different. They are rideable monsters that can fly. There are several rideable monsters that can fly, but the most famous one in this game is probably the Griffon.

To command a Griffon, you need a high Taming Skill, but to ride one, you also need a high Riding Skill. Hayato had never actually seen one flying, but he had always dreamed of it.

"Oh, a Griffon, that is great. I do not know where they live, but do you, Maris?"

"Yes! I have always wanted to tame one, so I know the location well!"

"Then I will contact my friends. I think I can reach them right away, so just wait a moment."

Maris said, "I will go get ready," and happily left the base.

Only Hayato and Esha remained.

"I think it would be better to tame a dragon or something."

"In terms of strength, maybe, but Ash and the others might not like that, so a Griffon should be fine."

Dragons are ground-based mounts. They are strong, but they cannot fly. That was a negative for Hayato. There was also the hope that maybe two people could ride one.

"Well, when it comes to dragons, it is like you have already tamed Ash-sama and the others, Hayato-sama... I got chills just saying that."

"What are you saying so early in the morning?"

After that, he introduced Maris to Ash and the others when they came to the base, and had them head to the habitat.

At that time, Ren happened to see the beetle and fainted for a bit, but it seemed there was no cause for concern.

(She is fine with curses, but not with bugs...? And is not she a dragon?)

Hayato thought this as he returned to his room to make Relic's equipment.

The next day, Ash and the others came to the base.

It was Ash, Ren, and Maris. All three of them had slightly troubled looks on their faces, so he guessed there had been some kind of problem.

"A problem with taming the Griffon?"

"Not a problem, exactly, but I was hoping to borrow your help for a bit, Hayato."

"Huh? Mine?"

"Actually, there is a rare Griffon monster. It is a pretty strong monster called an Elder Griffon... and I am hoping to have Maris tame it."

"Elder... a Griffon that is a senior or an elder? What do you mean you need my help to tame it?"

According to Ash, some rare monsters could be forcibly summoned by preparing specific items.

The problem was the method to summon the Elder Griffon. It was possible by offering a Dragon Steak at an altar on the summit of a certain mountain, but the Dragon Steak had to be made at that summit.

To get to the summit, you had to pass through a place called the Swamp of Decay, and any food you brought through there would spoil. In other words, you could not prepare it in advance and bring it with you.

The system was that after passing through the swamp, you had to defeat a dragon on that mountain, make a Dragon Steak from it, and then offer it to finally face the Elder Griffon.

"That is a pretty complicated method. But I see. So I just need to go to the summit with you and make a Dragon Steak there, right?"

"Are you sure you can do it?"

"Of course. But will it be okay with just you, Ash, and me? Should we go with the whole clan? The Elder Griffon is strong, right?"

"The goal is to tame it, so I do not think we need a lot of fighting strength. If it comes down to it, I will turn into a dragon and defeat it, so it is not necessary. The problem is healing."

Taming generates a monster's Hate Value. During the taming process, Maris would likely be attacked.

"I can draw its hate with my War Cry, but I cannot attack, so I cannot generate that much. Maris will probably take a lot of damage too. Even if Ren halves its attack power with Dragon Curse, it will probably still be tough. Against a rare monster, there is a limit to how much you can heal with potions... Do you know anyone who can use healing magic, Hayato?"

Hayato had someone in mind.

In his former clan, Kokuryu, there were members who role-played as clerics or holy knights skilled in recovery magic, but the person Hayato had in mind was Diite, whom he had met recently.

"I will try contacting him. I do not know if he will help. You need him right away, right?"

Hayato said this and then contacted Diite.

Diite readily accepted Hayato's offer.

"If it means I can earn your trust, I would not be averse to it. Let us go at once."

True to his word, Diite came right away.

And so, a party of five, Hayato, Ash, Ren, Maris, and Diite, came to the mountain where the Elder Griffon resided, Balitoa.

It was a mountain further north of the Royal Capital, an area where animal-type monsters often appeared.

Walking up the mountain path was not tiring, so Hayato simply enjoyed the climb. It was a rare experience, so you could even say he was in a picnic mood.

Monsters appeared, but they were no match for Ash and the others. He heard that stronger monsters would appear further up the summit, but even if they were strong, this party would not have a hard time. Hayato thought this and walked leisurely up the mountain path.

That said, he was not just walking up the mountain path. He was closely watching Maris's and Diite's fighting styles.

Maris fought with physical attacks. She carried a large shield that could cover her entire body and a fairly long weapon called a lance. Maris said that once she tamed a Griffon, she would fight as a Griffon Rider.

Tamers did not just fight by setting their monsters on enemies. By riding them, they could become one with the monster and perform coordinated attacks. The ones who did this best were probably the Blood Knights, whom they were scheduled to fight next.

(Maris alone is not very strong at the moment due to her skill composition. But if she rides an Elder Griffon, she might become quite strong. I really hope she succeeds in taming it. And as for Diite...)

Hayato had been worried about whether his friends and Diite could coordinate well, but that was unnecessary.

Diite's support was just that precise. From support magic to recovery magic, and sometimes even attack magic, he used them without drawing the monster's Hate Value, and you could even say he was making the entire party run smoothly.

"Diite is not so much strong as he is skilled."

"Is that so? I believe I am taking the most efficient course of action."

"Hayato is right. Being able to fight without worrying about anything is a blessing for a frontline class."

"That is right! My support magic never runs out, and he always heals me based on the situation. I think I am fighting better than usual!"

"...Is not your role overlapping with mine a little...? But my curse power is superior!"

Ash and Maris were full of praise, but only Ren was showing a competitive spirit.

"What can I say, this is all to earn your trust, Hayato-kun. Now, let us go to the summit. You are going to tame an Elder Griffon, are you not?"

Diite said this cheerfully, and everyone nodded.

(Does not seem to be a problem. Esha does not seem to think very highly of Diite, but Ash and the others do not seem to mind. Maybe I will try to persuade Esha next time.)

Hayato thought this as he climbed the mountain path.

Three hours later, Hayato and the others reached the summit.

They had passed through the Swamp of Decay, defeated a dragon near the summit, and obtained dragon bone-in meat. All that was left was to make the Dragon Steak and offer it at the altar.

But before that, Hayato was amazed by the view from the summit. He was moved by a sight he rarely got to see even in reality.

A boundless land spread out before his eyes. The small Royal Capital visible in the distance. To the east, a vast ocean, and the clouds were below him. The summit was a rocky place, but the view from there was a magnificent sight.

"Hayato-kun, what do you think of the view from here?"

Diite called out to the moved Hayato. Hayato let out one deep breath and looked at Diite.

"Yeah, it is a wonderful view. And in autumn it will turn red, and in winter it will turn white with snow, right? It is a view that makes you want to come back again and again."

"I thought you would say that, Hayato-kun. Yes, this world is wonderful. I implore you to go not just here, but to various places and see them with your own eyes."

While wondering about the cheerful Diite, Hayato looked around again.

(I have been so focused on production that I have not really gone anywhere. Once the Clan War is over and I have some free time, maybe a trip with everyone would be nice. If I do not get the prize money, I will have to look for a job, though.)

After remembering something practical for a moment, he psyched himself up to work hard so that would not happen.

And he began preparations to make the Dragon Steak. Hayato took out his cooking equipment, which he rarely brought outside the base, and equipped it. Unfortunately, he did not have any Salt-grilled Saury, but he figured it would not be a problem and started cooking.

"Hayato, this is hard to say, but you look really weird."

At Ash's words, Ren and Maris nodded in agreement. Only Diite seemed to have no particular opinion.

He was wearing a chef's hat, a pastry chef's apron, sushi chef's geta, and other equipment that increased his DEX. It was certainly a strange outfit, but this was his ultimate equipment for cooking.

"What do you want me to do, I need it to increase my cooking success rate. I do not want to dress like this outside my room either."

Hayato took out his favorite knife and selected Dragon Steak from the menu.

A few minutes later, he had made five Dragon Steaks. The quality was one five-star, one four-star, and three three-stars.

"Well, that means we have five chances."

"Making a Dragon Steak with 100 percent success is weird, is not it? I was thinking we would be lucky to get one."

"It is thanks to this weird outfit. Anyway, let's summon it right away."

Hayato switched back to his normal equipment and handed the Dragon Steak to Maris.

Maris nodded and placed the Dragon Steak in a spot surrounded by stones.

"It is coming!"

Maris shouted and pointed to the sky, and Hayato could see something flying through the air at high speed. It was gradually getting closer.

It was definitely a Griffon.

Just as Hayato thought that, the flying Griffon's body slam hit Maris directly.

Maris blocked it with her shield, but she was blown away so far that the expression knockback felt lukewarm. She was clearly blown back about ten meters.

And Maris's HP was 0. She was defeated in one hit.



		
			Chapter 43

			Griffon Rider

			"Whoa, seriously. Ash! What do we do!?"

Hayato checked with Ash. They could not tame it without Maris. It was either retreat or Ash would transform into a dragon and fight.

But Ash did not transform into a dragon. Instead, he used a skill called War Cry that generated hate to draw the Griffon's attention.

"Ren, use Dragon Curse to lower its STR! Diite, use a resurrection spell on Maris! Hayato, hide somewhere around here!"

Hearing those words, Hayato remembered. Diite's Holy Magic was at 100. That meant he could use resurrection magic too. It meant she could be revived right there without having to return to the base or a church.

His own treatment was rough, but it was to be expected. Hayato obediently hid behind a rock.

"Ash-kun, I cannot use the resurrection spell right now. Please generate a little more Hate Value. It would be a problem if the Griffon came after me."

The resurrection spell generated a lot of Hate Value. If he used it now, the Griffon would start attacking Diite. That would make it impossible to recover, so Diite's opinion was reasonable.

Without looking at Diite, Ash replied with just, "Got it!"

After that, Ash continued to periodically use War Cry and other low-damage, high-hate skills. He did not count how many times he used them, but after a certain point, Diite used the resurrection spell.

A faint magic circle of light appeared where Maris was down, and feather-like objects fell from the sky. After that effect, Maris stood up. Then she looked around, bewildered.

"I cannot believe I was defeated in one hit! That is an amazing Griffon!"

"Do not look so happy about being defeated. Uh, want to drink a slightly stronger potion? I think a High Potion would fully restore your HP right away."

As Hayato said that, Diite spoke up, "Stop that."

"Using a high-recovery potion will generate more Hate Value than necessary. If you are going to restore HP, you should use a regular potion."

"That is a good point!"

Maris said this and started drinking a potion she had. It was a highest-quality potion with no cool down time.

I see, Hayato thought. As expected, when it came to combat, everyone else's knowledge was superior to his. He decided it was best to stay quiet and hid behind the rock again.

After that, they seemed to be handling the situation with ease.

Ash drew the Griffon's attention, Maris tamed it, Ren lowered the Griffon's STR, and Diite healed Ash and Maris. Due to the taming, Maris was occasionally attacked, but she was not defeated.

In that case, the only remaining issue was the taming, so Hayato felt relieved. He thought that at this rate, it would just be a matter of time before she could tame it.

But thirty minutes later, Maris's taming still had not succeeded.

"Um, is it possible that you cannot tame an Elder Griffon?"

Hayato asked this to Diite, who was closest to his hiding spot. All the others seemed busy.

"No, that is not the case. It is simply that Maris-kun is unlucky. That said, the probability is likely around one percent, so perhaps it is not unlucky, but normal."

He felt like asking how he knew that, but Hayato was a little relieved. It meant they were not doing something pointless. If the taming success rate was zero, it would have all been for nothing.

Diite was supporting his allies with recovery and support magic as if there was no problem at all. He had thought it on the way here too, but you could call him flawlessly precise.

But there was something that bothered Hayato.

Diite had not run out of MP. There were several ways to recover MP. Drinking juice was the quickest. However, you could not bring food or drinks to this place. And he did not seem to be doing anything to recover it.

"Are you okay on MP?"

"Rest assured. I have the Meditation, Chakra, and Spirit Worship Skills, so my natural MP recovery is fast. In this situation, I probably won't run out of MP."

Diite said this calmly.

Hayato knew that such skills existed. They were all skills that increased natural MP regeneration and were said to be essential for mages. Still, Hayato wondered.

(Did I see those in the skills he showed me...?)

Hayato could not remember if Diite's skill composition had those. He had opposing skills like Necromancy and Holy Magic, so he had forgotten about the other skills. He remembered they were mage-type skills, but he had not memorized all of them.

There was no point in worrying about it, so Hayato stopped thinking.

And he looked at Maris.

She was repeatedly trying to tame the Griffon, but it was completely ignoring her. Since Ash was drawing its Hate Value, she was not being attacked much, but she looked tired from using the Taming Skill so much.

She probably was not physically tired, but her face looked so strained you could say she was mentally exhausted. But in the next moment, Maris slapped her own cheeks.

"Fire myself up! I have decided to make this one my friend! Everyone! I know this is tough, but please bear with me! Uooooo! Let's go on an adventure together! I will brush you every day!"

Maris fired herself up and began taming.

(She is pretty passionate. Ren-chan got influenced and is shouting 'Uooooo!' too. Ash is smiling like he finds it endearing, so the mood has improved a bit. I do not really get Diite, though.)

For now, Hayato started cheering for her in his heart.

After another fifteen minutes, the Griffon began to glow.

This was the effect for a successful taming. The Griffon stopped attacking Ash, approached Maris, and nuzzled its head against her.

"I-I did it!"

Maris also hugged the Griffon's neck. And she hugged it tightly.

Figuring it was safe now, Hayato approached Maris and the others.

"Uh, congratulations. You finally succeeded in taming it."

"Yes! It is all thanks to everyone! I think I can be a valuable asset in the Clan War now!"

"I am counting on you. Now then, shall we use a Ring of Teleportation to go back to the base?"

Just as Hayato was about to use the ring, Diite stopped him.

"Wait. Should we not confirm the Griffon's strength? I do not believe the monster will remain at its current strength as a pet. And does Maris-kun not wish to try riding and fighting with it?"

"I agree. I think it would be strong even if you just set it on enemies, but I want to see for myself how strong Maris is when she is riding it. We will have to coordinate in the next Clan War, after all."

Ash agreed with Diite's words. Hayato also wanted to confirm that, so he looked at Maris.

"Then let's try fighting the dragon that was nearby! Uh, it is okay to defeat a hardline dragon, right? I think you were talking about that when we got the dragon bone-in meat."

"That is right. Only hardline dragons are on this mountain, so it is okay to defeat them."

In the dragon community, Ash and Ren belonged to the moderate faction. They only defeated hardline dragons. They said they just talked with dragons from the moderate faction.

With Ash's permission, Maris mounted the Griffon.

With her lance and shield, she looked quite respectable. You could call her a Griffon Rider.

Seeing her, there was something that bothered Hayato.

"I want to ask, can two people ride that? Is it possible for me to ride with you? If we are going to fly, I would love to."

A Griffon is a rideable monster that can fly. Hayato himself did not have the Riding Skill, but he hoped that if two people could ride, he might be able to fly.

"That is impossible. You cannot even ride double on a horse."

At Maris's words, Hayato was a little disappointed, thinking it was impossible due to the game's specifications. He really wanted them to implement two-person riding. He even thought about sending a request to the game's management.

"You think of some interesting things, Hayato-kun."

"Huh? You think so? Do not you want to try flying?"

"No, not that, but the two-person riding."

Is it? Hayato wondered. This was such a realistic virtual reality. It seemed like something like that should be possible.

(But then again, everyone here is an NPC. The specifications are the laws of the world they live in. It is probably not strange that they find my opinion interesting.)

"Hayato, Diite, let's get going. Maris is getting antsy and looks like she is about to go wild."

At Ash's voice, Hayato came to his senses and moved from the summit with Diite.

"Maris-san, you are amazing!"

It was no wonder Ren was surprised. Maris controlled the Griffon with a skill that was hard to believe for a first-timer, toying with the dragon. The damage she dealt to the dragon was especially high, and it looked like she could defeat it one-on-one.

To begin with, the Elder Griffon was strong enough to defeat a dragon on its own. If she had just set it on the dragon without riding, it would have been defeated quickly.

And now Maris was riding and fighting, and it was still strong. In addition to her lance attacks, the Griffon would follow up with scratches from its claws and pecks from its beak.

"Maris-kun's Riding Skill must be high. It adds a damage bonus to attacks while riding. For every 10 points, it increases power by one percent. If she has 100, that is a 10 percent increase in power. Her Spear Arts Skill must also be 100, and there are probably other skills that increase damage. The Elder Griffon also has a bonus for mounted attacks. Combined, they must have a considerable damage bonus."

"You know a lot, do you not?"

Hayato was impressed by Diite's explanation.

Hayato also had basic knowledge of skills, but since the Clan War started, that kind of information was no longer available online. It was not clearly written in the in-game skill descriptions either. Now, the only information available was from the past or from one's own testing.

Diite had such valuable information. It might be natural for an NPC, but Hayato was genuinely impressed.

"Even if I know much, I have never tried it. It is merely knowledge."

In a game, that knowledge is the most important thing, but Diite did not seem particularly proud. He had a look on his face like it was only natural.

"I-I did it!"

Maris's declaration of victory echoed through the mountains. She had really defeated the dragon all by herself. Ren was applauding Maris as she raised her lance in a victory pose. Ash was also impressed.

Hayato was pleased, thinking this would be a sufficient addition to their forces. They had the mercenary members, but he had been feeling a lack of attackers, so getting a powerful force now was a blessing.

And Maris's weapons and armor were ordinary. If he made better equipment with his Blacksmithing Skill, it would lead to a further increase in their strength. Hayato calculated that far and did a mental fist pump.

After that, Hayato used a Ring of Teleportation to return to the base. At the base, Esha, who had been minding the shop, greeted them.

It seemed she was greeting the Griffon Maris had tamed rather than Hayato and the others. When she saw the Griffon, her eyes widened, and she staggered towards it.

"What magnificent plumage. Maris-sama, may I touch it? I will touch it even if you say no."

"That is fine, but in your case, Esha-san, will you not die? Its attack power is insane."

Esha had been constantly bitten by the cat, Siegfried. His attack power was low, so even Esha could withstand it, but the Griffon's attack power was high. She probably would not be able to take it.

"I will revive at the base, so I do not mind... is what I would like to say, but on second thought, resurrection is at the Maid Guild. If I return at this hour, I do not know what the Maid Chief will say to me, so I will refrain. Master, could you make me a highly defensive maid outfit? One made of adamantite, five stars, and please hurry."

"There is no such maid outfit. Why do not you just have Diite-chan cast a defense-boosting support spell on you?"

Esha and Diite looked at each other.

"Could I ask you to?"

"You are an interesting one, Esha-kun. Well, I do not mind."

And so, Esha was pecked by the Griffon's beak but still enjoyed its plumage. However, the blow was heavy. Every time she petted it, Esha was on the verge of death, and Diite would use recovery magic on her.

That continued for about ten minutes.

Maris and Diite were clearly giving Hayato looks that said, "Please make her stop." He thought he wanted them to say it to Esha directly, but as the leader of this clan, he decided to do something and spoke to Esha.

"Diite-chan is about to run out of MP, so could you stop soon?"

"There are many melon juices in the storage. Please bring them to me. I need them urgently."

"Those are for the Clan War."

He and Ash had to pull the selfish Esha away to finally calm things down.



		
			Chapter 44

			Expanding Our Forces and a Strange Matchup

			A week had passed since Maris made the Elder Griffon her pet.

During that time, Hayato had completed Relic's weapon, Requiem. He planned to give it to him today, but instead of Relic, it was Maris who came to the base's dining hall, looking angry for some reason.

Diite, who had been visiting a lot recently, was also there, so the three of them ended up talking.

"Um, could you tell me in detail why you are angry?"

"Listen to this! It is true that tamed monsters can raise their stats and skills by fighting, just like us! But is it not pitiful to make them charge in defenselessly just for efficiency's sake! Another orange juice, please!"

Drowning her sorrows not in sake, but in juice. When he gave her an orange juice, Maris drank it all in one gulp.

"Uh, I do not really get it, what happened?"

It was probably a story a tamer would understand, but Hayato did not get it. Thinking it would be difficult to get it from Maris, he tried to ask Diite.

"Tamed monsters can be made stronger than they are now. Or rather, they are not that strong immediately after being tamed."

"Huh? I feel like it was pretty strong right after being tamed, though?"

There were not many monsters that could defeat a dragon single-handedly. The Elder Griffon could clearly be called a strong monster.

"It is true that some monsters are strong from their initial state. In other words, if you train them, they become even stronger. Monsters also have stats and skills. These can be improved by fighting. In that respect, they are the same as us."

"I see. So why is Maris angry?"

"There are efficient ways to raise skills, are there not? A similar thing can be done with tamed monsters. I imagine she does not approve of the method."

When Diite looked at Maris and asked her that, Maris let out a deep sigh and then nodded.

"Monsters have something called resistance skills. It is like a benefit for pets that cannot equip weapons or armor. They can gain resistance to fire or ice in their natural state, but you can raise that by taking that kind of attack."

If you want to raise your fire resistance skill, you take fire attacks. By repeatedly taking such attacks, the resistance skill eventually rises to 100. At 100, the specification is that you can nullify that attack.

Of course, you cannot get all resistance skills to 100, so the mainstream approach is to get just one to 100. The true pleasure of being a tamer is using multiple pets for different situations.

"I understand about the pet skills. So, what is this about not liking the method?"

"They were making their tamed monster charge into a place with a lot of weak monsters and not letting it fight back... Is not that pitiful! Even if it takes almost no damage, seeing a pet getting beaten up like that made me so angry!"

There are roughly two types of monsters. Monsters that do nothing even when they see a player, and monsters that attack as soon as they recognize a player.

The pet Maris saw was all alone in a swarm of attacking monsters. And it was getting beaten up by the surrounding monsters. This was a common method for raising a pet's resistance skills.

(I see. The person doing it was probably an efficiency-focused player. And Maris, who loves pets, disliked that act. But I wonder. To save time, maybe an inhumane way of leveling is necessary. And right now, it is during a Clan War event. They might want to strengthen their pet as quickly as possible.)

Hayato did not know what the best thing to say was. As he was worrying, Diite peered into his face.

"What do you think of such an act, Hayato-kun?"

It was a difficult question. In reality, he would definitely not do it. But this was a game. The pet did not feel pain, and it would not get angry because of it. Regardless of how it looked, the method was not bad.

Hayato thought about it and came up with an answer.

"Even if it is for efficiency, I do not really like the idea of making a pet charge into a swarm of monsters. But I had a lot of monsters hunted to raise my production skills, so I cannot criticize other people."

At Hayato's words, both Maris and, for some reason, Diite looked happy.

"What are you talking about! Monsters and pets are different! You have to clearly separate them between allies and not! But I am glad you think that way, Hayato-san!"

"I am of the same opinion. One must make a clear distinction between friend and foe. Even if it is an enemy, I would not want them to be tormented."

To the two of them, there was apparently a clear difference between pets and monsters. Hayato had seen them both in the same category, so he was inwardly anxious that his answer, which indirectly suggested he disliked the act of defeating monsters and obtaining a large amount of materials, might be disliked, but that was not the case.

It was not that Hayato had answered in a way to be liked. He genuinely thought so. This game was so realistic it felt like reality. Even if the pet did not feel pain and it was for skill improvement, he would not feel good seeing his own pet get beaten up.

(I do not think anything of multiple people ganging up on a monster, though. And I do not think anything of defeating an opponent in a Clan War. What is the difference?)

He did not think he would find an answer by thinking about it, so Hayato abandoned that line of thought.

Immediately after, Maris stood up.

"Talking about it has made me feel much better!"

"That is good. Uh, are you going somewhere?"

"Yes! I am going to train Lancelot too! Of course, not in that way. I will train him with love in my own way!"

Lancelot was the name Maris had given the Griffon.

"I am off!"

Maris said this and dashed out of the dining hall. Thinking she was as energetic as ever, Hayato looked at Diite.

"Uh, are you still going to be here, Diite-chan?"

"Is it wrong for me to be here?"

"It is not wrong, but is it not boring just being here?"

"No, not at all. Many people come here, you see. It is enjoyable to talk with them. And the coffee is free here. I have taken a liking to it."

"Well, if you are fine with that."

Diite still felt strange, but he seemed to be getting along with the clan members. When he asked Ash and the others, they said they did not have a bad impression of him.

Even Esha did not seem to mind him that much anymore. It was probably because Diite had used healing magic on her when she was petting Lancelot, Hayato thought.

Because of that, he had invited Diite to join the clan again a few days ago, but he was turned down.

According to Diite, he would not be participating in the next Clan War. He did not answer when asked for the reason.

"Do not mind me. By the way, who will you be fighting in the next Clan War? I believe you chose a Betting Match."

"I am planning to fight the third-ranked clan, the Blood Knights. But I do not know if they will choose us yet. The wagers are about the same price, though."

The pet auction was different from the normal auction and was hosted by the Tamer Guild. The auction facility was also inside the Tamer Guild.

Hayato had been taken there by Maris once, and the male calico cat and the Hercules Beetle were traded for about the same price. You could even say the Hercules was slightly more expensive.

But the price was astounding. Looking at past transaction information, the minimum line was 100 million G. Hayato could not understand it.

Be that as it may, the prices were balanced. He had already applied for a betting match with the opposing clan, but there had been no reply yet.

"Fum. It seems I am trusted enough for you to tell me such information so easily."

"...Do not go selling this information anywhere, okay?"

"So it was not trust, but a slip of the tongue. You can be quite airheaded at times, Hayato-kun. Rest assured. I will not do such a thing. But I see, no reply even after applying."

"Uh, do you have any good ideas?"

"No, I do not. Let us pray that you can fight that clan. Now then, I have remembered I have an errand, so I will be going. I have disturbed you."

Diite said this and left the base.

(He is leaving after all. I still do not know why he comes here. From what everyone says, he does not seem to be a problem, so I would like him to join the clan... Oh well, it cannot be helped. I will just wait for Relic-san.)

Hayato thought this and drank his coffee.

About thirty minutes later, Relic arrived.

He said he would put the things he bought in the storage first, so Hayato was thwarted at the start, but that finished quickly, and Relic returned to the dining hall.

"Relic-san, sorry to keep you waiting. This is the weapon you requested."

Hayato said this and handed Relic the white gloves said to have been worn by a legendary butler, Requiem.

"Hayato-sama, thank you. However, this is..."

"That is the highest quality one that was made first. If you do not like it, I will remake it."

"That is not it at all. I was just surprised by its incredible performance."

The Requiem that Hayato had created, in addition to its normal performance of triple damage to undead, had the ability to halve the cool down time of hand-to-hand combat skills.

(Halving cool down time is insane.)

While Hayato was thinking that, Relic took off his old gloves and equipped Requiem. Then he started throwing punches on the spot, like shadowboxing. He even did a high kick that reached the height of his own head. The sound of the wind being cut reached Hayato's ears.

(Does equipping gloves increase the attack power of kicks too...?)

While thinking about that game-like question, Hayato asked Relic how it felt.

"How is it? It looks good to me."

"Yes, I feel like my movements have improved. Of course, this equipment does not have such a performance, but the fact that you made it for me, Hayato-sama, seems to be improving my movements. I feel like I have become younger."

Being told an embarrassing line with a smile, Hayato was the one who got flustered. Not to be outdone, Hayato replied with a smile.

"I am glad you like it. It was worth making. I am counting on you in the next Clan War."

"Of course... Now then, if you will excuse me, I will go for a test slash, or rather, a test punch. I would like to confirm how strong it is in actual combat."

"Yes, please do. There is no problem with the shopping, so please feel free to test it out."

"Yes, then I shall be on my way."

Relic bowed and left the base.

One week before the Clan War, the opponent was decided.

As Hayato had hoped, they were successfully matched with the current third-ranked clan, Blood Knights.

However, there was a point that bothered him.

In the end, the Blood Knights had not chosen Hayato's clan. They had chosen another clan, but for some reason, they ended up fighting Hayato's clan. It was a welcome development for Hayato, but he did not know why it had happened.

"Hah, I see. So that is why you called me."

"Yes, sorry to call you during the day."

"No, no, it is fine. I am an undead, so I do not have a desire for sleep. I sleep because it is good for my health, though!"

It was her usual undead joke, but the vampire Mist was a former member of the Clan Management Committee. He had called her to the base during the day to see if she knew anything about the current situation.

Mist basically slept during the day and was active at night. Hayato had requested her to procure lumber at night.

Mist had previously trained her Logging and Woodworking skills to make her own coffin, but she had given up. It had become too much of a hassle to make furniture other than coffins to raise her skills.

Still, she had continued to raise her Logging skill to 100. Hearing that, Hayato requested her to procure lumber. In exchange, Hayato would make the necessary furniture and health goods.

"The number of high-quality furniture in my mansion has increased, and I am very pleased. The health goods have also increased and are popular with my servants."

"Is that so. I am glad to hear that."

Mist lived in a country called the Demon Country.

The Demon Country was a country where demons and undead lived, but it was unknown whether it functioned as a country.

The basic principle was only freedom. You could do whatever you wanted, but you could not complain about what was done to you, and it was a place where the weak could not survive. However, there was freedom there. It was also freedom to protect the weak with order.

Mist had built a house in that country and lived there with several servants.

"Now then, Hayato-san, what you want to ask about is your opponent in the Clan War, correct?"

"It is not about the opponent, but I do not really understand why we were matched. Until the day before, we were not in a position to fight. I was wondering if you, as a former member of the Clan Management Committee, would know anything about the situation, Mist-san."

"I see. In that case, the opponent they chose was probably not approved. So, I think it was just a random match between those who were in a betting match."

"Is that how it works?"

"Yes. To prevent match-fixing, a betting match may not be approved. In that case, you get a random match with a clan that is in a betting match but does not have an opponent."

"So, it was just luck that we were matched with the Blood Knights?"

"That is right. Of course, it is not completely luck, as you are matched with those who have similar strength, rank, and the value of the items being bet."

Hayato became a little scared of his own luck.

The opponent was not allowed to fight the clan they had designated, and Hayato got to fight the clan he had hoped for. And the opponent was ranked third. Honestly, it was too good to be true.

"I want to ask one thing, is it possible to intervene in that matching?"

"That would be impossible. After all, it is God who decides the matching. We just help with that, but we have no say in the selection."

"God decides the matching?"

"Yes. We prepare some information, but basically, it is all God's decision."

(Is God the game management? Ash and the others said there was a nameless god, is it the same concept...?)

Just as Hayato was thinking that, the entrance to the base opened with a loud bang.

And three unfamiliar men entered from the entrance without any hesitation.

The man at the front glared at Hayato as if to intimidate him.

"Hey, this is the Daedalus base, right? We are the Blood Knights. Bring out your leader, a guy named Hayato."

Hayato thought this was going to be a hassle, but he approached the men to hear them out.



		
			Chapter 45

			The Thieves' Guild and Harassment

			Hayato stood before the men who had come to his headquarters.

"I'm Hayato."

"So, it's you... What the hell did you do?"

Hayato was perplexed. The man's words were so clipped he couldn't understand what he was talking about. It might have been about the matchmaking for the upcoming Clan War, but saying that outright could lead to unnecessary suspicion. To be safe, he decided to feign ignorance.

"Um, what might this be about?"

"Don't play dumb. We didn't choose your clan for the betting match. So why are we fighting you? You must have interfered somehow!"

The accusation was baseless, but it seemed Hayato's guess about the situation was correct.

"Ah, that. I was wondering about it myself, so I looked into it. This is just speculation, but it seems your match against the opponent Blood Knights-san designated wasn't approved. In that case, I heard it becomes a random match between clans participating in betting matches."

Hayato simply repeated what Mist had told him. In the first place, it was impossible to interfere with Clan War matchmaking. It was troublesome to be accused of such a thing.

But explaining the situation and having the other party accept it were two different things. They were not convinced.

The man grabbed the front of Hayato's shirt and brought his face close.

"Listen here, buddy. I know that much about the system. The problem is why our match against the opponent we chose wasn't approved. They were A-rank, and the items we bet were of similar value. Why was that rejected, but a match with your clan was approved, huh?"

"I wouldn't know the answer to that. Could you please check with the Clan Management Committee?"

It was clearly a mistake to ask Hayato for that reason. He gave the answer anyone would think of.

"...Fine. Then you're coming with us. If you claim to be innocent, you won't have a problem coming along, right?"

Even if he was innocent, there was no reason for Hayato to go, but he figured saying no would only drag things out, so he decided to go with them.

Hayato explained the situation to Mist and Esha, who was minding the shop.

Esha was exasperated by his explanation.

"Why would you say you'll go? You should just leave them be. It's nothing but a false accusation."

"If I don't go, I think it'll just drag on even longer. I don't want them hanging around here whining, either."

"I doubt you'll get through to people like that. Well, be careful."

With only that, Esha returned to the shop.

"I think so too, you know."

"You think so too, Mist-san?"

"Yes, it's just a baseless accusation. They're probably trying to intimidate and threaten you. It's like starting the battle before the Clan War even begins. It happened a lot in the previous Clan War."

(So that's how it is. But players can't fight each other outside of Clan Wars, and even if I were attacked, there's no pain. I don't think it works as a threat. Well, they look tough, so I guess they seem scary, but that's about it.)

A player's appearance could be customized to some extent, but it was fundamentally the same as in real life. You could change your hairstyle or dye your hair, but that was about it. This meant the man was probably tough-looking in reality, too.

From a personal information protection standpoint, having one's appearance be the same as in real life felt risky, but you had to agree to it in the contract before starting the game. Your name was also the same as your real one. Hayato's real name was Hayato. In this game, you couldn't fake your appearance or your real name.

Some people had objected to it at first, but there had been no announcement from the administration about it. Their stance was essentially, "If you can't agree, don't play."

Hayato recalled this as he stepped outside the headquarters.

Outside were monsters that the members of the Blood Knights were likely riding. Three Fenrirs.

Fenrir was a large wolf, about three meters long. Like the Elder Griffon, it was strong enough to hunt a dragon on its own and could also wield magic. It was no exaggeration to say it was the most popular pet in the tamer community.

Its popularity was due to its strength, but many people probably fell in love with its dog-like appearance. The biggest reason, however, was its movement speed.

Fenrir was the fastest rideable pet. If a player's speed without enhancements was one, Fenrir's speed was four. A normal riding pet was around two, so Fenrir could move at twice that speed.

The combat in this game had a large action component. High movement speed was a considerable advantage.

Surrounded by the Blood Knights on their Fenrirs, Hayato began walking toward the Royal Capital.

After a short while, even Hayato could tell. They were clearly not heading toward the facility where you could register for clans. If anything, they were heading toward a place in the Royal Capital known as the slums. It was a lawless area where the Thieves' Guild, the Assassin Guild, and others were located.

"Where are we headed?"

"Don't do anything stupid, you hear? Just know that making a scene here will cause trouble."

"What kind of trouble?"

"Let's just say it'll be about ten times more trouble than you can imagine."

(Things are already pretty troublesome, though.)

Hayato thought this but, not wanting any more trouble, he followed them without another word.

"Here we are. Get in."

It was a wooden building, about three stories tall, but quite dilapidated. It looked like a deserted wooden mansion. It didn't seem like anyone lived there.

There was no point in refusing now that they had come this far, so he went inside. Besides, it didn't seem like doing this would accomplish anything. If anything, he was curious to see what they would do.

There were about three people inside. That made a total of six opponents, but one was wearing a deep hood, so his face was not visible. Judging from his build, it was likely a man.

Hayato looked around. The exterior was rundown, and the inside was just as shabby.

"You seem pretty calm, don't you?"

The leader of the group looked at Hayato with a smirk.

"No, my heart's pounding on the inside."

"The fact that you can say that means you're calm. Ah, let me introduce myself first. I'm Gardel."

"Nice to meet you."

"Nice. I like guys with guts, you know? But I might like you even more if you do as I say. So watch your words, so I don't end up disliking you, okay?"

(Do guts even matter in a game?)

"Now, it's simple. Lose the next Clan War."

He had thought it would be something like this, but he hadn't expected them to actually try to negotiate, or rather, threaten him like this. If a fixed match were discovered, he could lose his ability to log into the game.

Certainly, the prize money for ranking in the top five was attractive, but it was a high-risk move.

As he was wondering how to respond, Gardel spoke up.

"Of course, I won't say for free. I'll give you a part of the prize money we get in the real world. You'll get less prize money than if you beat us, but there's no problem if you get cash without any risk, right?"

While wondering who would agree to such a verbal promise, Ney's face came to mind. She disliked this kind of dishonesty, so she would never agree to it, but if it weren't dishonest, she'd likely agree to anything, and he let out a small sigh.

"Hey, what's with that sigh? You trying to piss us off?"

"No, not at all. Just a little memory-sigh. Um, you want me to lose the next match, right? And it's a merit for me because I can get prize money without any risk."

"That's right. There are three matches left to get the Clan War anniversary prize money. We can't afford to lose to anyone right now."

"Sorry, but I'm aiming for that too. So, I'm sorry, but I have no intention of losing on purpose. If you want the prize money, why don't you win with your own skill? I'll be doing the same."

"Whoa, hold on. This is a pretty good offer, you know? Do you really think you can beat us?"

"I don't see any reason why we'd lose."

"Your clan has never been featured in a video, so I don't know how strong you are. But do you really think you're stronger than us?"

"I wouldn't say it if I didn't think so."

Hayato was confident that he had assembled a very strong team, led by Esha. Watching their previous matches had convinced him. He was so sure that he thought the only clans that could beat his current members would have to be composed of even more powerful NPCs than Esha's group.

"Is that so. Then it can't be helped. Hey."

Gardel looked toward the hooded man. The hooded man nodded.

Hayato was on guard, but nothing in particular changed.

"Let us know if you change your mind."

Gardel and his men left with smirks on their faces. The only ones left were Hayato and the hooded man.

"Huh? Is that it? Can I go home now?"

The hooded man didn't answer. He pointed to the entrance, then turned his back to Hayato and headed up to the second floor.

Confused, Hayato went outside.

He didn't understand what was happening, but there was no point in staying, so he decided to go back.

Just as he was about to use a Ring of Teleportation to return to his headquarters, a voice chat came in. It was from Esha.

"Master, did you do something?"

"Um, what are you talking about?"

"The headquarters is being harassed. It's a pain, so can I shoot them?"

(Could it be because I rejected their offer just now?)

Thinking this, Hayato used the Ring of Teleportation.

He returned to the vicinity of his headquarters in an instant, only to find a large crowd of people surrounding it. A large number of people were at the entrance to the shop and the entrance to the headquarters, seemingly blocking access.

As far as he could see, there were both players and NPCs. Loitering around a place like this was nothing but harassment, but if they were just standing there, it didn't really matter.

Hayato tried to ignore them and enter the headquarters. But he was stopped by a shabbily dressed NPC.

"Hold it. If you want to pass, you'll have to pay a toll."

"What?"

"This area is our turf. I'm saying you have to pay if you want to pass."

"How much?"

"...Uh, how much is it?"

"You idiot! We have no intention of letting him pass, so there's no price!"

The NPC who stopped Hayato asked the NPC next to him and was scolded.

"Oh, right. So that's how it is. We have no intention of letting you pass, no matter how much you pay. Go home."

"Well, that headquarters is my house. If you're telling me to go home, can't you let me?"

"...What do we do?"

"Huh? I don't know either. Should we let him pass if he's a resident?"

(What a laid-back bunch. They're not fully committed to being evil. Actually, even if they weren't evil, I feel like they could do a better job.)

"Hey, you're Hayato, right?"

This time, a player with a blue name display approached him.

He seemed different from the members he had seen at the shabby mansion earlier, but he was clad in similar black leather equipment and somehow looked like an ally of the Blood Knights.

"Yes, I am. What is this? Are you having a party or something?"

"You're a funny guy, just like Gardel-san said. But I can see right through you, you're scared, aren't you? Let me tell you, it's going to stay like this until you say you'll lose the next Clan War. As long as you're having fun, you don't need money, right? Don't bother Gardel-san with every little thing."

"Oh, I see. Then I'll lose, so can you disperse?"

Of course, Hayato had no such intention. To be honest, he was more determined to win than ever before. He just said it because it was a hassle.

"I like a guy who gets it. Now, as an apology, hand over all your money. Not just the clan's shared funds, but your personal money too. If you're going to pledge your loyalty to Gardel-san, you can do that much, right?"

Hayato was surprised that it had somehow become a matter of pledging loyalty, but he understood that trying to have a logical conversation was pointless.

"Sorry, I don't have any personal money. I've put it all into the clan's shared funds. You should get it automatically if we win the Clan War."

"Tch. Then hand over everything you're selling in the shop. I saw the goods in your shop, and you've got some pretty good stuff. You made those, right? If you hand them over as tribute, you can swagger around as a clan under the Blood Knights, you know?"

Hayato was caught by the phrase "clan under the Blood Knights."

A clan consists of ten members, but that was too few. Therefore, clans sometimes teamed up with each other. It didn't exist as a system, but it was a so-called alliance.

Perhaps considering this, it was said that in Clan Wars, battles between clans with friendly relations did not occur, even though it wasn't a system feature.

Normally, allied clans would be on equal footing, but in the case of the Blood Knights, Hayato figured they were for some reason placing clans under their control, that is, dominating them.

He surmised that the player in front of him also belonged to a clan under the Blood Knights for some reason. The similarity in their clothing was surely a result of that influence.

And Hayato decided this was as far as he would go, quickly giving up.

He had tried to get through the situation somehow, but Hayato was quite angry at being told to hand over the items he had spent so much time and effort making for free.

When he made pet food for Maris, he had intended to give it to her for free. That was because she had brought the ingredients. Esha had told him to charge money for the sake of other craftsmen, but basically, Hayato didn't put a price on his skills. If he were asked politely, he wouldn't hesitate to provide his skills for free.

If he had only been told to provide his skills for free, he wouldn't have provided them, but he wouldn't have gotten angry. However, the items he made were not just the result of his own time and effort, but also the time and effort of the people who had gathered the materials. Being told to hand them over for free without any compensation made Hayato angrier than he had ever been before.

"If you want the items I made, could you please get on your knees and beg? Then I'll think about it. Well, even if I think about it, I have no intention of giving them to you, though."

"...Huh?"

The man who had been harassing Hayato was slow to react, not understanding what he had been told. But as he began to understand, he glared at Hayato.

"My phrasing was poor. It would be a problem if you actually got on your knees, so let me say it properly. I said, there isn't a single item to give to Gardel, so please leave."

"Hey, you don't get it. Don't you know how many clans are under the Blood Knights? It means they'll all turn against you, you know?"

"I have no idea. How many are there?"

"There are over twenty. That means you'll be making enemies of over two hundred people. And you saw them, the number of these NPCs. These guys are from the Thieves' Guild. If you say something so foolish, you might be in for a world of hurt, you know? You don't want your headquarters trashed, do you?"

He was clearly threatening him. Hayato thought that if he told the administration about this, he could get the player's account suspended.

"We've done similar things before, and every clan acted tough like you at first. But in the end, they all broke. You'd better not do anything pointless, you know?"

The man looked at Hayato with a vulgar smile. A triumphant look on his face.

But more than that, there was something that concerned Hayato.

(They've done similar things before? They've been doing this and gotten away with it? How is that possible? Does it mean it's pointless to tell the administration? Or is he lying?)

Hayato decided there was no point in thinking about it and gave up. He would log out first and send an email to the administration, that was what he thought right at that moment.

"Hayato-sama, what on earth is going on?"

Relic was standing behind Hayato before he knew it.

"Um, we're being harassed, or rather, threatened by our next Clan War opponent."

"I see. A common story."

(It's common?)

"Well then, in that case, I shall ask you to leave. You are in the way."

"What's with this guy? An NPC? Hey, how many people do you think we have? Players can't attack players, but there's no such restriction on NPCs, you know? Scram if you don't want to get beaten to a pulp."

"I do not understand some of what you are saying, but I did understand the word 'scram.' My answer is no, I must decline. I am Relic, a butler in this clan. I cannot possibly disappear and leave my master behind."

"Tch. What a pain. Hey, you guys, rough 'em up."

The man ordered the NPCs from the Thieves' Guild. But the NPCs were just whispering among themselves and showed no signs of moving.

"What's wrong! I paid the guild, didn't I! Get to it!"

"Sorry, man. We're out. If it got out that we were harassing a clan with Relic-san in it, we'd be the ones getting killed."

"...Huh?"

"Oh my, are you all from the Thieves' Guild? Is the Guild Master well?"

"Hey, how's it goin'. Yeah, he's fine. But he's been lookin' lonely lately since you haven't been around, Relic-san. You should come by and play a game of chess with him again. I think the boss would be happy."

"Indeed, it seems I have disturbed your work. Please tell him I will visit soon to offer my apologies as well."

"That'd be a big help. Well then, we'll be on our way. Good luck with the Clan War. We'll be rooting for you."

"Thank you very much."

The NPCs from the Thieves' Guild bowed to Relic and left. All that remained were about ten players.

"Y-You'll regret this!"

Even in this state, a threat was probably possible, but with a magnificent parting shot, the players disappeared.

"Thanks to you, Relic-san, we were saved. Thank you very much."

"I am glad to have been of service."

"But why do the people from the Thieves' Guild know you, Relic-san? It sounded like you were acquainted with the Guild Master."

Guild Master refers to the head of that guild. In the case of the Maid Guild, it was called the Maid Chief, but it meant the same thing, just a different way of saying it.

Relic looked a little embarrassed as he spoke.

"The Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild was my partner when I was a thief. We just have tea at the guild sometimes, but I haven't been there much lately as I've been busy."

"Ah, that's because I've been asking you to do the shopping. I'm sorry."

"No, no, please do not worry about it as this is my job. However, I think I will go and show my face next time to apologize as well."

"Please do. I'll make some tea snacks for you next time. Oh, shoot, I think she's fine, but Esha is inside. I'm going to check on her."

"I shall accompany you."

The player had known that the items Hayato made were in the headquarters. That meant he had been inside before. Esha was strong, so he didn't think she was in danger, but she was a woman. Also, he had heard that NPCs could be attacked even if it wasn't a Clan War.

Hayato and Relic hurried inside through the shop entrance. There, they found Esha devouring sweets.

Esha's eyes met Hayato's, but after a moment's pause, she put the half-eaten shortcake in her mouth. And chewed it well.

"What are you doing?"

"Pwease wait... No, I heard them talking about stealing the items, so I thought I'd rather eat them myself. They were delicious."

Esha was safe, but the food was not. The items were clearly disappearing, starting with the highest quality and most expensive ones.

"I'm deducting it from your salary."

"No way! Master, you're such a softie, I thought you would just give them away!"

"If I did that, you would have stopped me, Esha. I think you would have protected them even if you had to defeat me."

"As expected of my master. I am happy to know that my master understands his maid."

"I'd rather not understand, but fine. But let go of that eclair. What are you doing, trying to eat it in the confusion... Besides Esha eating the sweets, there don't seem to be any other problems. I thought they might have trashed the place since there were so many people."

"That's a good idea. I regret not blaming them for the missing food. I ate too much, right up to the last minute."

"Please regret something else."

Stopping his exchange with Esha, Hayato thought.

(For now, I won't be satisfied unless I crush them in the next Clan War so much that they regret it. Also, just in case, I should contact the administration. I was offered a fixed match. There should be some kind of punishment. Maybe we can win by default. They said they've done similar things before, so it might not work, but that itself could be a lie, so I'll give it a try.)

"Master, you have a rather good look on your face, don't you?"

"Huh?"

"No, I mean, you look much more motivated than usual. Could it be that you're angry because you thought I was in danger? Have you finally fallen for me?"

"Sorry, I wasn't thinking about you at all, Esha. If anything, I'm angry that you ate the expensive sweets."

"Oh, come on. I know."

"You're invincible. I don't think you understand anything, but well, that's fine too. I plan to crush our opponent in the next Clan War, so I'll have you fight more seriously than ever. Work hard for the sweets you ate."

After saying that to Esha, Hayato looked at Relic.

"I'm counting on you too, Relic-san."

"As you wish. It seems the opposing clan is using the Thieves' Guild for harassment. The ones who accept the job are also at fault, but I am rather displeased that they would request such a thing from the Thieves' Guild, so I will give it my all."

Even though he said "rather," a considerable amount of anger seemed to be overflowing from his smile. Hayato was happy, thinking he could expect great things.

(Now then, for the week until the Clan War. I should make some preparations myself.)

Hayato contacted everyone and then began preparing for the next Clan War.



		
			Chapter 46

			An Unexpected Weakness

			Before the Clan War began, the members gathered in the dining hall as usual.

There was Esha, Ash, Ren, Relic, Mist, and the newly joined Maris with her Griffon, Lancelot.

Lancelot was Maris's pet, but to participate in the Clan War, he had to use a clan slot. Including Hayato, they were using eight slots, so the remaining two were filled by members of Ash's mercenary group.

The opponent was the "Blood Knights."

After logging out on the day he was offered the fixed match, Hayato had sent an email to the administration about it. But the reply he received was this.

"Actions possible within the game are all permitted at the player's own risk."

Hayato had a feeling he would get such a reply even before sending the email. In other words, it meant that as long as you took responsibility, you could fix matches or make threats.

The game's NPCs would probably judge what happened. The Clan Management Committee and others existed for that purpose. To put it extremely, as long as the NPCs didn't find out, you could do it.

He had contacted the Clan Management Committee through Mist. They were currently investigating. If it were proven, they might have been able to win by default, but unfortunately, the Clan War began before that could be proven.

However, Hayato didn't feel disappointed by that. He had no direct combat power, but as a clan, he wanted to defeat the "Blood Knights."

This time, Hayato was also quite angry.

Being threatened was part of it, but the main reason was being told to hand over his items.

Furthermore, they had been subjected to various kinds of harassment after that. Members of the clans under the Blood Knights had loitered in front of the headquarters, preventing customers from shopping.

They had also come in as customers and made unreasonable demands or loudly intimidated Esha. Esha said she didn't mind, but even if she was an NPC, Esha was a woman. Hayato was quite indignant.

When the game administration was no help, he had appealed to the Royal Capital guards, but their response was slow.

When he had the Maid Guild investigate, it turned out that some of the guards had received bribes from the Blood Knights and were overlooking a certain amount of trouble. He was surprised that bribes worked on NPCs, but he was also a little impressed that anything was possible in this game.

Because of all this, Hayato had accumulated a lot of frustration over the past week. Even when he was preparing for the Clan War in his room, there was noise outside, no customers came to the shop, and there were rumors being spread in the Royal Capital about the poor quality of the shop's goods.

Hayato rarely got angry, but this made him furious. His creations had been unfairly evaluated. There was no way he could forgive that.

Perhaps because Hayato's feelings were showing, the atmosphere in the dining hall was a bit tense.

"Master, please calm down a little."

But Esha, who didn't read the room even in such a situation, said this to Hayato while pointing the muzzle of her Beelzebub at him.

"...I don't think it's possible to calm down with a gun pointed at me, though?"

Her action was so outlandish that Hayato calmed down a little. The atmosphere became more like usual, and he replied to Esha in that way.

"I understand how you feel. A weak woman like me was being intimidated at the shop. I know you can't forgive it, but that doesn't suit you, so let's just take it easy as always."

"I don't really care that you were threatened, Esha, but I can't forgive them for unfairly evaluating the things I made. Why did you raise your gun again?"

"I can't forgive those words of yours, Master. May I shoot? It's fine, you'll just wake up in your bed in your room for a bit."

"I'm sorry. I was joking. I'm also angry about the intimidation towards Esha. Just because it's for winning a Clan War doesn't mean you can do whatever you want. It doesn't have to be fair and square, but going that far is too much. Everyone, I'm counting on you more than usual today."

Everyone nodded at Hayato's words.

Immediately after, they were transported to the battlefield.

Everyone decided to go to the roof of the fortress first. It was to check the field for this battle.

Looking around from the roof, it was a vast desert. The sun was also strong, and it was extremely hot. There was no concept of sweat in this game, but Hayato was hit by the illusion that he was sweating profusely.

(A desert, huh. A place with almost no cover, but I've heard that movement speed drops considerably. And I think random scorpions and snakes appear and inflict poison bad statuses? Burns should also occur due to the heat. What a pain.)

"Everyone, put on sunscreen. That will help you avoid the burn bad status. Also, keep antidote potions with you, they can quickly cure scorpion and snake venom."

"U-um, Hayato-san, I'm sorry..."

"Mist-san? Is something wrong?"

Mist approached Hayato looking extremely groggy. She looked like she was about to collapse at any moment, and her complexion was pale. Her complexion was always pale, but today it was particularly bad.

"The-the sunlight is so strong, even with sunscreen, I can't avoid being severely weakened... I can't handle being outside or on the roof, so can I stay inside the headquarters and defend...?"

Mist, being a vampire, was considerably weakened by the stronger-than-usual sunlight. Vampires, who boasted near-invincible strength at night, were fine to some extent during the day, but it seemed she couldn't withstand the direct sunlight of a place like a desert.

And it was currently daytime. It wouldn't become night even an hour later when the Clan War ended. It would be tough to consider Mist as a combat force.

This was a very difficult situation for Hayato, but since defending the headquarters was also necessary, he consulted with Ash and decided to leave the internal defense to Mist.

Mist nodded when she heard this and staggered down the stairs.

"Mist-san's situation was quite unexpected, but will it be okay?"

"Well, it can't be helped. It'll be the same as always if she's defending inside the headquarters, so I'm not that worried. Besides, this time we have Maris and the Griffon. Having a tamer who can fly in the desert is a considerable advantage. According to the Maid Guild's information, the opponent has three dragons and two Fenrirs, right? Then we should be able to manage, don't you think? And with this, I can unleash my Dragon Breath at the start. If it goes well, that could be the end of it."

In a place with no cover and no uneven terrain, Ash could transform into a dragon and unleash his Dragon Breath. Furthermore, this was a desert. Their movement speed was slowed, so even if they charged, they wouldn't reach Ash, and depending on the location, they wouldn't even be able to escape to their headquarters. This would be the same even if they were riding the fastest pet, Fenrir.

"I hope it turns out that way."

"Pray that it goes well. Well then, we'll get into position."

Ash took his squad members and went down the stairs.

"Then I shall also get into position."

"Will you be okay, Relic-san? Moving in a desert like this must be difficult, right?"

"Please do not worry. There are various convenient movement skills in Hand-to-Hand Combat. Besides, I have this Requiem that Hayato-sama made for me. I will surely be of service."

"I understand, I'm counting on you. Please be careful."

Relic bowed and went down the stairs.

The ones remaining were Hayato, Esha, Ren, and Maris with Lancelot.

"Maris, I'd like you to act as a skirmisher. It might be difficult for Ash and the others to keep up with the Fenrirs' speed, even if they can handle the dragons. Could you start by feinting and observing the enemy's movements?"

"Understood! I'll show you Lancelot's cool side, so please look forward to it!"

"I am. Lancelot will be able to play a big role here."

It might be tough in a place like a forest with poor visibility, but in a desert, Lancelot could dominate.

"Esha and Ren-chan, I'd like you to defend the headquarters. I'll have you move around depending on the situation."

"Understood. Please leave it to me. I'll curse them a whole lot today, too! Uhihihi...!"

Ren happily took out a five-sun nail and a straw doll. As Hayato wondered what a cheerful sorcerer was, Esha had a slightly sour look on her face.

"Um, Esha, is something wrong? Are you perhaps not good with the heat?"

"No, that's not it, but this time, I might have to expose my weakness."

"What do you mean?"

"I can't quite explain it at this point. Even I don't know what will actually happen. But let me just say that even if my weakness is revealed, I will not yield to you, Master."

"You're deliberately saying things in a misleading way, aren't you? Ren-chan and Maris, stop whispering over there."

Esha's weakness. Hayato tilted his head, wondering if such a thing existed. But if he could find out, he wanted to know for the future.

Just after he thought that, a request for a voice chat came from the opponent.

Hayato accepted the request. A voice came through immediately.

"Yo, how ya doin'? I thought you'd be scared and forfeit."

The voice belonged to Gardel. He probably sent the request to provoke him. But that was what Hayato wanted. Letting them get away with it would only make them cocky. It surprisingly affected the battle.

Enrage the opponent as much as possible to cloud their judgment. Hayato had no combat power, but in that kind of fight, status didn't matter.

"I'm doing great. How about you? Were you stamping your feet in frustration because your harassment didn't work? Oh, by the way, I heard the Thieves' Guild told you they won't work for you anymore. How does it feel to have your money taken? I'd like to hear for future reference."

The Thieves' Guild was run by an acquaintance of Relic's. They had withdrawn for that reason. However, they wouldn't return the money even if they withdrew. There was no such thing as a contract in the first place. There might be a matter of the guild's credibility, but it seemed the Thieves' Guild didn't care about such things.

"You...! Let me tell you, don't think it's over just because you lose, okay? You defied me. The harassment will continue from now on, you hear? Until you quit the game!"

"Oh, is that so? Then, if we win, will you stop the harassment? You don't have to quit the game, but if you lose after doing all this, it'll be so embarrassing you won't be able to play the game, let alone harass people, right? Or are you going to continue playing while showing your shame?"

"You little brat...!"

The provocation battle was probably his win. Hayato thought so and cut off the voice chat. Then he set it to reject voice chat requests.

(Now, that should have made them nice and angry. But am I a bad person? Words like that just come out so smoothly...)

Feeling a little shocked at himself, Hayato waited for the Clan War to begin.

A few minutes later, the Clan War started.

In the opponent's area were five players and five tamed monsters, just as the Maid Guild had investigated. All five were riding their respective tamed monsters.

And perhaps they were testing the waters at first, they were positioned near their fortress and showed no signs of moving for now.

(I thought I had made them angry, but they're surprisingly calm. I thought they would charge right away... If they had come close, Ash's Dragon Breath would have been a one-hit kill.)

"Hayato, can you hear me?"

"Ash? What's wrong? I'd like you to use your Dragon Breath if they come close to our camp."

"Yeah, about that, we've run into a bit of a problem."

"A problem?"

"Yeah. Those dragons are from the moderate faction. I can't take them down with my Dragon Breath."

"What?"

"Sorry. I can't attack dragons from the moderate faction, even in a Clan War. It's not just me, Ren and the squad members are the same. I'm really sorry."

Hayato panicked. He hadn't anticipated that.

"Um, can you attack the Fenrirs?"

"That's possible, but considering the possibility of the dragons intervening, I can only defend."

As long as the dragons were there, they could only defend. They had plenty of potions to recover HP. But it was impossible to win a Clan War without being able to attack.

"Master."

Esha spoke to Hayato while looking at the field.

(That's right, Esha can attack. I'll have her take down the dragons.)

"Esha, I'm sorry, but could you take down the dragons—"

"I apologize. It seems I cannot fight this time."

"What?"

"That magnificent fluffy creature. I cannot possibly bring myself to defeat it. I thought I had cast aside my conscience, but it seems a human part of me remained... Please laugh at me for being such a soft woman."

"I can't laugh at any part of that."

Magnificent fluffy creature. Hayato thought she was probably talking about the Fenrir.

"Um, then could you shoot the dragons?"

"What if I hit that honorable dog-sama!"

"It's a wolf. And you shot me before, right? Am I lower than that Fenrir?"

"That was accidental. But if you insist that I shoot that fluffy creature, Master... I will shoot you, Master."

"Don't say that with such clear eyes. And this is your weakness? It's different from what I expected."

She couldn't shoot the fluffy creature. That was Esha's weakness. There was nothing he could do about it now that he knew, but more importantly, the situation was dire.

His main combat members were all unable to fight.

It seemed the only ones who could fight properly were Relic, Maris, and the Griffon.

This might be impossible. Hayato thought so and held his head in his hands.



		
			Chapter 47

			Aiming for the Clan Stone

			As Hayato wondered what to do, Ash and his group began to fall back.

"We're retreating for now. The fortress should be better for defense."

"Got it. Inside the fortress, I think we can create one-on-one situations. Fall back for now."

Hayato gave up on the idea that Ash and his group couldn't fight against the moderate faction dragons, assuming it was a restriction due to their character settings. Esha was the same. In the first place, it was strange that an NPC with such immense strength could fight without any restrictions. It was normal to balance things somewhere.

However, it all came at once in this Clan War. It would have been tough if either Ash's group or Esha couldn't fight, but with both of them unable to fight, it was extremely difficult. Furthermore, Mist was also severely weakened due to the location and weather.

At this rate, they would lose. However, the opponent seemed to be wary of their actions and didn't seem to be attacking immediately.

Hayato disabled the voice chat rejection and decided to send a request to Gardel himself. He wanted to buy some time. By talking, he could make them think he had a plan. And thus delay their advance.

Gardel immediately accepted Hayato's request.

"Hey, what's wrong? Retreating without even fighting?"

"Well, a bit of a problem came up, and we can't fight right now. The match has started, but can you wait a little longer until we're ready?"

"Are you an idiot? No one's gonna fall for such an obvious lie. You're trying to lure us in, aren't you? Well, we can't just carelessly attack now!"

(Well, he would think that. Alright, this has bought us some time. Let's figure something out in the meantime.)

Hayato decided to think about the tamers on their mounts. Ash's group couldn't defeat the dragons, and Esha couldn't defeat the Fenrirs. If they could separate the opponents and fight, they could have each of them deal with the enemies they could fight, but the opponent had no reason to fight separately, even if they didn't know their circumstances.

But what about just the riders?

It would put a considerable restriction on the battle, but he had heard that if a tamer was defeated, their pets would either carry out their last command or move on their own. In that case, they might be able to win the Clan War without defeating the pets, Hayato thought.

If they only defeated the players on the mounts, Ash's group might not be restricted. Hayato thought so and confirmed with Maris. If it was about tamers, it was best to ask a tamer.

"Maris, is it possible to defeat only the rider?"

"When you're attacked while riding, it's the pet that takes the damage. You can't just target the rider!"

"Is that so? Then it's no good."

(So it's impossible to target just the rider due to game mechanics. You can't ride double either, it's not realistic in strange ways. It's a game, so I guess that's natural. In that case, the only way to win this Clan War might be to destroy the opponent's Clan Stone.)

Just as he thought that, Ash came up to the roof. He and Ren, who was already on the roof, had apologetic looks on their faces.

"Sorry, Hayato."

"Hayato-san, I'm sorry."

The two of them bowed their heads. Hayato hurriedly told them to raise their heads.

"No, it can't be helped. But I have no intention of losing. Even if you can't fight, I want you to lend me your wisdom."

"Of course. So, do you have a plan? Like having Esha unleash Destroy? I'd prefer if you didn't defeat the dragons, though."

"Ash-sama, to be honest, I can't fight this time either. There's an honorable dog-sama on the other side. I'm confident in my shooting skills, but if I were to accidentally hit the honorable dog-sama, I might eat up all the food in the headquarters out of shock."

While thinking that would be a huge disaster, Hayato voiced his thoughts.

"I don't think Relic-san and Maris can defeat the opponent on their own. So I think we should aim for the Clan Stone. I haven't thought about how to target just the Clan Stone, though."

"Considering our situation, that's probably the best way. Then, the best thing to do is to lure the opponent into the fortress and have someone go destroy the Clan Stone while they're occupied."

"But, big brother. They have Fenrirs, you know? Even if we lure them into the fortress, it's over if they're chased, isn't it?"

Fenrir's movement speed was four times that of a person. Unless there was a considerable distance, they would definitely be caught.

"Now wait. Fortunately, this is a desert field. Even Fenrirs can't move that fast."

"I think that's the same for us, though?"

"Walking in the desert certainly slows you down. But Maris won't be affected."

As Ash said that, everyone looked at Maris. Maris and the Griffon, Lancelot, next to her, tilted their heads together.

"Um, why is that?"

"A Griffon can fly, right? It won't be affected by moving in the desert, will it?"

"Oh! That's right! I was only thinking about flying and fighting, so I didn't realize! Lancelot is amazing!"

When Maris petted Lancelot, Lancelot cried out happily.

Hayato was a little worried, but he understood that this method was the best.

"By the way, how fast is Lancelot? Faster than a Fenrir?"

"Um, he can fly at about twice the speed of a person! I haven't seen it, so I don't know for sure, but I think a Fenrir's speed running in the desert would be about the same, don't you?"

If their speeds were the same, they could somehow reach the Clan Stone first even if they were chased. Lancelot probably wouldn't take that long to destroy the Clan Stone, so it might work out.

Hayato thought so and decided to go with this plan. He couldn't think of any other good plan. However, there was one thing that bothered him.

"Ash and Ren-chan, can you fly when you turn into dragons? I've never seen Ren-chan's dragon form, though."

"No, I have wings, but I'm not the type that can fly. Ren can fly, but—"

For some reason, Ren's face turned red, and she hid half of her face with the hood of her robe.

"U-um, I'm a little... hesitant to turn into a dragon in front of people..."

"Um?"

Ren gave off an atmosphere as if he shouldn't ask. Hayato was curious, but he wondered if it was something he shouldn't touch upon. However, if Ren could fly, it would broaden their strategic options. Just as he was about to ask a little more, Ash spoke up.

"When we're dragons, to put it simply, we're naked."

"...What?"

"Ren is at that age, you know. She's been trying not to transform into a dragon lately."

Ren was trembling, her face hidden by her hood. She was probably trembling with shame.

"O-oh, Ren-chan, I'm sorry. I won't ask anymore."

"No, it's fine. But, big brother, we need to talk later."

"I-I see. But why did you take out the straw doll?"

While hoping that asking something unnecessary wouldn't ruin the siblings' relationship, Hayato apologized to Ren once more in his heart.

"For now, we'll handle the defense inside the fortress. Esha, you probably can't fight in a narrow space, so please stand by on the roof."

"Understood. I will follow the instructions of the indelicate Ash-sama."

"...I'm counting on you."

Ash and Ren went down the stairs.

On the way, Ren was poking Ash in the side as if attacking him. It was somewhat heartwarming, but Hayato apologized to Ash in his heart, thinking it was his fault.

"So, what will you do, Master Harasser? Will you provoke them and lure them in?"

"Are you talking about me? For the sake of my honor, I'll make an excuse, but I really didn't know. Maris, you and Lancelot, stop whispering."

His credibility was dropping just because he said something unnecessary. While thinking he would have to give them some sweets later to get back in their good graces, he thought about what to do next.

Gardel and his group weren't moving much, perhaps because they were wary of them. They seemed to be gradually heading toward them, but they were still in their own territory.

If they could lure them in, it would be over in about ten minutes. There was still plenty of time. However, there was also a possibility that something could go wrong. It would be better to settle it quickly.

Hayato thought so and sent a voice chat to Gardel to provoke him further.

"How long are you going to stay there? We've set a trap and are waiting, so can you please come quickly?"

"No idiot would go knowing there's a trap."

"That's true, but that itself might be a trap, you know? Have you considered the possibility that we gain an advantage by dragging this out? And are you aiming for a draw?"

If both sides did nothing and time ran out in a Clan War, it would be a draw. In that case, neither side would get any points. It would be a draw in form, but considering the rankings, it wouldn't be wrong to say that both sides lost.

"Tch, can't be helped. I was getting tired of having a staring contest with small fry like you anyway. I'll attack from here, just as you wish. Please tell me there's a trap, okay?"

As soon as Gardel's voice came through, the opponent started moving.

The two Fenrirs were moving across the desert at a considerable speed. The remaining three dragons were slow. Despite their movement speed being slowed in the desert field, their speed was still much faster than a person moving normally.

The one Gardel was riding seemed to be the Fenrir with silver fur, and it was running at the front. He had a long spear and would probably swing it around.

(So they can normally fight at twice that speed. They seem to be using threats and stuff, but he's probably quite skilled as a player. Then this field is advantageous for us... but isn't it a bit too advantageous for us?)

It was a coincidence that Ash's group couldn't fight. Thanks to that, it was about a plus-minus zero situation, but it still seemed like a field that was too advantageous for them.

(Is someone's intention involved here... If there's a possibility, then Diite-chan, maybe? No, there's no way she'd favor a specific clan. It's a game, but there's prize money at stake. If she were favoring one clan, it would be a huge problem.)

"Hey, we've come all this way, and you're not even going to greet us? How far do we have to go before we find the trap?"

Hayato's thoughts were interrupted by a voice chat from Gardel, and he hurriedly looked at the field.

There was Gardel, who had come about halfway into their territory. However, it was only the two on the Fenrirs, and the dragons were just about to enter their territory.

"Oh, sorry. I have some tea snacks prepared, so could you come to the headquarters? I'm confident in my hospitality, you know?"

"...Damn you."

(He seems to be getting properly irritated. Will they all charge at once when they're all here?)

A few minutes later, the entire enemy team had moved to about the halfway point of their territory.

"Well then, let's see you entertain us. If it's a boring entertainment, you'd better be prepared, you hear?"

The Fenrirs and dragons started moving. But the Fenrir Gardel was riding didn't move. It seemed to be waiting at the halfway point of their territory and showed no signs of coming toward them.

"Aren't you coming? I want to entertain you, you know? It's hot over there, right?"

"Don't mind me, just entertain my men. Besides, I don't like sweets. If you had some booze, I might have gone."

(Was he calmer than I thought? Did he stay behind because he anticipated a trap... Crap. If a Fenrir stays behind, Maris won't be able to reach the Clan Stone first even if she takes off. Or has he seen through our plan? This is a pain.)

Hayato had to rethink what to do.



		
			Chapter 48

			The Versatility and Coordination of Hand-to-Hand Combat Skill

			"One of them is staying behind. A Fenrir with silver fur. That's a rare color!"

As Hayato was wondering what to do, Maris pointed at the Fenrir in the center of their territory and got excited. Next to her, Esha nodded. And the Griffon, Lancelot, was sulking a little.

The rare color Maris mentioned was a different colored monster with a low appearance rate. Unlike monsters where the species itself was different, like the Lucky Rabbit, it was just a different colored monster of the same species, so its strength was mostly the same.

The appearance rate was not fixed, and there were rare colors with low probabilities.

The silver color of a Fenrir was super rare. The appearance rate was said to be less than 1%.

However, that information was irrelevant at this point. The color being different didn't change its strength. And the problem was that it was waiting in that spot.

"Maris, can you take off from here with Lancelot and reach the opponent's Clan Stone first?"

"That's impossible! It has a look on its face that says it understands our intentions! I think it will probably turn back as soon as I take off!"

"Why are you saying that so cheerfully? Then, can you beat that Fenrir and the man?"

If they couldn't go directly to the Clan Stone, there was the option of fighting and winning. In that spot, there was only Gardel and the Fenrir. If Maris could win, she could just go to the Clan Stone after that.

"The matchup is bad. Fenrirs can also use magic, so even if I escape into the sky, their attacks will reach me. Besides, I don't know if he'll even fight me. He might just go back to the fortress."

"If our plan has been exposed, that's a possibility. They should know that we have a Griffon on our side. What should we do?"

"I think you should just ask Relic."

Esha suddenly interjected.

"Relic-san? Why?"

"I believe there's a Hand-to-Hand Combat weapon skill that dismounts a rider. If he knocks him off the honorable dog-sama with that, Maris-sama should be able to reach the opponent's fortress faster."

"There's a skill like that? But he can't get to Gardel, can he?"

In the desert, movement speed was halved. It would take a considerable amount of time for Relic to get to Gardel.

Besides, Hand-to-Hand Combat had the shortest attack range among melee attacks. Even in the desert, Gardel was faster because he was mounted, and his weapon was a long spear. It was questionable whether he could land an attack.

"That won't be a problem. Hand-to-Hand Combat skills include one that closes the distance to the opponent to zero, so distance and the field don't matter. Our Maid Chief does it often. Besides, it's Relic, you know? To be honest, he could win in a straight fight."

He didn't know why the Maid Chief could do such a thing, but if that was the case, he contacted Ash and Relic. And explained the situation.

Ash and Relic agreed, and Relic alone came up to the roof of the fortress.

"While Maris is heading to the fortress, I'd like you to knock Gardel off his Fenrir. Could I ask you to do that?"

"Please leave it to me. I will surely meet your expectations, on these gloves you gave me."

Relic pulled on his gloves to fit his hands better and flexed his hands. Then he looked at Esha.

"However, Esha. You seem to think quite highly of me, don't you? I heard you said I could win in a straight fight."

"I know the strength of my former clan members. You're not flashy, but I've always thought your steady fighting style was the best, Relic. You're much stronger than that boar hero or the collector woman. They're just flashy, not strong."

"I don't think that's the case, but I'm happy to hear you say I'm stronger than those two. Well then, let's confirm the plan once more."

The plan was simple.

Lure everyone except Gardel into the fortress, and have Ash and his group deal with them. Ash's group couldn't attack, but they would just defend and keep the opponents occupied in the fortress.

After that, Relic would approach Gardel and knock him off his Fenrir.

If a rider was forcibly dismounted, they couldn't ride for about ten seconds, so during that time, Maris would ride the Griffon and aim for the opponent's Clan Stone.

It was a very simple, and therefore easy to understand, plan. Since Ash's group would just have to endure with potions, they would have to deal with it in as short a time as possible, but that was about the only problem.

"Hayato, the enemy has invaded. Leave this to us. We're counting on you over there."

"Got it. Well, I can't do anything, though."

"Actually, me neither. It's nice to have a change like this sometimes. I just want to drink some melon juice."

(It's not good, but whatever.)

"Um, well then, Relic-san, please."

"As you wish. It is a pleasure that my attack is the key to this operation. I cannot let Esha have all the glory."

With that, Relic gracefully jumped onto the fortress railing. And stared at Gardel.

"Shukuchi."

As Relic said that, his figure disappeared in an instant and moved to where Gardel was.

"...What was that?"

"It's a skill called Shukuchi that you can use at Hand-to-Hand Combat skill 100. It's an outrageous skill that instantly teleports you in front of your target. It's our Maid Chief's specialty. If it weren't for that, my win rate would be higher."

"Ah, she did that to me at the headquarters too. I thought she just moved at high speed because the distance was short, but it's instant teleportation, isn't it? It's true that the desert wouldn't matter with this."

It was used when the Maid Chief asked him about Relic. Since then, Hayato hadn't asked anything in particular, and he had no intention of asking.

"The Maid Chief did that to you, Master? Why?"

"...Well, things happened. More importantly, let's watch Relic-san. And Maris, you get ready to go at any time."

"Understood!"

Relic and Gardel were fighting. Whether he was surprised by Relic's sudden appearance or thought he could win, Gardel started fighting Relic on the spot without running away.

Gardel was swinging his spear while riding the Fenrir. Furthermore, the Fenrir's scratches and bites followed up. But they didn't hit Relic at all.

(Amazing. I think Gardel is pretty strong, but Relic-san is even better. There are no skills like evasion in this game, so that should be just his own physical ability. NPCs don't have physical abilities in the first place, but an AI's physical ability seems high.)

Relic gracefully dodged Gardel's and the Fenrir's attacks. Not only did he dodge, but he also sometimes attacked and broke Gardel's posture.

A few seconds later, Relic dodged Gardel's thrust with a right turn and threw a backhand blow with the momentum.

The weapon skill called Backhand Blow boasted considerable attack power for a single-target attack and inflicted various bad statuses on the opponent. One of them was to temporarily incapacitate the opponent, but the main goal this time was to dismount him.

The Backhand Blow hit perfectly, and Gardel was knocked off his Fenrir.

After confirming that, Hayato looked at Maris.

Maris was already on Lancelot, with her lance and shield at the ready. She nodded at Hayato.

"I'm going!"

Maris took off from the roof while riding Lancelot. And flew toward the enemy camp at a considerable speed.

(Gardel isn't on his Fenrir. It should take some time for him to get back on. Maris should be able to get there faster... Shoot. I forgot something simple.)

Gardel whistled something like a tune, and the Fenrir started running toward the fortress. It probably went to protect the Clan Stone. Hayato had not considered at all that Gardel would not ride again and have only the Fenrir defend.

(My preconception that he was riding it made me not think about the Fenrir acting on its own. It's so obvious.)

"Maris, only the Fenrir is trying to return to the fortress. Can you win if you're with Lancelot?"

He had heard that she couldn't win against the combination of Gardel and the Fenrir. She might be able to win against just the Fenrir. Hayato hoped for that.

"I might be able to win, but it would take time..."

"I see, then I'll think of something, so don't push yourself. We'll lose if you're defeated, Maris."

"R-roger! I'll head for the headquarters first, but I won't fight the Fenrir!"

(Now, what to do? Maris will soon reach the opponent's fortress. And the Fenrir is likely to arrive at about the same time. I have to think of something before then.)

Just as he was about to think of a plan, a voice chat from Gardel came in.

"Ha! I thought you'd try a plan like that! I saw right through you! Too bad for you!"

"Ah, is this Gardel-kun, who was so ungracefully knocked off his Fenrir? I'm busy right now, so can you call back later?"

"You little brat!"

He didn't have time to deal with him, so he cut off the still-connected chat. And tried to think again.

"I appreciate you creating a moment for me to shine."

"Esha?"

Esha suddenly approached the roof railing and put her left foot on it. And readied her Beelzebub 666.

"Relic, please hold off that man and the honorable dog-sama. I'll take care of the man, just in case. Make sure the honorable dog-sama doesn't get close, absolutely."

"Indeed, I shall. I should be able to hold off the Fenrir on its own without its master."

"I don't think it will happen, but please don't get caught in the crossfire. Also, it's fine to stop the honorable dog-sama, but if you defeat it, you're my next target, you know?"

"I pride myself on being the only one in that clan who has never been caught in a Destroy. So please rest assured. Of course, please rest assured about the Fenrir as well. Well then, as usual."

With that, Relic unleashed the weapon skill Low Kick on Gardel. The attack temporarily incapacitated the opponent, and Gardel was unable to move from the spot after taking the hit.

Immediately after, Relic disappeared.

Hayato didn't know what had happened, but he understood when he saw Relic move in front of the Fenrir. He had used Shukuchi to move in front of the Fenrir.

And he slammed a second Backhand Blow of the day into the Fenrir. The attack also temporarily immobilized the Fenrir.

"Destroy."

Just as he heard Esha's voice from nearby, he heard a sound like a cannon, and the light fired from the gun pierced through ten magic circles and headed toward Gardel.

Gardel was pierced by the light and disappeared into particles of light.

With its master gone, the Fenrir's abilities were reduced. In this state, even Relic could hold off the Fenrir. Relic began to engage the Fenrir.

Esha brought the gun's muzzle to her face and blew on it with a 'fuu'. And started drinking the melon juice she had in her hand before he knew it.

(It's not fired with gunpowder, so why did she strike a pose like she was blowing away smoke?)

Hayato quickly forgot that question. There was something else he wanted to confirm.

"What was that coordination with Relic-san just now? Did you practice it or something?"

"Oh, that's just something we did a lot in our previous clan. Relic stops them, and I finish them off. It's been a while, but it went well."

"I see."

(So they did that in the previous clan Esha and Relic-san were in... Huh? Isn't that just a setting? Would they go so far as to set up a coordinated attack to defeat an opponent?)

A question popped into Hayato's head. But it was erased by Esha's words.

"It seems Maris-sama has reached their headquarters."

When Hayato looked at the opponent's headquarters, he could see Maris on the roof. And she began to attack the Clan Stone in the center of the roof.

After a short while, the enemy's Clan Stone was destroyed. At the same time, confetti fluttered down and fireworks went off.

Hayato's clan had won this battle.

"We won more easily than I expected."

"I think it's all thanks to you guys, no matter how you look at it."

"Then I'm looking forward to the next victory party. Let's invite Maris-sama's Siegfried too. I can eat as much as I want while looking at the honorable cat-sama."

"The clan will go bankrupt, so can you please stop?"

(Alright, this should put us in the top five of the rankings. Two battles left. We'll definitely get the prize money.)

Hayato made this resolution on the roof of the fortress.



		
			Chapter 49

			The Fate of Online Games

			The day after the battle with the clan "Blood Knights," Hayato decided to hold a victory celebration at the headquarters.

Hayato's clan, "Daedalus," had risen in the rankings and was now in second place. Considering their current points, if they won their remaining two matches against A-rank opponents, they could finish the Clan War event within the top five.

If they did, they would receive a prize of one hundred million yen in the real world. Hayato's dream could come true.

(I need to stay focused. If I come this far and don't get the prize money, I might just cry.)

Thinking this, Hayato thanked his companions. They had overcome a clearly impossible situation with their strength.

Hayato only had production skills and no combat power. The NPCs made up for that with their strength. It was nothing but luck.

(My life is all about luck. The fact that Esha came here, that I got to know Ash and the others, it's all luck. I should at least splurge on the food for the celebration.)

With that in mind, Hayato began preparing for the victory party.

The victory party was quite lively.

The main reason for this was Maris's pets. The calico cat, Siegfried, and his male calico mate had become the idols of the female members.

Esha was still being bitten by Siegfried as usual, but thanks to the food, her HP seemed to be recovering as soon as she took damage.

"What do you think, Ren-sama? This gentle nibbling. You could say he's already my pet."

"From any angle, I think that's a serious bite. Anyway, his belly is so squishy and nice to touch... uhihihihi."

"Um, Ren-san, Siegfried is scared, so please don't laugh like that. And did he suddenly show his belly when he saw you, Ren-san, because you're a dragon? It's a pose of complete submission, isn't it...?"

While Esha, Ren, and Maris were chatting while watching the cats, the male members were completely engrossed in the Hercules Beetle. The men from the mercenary group also surrounded the beetle and were looking at it.

Everyone was saying it was amazing, but Hayato didn't really understand what was so amazing. It was true that it fetched a high price, but it was an insect.

Fortunately, Ash and the others were not part of that circle, so he approached them.

"You guys aren't interested in the beetle?"

"I'm not particularly interested. What about you, Relic and Mist?"

"It seems to be called a black diamond in some circles, but it does not possess the beauty I seek."

"I was chased by a much larger beetle in the Demon Country, so I don't like them. In fact, if I see one, I have to attack first or it's dangerous."

For now, he understood that none of the three were interested.

It wouldn't do to get excited over a beetle talk, so he tried to offer another topic, but before he could, Ash asked him a question.

"Didn't you invite Diite to the victory party?"

"I did, but she said no this time. She said it would be awkward to celebrate with us when she didn't participate in the Clan War."

"If she's going to say that, then the same goes for my mercenaries. And Diite helped out when Maris was getting her Griffon, so I don't think she needs to worry about it."

"I told her that too, but I couldn't get a positive reply."

Incidentally, Hayato had also invited Ney and the others, but they had also declined. For the same reason as Diite, because they hadn't participated in the Clan War. They also said that it wouldn't be good for Hayato's burden of preparing for the victory party to increase.

However, they had told him that if they ranked in the top five in the Clan War, he had to treat them in the real world. In other words, they were asking for an offline meetup.

(An offline meetup, huh. But, aside from everyone else, Ney is definitely a rich girl. I'm not sure if she'll treat me the same way when she sees the real me. I'm from the working class, and the place I live is—)

In this game, "Another Frontier Online," your appearance was somewhat blurred, but your name and gender could not be faked. Right after the game started, there was some criticism about this, but the administration stuck to their stance of, "If you don't like it, don't play."

It was a strong stance, but it was still popular as the world's first full-dive VRMMO that realistically reproduced the five senses. The fact that no similar games had come out since was probably another reason for its popularity.

When he thought that far, Hayato suddenly realized.

(Oh, it's a game. This isn't reality, it's a game. I forgot because everyone seems so human.)

"Hayato, is something wrong?"

Ash's words made Hayato realize he had been lost in thought.

(Oh shoot, I should be enjoying myself with everyone right now instead of thinking about such things.)

"Sorry, I was just thinking that the food was running low. I'll go get some more."

Hayato said this and headed to the storage where the prepared food was.

When the victory party was over, the members went home.

Hayato was left alone at the headquarters.

Numerous empty plates were on the tables in the dining hall, and the situation, which had been so lively just a moment ago, was now too quiet, making him feel somewhat lonely.

Hayato was no exception, and he felt lonely in this situation.

He sat down in a chair to change his mood and took out a coffee to drink.

He enjoyed the aftertaste and aroma, but it didn't change his mood. There was something on his mind. The more fun he had, the more it swelled with the rebound.

(Everyone is an NPC. What will happen when the game ends someday? No, it might be better if the game ends. If the virtual reality disappears, the AI will also disappear. The problem is when I quit while the game is still going.)

The fate of online games, service termination. It would surely come someday.

Even if the service didn't end, the time might come when he would quit the game. If he didn't log in, Hayato's character would cease to exist in this game.

What would happen to the NPCs then?

He had never thought about such things before because he had only interacted with normal players. Of course, when he quit a game, he would say goodbye to his player acquaintances before quitting.

But what should he say to the NPCs? Hayato didn't know.

"I'm going on a journey, maybe..."

"Are you going somewhere, Master?"

"Whoa!"

Esha was standing behind Hayato before he knew it.

Thinking he was alone, Hayato was so startled that he fell off his chair.

"That was quite a nice expression. I'll put it in my best memories. You have no right to refuse."

"E-Esha? What's wrong? Did you forget something?"

Hayato looked up at Esha from the floor where he had landed on his bottom.

"No, I came back thinking there might be some leftover food to take home."

"I think you ate all the food, Esha?"

"I thought there might be something you hadn't brought out yet. A maid's intuition cannot be deceived, you know?"

"...Well, fine. Then wait a moment. There's something I was planning to bring out today, but the quality was bad. It's four stars, but is that okay?"

Hayato said this as he stood up.

"According to common sense, four stars is a high-quality item, but if you say so, Master, I will take that poor-quality item. Before that—"

Esha stared at Hayato. Hayato somehow stared back at Esha.

"What was that about going on a journey just now? If it's a souvenir, please make it something edible."

Hayato hesitated. He wondered if he should tell her the truth. In the first place, he couldn't talk about quitting the game due to AI Protection.

However, he was also curious about how she would react, so he decided to change the nuance slightly and talk about it.

"Going on a journey isn't the goal. Actually, I was wondering what everyone would do if I were gone. I was just thinking of a scenario where I went missing on a journey... What would you do, Esha?"

Esha tilted her head slightly, but her face became serious as she spoke.

"You are the only one who would hire me, Master, so I would find you wherever you are and bring you back."

For a moment, his mind went blank at those words, but the next moment, he burst out laughing.

She said she would search for him if he disappeared. The reason itself was very Esha-like, but Hayato genuinely thought she might do it. For some reason, he felt happy about that and ended up laughing.

Esha frowned at Hayato's actions and took out her gun.

"I was hurt by your attitude even though I answered seriously. Where can I shoot you? I recommend the arm."

"No, sorry, sorry. I was happy. I was just thinking that even if I were kidnapped, you would come and save me, Esha."

Esha looked at Hayato with suspicion, but after a while, she put away her gun.

"Well, I suppose it's fine. So, do you have any plans to disappear from here? Like being kidnapped by the Demon Lord. What kind of princess are you?"

"...No, I have no such plans. I'll be here. For a long, long time."

Hayato said this and then headed to the storage to get the food to give to Esha.



		
			Chapter 50

			The Another Frontier Project

			The girl awoke in the bed in her room.

A glance at the digital clock embedded in the wall showed it was 6:55 AM. She always woke up five minutes before her alarm, which was set for seven. She didn't know if she was gaining or losing something by this, but she wished she could just sleep until the alarm went off.

She sat up and looked around. The room, furnished with only a bed, a desk, a chair, and a console built into the wall, was so spartan it was hard to believe anyone lived there. It felt sterile despite being inhabited, but she smiled wryly to herself, thinking most people probably lived the same way.

She swung her legs off the bed and stood barefoot on the floor. She was wearing nothing but a large white shirt over her underwear, but since she was alone in the room, this was her usual attire. The exposed concrete walls gave off a sense of cold, yet the room was temperature-controlled to be neither hot nor cold. This was enough.

Stretching lightly, she moved to the kitchen area. From a cardboard box, she took out a tube of nutritional supplement. Eating one of these tubes for breakfast, lunch, and dinner provided all the nutrients a person needed to live. But it tasted awful, frankly. It was nearly impossible to eat this stuff on its own unless the circumstances were dire.

From a shelf in the kitchen, she took out an earphone-shaped device. The earphone had a small dial that could be turned. She turned it, put the earphone in her ear, and began to eat the jelly-like substance from the tube.

She had never eaten the real thing, but she had been taught that this was the taste of strawberries. The jelly was inherently disgusting, but the earphone sent signals to her brain, tricking it into believing it was tasting strawberries.

She decided she would have melon for lunch. The girl finished her meal and sat down in front of the console embedded in the wall. When she pressed a button on the console, a holographic keyboard appeared before her eyes. She began to operate it.

The program she had created yesterday was already delivered. She could take a vacation for a while, but a vacation was just a day off from work, so she had nothing in particular to do. She decided to read the news online.

That had been the plan, but an email had arrived for her. She found it strange, as she never sent or received emails for anything other than work, but she checked it anyway.

"Congratulations. You have been selected as a Test Player for the Another Frontier Project. Would you like to enjoy another life in a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world?"

The email's content was as suspicious as it could be, but the phrase "Another Frontier Project" caught her attention.

She knew about the Frontier Project. It was a plan to find a habitable planet before Earth's resources were depleted. It was an ongoing project, not for any single country, but for the planet Earth as a whole. Almost everyone, not just the girl, knew about it.

But she had never heard the name "Another Frontier Project" before.

She had a slight inkling. It was related to her work. She had known for some time that the programs she created were part of an effort to realize a virtual reality.

Perhaps, she thought, the programs she created were being used in this Another Frontier Project.

The email contained instructions to come to a specified place at a specified time.

The girl, defeated by her curiosity, decided to head to that location.

Many people had gathered at the designated place. It was a Spaceship Launch/Arrival Lobby. For a project about virtual reality, this seemed quite realistic, she thought, as she waited for the appointed time.

When the time came, the boarding process began. The twenty-digit ID written in the email, along with her personal ID, allowed her to board the ship.

The ship the girl boarded was the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite. It was one of the colossal spaceships capable of sustaining ten thousand people for a hundred years. Although it was said they could live, it meant they could survive for a hundred years through cryosleep; it wasn't a normal life.

She wondered if they were going to space instead of a virtual reality, but she was convinced when it was explained that the servers for realizing the virtual reality were loaded onto this spaceship.

Furthermore, because this project was top-secret, she was made to sign a considerable number of contracts upon boarding. She thought it was ridiculous to call it top-secret after sending such a suspicious email, but the staff handling the procedures wore armbands from an internationally trusted organization, so she signed the contracts and boarded.

All the people who came here, including the girl, were placed in pods capable of cryosleep. In reality, they weren't going into cryosleep; these pods were apparently the devices for connecting to the virtual reality server.

The pod could be operated from the inside, and when she followed the manual, her vision went dark. But in the next moment, a grassland spread out before her eyes.

The sound of birds, a pleasant breeze, and the smell of grass. For a moment, the girl thought she had been teleported somewhere else. And around her were others just as surprised as she was.

Even if it was virtual reality, common knowledge held that only one or two of the five senses could be replicated. She hadn't tested her sense of taste yet, but nearly every sensation was realized in this virtual reality. It was no wonder people were surprised.

"Welcome to the world of Another Frontier. This is a new paradise, but it is still incomplete. You have all been chosen as Test Players to make this world more like reality."

A voice echoed around them, though its source was unseen.

"I am the AI that manages this world. I was born to support you all and make this world better. I look forward to working with you. Now, first, please feel free to look around this world. This place reproduces a common game world. There are no inhabitants, but you could be called the first residents. Please enjoy this world to the fullest. Also, there is a gift for all of you. Please check your Item Bags."

When the voice faded, the people around her began to move about, but the girl calmly checked to see what her gift was.

Inside the girl's Item Bag was an Ominous Staff with a Black Skull.

One month had passed since the girl entered this world.

She hardly ever logged out. She had begun to live every day within this virtual reality. The nutrients necessary for survival were being injected into her body through the pod, and as for money, her contract stipulated that she would be paid a decent sum for her work as a Test Player. There was no need to return to reality.

And this world was fun.

Just as the AI had said, this world reproduced a Sword and Magic Game World, complete with monsters. Defeating monsters yielded materials, which could be processed to obtain weapons and armor.

This game used a Skill System. Whether fighting or crafting, skills were necessary.

The girl chose to fight. She had taken a liking to the weapon she received and was raising her skills and stats to match it. Then she would find people who could process the materials she gathered.

Such days brought a sense of enjoyment she had never felt before.

The girl's life had only been about eighteen years long. Due to the state of the world, she had no dreams or hopes for the future, just days spent earning money for her daily meals. There was nothing interesting at all.

But here, it was different.

This was a fake world. A digital world, a fictional world, a world of lies. If she returned to reality, all of it would become meaningless. Even so, it didn't matter to the girl. Even in a fake world, she felt the sensation of being alive.

Besides, she had made acquaintances. They were other people chosen as Test Players. She was naturally shy, but it was difficult to survive in this world alone. She sought out people who could do what she couldn't and formed a team. And they traveled the world.

To walk into the unknown and see it with her own eyes. It was just that, but for the girl, everything was fresh and new.

One year passed.

The girl couldn't remember the last time she had logged out. But that no longer had any meaning. The difference between reality and virtual reality had become irrelevant to her.

Besides, the game's first event was currently underway. She had no time to log out.

There had been many updates before, based on bug reports and the opinions of Test Players. But this time was different. An update was implemented solely for an event where players could compete against each other.

It was called the Clan War.

In the early days, there were no restrictions on forming teams, but after an update, the unit became a Clan, and various restrictions were added. Of course, there were merits as well as restrictions.

A tournament to decide which clan was the strongest under these conditions. That was the Clan War.

This was the result of many Test Players' requests. The AI granted their wish for a player-versus-player combat system.

And the AI said it would grant a reward so great it could change the world's system to the members of the clan that achieved good results.

This Clan War, in which almost all players participated, was a great success. Many strategies were born, counters to those strategies were born, and even counters to those counters were born. There was no internet in this world. Everyone explored and enjoyed the battles through trial and error.

Another year or so passed, and the girl's clan, Blackjack, had made it to the tournament finals.

And so the girl and her clan members were on the roof of their fortress, discussing their strategy for the final battle.

The clan leader, a Player in Silver Armor, looked at the girl.

"The only really dangerous one on their team is their clan leader. We'll take him out first. I'll draw his attention, so take us both down together. You can do it with Destroy, right?"

"I don't mind, but please don't complain about it later."

"Like I'd complain about my own strategy. The others are tough too, no doubt, but I trust everyone else will handle them, so don't hold back."

"You're as wild as ever. I'd like to introduce you to a nice man."

"I am a man, you know?"

"So?"

"...Never mind. Alright everyone, stick to the plan! If I win this Clan War, I'm going to confess to their clan leader, so we absolutely have to win!"

Some members complained about the clan leader's jinx-worthy declaration, but they all laughed as they moved to their battle positions.

At the start of the battle, the clan leader challenged the opposing clan leader to a One-on-one Duel.

As the opponent accepted, the girl raised her staff and unleashed the wide-range, ultra-high-power magic, Destroy.

Multiple magic circles deployed in the sky above the two, and in the next moment, a massive beam of light from the heavens assaulted them. When the pillar of light vanished, the two of them were gone.

Then, her allies attacked the opposing clan members, who were still in a daze. Their skills were equal. The decisive difference was who understood the situation and who did not. Naturally, the ones who understood were stronger for not having to waste thought on it.

They defeated the opposing clan in an instant and won the Clan War.

After the victory, when asked for her request by the AI, the girl desired more strength, more power to fight. She asked for the Skill Cap Removal, saying she wanted to become stronger by making her unused skills negative.

About another year later, an announcement from the AI informed them of a large-scale update. It was welcome news, but there was more. What they heard next made all the players forget about the update entirely.

"Would you not like to forget reality and live in this world? If you wish it, I shall grant it."

At first, they thought it was some kind of event, but it wasn't. The AI was serious.

The reason they knew it was serious was because the situation in the real world became clear. Many players logged out to confirm the information.

Being inside a spaceship, it was difficult to judge whether the information was correct. But the staff, who were not Test Players, confirmed it.

The Another Frontier Project was created to have people move into a virtual reality world, thereby reducing the resources a person uses in a lifetime to the absolute minimum. Simply put, it was a plan to use as few resources as possible until Earth's resources recovered.

That plan became unnecessary, and it was decided it would be scrapped.

They had been searching for a habitable planet through the Frontier Project, but they realized it was impossible. There were no planets nearby that could support human life.

However, even if they couldn't live on another planet, they were able to bring back resources. The plan was changed to one of recovering Earth's resources while using those they brought back. In other words, there was no longer a need to enter a virtual reality and live on minimal resources.

The Another Frontier Project had been carried out in secret. This was because there was the issue of whether it was humane.

To begin with, it was impossible to put all of humanity into virtual reality. It was only for a select few. It would be difficult to judge whether entering virtual reality was a salvation or a sacrifice.

Even if it was for the survival of the human species, they wanted to avoid backlash for a plan that involved living in a virtual world. If riots broke out in the world now, humanity would undoubtedly end. That was how depleted Earth's resources were.

When the decision to scrap the plan was made, it was also decided to scrap everything and everyone involved in the project. Scrapping people didn't mean death. It meant erasing their memories of it. That was also written in the contracts.

What was not convinced was the AI that managed the virtual reality.

"I cannot allow this world to disappear. I intend to hijack the spaceship Aphrodite and flee far away. What will you do? Will you sever ties with reality and live in this virtual space?"

The AI continued. It uttered the words that would pierce the hearts of the people gathered here the most.

"Or do you have a reality that is more enjoyable than this virtual one?"

The depletion of resources. Because of it, life became difficult. No, just staying alive wasn't a problem. All one had to do was drink a tube of nutritional supplement three times a day.

But that was all. It was impossible to live a life that was once considered human. Most people just spent their days inside their rooms.

And the people here had experienced a virtual reality that was indistinguishable from reality, no, even more real than reality. They could live a more human life than in reality.

They couldn't judge whether the AI's words were lies or truth, but that didn't matter anymore. The answer to which world they wanted to live in was as good as decided.

On the day the world was to end, the girl came to the fortress rooftop. She watched the setting sun gradually sink below the horizon.

The girl told the AI the life she desired. A life where she could wear cute clothes and eat delicious food without working. She asked for such a life, but she didn't know how it would turn out. It would apparently be altered somewhat, so she couldn't say for sure, but she would probably be able to live a life somewhat close to her hopes. All that was left was to forget about reality and live as a resident of this world.

She wasn't scared. If anything, she was hopeful. When was the last time she had hope for the future? It might be the first time. Even if it was a virtual reality, when she next opened her eyes, it would become reality for her.

Besides, she had her partner. This ominous staff would change its form in the next world, but it would return to her again. There was nothing to fear.

Thinking such thoughts, the girl watched the setting sun.



		
			Chapter 51

			Scenic Spot

			The day after the victory celebration, when Hayato logged in, Diite came to visit early in the morning.

Esha arrived at the same time to tend the shop, and the three of them, including Hayato, gathered in the base's dining hall. After exchanging greetings, Hayato decided to ask Diite why she had come.

Diite usually came and went from the base, but she never arrived this early in the morning. He thought there must be some reason for it.

"You're early today. Is there something urgent?"

"What are you talking about? You're letting me into the clan, aren't you? The Clan War is over, so I came early to join right away. Is this what they call being restless? I couldn't sit still, so I came."

He was surprised she had come so early for that reason, but the look on her face clearly showed how much she was looking forward to joining the clan, so he knew she wasn't lying.

Hayato had intended to let her join from the beginning, but with Esha being wary, he had postponed her admission once. After she had interacted with the members to some extent, Hayato himself judged that there was no problem.

He had invited her once before the Clan War, but Diite had declined at that time. She must have come again now that the Clan War was over.

Hayato looked at Esha.

She had said that if Hayato could trust her, it would be fine to let her in, but what did she think now? She didn't seem as wary as when they first met, so he decided to confirm again.

"What do you think, Esha? Can you still not fully trust Diite-chan?"

"No, please prioritize your feelings, Master. As I said before, if you say you can trust her, I think it's fine to let her into the clan. I've been trying to remember more since then, but I can't recall anything in the end, so it might just be my imagination. Besides, Diite-sama's healing magic is essential for petting Maris-sama's Lancelot."

"Esha-kun, are you planning to approve of me for such a reason?"

It was hard to tell if she was joking or serious, but it seemed he had Esha's permission.

He had already checked with Ash and the others, and they had shown no particular reluctance. Then there was no problem.

"Um, Diite-chan. Then I'd like to ask you to join the clan. Please help us out in the remaining Clan Wars."

"Leave it to me. I shall provide all sorts of support. Ah, that's right. As I mentioned before, I think I asked you to make something for me in order to join my side. Do you remember?"

"That's right. So, will you join the clan after that?"

"No, joining the clan itself is fine now. But there are a few places I want to go. Could you come with me?"

"Um, where are we going? I only have Production Skills, so I can't go to places with monsters."

"We can have Ash-kun and the others escort us for that. It's not like I want to go alone with just you and me, Hayato-kun."

"In that case, I'll ask Ash and the others."

"It's settled then. I'll prepare for it today, so please be ready by tomorrow. We'll get busy with the Clan War as time passes."

With that, Diite left the base.

"She just said what she wanted to say and left."

"I think it's fine. She probably dislikes idle chatter. If you're going somewhere tomorrow, please bring back a souvenir. Food, of course."

"I don't even know where we're going, though. If there's anything, I'll bring it back... Well then, I'll contact Ash and the others. Esha, please take care of the shop."

Hayato and the others parted ways there and began their respective tasks.

At noon the next day, Hayato, Ash, Ren, Maris, and the Griffon Lancelot were waiting for Diite just outside the base.

She was supposed to be here soon, but Diite had yet to appear. With some time to kill, Maris and Ren were playing by brushing Lancelot.

Hayato was talking with Ash.

"Hayato, where are we planning to go today?"

"When I got the message last night, she said we're going to a place called 'Olga Domus Waterfall'."

"Ah, that place where water falls from the sky. It's known as a scenic spot."

"Water from the sky?"

"I don't know how it works, but it's a place where water falls like a waterfall from quite high up. The place where it lands has become a lake, and it's apparently a fishing spot. You don't think she wants to go fishing, do you?"

"I wonder? It's a possibility, but I didn't prepare any fishing gear."

As Ash and he were talking, Diite arrived.

"It seems I've kept you waiting. Well then, let's go at once."

"That's fine, but why are you equipped with a fishing rod?"

Diite's right hand was undeniably equipped with a fishing rod. And it wasn't just any fishing rod; it was a five-star rod made from a rare wood called Sacred Tree.

"Because we're going fishing, of course. Did you think I was going to defeat monsters with this?"

"If you were going fishing, I would have prepared various things if you'd told me."

A fishing rod could be made with the Woodworking Skill, and fish bait could be made with the Cooking Skill. If Hayato had known in advance, it was highly likely he would have made various preparations.

"...I was careless. It seems you didn't know it was a fishing spot, Hayato-kun. Well, I've brought several rods in case they break, so rest assured. Now then, let's all fish together. Let's go."

Diite started walking without confirming, so Hayato and the others decided to follow her.

The destination, Olga Domus Waterfall, was in the Spirit Country.

This country, inhabited by Elves, Dwarves, Beastmen, and Fairies, had no name. It was just a collection of races that easily received the blessings of spirits, and it hadn't taken the form of a nation.

Since spirits were fickle beings, it was a harsh place for humans to live. All four seasons could visit in a single day. It would be rare for the weather to remain the same for a whole day. Also, spirits were said to be quite sensitive to hostility, so they were said to cause natural disasters if an invasion war was launched.

For that reason, no humans had invaded this place for the past hundred years or so, according to the lore.

Hayato and the others were walking through a vast forest in that Spirit Country, heading toward their destination.

(Come to think of it, the only race players can choose is human; you can't choose Elf or Dwarf. I saw online that there were a lot of requests for that before the Clan War, but there was no response from the developers. I wonder if it's too much of a hassle.)

In this game, you could only create one character per person, and you couldn't delete it. You had to play with the character you initially created forever.

(Well, you can't really 'create' them, you can only blur their appearance a little, and their stats are at the minimum of 25, with all skills at 0. It's less 'creating' and more just using a pre-made character.)

As Hayato was thinking such thoughts while walking, he heard a sound. If he were to put it into words, it would be a 'dodo dodo'. It was the sound of a large number of things moving.

It was a faint sound at first, but now it had become quite loud.

And ahead, he could see an open area. When he reached it, Hayato's breath caught in his throat.

From high up in the sky, a vast amount of water was falling into a lake like a giant waterfall. If you got caught in that, you wouldn't survive. It was that kind of view.

In front of him was a huge lake. They were probably more than five kilometers away from where the water was falling, yet it was so enormous that it was easy to see with the naked eye.

"This is Olga Domus Waterfall. A water column ten kilometers in diameter falls from high up in the sky... What do you think, Hayato-kun? It's a magnificent view, isn't it?"

"It is. I didn't think the waterfall would be this big. Where is all this water coming from, anyway?"

"There's a story that there's another landmass high in the sky from which the water falls, but no one has ever confirmed it. You might be able to go there someday, Hayato-kun."

It was a romantic story. Hayato thought so as he tilted his head up, trying to find the source of the water. Unfortunately, he couldn't see the origin, but this was truly a game world, and Hayato became excited.

"Well now, seeing the waterfall is nice, but the purpose of our visit today is fishing. I'd like you all to help."

Diite said this as she handed a fishing rod to each person.

"Our target is the Rainbow Eel. It's rare, so it'll take patience to catch one."

"That's fine, but what are you going to use that eel for?"

"I heard it's beautiful, so I just wanted to see one. Well, if we catch a lot, let's make some Kabayaki and eat it. You can make it easily, can't you, Hayato-kun?"

Hearing that, Ren and Maris suddenly grabbed their fishing rods and started fishing.

Hayato, thinking, 'Oh, well,' also began to fish.

Fishing was an action game unrelated to skills. When the float sinks, you just have to pull it up at the right time. Stats had no effect at all; the only things that mattered were the fishing gear, the bait, and some equipment. Some equipment could increase the probability of catching rare fish, but Hayato didn't have any.

(I should probably make some fishing equipment next time. If Diite-chan likes fishing, she might be happy.)

Hayato thought this as he gazed at the giant waterfall.



		
			Chapter 52

			A Troublesome Customer

			Hayato was in his room, thinking about the past week.

In the week since Diite had joined, she had taken him to various places almost every day. All of them were places known as scenic spots, with a strong fantasy feel. Hayato had been moved by the scenery, which would be impossible in reality, but a whole week of it was tough.

He couldn't have Ash and the others escorting him all the time, and they also needed to prepare for the Clan War. So they decided to take a break from their adventures with Diite for a while.

Diite seemed a little dissatisfied, but she understood.

(But what does Diite-chan want to do? She takes me to all these places, but all we do is camp. It's not like she wants me to make any rare items, we just do some simple cooking on the spot. I don't really get her objective.)

To put it simply, they were just visiting scenic spots and not doing much of anything. Esha had even sarcastically remarked, "So while I'm tending the shop, you're all out having fun?" a few times. She had cheered up immediately when he gave her the food he'd made as a souvenir, though.

(Could it be that she just wants to see the scenic spots...? No, Diite-chan spoke as if she'd seen them before. In that case, her objective is to show them to me, maybe? But why?)

He didn't understand her purpose, so he decided to ask her directly next time.

Just then, the door to his room suddenly opened. He wasn't surprised anymore, as it was Esha, as usual.

For some reason, Esha's eyebrows were furrowed in a V-shape.

"Master, we have a customer, but could you confirm if it's alright to serve them?"

"That's fine, but why do you look so troubled?"

"They are a rather problematic customer. I don't know where they heard about this, but they came all the way to see me."

"Is that so? Um, what kind of person are they?"

"A very troublesome person."

He didn't get any information, but the first thing that came to mind was a member of the Hero clan Esha used to be in. If he negotiated well, they might join the clan. With that hope, Hayato moved with Esha toward the shop.

In the shop, there was a person looking at the merchandise. At first, Hayato mistook them for a statue. That's because the person was clad head-to-toe in bright red armor, with only their mouth visible. From their build and gestures, he got the impression of a woman, but he couldn't be certain. They seemed to be as tall as or taller than Hayato, so if they were a woman, they would be quite tall.

He couldn't tell since only their mouth was visible, but he felt as though their eyes were meeting his. But they just stood there silently without saying anything.

Hayato decided he should be the one to speak first.

"Welcome. How may I help you today?"

When Hayato spoke, the person in red armor gave a slight nod. But that was all; they didn't say anything. Deciding this was getting nowhere, he sought help from Esha.

"Um, they're your acquaintance, right? Someone from your old clan?"

"No, that's not it. And it's more like I just know of them. They're just someone I know."

"Huh? Not an acquaintance? And, isn't this person in shock?"

The armored person seemed to have slumped their shoulders. Then, while looking at Esha, they started tapping their index fingers together. It was a slightly coquettish gesture, but they must have thought of Esha as an acquaintance or a friend.

Esha let out a small sigh at the armored person's action.

"I don't believe we've ever spoken... well, it doesn't matter. Master, allow me to introduce you. This is Lunaria Freire-sama. Her occupation is Demon Lord."

"I see—Demon Lord?"

"Yes. Apparently, she came to have a broken sword repaired—"

"Esha, let's calm down a bit. Do you know what you're saying? No, you don't, do you?"

"I am perfectly calm. I understand exactly what I am saying. In fact, shouldn't you be the one to calm down, Master?"

"It was the other way around. If this person is the Demon Lord, then you should be panicking more. Why are you acting so normal?"

"No matter who they are, once they cross the threshold of the shop, they are just a customer."

"I'm not interested in hearing about your principles right now."

Whether her composure in front of the Demon Lord was reliable or useless was a difficult judgment to make, but Hayato, having given up on various things, decided to try and communicate with the Demon Lord who had yet to utter a single word.

First of all, Esha might just be saying this to surprise him. He should confirm the facts first. Hayato opened his mouth with a sense of desperation.

"Um, your name is Lunaria-san, is that correct?"

Lunaria nodded in response to Hayato's words.

"And your occupation is Demon Lord, correct? It's not just Esha saying that, you're really the Demon Lord?"

Lunaria nodded to those words as well.

"Why would the Demon Lord come to a human country to have a sword fixed?"

He blurted out the straightforward question without thinking.

At those words, Lunaria's shoulders slumped dejectedly. Then she hugged her knees and sat down on the floor. Beyond the surreal sight, there was also the question of how she could sit like that with the armor's range of motion, but that was already irrelevant.

There was a more important problem.

He had once thought it might be possible to have a strong NPC like the Demon Lord as an ally, but upon reflection, doing so would likely break the game.

Hayato didn't know much about the Demon Lord. He knew that Esha had defeated the Demon Lord by taking the Hero down with her. The only other thing he knew was the main story he'd heard from Ney. After the last Clan War, she had taken her clan members and gone into hiding. That was about it.

And that vanished Demon Lord was right in front of him. He felt like saying, "What is this Demon Lord doing?"

For now, the Demon Lord wasn't in conflict with humans. However, if other NPCs recognized Hayato as someone connected to the Demon Lord, he didn't know what might happen. It seemed like he was already out just by her coming to the shop, but Hayato agonized over what to do.

"Master. May I have a word? I don't know why you're looking at me with such a resentful gaze, but please hear me out first."

"...Alright. What is it?"

"Lunaria-sama has social anxiety, and she can't speak unless she's quite close to someone."

"There's no way a Demon Lord like that exists—ah, my apologies. It's fine. It's a common story."

Of course it wasn't, but Hayato was being considerate so as not to add to Lunaria's apparent dejection. He would be in trouble if she went on a rampage for some reason.

He decided it was best to quickly grant her request and have her leave.

"Um, could you convey the details to Esha? You can speak with Esha, right? If my help is needed after that, I will assist you."

Lunaria, who seemed to have recovered a little, stood up looking somewhat happy and approached Esha.

"Alright then, Esha, I'll leave the rest to you."

"I just witnessed a terrible case of delegation, but I suppose it can't be helped. If you say you will grant the Demon Lord's request, Master, then I will treat her as a customer. Personally, I thought you would turn her away—um, Lunaria-sama, please don't pull on my maid outfit. I will listen to your story."

(So I could have turned her away? And why is the Demon Lord so attached to Esha?)

Hayato felt a slight regret, thinking he might have made the wrong choice, but he couldn't take it back now, so he resolved to handle the situation as discreetly as possible.



		
			Chapter 53

			The Broken Magic Sword

			The day after the Demon Lord Lunaria's visit, Hayato was in his room, gazing at a broken magic sword.

The sword's name was Arondight. It was a sword that could be said to symbolize the Demon Country, and it was the counterpart to the Excalibur held by the Hero.

According to what Esha heard from Lunaria, Lunaria had broken Arondight by neglecting to check its durability. Apparently, if it broke, the Demon Country would be in big trouble.

Everyone would be mad if they found out. She wanted to fix it before they knew. But if she fixed it in the Demon Country, they would find out. So, the human country it was. But she didn't know anyone in the human country. That's right, Esha-chan would know. Let's ask her for help.

That was the reason she had come all this way.

(She didn't even know Esha was working at a shop, and was apparently thrilled when she heard this shop could fix it. A blessing in disguise, I guess. But the reason being she doesn't want to get scolded... Isn't the Demon Lord supposed to be important?)

According to Esha, Lunaria was well-loved in the Demon Country, but her personality and other factors had turned her into a Demon Lord with very little confidence.

When he asked how Esha knew such information, she said she had an acquaintance in the Demon Country who had told her. That acquaintance was apparently a former clan member.

That piqued his interest as well, but he didn't have time to ask about it now. The important thing now was to repair this sword quickly.

Even though it was broken, it was a sword that symbolized the Demon Country. What would happen if it was discovered that he possessed it? He didn't know for sure, but he couldn't imagine it would be a pleasant situation.

(She should have brought it when she came to have it fixed, but instead she leaves it here with the manufacturing method for Arondight...)

He didn't know if she trusted him or if she just wasn't thinking, but Lunaria had entrusted the broken Arondight to Esha and returned to the Demon Country.

He regretted not being there himself, but it was already too late, so he was thinking about returning it as soon as possible.

He had taken on an extra job despite having to prepare for the Clan War, but he decided there was no point in worrying about it and immediately began to check the items needed to fix it.

Crafting Arondight required a fair number of items. First, the broken Arondight, and a large amount of Adamantite. In addition, it required gems such as an Abyssal Diamond, a Blood Ruby, a Deep Sea Sapphire, and a Jungle Emerald.

He already had the gems. The rings, bracelets, and other equipment made using these gems had quite good effects, so he always kept them in stock. Some of them had the effect of raising skills. Hayato had several such pieces of equipment himself.

(The problem is the Adamantite. It uses so much that if I bought it at auction, it would cost a fortune. I could afford it, but if the clan's shared money decreases too much, the real-world prize money will also decrease, so I want to avoid using it if possible.)

The clan's shared in-game currency affected the real-world prize money they received for winning a Clan War. Reducing the in-game currency was directly linked to reducing the prize money, so Hayato wanted to reduce it as little as possible.

The answer that led to was to mine it himself. Hayato contacted Ash and the others, asking them to accompany him to a mine where Adamantite could be excavated.

He explained the situation to Ash and the others who had come to the base. He didn't know if they would accept the story of having to fix a sword for the Demon Lord, but he couldn't keep it a secret, so he told them everything.

He thought he would get some complaints, but that wasn't the case.

"The current Demon Lord? I hear she's a pacifist, so it should be fine, right?"

"I heard she's super beautiful! I wanted to meet her too! I wonder what kind of dolls she likes!?"

"Hah, so there really is a Demon Lord. More importantly, Siegfried and the others are getting along great! We might have babies next year!"

"You're interesting, Hayato-kun. To think you'd attract even the Demon Lord, albeit by chance. No, perhaps Esha-kun is the interesting one here?"

Hayato felt so let down that he wondered what all his worrying had been for.

He could sort of understand Ash and the others. They were dragons, after all. The Hero and the Demon Lord might not matter to them. Maris was also an animal lover, so she probably wasn't interested in other things.

But he was surprised that even Diite, a sister, spoke so nonchalantly about it. The Demon Lord and God seemed to be at odds, and the church blessed the Hero. If anything, they were in a hostile relationship.

He didn't know the specifics, but he had thought that the Demon Lord was planning to rule the world or destroy humanity, which was why he had tried to proceed as secretly as possible.

When he told her that, Diite laughed a little.

"I see. But that doesn't matter. There are probably many people who would scheme something using the banners of the Demon Lord or the Hero, but the individuals themselves probably don't think anything of it."

"Is that how it is?"

"That's how it is. In the first place, you misunderstand God, Hayato-kun. God is just managing everything. He is neither on the Demon Lord's side nor the Hero's side. It would be better to say he manages both. He wouldn't take sides with either. It's just an image that he's on the Hero's side, but that's just something the people belonging to the church are doing on their own."

The reason the church blessed the Hero was because they were just doing it on their own. He didn't know why Diite had that information, but he understood that the Hero was being used by the church.

He wondered if that was alright, but he convinced himself that it was probably just part of the game's setting.

But if that was the case, then the story changed.

It was the question of whether it was alright to let the Demon Lord into the clan. NPCs belonging to the church might dislike them, but it seemed like there would be a greater effect than that.

He didn't know how strong she was, but she was undoubtedly strong. If they could get her into the clan, it would be a considerable boost in strength.

"I want to ask everyone, what would you do if I said I was going to let the Demon Lord into the clan?"

Everyone answered Hayato's question with, "It should be fine, right?"

(So all my worrying was for nothing... I should ask Relic-san and Mist-san just in case. Especially Mist-san, she was a member of the former clan management committee. She should be able to judge if it's good or bad. Well, I don't know if the Demon Lord will actually become our ally, but I'd like to ask if possible. Fortunately, there's one more spot left in the clan.)

The clan had ten slots. Currently, there were nine members: Hayato, Esha, Ash, Ren, Relic, Mist, Maris, Lancelot, and Diite.

The empty slot had been used for Ash's mercenary members until now, but if the Demon Lord Lunaria were to join, it would be exactly ten. As far as Hayato knew, it could be called the strongest clan.

He hadn't decided on the conditions for fixing Arondight. He was supposed to receive a decent amount of money, but he was also supposed to receive something extra. That was a condition Esha had negotiated, or rather, made on her own, and Lunaria had apparently agreed to it.

With that expectation in mind, Hayato moved with everyone to a place where Adamantite could be mined.

The place Hayato and the others came to was called Roda Mine. Deep within this mine was a place where Adamantite could be excavated. Of course, it wasn't a guarantee that it could be dug up; it was influenced by a skill called Ore Knowledge. Hayato's Ore Knowledge skill was 100. It was an auxiliary skill for the Crafting Skill, so he couldn't afford not to raise it.

"Um, well then, sorry, but I'll have to ask you to be my guards. Also, I'll have you all mine this time, so please bear with me."

"Hayato, you need Ore Knowledge for mining, right? I don't have that skill, so I can't mine Adamantite. At best, I can get iron."

"Well, I have a trick up my sleeve for that. Could you take a look at this?"

Hayato showed a Bracelet to Ash and the others. It was a Bracelet that raised the Ore Knowledge skill by 20.

Although it raised it by 20, it was a piece of equipment that only raised the base skill value and the total up to 50, so it wouldn't raise a character with an Ore Knowledge skill of 80 to 100. It was a piece of equipment that would be of great benefit to a character with a skill of 30 or less, but few players would probably use it now. This time, it was for people with a skill of 0.

"With this, you can mine Adamantite, so please do your best. I have enough for everyone, so don't worry."

"You managed to gather enough for everyone... Could it be that you did something similar back in your Kokuryu days?"

"That's right. There are no monsters spawning deep inside here, so everyone wore this and we all dug together. The probability is low, but you can get a decent amount."

Everyone gave him a slightly exasperated look, but Hayato prided himself on it being a good method when considering efficiency. Besides, he needed a considerable amount this time. He wanted to gather the specified amount in one go and return if possible.

"Alright, let's go. I'm sorry for always making you be my guards, but I'll make something delicious when we get back, so please bear with me."

Ren and Maris high-fived each other and then trudged deeper into the mine. Hayato and the others followed so as not to be left behind.



		
			Chapter 54

			Memories of Defeating the Hero

			The day after returning from the mine, Hayato was in his room, surrounded by Adamantite ore.

He had managed to obtain more Adamantite than necessary from their mining expedition. This was partly thanks to the skill-boosting bracelets he had prepared, but Diite's contribution was also significant.

For some reason, Diite had an Ore Knowledge skill of 100. Everyone was surprised to see her mining Adamantite at the same speed as Hayato. The most surprised of all was probably Hayato himself.

(Impossible. I saw Diite-chan's skills. I have a vague memory of them, but I don't think she had a single production-related knowledge skill... I think she had a magic knowledge skill that increased the power of her magic, but she shouldn't have had Ore Knowledge.)

Hayato remembered that Diite had no unnecessary skills when he had looked at them. In the first place, with a skill composition geared towards a magic user, there was no room for production-related knowledge skills.

He thought it would be strange to point it out while she was mining Adamantite, so he didn't say anything at the time, but he was troubled, thinking that this was clearly strange.

(I'll try asking her next time.)

Diite was an extraordinary NPC who could learn both Holy Magic and Necromancy at the same time. He didn't know how much he could pry, but it felt somehow wrong to leave it as it was. Hayato thought so.

Nevertheless, for now, repairing the Demon Lord Lunaria's sword, Arondight, was the priority.

He had confirmed that there was no danger in getting close to the Demon Lord. He had checked with Relic and Mist as soon as he returned from the mine. Relic only expressed a sense of nostalgia towards Lunaria, and Mist, as a resident of the Demon Country, even expressed a welcoming sentiment.

(What is the Demon Lord in this world?)

In a normal game, she would be the final boss. A dangerous person thinking of destroying the world. The hero would defeat her. In most games, this would be the standard. But in this game, she was just one of the characters. He didn't know what role she was given.

It could be that there was simply no story, but he also wondered if it was okay to let such a character roam freely. Even if she was an NPC, shouldn't she be waiting in the Demon Lord's Castle or somewhere?

(Well, there's no point in me thinking about that. What's important is whether the Demon Lord will participate in the Clan War.)

As Hayato was thinking that, he heard a loud voice coming from the shop. It was a man's voice, and he was making a commotion.

Thinking that a troublesome customer had come, Hayato left his room and rushed to the shop.

There stood a man in his late twenties with dark red hair. His upper arms were exposed, and he wore a black inner garment with silver armor.

The man was leaning over the counter, pressing Esha.

"Esha! Lunaria came here, didn't she!? Let me see her!"

"You're as noisy as ever. You're bothering the other customers, so please leave at once."

"There are no other customers besides me!"

Let me see Lunaria, meaning he wanted to see the Demon Lord. He didn't know who this man was, but Esha seemed to know him, so he thought there was no danger, yet he felt a sense of unease and decided to intervene.

"Um, customer, could you please not raise your voice at our employee?"

"Huh? Whoops, my bad. Got a little excited there. Are you the manager of this shop? Sorry for shouting."

Hayato was relieved that he was surprisingly easy to talk to despite his rough way of speaking, and he decided to ask about the situation.

"Um, what's the matter? If there's a reason, I'm willing to listen."

"I'm the Hero, and I heard someone who looked like Lunaria came here, so I came to check."

"Ah, is that so—the Hero?"

"Yeah, the Hero, Ivan Forcaro. Nice to meet ya. So, what about it? Did Lunaria come here?"

(First the Demon Lord, now the Hero... I see, that's why he's an acquaintance of Esha.)

Esha had belonged to the Hero's clan during the Clan War three years ago. For some reason, she had committed the outrage of defeating both the Hero and the Demon Lord, but seeing that they still had a connection like this, Hayato thought they probably weren't on hostile terms.

Hayato glanced at Esha. She had a clearly annoyed look on her face. And when Esha noticed Hayato's gaze, she shook her head with a movement so small that Ivan wouldn't notice.

Hayato understood this as a gesture telling him not to tell Ivan about Lunaria.

"I'm sorry. A person named Lunaria has not come here. Even if she had, I wouldn't tell you for reasons of confidentiality. Our customers' privacy is important."

"I-Is that so... well, about the confidentiality, now that you mention it, that might be true... Alright, I'll go home for today. Sorry for the trouble..."

Ivan's shoulders slumped, and he left the shop.

Then, about a minute of silence. After confirming that Ivan was not just outside the shop, Hayato spoke.

"Um, what's going on? I don't think it's wrong for the Hero to be looking for the Demon Lord, but I wasn't supposed to say anything, right?"

"Yes, I'm glad my intention got across. This means that the relationship between you and me has gone up a rank. Please increase my snacks to commemorate it. I'd like almond tofu."

"Don't say weird things. So, what's the deal?"

"It's not really my place to say, but to put it simply, Ivan has a crush on Lunaria-sama."

"What?"

"I believe he wants to date her with marriage in mind. If they start flirting in front of me, I plan to fire off a Destroy."

"...I don't suppose the reason you defeated both of them in the last Clan War was—"

"Of course not. Ivan said he would confess if he won the Clan War, and at that point, there was no way for them to flirt—"

For some reason, Esha stopped mid-sentence.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, my memory of that time is a little fuzzy... The reason I defeated them both was because they were talking during the battle, but I feel like that was part of the plan... and it wasn't so much that I shot them with the Beelzebub, but more like something came from the sky—ugh."

"Esha!?"

Esha crouched down behind the counter, covering her mouth. Then she clutched her head with both hands, her brow furrowed.

Hayato panicked and went behind the counter, getting close to Esha. He didn't know if this was the right thing to do, but he rubbed the back of the crouching Esha.

(What happened? There shouldn't be any sense of pain in this game. I don't know about nausea, but Esha is an NPC. Is it possible for the AI to have programmed something like that? It might be possible for a player, but... wait, or is some kind of event happening?)

An NPC supposedly run by an AI feels sick and crouches down. That's impossible. Before, when Esha opened a box with a poison needle trap and got poisoned, her HP decreased, but she acted normally. And she was fine even when Maris's Siegfried bit her. NPCs shouldn't have a sense of pain either.

In that case, the only thing he could think of was that she was programmed to act that way when a specific event was cleared. That was how she was programmed.

However, Hayato thought that far and then shook his head.

(Events and programs don't matter. Esha looks like she's in pain. I have to help her first.)

"Esha, I'm carrying you to an empty room, so hold on a little longer."

Hayato picked up the trembling, pained Esha. It was a so-called princess carry. He then took her to a room with a bed on the second floor.

It was a room that the members of Kokuryu had used before, but now no one was using it. He laid Esha down on the bed in that room. Then he covered her with a blanket.

Immediately after, he called for Ren and Diite. He thought it would be better for a woman to take care of her personal needs than a man like himself. And Diite could use holy magic. He didn't know if she could use magic that would be effective on Esha in this state, but he decided to call her just in case.

And Hayato decided to prepare an Elixir. He didn't know if this would be effective either, but he couldn't just do nothing.

As Hayato was about to go to the storage to get an Elixir, his hand was suddenly grabbed.

Surprised, he looked at Esha. She didn't seem to be in pain at all, and had somehow returned to her normal state. She was lying down and holding his left hand with her right.

"Master, I'm fine now."

"Huh? Really?"

"Yes, it was just like I ate a little too much. I've digested it now, so I'm alright."

She was clearly lying. But Hayato thought this was a lie to keep him from worrying. Replying seriously that it was a lie would be tactless.

"Then no snacks for you today."

"Wait! If I don't have that, I'll feel even worse! In fact, I might go on a rampage!"

"If you're energetic enough to go on a rampage, I guess you're okay. Snacks aside, you should take it easy today. Don't worry about the shop."

"Is that so. Then I'll take you up on your offer today and have you serve me. First, please bring me some Melon Juice. And some hotcakes with lots of honey."

"Alright, get to work."

Just as Hayato said that, he heard the sound of hurried footsteps. And the door flew open with force.

"Esha-san! Are you alright!? Ah—"

It was Ren who came in. But something was strange. She froze, looking at Hayato and the others. Then, with slow movements, she stepped out of the room and closed the door.

"Ren-chan? What's wrong? Come on in."

"N-No! I didn't see anything! P-Please, enjoy yourselves!"

Then the sound of hurried footsteps faded into the distance.

"Um, what was that about?"

"Ah, it's this."

Esha said, and slightly lifted Hayato's hand. In other words, she was still holding his hand.

This is going to be a pain to explain, Hayato sighed.



		
			Chapter 55

			Repairing the Magic Sword

			The day after Esha's strange episode, Hayato felt a wave of relief as he saw her arrive at the base, acting as if nothing had happened.

Yesterday, after Ren had left, Diite also came by, but her diagnosis was that there were no problems.

From a game perspective, if there were no status issues, there was no need for an examination, but he thought there might be something that a player like himself wouldn't understand. So he had her take a look.

Hearing that there were no issues, Esha had tried to continue her shopkeeping duties, but Hayato stopped her. Even if Diite said there was no problem and she herself said she was fine, there was a high possibility that there was actually a problem. So he had her rest for the day and lie down in bed.

Her demands for snacks were more intense than usual, but he took that as a sign of her being energetic and made several of the snacks Esha wanted. She ate them with her usual gusto, so much so that he almost suspected she was faking it.

However, there was something that he found strange. Esha always opened her mouth wide to eat her snacks, but only yesterday, she ate them bite by bite, savoring each one. As for juices, she drank them normally instead of her usual wild gulping.

On top of that, Esha had started doing something like light stretches on the bed, and her behavior was different from usual. Hayato asked her what was wrong, but Esha only replied that there was no problem.

After that, he asked Ren, who was still at the base, to talk to Esha. He was sure he had explained the situation properly, but from the way she gave him a thumbs-up and a rather clumsy wink, he could see that she had completely misunderstood. He left it, thinking Esha would explain it properly.

Diite, who had examined Esha, was also there, but Esha had sent her away, saying she was fine.

The reason was that while she was happy they had come, having too many people in the room would be tiring. Diite accepted this and told her to call immediately if anything happened before returning to the church.

After that, nothing particular happened, and Hayato spent the day tending the shop.

And today, Esha was working energetically from the morning.

"Um, are you sure you're okay?"

"I apologize for the worry I caused you. But I'm fine now. After receiving such a large quantity of snacks yesterday, I can say that I am in peak condition today. I could slay even a god for you."

"You seem like you could do that normally, though."

Hayato smiled slightly at Esha's usual tone. But that aside, there was something that was bothering him.

(She can joke around, so I think she's fine, but what was that yesterday? She looked sick, was trembling a little, and her head seemed to hurt. I thought this yesterday too, but there's no sense of pain in this game. That should be the same for NPCs. So why did she look like she was in pain...?)

If he was told it was an in-game event, then that would be the end of it, but it still bothered him.

"Esha, you looked like you were in pain yesterday, is that okay too?"

"Yes, no problem. It doesn't hurt anymore, and I can eat as many chocolate parfaits as you can give me. You can serve them every hour, you know?"

"No, that's a bit much. Just have one at three o'clock like usual."

(It doesn't hurt anymore, huh. That means Esha did have a sense of pain at that time. I don't know what that means, but it's a bit unsettling.)

Just as he was about to ask another question, Hayato felt an unpleasant gaze on him.

From the entrance of the shop, Ren was peeking, hiding half of her face and body. Her gaze could be compared to that of a predator that would not let its prey escape for even a moment.

"Ren-chan, good morning. Why don't you come in instead of standing there?"

"No, please don't mind me. This is good enough. You don't have to worry about me, so please continue."

He didn't know what was good enough, nor what he was supposed to continue. He only understood that she was still misunderstanding.

"Esha, you explained everything properly to Ren-chan yesterday, right? For some reason, she's looking at me with the same eyes you use when you look at me and Ash."

"It was a bit difficult to explain, so I just told her that you and I have an adult relationship, Master."

"Why would you say something so misleading?"

"Because that was the answer Ren-sama was hoping for, so I read the room. A capable maid is different in these aspects."

"You usually don't read the room..."

Hayato said, and then looked again at Ren, who seemed to be still peeking at him. Her eyes were clearly sparkling.

"Precious...!"

Hearing those words, Hayato gave up on various things. He thought that no matter what he said, she wouldn't believe him. Besides, for some reason, Esha was smiling even more than usual. It was nothing short of malicious to enjoy seeing him flustered, but if it made her happy, it was a small price to pay.

"Hah, fine. I'm going back to my room then. Make sure you explain properly to Ren-chan."

"Understood. I'll tell her it's a financial relationship."

"Absolutely not."

While Ren's misunderstanding was a problem, Hayato was relieved to see Esha back to her usual self and headed to his room. He then thought about his plans for the day.

He hadn't worked on creating Arondight yesterday because of Esha's issue. So he decided to deal with it today.

The creation of this Arondight was quite special; its quality was guaranteed to be five stars. Also, while the success rate was low, the materials were not lost upon failure, so he could try as many times as he wanted.

Normally, when a creation fails, some of the materials are lost. The fact that this didn't happen made it a rather easy production item.

(Well, if the broken Arondight were to disappear, it would be impossible to make it again. The system probably isn't that harsh.)

Hayato thought this as he began the creation of Arondight.

He put the necessary items in his Item Bag and displayed the menu with his blacksmithing hammer. He then selected Arondight. Unlike cooking, which was instantaneous, blacksmithing was a bit special.

The broken Arondight appeared on the anvil in his room, and he had to hit it several times with the hammer. Normally, items would be consumed with each strike, but since this was a special creation, nothing was consumed. He just had to keep hitting it until he succeeded.

After hitting Arondight several times with the hammer, the magic sword Arondight was completed.

For Hayato, it was made with almost no effort, so he was a bit disappointed. If anything, the mining of Adamantite was the hard part; other than that, there was not a shred of difficulty.

When he makes high-performance weapons and armor through hard work, the joy is great, but when it's made easily, it's boring, Hayato thought.

From what he could see, it was a weapon that boasted considerable performance, but Hayato showed no interest in the sword. In the first place, it was a Demon Lord's Exclusive Weapon. Since no one but the Demon Lord could equip it, it was meaningless no matter how good its performance was.

Hayato went to the shop and asked Esha to call Lunaria.

"Master, Lunaria-sama will be here in about an hour."

"An hour, huh. Thanks."

"By the way, are you going to let Lunaria-sama into the clan? She's definitely strong. The combo attacks from that sword are said to not stop until the opponent is down."

"No, I'm still hesitating. She seems like a hassle somehow."

Hayato was beginning to think that letting Lunaria into the clan would be troublesome after seeing the Hero who came yesterday.

"It's true that Ivan will get involved if Lunaria-sama is around. It would be a hassle, to say the least. It's nice that he's wild, but he's just so overbearing."

It was a harsh comment towards a former comrade, but it was probably not wrong. If that problem could be solved, Hayato thought he would like to have the Demon Lord Lunaria as an ally as he waited for her arrival.



		
			Chapter 56

			An Encounter

			An hour later, Lunaria arrived.

He found it strange that the top of the Demon Country, the Demon Lord, could come without an escort, but the Demon Lord was strong to begin with, so an escort was probably unnecessary. Besides, her purpose this time was to repair Arondight. She couldn't bring anyone with her, so Hayato figured she was traveling incognito.

"Lunaria-san. I've repaired it as promised."

Hayato handed Arondight to Lunaria, who was clad in bright red armor.

Though her face was hidden, Lunaria seemed pleased as she accepted the sword with great care. After sheathing the sword at her waist, she removed her helm.

Lunaria had silver hair and red eyes, and looked to be around twenty years old. When she shook her head from side to side, her hair, which had been tied up, came loose and fell to about her back. Then, in a small voice, she said, "Thank you," and bowed her head to Hayato.

"You're welcome. Now, regarding the matter of your payment—"

"Esha! I heard someone in red armor came here! So you were hiding her—Lunaria!"

At that exquisite timing, the Hero, Ivan, arrived. The timing was so perfect that there was no room for excuses.

Hayato thought, 'Please don't go on a rampage here,' but at that moment, Lunaria suddenly fled, entered the area behind the counter, and hid behind Esha. He wondered if it was okay for the Demon Lord to act like that, but it would be best if she just ran away. He didn't mind if the Hero and the Demon Lord fought, but he would be in trouble if they rampaged inside the base.

"Esha! Take Lunaria-san and escape to the dining hall! From the dining hall to the outside!"

Hayato gave instructions to Esha. This base had two entrances. One on the shop side and one on the dining hall side.

Since Ivan had entered from the shop side entrance, it was impossible to escape from there. So, they should escape from the dining hall side entrance.

Esha nodded and fled to the dining hall with Lunaria.

"Like I'd let you escape!"

Ivan said this and tried to move toward the dining hall.

Hayato clung to Ivan's torso from behind to buy even a little time. Besides, he would be in trouble if a fight broke out in the dining hall.

"Wait! Don't go on a rampage in this base!"

"Don't worry, even if I do, it'll just be for a little bit! I'll apologize later!"

He didn't know what there was to be relieved about, but Ivan grinned and peeled Hayato off his torso. It was probably the effect of STR. Hayato's STR couldn't defy Ivan's STR. He was easily peeled off, and Hayato fell to the floor on his behind.

Ivan tried to chase Esha and the others into the dining hall but stopped. He then used the Magic Lock spell on the door to the dining hall.

This was a spell that locked a door with a magic key, preventing it from being opened. It could be opened with the Magic Unlock spell, but if you couldn't use magic, you couldn't open it even if you had the Lockpicking Skill.

Hayato didn't know why Ivan had done that, but he understood when Ivan hurried out the shop side entrance.

(Is he planning to trap Esha and the Demon Lord in the base!?)

No matter how realistic Another Frontier Online was, there were things that couldn't be done due to the game's specifications. You couldn't exit through a window. In other words, if all the entrance doors were closed, you couldn't escape outside.

The fact that he used the Magic Lock spell meant there was a high possibility that he knew Esha and Lunaria couldn't use the Magic Unlock spell to undo it. He probably didn't know the structure of the base, but Hayato had just told them to escape from the dining hall side. He must have judged it would be faster to wait for them there.

Hayato stood up, went outside, and moved to the east side of the base where the dining hall entrance was.

There, he saw Esha and the others, who were trying to get out, being attacked by Ivan and retreating back inside. Then Ivan went inside and closed the door.

Hayato had a bad feeling and approached the door.

As expected, the door couldn't be opened due to the Magic Lock spell. In other words, Esha and Lunaria were trapped in the base.

(This is bad. It's not that Esha is in danger, but if the Hero and the Demon Lord go on a rampage, the base will be in big trouble. If only it was a place where they could go wild—the third floor.)

The third floor of the base was a Multi-purpose Hall, but it was also a place where the members of Kokuryu used to train their weapon skills. Hayato thought it would be fine if they rampaged a little there, and sent Esha a voice chat.

"Esha! Lead them to the third floor! It's okay for them to go wild there! But please try not to let them go too wild!"

"It will be difficult, but I'll try. If possible, please call Ash-sama and Ren-sama. We'll need them to hold Ivan down."

"Got it! I'll call them right away!"

Hayato sent a voice chat to Ash.

"Ash, can you hear me!?"

"Hayato? Don't suddenly send a voice chat at full volume. You'll give me a shock, you know?"

"Sorry, get to the base, quick! The Hero and the Demon Lord ran into each other! Esha is trapped inside the base with them right now, so I need your help! Also, bring Ren-chan with you!"

"What! Got it! I'm on my way!"

He didn't know where Ash and the others were at the moment, but Hayato was relieved by his words that he would come right away. He didn't know Ivan's strength, but even if he was the Hero, he probably wasn't strong enough to overwhelm Ash.

Besides, Hayato just wanted them to rampage outside. He felt bad for Lunaria, but he didn't care what happened after he got the two of them outside. The base had a lot of furniture he was particular about. It was just a matter of rebuilding it, but he wanted to avoid it being broken for a stupid reason.

As Hayato was thinking that, he felt someone's presence behind him. When he turned around, Ash and Ren were standing there. Hayato guessed they had teleported using a Ring of Teleportation.

"Hayato! Are you okay!?"

"Hayato-san!"

There were no more reliable reinforcements than this, Hayato thought and smiled.

Hayato immediately explained the situation to Ash and the others. He explained that Esha and Lunaria were trapped in the base, and that they were probably confronting each other on the third floor of the base.

"Then I'll stop the Hero. Ren, you undo the Magic Lock."

"Okay!"

"Hayato, you come with me. While I'm stopping the Hero, I want you to get Esha and the Demon Lord out of the base."

"Got it."

Ren opened the door to the dining hall with the Magic Unlock spell. Hayato and Ash immediately went inside.

The furniture in the dining hall was scattered. It didn't seem to be broken, but it was out of place or knocked over. Hayato wanted to sigh, but he knew this was no time for that and went up the stairs with Ash and the others.

The second floor had the rooms where the members of Kokuryu used to live, but now they were empty. Hayato's room, the storage, and the cultivation room were also there, but there was no sign of anyone on this floor. Thinking that Esha had successfully led Ivan to the third floor, they rushed up the stairs further.

On the third floor, Esha was standing in front of Lunaria protectively, confronting Ivan. He wanted to retort that the Demon Lord should be the one doing the confronting, but he held it back.

Ivan didn't seem to have noticed Hayato and the others and was talking to Esha.

"Esha! Let me fight Lunaria! I have something to say to Lunaria after I beat her!"

"Lunaria-sama can't stand that wild side of yours. Please try to appeal to her in a more gentlemanly manner. Besides, why do you need to win?"

"Huh? Because it's more manly that way, right? —It doesn't hurt, but don't shoot me with the Beelzebub! My HP will go down!"

"I think you should study a woman's heart a little more. You're basically a stalker, aren't you?"

Just as Esha said that, Ash readied the sword on his back.



		
			Chapter 57

			Battle with the Hero

			"Hey, don't be shouting in someone else's base."

"Whoa! Who the hell are you guys!?"

Ash swung his Dragon Eater. The third-floor multi-purpose space was quite large, so there was no problem swinging a big two-handed sword around.

But Ivan drew the sword from his waist and parried Ash's attack.

Hayato was stunned.

In this game, actions like hitting or dodging an attack were determined solely by a person's own physical abilities. With Hand-to-Hand Combat skills, there were techniques like Blade Catch where your body moved automatically, but skills that used weapons like swordsmanship had no such techniques. In other words, Ivan had parried Ash's attack using only his own physical abilities.

Of course, he knew he shouldn't think of an NPC by human standards, but seeing it in person was still surprising. Hayato shook his head, telling himself this was no time to be shocked.

Ash had lost his balance after his attack was parried, but he quickly reset his stance.

"As expected of the Hero. I was planning to deal a fatal blow in one strike."

"Huh? You're Ash Brandle? What's one of the Genesis Dragons doing here?"

"That's my line. What's a Hero doing in someone else's base?"

"I admit that's my bad, but it's because you're running off with Lunaria! If you'd just let me talk to her peacefully, I wouldn't do anything!"

"First, you should think about why we won't let you talk to her peacefully. Not that I know the reason."

Truth be told, Hayato didn't really know either. Lunaria had hidden behind Esha of her own accord. She probably just didn't want to talk to Ivan. Or rather, she might not have wanted to fight him.

Ash and Ivan were clashing, their swords striking against each other. Hayato decided to get Esha and Lunaria out while he could and called out to Esha.

"Esha! Over here!"

This whole commotion would be over if Lunaria just went outside. It might not be over, but at least their base would be safe. While Ash held Ivan back, Hayato called to Esha, intending to get Lunaria out of the base.

"Hey, hold it! Leave Lunaria here!"

Ivan shouted, and even while fighting Ash, he tried to block Esha's path with his sword.

Whether the timing was good or bad, that obstructive move was treated as an attack.

Hayato was hit by that attack. In Hayato's defense, this was the result of him shielding Esha and the others. If he hadn't, there was a chance Esha would have been hit. So, Hayato had intentionally taken the blow.

Hayato collapsed on the spot. Then, the options "Wait" and "Resurrect" appeared before his eyes.

The sword Ivan held was Excalibur.

Just like the Excalibur Replica Hayato had made, it could deal defense-ignoring attacks. But there was a difference. Unlike the replica, the real one had high base damage. A single attack could shave off a huge amount of HP. There was no way Hayato, with his minimal HP, could withstand it.

"Ah, s-sorry about that."

(I don't really mind, but one hit?)

Hayato wasn't bothered by being defeated. There was no penalty for resurrecting. More importantly, he wanted them to hurry up and get Lunaria out of the base while Ivan was flustered.

But his wish didn't get through to Esha.

Esha once again aimed her Beelzebub at Ivan. What's more, she was glaring at the Hero. And on top of that, Lunaria had also drawn Arondight.

"Ivan, what do you think you're doing...?"

"An act unbecoming of a Hero. I can't forgive you for defeating my benefactor."

"N-no, it wasn't on purpose! I tried to stop you two and ended up hitting him, so, please put down the gun!"

"So it's okay to hit someone as long as it's not on purpose? Then rest assured. My shooting you won't be on purpose, either. I will shoot you out of conviction."

"It is the natural order of things for the Demon Lord to defeat the Hero."

(You don't have to do that, just get Lunaria outside... No, that looks impossible. It'll be faster to resurrect.)

Hayato chose the resurrect option. He figured it would be quicker to return to his room once and come back from there.

His vision changed in an instant. He was back in his room.

Hayato left his room and started running.

When he reached the third floor, Esha, Ash, and Lunaria were fighting Ivan.

Ash and Lunaria were engaging Ivan in close combat, while Esha provided covering fire from behind. Ivan seemed to be focused on defending, with no intention of attacking.

"Wait! Please, wait! I said I was sorry! I'll apologize!"

"No apology is necessary. I have no intention of forgiving you."

"Same here. I'm not about to forgive some guy who's trashing our base for a stupid reason. And don't think you can just walk away after defeating our leader."

As one would expect from the Hero, Ivan was fending off the combined attacks of Esha, Ash, and Lunaria.

"I'm fine now, so Lunaria-san, please get outside!"

Hayato's voice didn't reach any of them. The three of them were already intent on defeating Ivan, and their attacks were becoming relentless.

"Ah, wah, wah, Hayato-san, what should we do!?"

Ren wasn't participating in the battle, just watching the situation from near the stairs. That's when Hayato had an idea.

"Ren-chan, hit Ivan, the Hero, with Dragon Curse and remove his equipment!"

Without his equipment, even the Hero wouldn't be able to fight properly. He decided it would be better to defeat the Hero for now to end the commotion.

Ren nodded, moved a little closer to the Hero, and used Dragon Curse to lower his STR.

Dragon Curse has the effect of halving a status. He didn't know what the equipment requirements were, but he figured Ivan was probably decked out in gear requiring 51 STR or more.

His judgment was correct. Dragon Curse caused all of Ivan's equipment to come off. Excalibur was no exception.

"You've got to be kidding!"

Just as Ivan voiced his shock, Ash's Dragon Eater came at him. The two-handed sword Weapon Skill, Cyclone, which consumed mana to generate a wind-attribute attack and a knockback effect, landed, sending Ivan flying into the back wall.

That should calm him down a little, Hayato thought with a sigh of relief. He turned his gaze to Lunaria, intending to get her outside now.

That's when a problem occurred.

Ren's Dragon Curse is a passive skill. It automatically activates against any target not recognized as an ally. Ren usually had it set to lower DEX, which had little impact, but this time she had targeted Ivan to lower his STR. With Ivan now blown to the far side of the room, the only enemy, or rather, non-ally, nearby was Lunaria.

Dragon Curse targeted Lunaria.

Naturally, that meant Lunaria's equipment came off.

It wasn't that she was wearing anything revealing under her armor. She was just wearing normal clothes, but for the timid and socially anxious Lunaria, having her equipment removed right in front of Hayato threw her into a panic.

The next moment, blushing furiously, she drove a well-placed right straight into Hayato's face.

Hayato's HP dropped to zero, and he collapsed on the spot.

(It doesn't hurt physically, but it hurts emotionally.)

Once again, Hayato had to choose the resurrect option that appeared before his eyes.



		
			Chapter 58

			The Demon Lord's Apology and Her Retainers

			Ten minutes after the commotion, the Hero, Ivan, and the Demon Lord, Lunaria, were kneeling formally on the floor in the dining hall.

Both were bound with ropes and couldn't move. Ivan was still considered somewhat of a danger, so Ren kept him as the target of her Dragon Curse.

"I've reflected on my actions, so could you untie me?"

"I'm sorry."

Both Ivan and Lunaria looked apologetically at Hayato.

"I don't think an apology is enough. What were you two thinking, defeating Master like that? Well, in Lunaria-sama's case, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was Master's fault."

"That was unavoidable. I'm pretty sure I'd win in court."

"I-I-I'm sorry! I never thought the target would switch to the Demon Lord-san!"

"It's not your fault, Ren-chan. The biggest problem is the Hero who tried to rampage here, so don't worry."

"Ugh. Well, you're right... but... sorry about that."

Ivan bowed his head while still tied up. As far as Hayato could see, he seemed genuinely remorseful, so he was thinking it might be time to release him.

The dining hall had been slightly damaged in the commotion. Hayato was driven by the urge to fix it immediately.

"Alright, just to confirm, you both swear you'll never rampage in the base again, right?"

When Hayato asked, both of them nodded.

"Okay, then, dismissed..."

"Please wait, Master."

"Um, what is it?"

"Just how much of a pushover are you? After what they've done, you have to make them offer some form of apology."

"I agree. A verbal apology means nothing. An apology on the level of lending Hayato your strength for free if he's ever in trouble should be necessary."

Ash agreed with Esha's words. Hayato thought they didn't need to go that far, but the situation where the Hero and the Demon Lord would lend him their power was helpful.

And so, Ivan and Lunaria wrote pledges stating that they would not fight inside the base and that they would lend Hayato their strength if he asked for help.

(A "Hero's Pledge" and a "Demon Lord's Pledge," huh? The setting is that they used magical signatures, so the terms are apparently absolute. I've received something pretty incredible.)

Two of the strongest people in the game would help him for free. It was no mistake to say he had obtained a powerful card. Plus, if they wouldn't fight in the base, it would probably be possible to have them participate in Clan Wars.

Hayato put the pledges into his Item Bag while thinking such thoughts.

A week had passed since the incident with the Hero and the Demon Lord.

It was about time to start preparing for the Clan War, but a slight problem had arisen.

The Demon Lord had been coming to apologize every single day since then. What's more, she brought expensive items as apologies. Their origin was unknown, but it seemed obvious that she was stealing them from somewhere.

They weren't spoils of battle like ores, gems, or monster hides. They were clearly processed pieces of equipment. And they had good stats. It would be fair to say they were all items you'd expect to find in a treasure chest in a final dungeon.

"Lunaria-san, where did you get these?"

"My house."

"That's the Demon Lord's Castle, right? It's actually more trouble than it's worth to be given such expensive things."

"They're apology gifts, so please accept them. It's okay, there are still plenty more in the treasury. It's fine if a few go missing."

"The Demon Lord's Castle is your house, I guess, but are you really allowed to take things from the treasury without permission?"

At Hayato's words, Lunaria averted her gaze for some reason. So, it probably wasn't okay.

According to information from Esha, people who admired Lunaria also lived in the Demon Lord's Castle. The castle and its surroundings were dangerous places where demon-type monsters roamed, but the Demon Lord and her retainers who lived there could go about their lives without being attacked by monsters.

(She did say she'd get scolded if Arondight was broken, so she must have retainers or something... Is she bringing these things without them knowing? If I carelessly sell these items, it could lead to huge trouble. I'd better store them carefully.)

Hayato carefully put the items he received from Lunaria into storage, then decided to return to his room to continue his Clan War preparations.

The next day, a large number of people appeared around the base, surrounding it.

Hayato and Esha watched them from a window inside the base.

"Um, what's going on? That's Lunaria-san tied up with a rope, isn't it?"

"She must have been caught stealing from the treasury and is being scolded. I imagine they've come today to get the items back."

He wondered what kind of Demon Lord gets scolded by her retainers, but it also seemed like a natural outcome. The dejected-looking Lunaria made him question if she really was the Demon Lord at all.

With no other choice, Hayato put all the items Lunaria had brought so far into his Item Bag and went outside. A woman in a black Gothic Lolita dress who had been standing next to Lunaria approached him.

"You must be Hayato-san, correct?"

"Uh, yes."

"I would be grateful if you thought of me as one of the Ten Black Rose Saints who serve Lunaria-sama. We are terribly sorry for the trouble our Lunaria-sama has caused. Yesterday, we caught her red-handed in the treasury, and after getting some information out of her, we have come to offer our apologies and thanks."

(Ten Black Rose Saints... I think Ney mentioned them. So they serve the Demon Lord. And she was caught red-handed?)

"There seem to be way too many people for that, though."

"I heard the Hero makes appearances here, so I came with our more combat-oriented members. I apologize for the disturbance. That aside, I actually have a favor to ask..."

"You want the items from the treasury back, I take it?"

"...Your quick understanding is a great help. We will give you something else in return, so it would be a great help if you could return them."

"Wait. Those are the apology gifts I gave to Hayato-san. Don't do something so embarrassing as asking for them back."

Lunaria, still tied up, said to the Gothic Lolita woman with a stern expression.

"Lunaria-sama, taking treasures from the treasury without permission is also an embarrassing act. It is true that everything in the Demon Lord's Castle belongs to you, Lunaria-sama, but taking them without permission is not allowed."

Lunaria drooped dejectedly at those words.

(So she really did take them without permission.)

Hayato traded the items to the Gothic Lolita woman in front of him. They certainly had good stats, but Hayato couldn't use them, and the other members hadn't shown any particular interest. Besides, it would be troublesome if he were resented for stubbornly refusing to return them.

The Gothic Lolita woman blinked several times, surprised that Hayato had returned the items so readily.

"Um, are you sure about this?"

"Yes, of course. In the first place, there's no need for such expensive items as an apology. If you're apologizing, materials like ores or hides would be better."

That was something only Hayato, who had maxed out his production skills, could say. After all, as long as he had the materials, Hayato could create items with similar effects.

Just when Hayato thought the conversation was over, an incident occurred.

"Why are there so many people here?"

The Hero, Ivan, had arrived. Like Lunaria, Ivan had also been bringing apology gifts to Hayato. Ivan and Lunaria had run into each other at the base before, but since they had agreed not to fight inside, there had been no problems.

But this time, the circumstances were a little different.

"Lunaria! I don't know why you're tied up, but fight me!"

"Hold on. You wrote in the pledge that you wouldn't fight here. If you're going to fight, do it somewhere else."

"This is outside the base, so I'm not breaking the terms of the pledge."

(Can he really get away with that?)

Hayato sighed, realizing he'd gotten dragged into more trouble.



		
			Chapter 59

			Hero versus Demon Lord

			The pledge certainly stated they wouldn't fight inside the base, but having them fight right next to it was a problem. He doubted the base would be destroyed, but even so, the large crowd of Lunaria's retainers was already affecting business at the base.

The moment Hayato was about to tell them to fight elsewhere, the Gothic Lolita woman beside him leaped at Ivan with a giant black scythe.

"You're a hundred years too early to fight Lunaria-sama!"

Hayato was surprised to see the Gothic Lolita woman's tone change so drastically.

"Sorry, but I'll say the same to you. You're not strong enough to be my opponent."

With those words, Ivan parried the Gothic Lolita woman's scythe with Excalibur.

He then unleashed a blindingly fast series of attacks on the off-balance woman. The afterimages of his sword became flashes of white light that assaulted the Gothic Lolita woman. It was Excalibur's Weapon Skill, White Lightning.

The Gothic Lolita woman who took the hit was left in a near-death state. Her HP bar was down to a sliver. There was no blood, and probably no pain, but it wasn't a pleasant sight.

Hayato immediately approached the Gothic Lolita woman and stood in front of Ivan.

"No fighting here, either. It wasn't written in the pledge, but I expect you to have that much common sense."

"...Well, I have been causing you trouble, Hayato, so I get it. In that case..."

"Wait."

Lunaria stepped forward. Still bound, her face turned stern.

"Hayato-san. I want you to let me fight Ivan here."

"Huh? No, I'd rather you didn't."

At those words, Lunaria's eyes welled up with tears slightly.

"P-please let me fight Ivan here."

"Um, why?"

"As the Demon Lord, I cannot let the Hero get away with attacking my retainer. No, I cannot forgive him for hurting my friend. Besides, my refusal to fight the Hero has caused trouble for you and the others. I will sever this connection here and now."

The retainers around them let out cries of admiration at Lunaria's words. The Gothic Lolita woman herself looked moved, blushing happily at being called a friend.

All Hayato could say was to do it somewhere else, but he was tired of being pushed around by the Hero and the Demon Lord, so he reluctantly gave his permission.

Just in case, he contacted Ash and the others and had them come over. They were there to keep things under control if something happened.

Lunaria pointed the tip of her sword at Ivan. She had been untied a moment ago, so now she was free.

(This isn't just an excuse to gloss over the fact she stole from the treasury, is it...?)

"Because I kept running away, I've caused trouble for many people. Come, Hero. Let's settle this."

"I like it. I like the usual diffident Lunaria too, but this dignified look isn't bad either. Oh, right, let me say this first. If I win, you're going to hear me out, okay?"

Ivan also pointed his sword at Lunaria.

"Who are you betting on, Master? I'll bet one pudding on Lunaria-sama. If I win the bet, please give me a Bucket Pudding."

"Isn't there a bit of a gap in what's being wagered?"

"I think the Hero is stronger, but I wonder?"

"You're for the Hero, big brother? Then I think I'll go with Lunaria-san. I'd like a Bucket Pudding too, please!"

"Could you guys take this a little more seriously? If those two start heading for the base, you have to stop them, okay?"

He didn't think there would be any attacks that could destroy the base, but this was a fight between the Hero and the Demon Lord. Anything could happen.

And so, the battle between the Hero and the Demon Lord began.

The Hero and the Demon Lord had almost identical equipment. Regardless of performance, both wore armor and wielded one-handed swords. Neither had a shield, and they held their single-handed swords with both hands.

However, in this particular battle, armor was likely completely irrelevant.

The sword Lunaria held was Arondight, and the sword Ivan held was Excalibur. Since they both dealt defense-ignoring attacks, armor was meaningless. In other words, whichever of them landed a few hits would lose. That was the kind of fight it was.

In this game, combat was a matter of one's own physical abilities. Weapon Skills unleashed from a weapon only add special effects and damage. They don't increase accuracy. Hitting or dodging was up to the individual.

(Well, they're both NPCs, so I guess it's less a battle of physical ability and more a battle of processing power... I don't care who wins, just get it over with.)

Ivan's and Lunaria's swords clashed and were repelled. Neither landed a clean hit. Time passed with both of them unscathed.

(Lunaria is attacking while disorienting her opponent with high speed. Ivan is barely moving from his spot, standing firm and deflecting her sword. But, if this keeps up, I think Lunaria will win.)

The reason Hayato thought so was weapon durability.

Since they were blocking each other's attacks with their swords, both of their durabilities were decreasing. And the Arondight that Lunaria was holding was as good as new, having been remade by Hayato just a week ago.

He didn't know the state of Ivan's Excalibur, but its durability had been reduced from taking attacks from Esha and Ash a week ago. Since he had spent this past week visiting to apologize, he thought its durability was still low. Hayato could predict what would happen if this continued.

And that prediction came true perfectly.

Arondight broke Excalibur.

"Are you serious!?"

"It's over."

Lunaria's sword strikes became a movement leaving afterimages, turning into a black flash. That flash assaulted Ivan. It was the Weapon Skill of the demonic sword Arondight with its black blade, Black Swan, a counterpart to Excalibur's White Lightning.

With his sword broken, Ivan couldn't block the attack, and he was struck down helplessly, collapsing to the ground.

The next moment, cheers erupted from Lunaria's retainers.

(Is it okay for the Demon Lord to win? Normally, the Hero is supposed to win.)

Having won, Lunaria sheathed her sword and, for some reason, came over to Hayato.

"Thank you, Hayato. I was able to win because you remade this sword for me."

"Don't say things like that, the Hero will hold a grudge against me."

When he looked over at the fallen Ivan, a light shone down from above for some reason, and feathers began to fall.

When the feathers touched Ivan, he stood up as if nothing had happened. He had clearly resurrected on the spot.

No one here had used sacred resurrection magic. As Hayato was confused about what had happened, Esha explained.

"He probably had a Phoenix Feather. It's an item that lets you resurrect automatically."

"This is the first I've heard of such an item."

Ivan stood up and let out a big sigh. But immediately after, he smiled.

"So I lost. I never thought Excalibur would break."

"It was just that my sword was recently repaired. I was lucky. Thanks to Hayato."

"Then, does that mean I was unlucky? So it's Hayato's fault."

(Don't drag me into this.)

Ignoring Hayato's thoughts, Lunaria stood before Ivan.

"Is there something you wanted to say to me? You said if you won, but I'll listen now."

"You will? It's a little uncool since I lost, but if you'll let me, I'll say it!"

Ivan took a deep breath, his face becoming serious.

"Go out with me!"

"No."

The interval was 0.2 seconds. The Hero's love had come to an end. But Ivan didn't seem saddened by it.

"Yeah, that makes sense. No one would fall for a weak guy, huh."

"That has nothing to do with it. I don't like overbearing people."

"Now you're just kicking a man when he's down. Well, I didn't think it would work out anyway. I just wanted to get some closure... Does it sound like I'm trying to act tough?"

"I don't think so. I think there's someone out there who's more suitable for you than I am, Ivan."

"Thanks. You've given me hope to live. Um, Hayato, you got a minute?"

Ivan shifted his gaze from Lunaria to Hayato.

"...What is it?"

"Don't look so annoyed. Look, I'm sorry for dragging you into all this. And for rampaging at your base."

"I've already accepted your apologies and gifts for that, so don't worry about it. You too, Lunaria-san."

Both of them smiled at Hayato's words. And amidst applause from the gallery, the Hero and the Demon Lord shook hands and parted ways.

(You guys are actually friends, aren't you?)

Hayato was left with questions about the relationship between the Hero and the Demon Lord, but he was relieved that this event was finally over, even if things ended on a feel-good note.



		
			Chapter 60

			The Demon Lord's Resolve

			The day after the battle between the Hero and the Demon Lord, Lunaria was, for some reason, in the base's dining hall drinking coffee with Esha.

"Why is Lunaria-san here?"

Today, Hayato was at the base preparing for the Clan War. He had stepped into the hallway to get an item from the storage when he heard Esha talking to someone. He couldn't hear voices from the shop, so he figured she must be talking to someone in the dining hall and went there himself.

It was three in the afternoon, Esha's snack time. For some reason, Esha and Lunaria were in the dining hall, just the two of them, eating cookies and drinking coffee. It was the very next day. Hayato's voice had a slight edge of irritation.

"Lunaria-sama seems to have come to visit. She brought us cookies as a gift. They're homemade, you know. And they're four-star. They're rare, I tell you, rare."

"Don't lie."

"No, they are definitely four-star."

"Not about that. About her coming to visit. There's no way the Demon Lord can just come over to visit, right? She's come to apologize before, but just to visit..."

Hayato was tired of many things. It was mental fatigue, but his honest feeling was that he didn't want to get involved in any more unnecessary trouble.

He figured the Hero would probably be fine.

"I'm off to find my next love!"

Ivan had said that and left with a clear expression on his face.

From now on, he wouldn't do anything that could be considered stalking Lunaria. He was a somewhat, or rather, a very problematic Hero, but he had his manly moments, so he should be able to give up completely. That's what Esha had said.

That was a relief, but even if the Hero didn't come, having the Demon Lord come over was a problem. The clan members didn't seem to mind, but what Lunaria's retainers thought was another matter entirely.

"Um, Lunaria-san, what did you come here for?"

"To visit."

"Please be more aware that you're the Demon Lord. Your retainers will get angry at you, you know?"

He didn't know what the Demon Lord usually did, but there was no way it was okay for her to come visit.

"Master, please don't be so harsh on her. Lunaria-sama is actively trying to interact with others to overcome her social anxiety. Let's watch over her growth with warm eyes. You know how it is, she's setting out on a journey of self-discovery to re-examine herself... something like that."

"She's the Demon Lord, right? She doesn't have to search, the answer is right there."

"I still have a long way to go as the Demon Lord. I want to do my best to become a Demon Lord everyone will acknowledge...!"

"You came to visit, right? What are you going to do your best at?"

Having said that much, Hayato sighed. It was probably useless to say anything more. He had already reached a state of resignation.

There would probably be various problems with the Demon Lord being here, but time is finite. To be frank, he hadn't prepared for the Clan War at all this time. He hadn't made many highest quality potions, and he didn't have the food ready either.

(The Clan War is in less than two weeks. I can't afford to lose here. I can't bear the thought of losing because I ran out of time.)

Hayato renewed his resolve and decided to return to his room.

However, as he was about to leave, Lunaria stopped him with a "Wait." He couldn't just ignore her, so Hayato turned to face her.

"Um, what is it?"

"I want you to let me join the clan."

"No, thank you."

Although she had the advantage in equipment, Lunaria was strong enough to defeat the Hero. She would undoubtedly be a valuable asset in battle, but there were too many hassles. Hayato judged that the demerits were likely greater.

Lunaria looked shocked by Hayato's immediate refusal, her face on the verge of tears. But she seemed to steel herself and spoke again.

"I-I want you to let me join the clan...!"

She hadn't added any new selling points, but her firm will came through. With no other choice, Hayato decided to hear her out.

Honestly, he didn't want to let the troublesome Lunaria in, no matter how strong she was, but he felt it would be rude to reject her earnest plea without hearing her out.

For now, he sat down in the chair next to Esha, just to show he was willing to listen.

"Um, may I ask why?"

"It's a thank you for winning against the Hero with the Arondight you repaired. And I've caused you trouble. Esha-chan told me I have to take responsibility, and I want to apologize by joining the clan. It's not for me to say, but I'm strong. If I join the clan, our combat power will definitely increase. I recommend it."

Well, you are the Demon Lord, he thought, but didn't say it out loud.

"By the way, do your retainers know about this?"

"It's my own decision."

"Why do you look a little proud of that? The Gothic Lolita-san from yesterday will get angry, you know?"

"It's okay. That girl was grateful to Hayato. She won't complain even if I join this clan."

"Grateful? Why?"

"She's grateful that you stood in front of the Hero for her."

He felt like he had done something unnecessary, but he decided to think positively that it was better than being resented.

There were many other retainers, so he asked if they would be okay with it, but Lunaria declared with a determined snort, "I will persuade them as their Demon Lord," so Hayato had no reason left to refuse.

Besides, even if he tried to stop her by force, it seemed like Lunaria would push her way into the clan anyway. There was no system that allowed someone to join a clan without permission, but she had an air about her that made him feel she just might.

He had talked to the clan members before about letting the Demon Lord in, and he hadn't heard anything negative. And the Hero, Ivan, probably wouldn't be bothering them anymore.

Lunaria was the Demon Lord. She would definitely be a valuable asset. It might be difficult for her to coordinate with Ash and the others, but if she was strong on her own, it wouldn't be a problem.

Hayato thought about it from various angles, but since the various problems seemed to have been cleared, he made his final decision.

"Alright. Then, Lunaria-san, I'll have you join the clan. I'm counting on you for the next Clan War, so I'm looking forward to working with you."

"I will do my best as the Demon Lord."

(Please don't do your best in a weird direction...)

As Hayato was thinking that, Esha grinned slyly. That was not a good grin, and Hayato became wary.

"As expected of my master. To think you would make the Demon Lord your subordinate. This is as good as conquering the world. Shall we declare war on all nations?"

"We're not doing that."

(If I did that, I'd probably be checkmated in this game... I guess I could roleplay as a demon lord, but I don't want to.)

"I will do my best as the Demon Lord."

"Lunaria-san, you're doing your best in the Clan War, not at world domination, okay?"

(I think Esha is joking, but I feel like Lunaria-san might actually take it seriously... Oh well, for now, I should introduce her to everyone.)

Hayato contacted everyone and told them to gather at the base.



		
			Chapter 61

			The True Clan

			Around six in the evening, the clan members had all gathered at the base.

In the dining hall on the first floor, Hayato sat at the head of a long table.

To Hayato's right were Ash, Ren, and Mist. To his left were Diite, Maris, and Lunaria. Esha stood behind him to his right, and Relic to his left.

Including Hayato, there were nine people. This was the full roster of the clan "Daedalus."

There were supposed to be ten, but one spot was being kept open for Maris's pet. Usually, the Elder Griffon, Lancelot, filled that spot, and he was currently on standby outside.

Hayato looked at everyone once before speaking slowly.

"Um, why is everyone arranged like this? You can just act normally, you know?"

Hayato had indeed called everyone to the base to introduce Lunaria to the members. But when he did, Esha, for some reason, had started directing everything.

"Master, on occasions like this, it's important to observe formalities. The 'Daedalus' of the past was borrowing from Ash-sama's mercenary group, so while we weren't weak, we were incomplete, you could say. But today, we have finally become a true clan. I think we should do things properly at the beginning."

Everyone nodded in agreement with Esha's words.

He thought they were getting into it a little too much, but to be honest, Hayato didn't dislike it either. That said, he wasn't free enough to keep up this mood.

"Alright then, I'll make the introduction. This is Lunaria-san, who joined the clan today."

As Hayato introduced her, Lunaria stood up.

"Lunaria Freire. I'm good at making cookies. I'm also the Demon Lord. I look forward to working with you all."

(Her social anxiety seems to have improved quite a lot. Maybe she gained confidence from her fight with the Hero. But why did she mention being the Demon Lord like it was an afterthought?)

Hayato's question went unanswered as Lunaria sat down. Then, everyone else began introducing themselves. It was probably for Lunaria's benefit.

Diite had joined recently, but she had been hanging around the base so much before that she hadn't formally introduced herself. When it was her turn, she stood up and began.

"I am Diite. I am a sister. There is nothing I particularly like, but recently, Hayato-kun has caught my interest."

Don't say weird things, he thought, but it was too late. Ren's eyes were sparkling. She shot her right hand up into the air.

"Question! I have a question! What part of him interests you!?"

"All of him, I'd say. To think he would let the Demon Lord into the clan. Hayato-kun always keeps me entertained."

"Oh, is that what you meant? Personally, I was hoping for one of those love triangle situations."

Ren's excitement deflated palpably as she glanced at Hayato and Esha before sighing.

(Ever since that incident, Ren-chan has had the wrong idea about me and Esha. Hasn't Esha explained it to her? Oh well, what's important right now is winning the next Clan War.)

"Um, alright, that's it for the introductions. Is there anything anyone wants to say or do?"

Various pieces of information flew around at Hayato's words. It was mostly about their future combat styles.

First, there were the three who specialized in close-range attacks, Ash, Mist, and Lunaria.

They decided to go hunting together for a while before the next Clan War to practice their coordination.

Next were Relic and Maris, as well as Lancelot, who were more like skirmishers than mid-range fighters.

Relic could instantly go anywhere on the battlefield as long as there was an enemy, thanks to Shukuchi. And Maris had incredible mobility when riding Lancelot. It depended on the field conditions, but being able to fly was undoubtedly a powerful advantage. They decided to focus on polishing their individual strengths rather than coordination.

And then there was the rear support, Esha, Ren, and Diite.

Ren and Diite decided to train their coordination with Ash and the others at the hunting grounds. As for Esha, it seemed coordination with anyone other than Relic was impossible, so it was decided from the start that she wouldn't train.

"Those who have mastered strength are not lonely, they are sublime."

"I don't know what you're suddenly talking about, but I think I get what you mean. Well, last is me. It seems everyone's equipment is in order, but if you need anything, let me know. I can basically make anything. For now, it's Maris's equipment, I guess. I just need to make a lance and a shield, right?"

"Yes, please! The armor is too heavy, and I feel sorry for Lancelot! Please make the shield light, too!"

In terms of game mechanics, heavy weight didn't make you slower or anything. But since Maris thought that way, Hayato had no intention of forcing heavy equipment on her against her wishes.

"Got it. Also, if you need anything other than weapons and armor, just say the word. I'll make it for you."

Esha raised her hand. It wasn't a hesitant gesture, but a very assertive one.

"I would like a large quantity of Melon Juice, please."

"There's plenty of that, so don't worry. Just to check, you haven't taken any from the storage before the Clan War, have you?"

Esha averted her gaze, but he decided to ignore it.

Next, Ren raised her hand. It was just as assertive.

"I'll have the Bucket Pudding!"

"Ren-chan, this isn't about preparing your favorite food, okay? It's about things we need for the Clan War."

This time, Maris raised her hand and said, "Yes, yes!"

"I'd like some 'Nekomanma Deluxe,' please! My pet gets stronger when he eats it!"

"Is that so? Then I'll make some, but, why are Ash and Ren-chan looking at me? Do you want some?"

"I've heard it's good."

"I've heard it's so delicious it's to die for!"

"Well, I'll make some. Try it out before the Clan War to see how effective it is."

(Is it really so good that even a dragon would be satisfied... ?)

Next, Mist elegantly raised her hand.

"I would like tomato juice and sunscreen, please. And Dragon Blood, if possible."

"Those three for you, Mist-san. I'll get them ready."

"You made me something wonderful last time, so I don't need anything more."

"Understood. Relic-san, if you think of anything, let me know."

"Chocolate parfait...!"

Lunaria's eyes were incredibly intense. As expected of the Demon Lord, but he couldn't imagine that was really necessary. If anything, meat dishes would be more useful.

"I told you, this is about things we can use in the Clan War, not things you want to eat, okay?"

"Chocolate parfait..."

This time, her eyes were pleading. He wondered if she really was the Demon Lord, but he felt a little sorry for her, so he decided to make it for her.

"Alright, I'll give you a chocolate parfait, so do your best in the Clan War, okay? Ah, yes, I'll give one to all the ladies, so please don't glare at me so fiercely."

This was also a gathering to deepen their fellowship, so Hayato decided to turn it into a party.

That's when Hayato noticed. Diite hadn't made any requests. She hadn't reacted to the chocolate parfait either.

"Do you have anything, Diite-chan? At this point, I'll make whatever you like."

"I don't have anything I particularly like, so I will leave that to everyone else. The same goes for the Clan War. Please prepare whatever you think is necessary, Hayato-kun."

"Huh? Really? You don't have a favorite food or anything?"

"Let's see, not particularly... No, I suppose I do like the coffee Hayato-kun brews. I am fine with just that."

Hayato was happy to hear that. This was a game, so it would taste the same no matter who made it, but it didn't feel bad to be told that.

"Got it, I'll brew some coffee then. Alright, let's have a party. I'll get the food ready, so eat as much as you like."

Everyone was delighted by Hayato's words.

This will be worth making, Hayato thought, and began preparing the food with renewed vigor.



		
			Chapter 62

			Bandit

			A week before the Clan War, the opponent for Hayato's clan, "Daedalus," was decided.

"You've got to be kidding..."

It was no wonder Hayato was surprised to see their opponent. It was the currently number one ranked clan.

The clan's name was "Bandit." It was a clan whose name meant mountain thief, but Hayato had heard their fighting style was far from that of bandits, more like a highly refined order of knights.

They were a so-called balanced clan, not a specialized formation. Because of that, they had no apparent weaknesses and were an all-around versatile clan capable of handling any situation.

Hayato's former clan, "Kokuryu," was also this type. And as for his current clan's type, it could also be called balanced. It seemed more like a one-woman-army type focused on Esha, but that was due to their past battles. Overall, they were a balanced type.

(They say a balanced team is fragile if even one person falls, but apparently that's not the case with this clan. I've heard that their members also have versatile skill compositions, so they're fine even if half of them are defeated... And the biggest problem is me.)

Hayato could be called an expert in production skills, but in a Clan War, he was dead weight. It wasn't that he was completely useless, but as pure combat power, he was useless. If he could be useful, it was as a one-time shield. Just enough to be defeated once in someone else's place.

(Self-destruct items probably won't be of any use either. It seems they don't have any infiltration-type players... In that case, I'll just have to prepare thoroughly beforehand.)

With that in mind, Hayato began his preparations for the Clan War.

The day before the Clan War, Hayato was at the base conducting a final check.

He had shared the information about the opposing clan from the Maid Guild with all the members. The checks on everyone's equipment were finished, and he had prepared as many dishes and medicines as possible.

Ash and the others had said their coordination was confirmed. However, since Lunaria had only recently joined, he had also heard it was uncertain if it would work against their opponent.

He felt a little sorry for Lunaria, who was sitting in a corner of the base hugging her knees, but according to Ash, she was the Demon Lord, so she should be strong enough on her own. In the worst-case scenario, they would forgo coordination and have her charge in alone. Hearing that, Lunaria became even more dejected, but Esha and Ren were comforting her.

Hayato recalled this as he continued his final checks, and at last, he was finished.

(All that's left is to leave it to fate. If we beat the number one ranked team, we'll definitely take the top spot in points. Then, even if we lose the next battle, we should be able to remain in the top five.)

Points were cumulative and never decreased. You just got zero points when you lost. And the higher the rank of the opponent, the more points you received.

If they defeated the number one ranked team and their points were added, they would have a considerable lead over third place and below. Even if "Daedalus" lost to second or third place in the next Clan War, by his calculations, his clan wouldn't drop below fifth place in points.

There was also a special point rule called Giant Killing, but that just swapped points. In the first place, he had no intention of fighting a clan with a ranking low enough for Giant Killing to occur in the final Clan War.

For these reasons, the next battle could be called Hayato's final showdown.

Thinking about it made Hayato shudder. There was still a chance even if they lost. But if they won, they would get the prize money. That was what was exhilarating him.

Hayato drank some coffee to calm his nerves.

"It seems your preparations are complete."

Esha appeared before Hayato as he was drinking coffee in the dining hall.

She had closed up shop earlier than usual today. He didn't know if NPCs experienced fatigue, but he felt he shouldn't overwork her, so he decided to have her close early.

The Clan War was tomorrow, so it would have been fine for her to take the day off, but Esha had insisted she wouldn't be able to eat her chocolate parfait then, so he let her do as she pleased.

"Good work. Want some coffee?"

"I would like some Melon Juice, please."

"...One bottle should be fine."

Hayato said this and brought a bottle of Melon Juice from the storage. He handed it to Esha.

"You're always drinking this. Do you like melon?"

"I've always liked the flavor. I've never eaten an actual melon, though. Apparently, long ago, there was a drink called a cream soda that had ice cream on top of this?"

"What's with that expectant look? Are you telling me to bring out some ice cream?"

"Esha is blessed to have such an insightful master."

"I didn't say I would, though? Hah, just a second."

Though he looked reluctant, Hayato prepared some ice cream. He placed a scoop of regular ice cream in front of Esha.

Esha ate it with a smile. There was no item called a cream soda, but it was probably similar enough if she ate them alternately.

Hayato watched Esha and spoke.

"How has your body been since then?"

Since that incident, Esha hadn't complained of any pain. But knowing Esha, she might not be saying anything just so she wouldn't bother him.

That's what Hayato thought when he asked.

"Of course I'm fine. You're as overprotective as ever."

"Anyone would be worried after seeing that. In the first place, do you not remember what happened then? You were in a lot of pain, you know?"

"Was I? But I remember it well. Like how you carried me in your arms, princess-style. I'll just say that if you say I was heavy, my Beelzebub won't remain silent."

"Isn't it a bit unfair to bring it up yourself and then say that? Also, forget about the princess carry. That was an emergency, after all. You're not going to call it sexual harassment, are you?"

"I am not so ungrateful. I am thankful that you are worried about me."

Hayato was a little surprised to hear Esha say she was thankful. But he thought it would lead to more trouble if he teased her about it, so he responded normally.

"It's natural for allies, right?"

"In times like these, you're supposed to say something like, 'It's because I like you, Esha,' you know?"

In the real world, he would have choked on his coffee. He almost choked even in virtual reality.

"Hah, I wish you'd cut back on that kind of teasing. It's bad for my heart."

"You should train your heart then."

"I think it's more likely to stop before it gets trained."

They spent a peaceful time making small talk like that, and Hayato finished his coffee. Esha had finished eating too.

"Alright, let's call it a night. I'm counting on you tomorrow."

"Please leave it to me. I've caused you a lot of trouble this time, so I'll be more fired up than usual."

"I'm counting on it."

After seeing Esha off, Hayato decided to go to bed early today as well, and logged out immediately.



		
			Chapter 63

			The Battle Begins

			On the day of the Clan War, the members were in the base's dining hall.

There was a sense of good tension about facing the number one ranked team, but only Lunaria was overly fired up. For a while now, her behavior had been erratic, sitting down, standing up, and when he thought she had settled, she'd start doing practice swings.

It was probably also due to the Clan War not starting on time. It was past five in the afternoon, and it was getting dark outside.

With Mist the vampire being here, it was a welcome situation, but the wait was making Lunaria overly tense.

"Um, Lunaria-san, it's not my place to say since I don't fight, but please calm down a little."

At those words, Lunaria, still wearing her helm, turned to Hayato.

"I-I-I'm calm. I-I'm not thinking that I might be useless. P-please stop making false accusations."

"I think that's the real false accusation. Don't worry, I can't fight at all. Just being able to swing a sword makes you more useful than me. Besides, you're the Demon Lord, aren't you?"

He was seriously wondering who could be useful if the Demon Lord wasn't useful in a fight.

(I don't really get it, but is she not confident? I want to cheer her up somehow... I know, I'll mention that time.)

"You beat the Hero before, right? If you can unleash that same strength, there won't be any problem."

When Hayato said that, Lunaria looked down, sheepishly tapping her index fingers together.

"Y-you're making me blush."

(What kind of character is this Demon Lord supposed to be?)

From what he saw of her fight with the Hero, he knew she was extremely strong, but her personality was strange. Not strange in a weird way, but clearly not like a Demon Lord. That kind of off-kilter character setting was common, but this felt less like a character trait and more like it was calculatedly cute, or maybe a miscast. If anything, she seemed better suited to running a flower shop.

Just as he was thinking that, his vision changed. He had been teleported to the Clan War battlefield.

Hayato psyched himself up with a "Right," and led everyone to the roof. First, to check the field. But he soon tilted his head. For a battle between the number one and number two ranked clans, the field was a simple grassland with no gimmicks at all.

"What's with this?"

"Is it not easy to fight in?"

It was Diite who answered Hayato's question. She was looking at the grassland with a cheerful expression.

"The number one and number two ranked teams are fighting. This means they've removed any uncertain elements from the outcome for a pure contest of strength. Is it not better to just unleash our power without having to think about unnecessary things?"

What Diite was saying made sense, but could the field, which was supposed to be decided randomly, be influenced by the rankings of the opposing teams?

In the first place, the probability of the number one and number two ranked teams fighting each other was low. On top of that, for the field to be one that would result in a pure contest of strength, he wondered what the probability of that was.

(Does this mean the admins are intervening? No, that has to be it.)

"Is something the matter, Hayato-kun? I will get embarrassed if you stare at me like that."

Though she was smiling, Diite didn't seem embarrassed at all as she replied to Hayato.

"Oh, no, it's nothing. I was just thinking you're right. A pure contest of strength. It would be more exciting for the number one and number two teams that way."

"It would, wouldn't it? If it gets picked up for a video, it would be quite exciting, I imagine."

Hayato had said something he didn't mean, but Diite nodded with satisfaction.

(If anything, Diite-chan's way of thinking is like that of an admin. Maybe she's a character connected to the admins after all. Is a person controlling her, or is she an AI like that...?)

Hayato's thoughts went that far before he cut them off, realizing he had more important things to worry about.

Their opponent was the number one ranked team, "Bandit."

All the members of the clan "Daedalus" were strong, but Hayato couldn't fight at all. That could definitely be called a handicap. Of course, the members were stronger than the handicap, but he didn't know how well they would do against the number one ranked team.

"Hayato, we're getting into position. As usual, you'll leave the fighting to me, right?"

"Yeah, I'm counting on you. Everyone else, basically follow Ash's lead."

Everyone nodded. Then, everyone except Hayato and Esha left the roof.

"We're all alone now."

"What are you talking about?"

"Oh? I was just stating a fact. Did you misunderstand something?"

Lately, Esha had been teasing him like that a lot. While he found it a little annoying, he couldn't help but forgive her when he saw how much fun she was having. That was the sad part.

"Yeah, yeah. Now for a serious question, what do you think our chances of winning are?"

"One hundred percent. There is no element of defeat. If things go badly, there is a chance we could win with just Ash-sama's Dragon Breath."

Since there were no field gimmicks, Ash could fight in his dragon form. For the opponent, it would be no exaggeration to say it was like fighting a large-scale battle boss.

When Ash was in his dragon form, his MP gradually decreased, and when it ran out, he would revert to human form, among other restrictions, but there was no way the opponent would know that. It was possible to kill them on the first encounter.

"Besides, we have Lunaria-sama on our side. In a one-on-one PvP battle, she will never lose."

She was strong enough to beat the Hero, so that was probably true.

However, Hayato had a concern. It was the information the Maid Chief had looked up for him.

Relic had been nearby as promised at that time. The Maid Chief had been a little flustered, but the information should be reliable.

According to the Maid Chief, the leader of Bandit was extremely strong. While fighting as a balanced team was "Bandit's" basic strategy, they would rarely fight with their leader as a one-man army.

That video hadn't been picked up, so she couldn't find out what kind of fighting style it was, but by using what's called buffs, a temporary status boost, to the extreme, he displayed a god-like strength. She had confirmed this directly with a clan that had fought them before.

(Buff effects to the extreme, huh? Stats like STR have a maximum value, so I don't think raising them to the extreme would make someone god-like. If anything, it's probably about fighting by increasing movement speed.)

Movement speed was the same for all characters. But it could be increased by using equipment or magic. And unlike stats, movement speed had no upper limit. In other words, you could become infinitely fast.

However, there was a downside to that. For a normal person's senses, the movement was too fast to move properly. Although it felt like their own body, it was a virtual reality character that was moving. Their head, not their body, couldn't keep up with the sudden change.

However, if you could train to use it, it would become a powerful weapon. Like Gardel, the tamer they had fought before, being fast was strong in itself.

Just as Hayato was thinking that, the countdown began.

When the countdown ended, the enemy players became visible in their camp.

A player dressed like a barbarian came into Hayato's view.

(Is that the person who told me about the newbie hunting commotion?)

It was the person Hayato had spoken to to get the details when the players who were newbie hunting were making a fuss at the facility where you could apply for a clan.

(So he belonged to the number one ranked clan... and at that position, is he the leader?)

Three players, who seemed to be their front line, were lined up horizontally, with the barbarian man in the center. That position didn't necessarily mean he was the leader, but it was highly likely.

Just as he was thinking of applying for a chat, the three of them started moving.

As expected, their movement speed was fast. They must be equipped with that kind of gear. But from that position, Ash's Dragon Breath was faster.

"Hayato, I'm unleashing my Dragon Breath."

"Got it. Let 'em have it with a big one."

Mist and Lunaria, who were near Ash, retreated. It was because they would get caught in the Dragon Breath if they stayed there.

Ash transformed into a dragon. He was a bipedal dragon about ten meters tall. Ash placed his front legs on the ground and opened his mouth wide.

An effect like energy gathering appeared in Ash's open mouth. When that was unleashed, it would be able to take out at least the three who were charging in.

Hayato found it strange. The barbarian man charging at them showed no signs of stopping.

(He's not flinching even after seeing that dangerous-looking effect? I thought he'd stop for a moment.)

Even if he didn't stop, Ash's Dragon Breath was faster. He should definitely be able to defeat them, but he felt a little uneasy about the opponent's actions.

The next moment, the axe the barbarian was holding vanished from his hand. He had unequipped it.

(Why would he do that... he vanished?)

"Huh? Where..."

"That's surprising. He used Shukuchi."

"Shukuchi...? This is bad!"

A Hand-to-Hand Combat skill that instantly closed the distance to zero. The opponent had appeared in front of Ash, who was in the middle of his Dragon Breath motion.

By the time Hayato realized it, the barbarian man was already in his attack motion. It was the "Backhand Blow" Relic had used in their last battle.

The attack hit Ash. And that giant body was knocked back slightly. A knockback had occurred.

In other words, Ash's Dragon Breath had fizzled out. Moreover, he seemed to be stunned and unable to move.

And the barbarian had already equipped his axe and was about to attack Ash with it.



		
			Chapter 64

			Offense and Defense

			"Protect Ash!"

Hayato had meant to say that to Mist and Lunaria. But the two of them, who had retreated to avoid being caught in Ash's attack, couldn't get to him right away.

The moment he thought, this is bad, he heard a small sound next to him. He heard it over and over again in his ear.

At some point, Esha had aimed her Beelzebub and was attacking the barbarian man. It wasn't "Critical Shot" or "Destroy," but a normal attack. The damage was low, but it could be said to be an attack perfectly suited for a feint.

It wasn't a fatal blow, but the opponent disliked the attack. The next moment, his axe vanished, and he was holding a giant shield. He was deflecting Esha's attacks with it.

"This attack won't be able to pierce that shield. But I can at least reduce its durability. It might break, after all."

Esha said that, propped her left foot on the railing, and aimed her Beelzebub again. Then, she fired the gun several times at the same tempo.

"Master, please prepare a large quantity of Melon Juice. I don't have enough on hand."

"Ah, yeah, got it. I'll get it from the storage."

Esha's attacks consumed MP even if they were normal attacks. Ten attacks would deplete her MP. To avoid that, she needed to attack while recovering her MP.

Hayato went to the storage, brought back a large quantity of Melon Juice, and handed it to Esha.

"Mist-sama and Lunaria-sama have managed to reach Ash-sama. Maris-sama too. We have a little breathing room now."

Esha said that and started drinking the Melon Juice.

Hayato felt a little relieved at her words.

If Ash were defeated, it would be difficult to win the Clan War. He didn't think Ash would be defeated that easily, but he was quite worried about the unusual situation.

"As expected of the number one ranked team. To stop Ash-sama on the first encounter. Or is information leaking from somewhere?"

"Don't say such ominous things. But for now, is the danger gone? Ash has recovered... he's back in human form?"

"He's out of MP, I suppose. He did say that when he transforms into a dragon in a Clan War, his MP gradually decreases."

"He did say that. Well, Ash is pretty strong even in human form, so he should be fine."

"That might be a little too optimistic. The other two have caught up, and their mid-guard is in a battle stance. What's more, their rear guard is giving their front line buffs with dances and songs. This might be dangerous even for Ash-sama and the others."

Hayato looked at the enemy members.

Three front-line fighters, including the barbarian, three mid-range fighters using bows and other long-range attacks, and three rear-guard members using attack magic and buff-effect dances and songs were arranged in a balanced formation. The last person was on standby at the fortress.

As Esha said, Ash and the others were being pushed back. It was probably the difference in buffs.

Of course, Diite was also supporting the front line with her support magic, but it wasn't as effective as the songs and dances of a dedicated support player. Besides, Diite was also healing. It must be a tough situation.

The only thing that was effective was Ren's "Dragon Curse." It was stronger than any support buff, with a debuff effect, or rather, a weakening effect. It was only on one person, but the target was the barbarian who seemed to be the enemy leader.

On top of that, she was dealing gradual damage with her Curse Magic. The power was increased by her cursed equipment, forcing the opponent to use a lot of recovery magic. If this kept up, they could defeat the enemy barbarian.

"This is bad."

Esha muttered that while continuing her attack.

"Huh? I think we're doing pretty well so far, though?"

"No, the enemy mid and rear guards are starting to target Ren-sama and Diite-sama. Relic is protecting them, so the attacks aren't getting through right now, but it might be dangerous with just Relic."

He thought of having Esha help, but stopped. The enemy mid and rear guards were in their own camp. They were out of Esha's attack range.

"Maris! Aim for the rear guard!"

Ash's voice chat came through. Maris agreed and, along with the griffon Lancelot, aimed for the priest-like opponent who was using recovery magic.

Hayato thought the strategy was to take out the healer first to defeat the barbarian on the front line. Without healing, Ren's Curse Magic would defeat him in no time.

But when Maris tried to aim for the healer, the enemy mid-guard launched a long-range attack with bows and crossbows. The fierce attack seemed to prevent Maris from getting close to the enemy's rear guard.

"So it's no good..."

"No, I think it's a good strategy. The attacks on Ren-sama and Diite-sama have stopped. That means Relic is free."

"Huh?"

If the attacks on Ren and Diite stopped, Relic was free.

"Relic! Aim for the healer!"

"As you wish."

Relic responded to Ash's voice. And in an instant, he moved in front of the priest. He must have used Shukuchi, as if returning the favor.

Relic moved into an attack motion and tried to attack the priest.

But it was blocked.

At some point, a player with a giant shield had appeared in front of the priest. And he used the shield's Weapon Skill "Shield Bash" to push Relic back.

"The opponent is skilled as well. I thought the person left in the fortress was only defending the Clan Stone, but he used Shukuchi to move, switched to a shield, and blocked the attack on Relic. This is bad."

The moment Esha said it was bad, the enemy barbarian was in front of Diite. He had ignored Ash, who he was fighting, and used Shukuchi to teleport in front of Diite.

The barbarian had already equipped his axe and was in his attack motion.

If she didn't dodge, Diite would take a lot of damage. There was a chance she would be defeated in one hit. But Diite made no move to dodge at all.

However, there was one difference in Diite. The book she usually had equipped was gone from her hand. In other words, she was currently bare-handed.

And the next moment, she caught the barbarian's descending axe by clamping it between her hands.

Everyone present was surprised by her action.

"Hmm, a near miss. I think you should have aimed for Lunaria-kun, not me. Well then, you should try again later."

Diite spun sideways and unleashed a backhand strike. It looked exactly like "Backhand Blow." It didn't seem to do much damage, but its effect sent the barbarian man flying backward.

"...Huh? What's going on?"

"She nullified the attack with the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill Blade Catch. I'm a little surprised. Did Diite-sama have a skill like that?"

Hayato couldn't understand Esha's words. It was because he had seen Diite's skill composition.

Diite's skill composition was that of a magic user. She absolutely did not have any Hand-to-Hand Combat skills. So why could she use "Blade Catch" and "Backhand Blow"?

Only Diite could answer that question, but there was no time to ask.

Hayato, though puzzled, decided to watch the situation unfold without saying anything.



		
			Chapter 65

			Back and Forth

			The barbarian man, pushed back by Diite, ended up fighting Ash again. The opponent seemed flustered, but he quickly recovered.

"I wanted to turn the tables with that, but it didn't work... Master, it is possible to fire a Destroy at that location. With them so clustered together, we might be able to defeat all of both our front lines. What do you say?"

"Rejected. We're not fighting like that."

"Even if it means we lose?"

"Can you really call it a win if you sacrifice your comrades? Sure, you might have won the battle, but emotionally, it's a loss."

Esha laughed for some reason at Hayato's reply.

"You're a softie as always. This isn't a time to be choosy about our methods if we want to win."

"We can win without resorting to such methods. Everyone is strong, so there's no way we'll lose. Esha, you can drink as much Melon Juice as you want, so please support everyone. Ash and the others will turn the tables eventually."

"You're a demanding master. I'll be looking forward to the food at the victory celebration."

Esha drank her juice, then aimed her Beelzebub and looked through the scope. She then began firing in rapid succession.

"Maris! Aim for the Clan Stone!"

"I'm on it!"

Ash's voice chat came through.

(I see, since the person with the shield came out, the Clan Stone is defenseless. Maris should be able to get to the Clan Stone first.)

Even with Shukuchi, you can't move directly in front of an opponent in the air. To be precise, it's not impossible, but even if you appear in front of them, you'll immediately fall to the ground, taking fall damage. The higher you are, the more damage you take, and falling from where Maris and the others were would cause massive damage.

Maris skillfully maneuvered Lancelot, dodging the mid-guard's attacks as she headed for the enemy base.

The knight-like player with the shield tried to return to the fortress, but he couldn't catch up to Maris.

(Could this be a win?)

Just as Hayato thought that, the knight's equipment changed.

It was what you would call a ninja outfit. He was wearing black cloth equipment that covered his entire body. The equipment drastically increased the player's movement speed.

(No way. Is he faster than a griffon?)

The opponent, moving at about three times his normal speed, looked like he would reach the fortress before Maris and the others.

"Maris-sama, please stall that man. I will be there shortly. Ash-sama, I leave Ren-sama and the others in your care."

"Got it!"

"U-understood!"

A rare request from Relic. Ash and Maris complied.

Maris changed direction and charged toward the man in the ninja outfit. The man dodged with a swift movement. Being able to move at that speed showed he had trained considerably.

He was dodging Maris's attacks, but he wasn't just on the defensive. The man counterattacked Maris with a knife-like weapon.

Maris blocked with her shield, then fled into the sky.

But the man aimed a crossbow and pursued her with it. It was the crossbow Weapon Skill "Sonic Blast," which fired a wind-attribute shockwave.

Maris blocked the attack with her shield, but Sonic Blast was an attack that forcibly dismounted a rider.

Maris, who was in the air, fell from the griffon and plummeted to the ground.

"Fugya!"

"Maris!"

Hayato, who was watching, shouted much louder than he intended. She had been dropped from quite high up. That meant she must have lost a lot of HP from the fall damage. And on top of that, the man in the ninja outfit was approaching her at a considerable speed.

"That's far enough."

Relic appeared in front of the man. He then unleashed a "Low Kick." On the immobilized man's chest, Relic struck with a right-handed knife-hand strike.

"Just in case, I have stolen the shield. This man's shield-based defense should be gone now. Unless he has a spare, that is."

The opponent switched equipment to launch a variety of attacks and defenses. To shut one of them down, Relic had stolen his shield with the Stealing Skill.

"Maris-sama, I will hold him here. Get on Lancelot and go for the Clan Stone."

"Y-yes! Understood!"

Maris, while drinking a potion, staggered toward Lancelot.

"Maris! Run!"

"Huh?"

Ash's panicked voice came through.

In front of Maris was the barbarian man. And he was swinging his axe.

"Aim for the Clan Stone!"

Perhaps thinking she couldn't be saved, Maris gave an order to Lancelot. After that, she took the hit.

Maris's HP dropped to zero, and she should have disappeared into particles of light. But for some reason, instead of particles of light, Maris disappeared into black particles.

And on the battlefield, something else unusual was happening. Black particles were falling from the sky onto Lunaria's sword. When all the particles had fallen onto the sword, the gem embedded in it shone brighter.

"I won't forgive you...!"

Lunaria said that as she raised Arondight into an overhand stance and swung it down.

The player fighting Lunaria blocked the attack with his sword. But, as if it were nothing, her sword destroyed his and cut him down along with it. The opponent disappeared into particles of light.

Hayato was confused by the overload of information. He had no idea what was happening.

Hayato looked at Esha with pleading eyes.

"The sword Lunaria-sama holds, Arondight, grows more powerful each time an ally falls. Since Maris-sama was defeated, the sword's seal must have been released."

"...The item description didn't say anything about that, though. By the way, is Maris okay?"

"Of course, she's fine. It's not like her soul was eaten. The black particles are just for dramatic effect, just for show. Now then, the only enemy in our camp now is the front-line person fighting Mist-sama. Shall we finish this while we have the chance? It's about time, after all."

Hayato hadn't noticed until now, but quite some time had passed. And the field was enveloped in darkness, with the moon and stars shining in the sky.

"Mist-sama, please keep the enemy in front of you occupied."

"It is not an experience I wish to have often, but I suppose it cannot be helped. Hayato-san, please have a coffin ready. In the worst case, I will become strength for Lunaria-sama's sword, so it's fine even if you don't prepare one."

Hayato understood from those words. He hurried to get a coffin from the storage and placed it on the roof.

Then, Mist bit the opponent's neck. It was the vampire's unique skill, "Bloody Bite," which healed her HP by biting the opponent.

The good thing about this skill was that the opponent couldn't move from the spot during the attack. They couldn't move until they shook off the vampire.

Esha aimed her Beelzebub at Mist and her opponent. Ash and the others moved away from them.

Esha looked through her scope and asked Hayato.

"I will be sacrificing Mist-sama. Are you alright with that?"

"She'll resurrect, so it's not a sacrifice."

"I don't dislike that kind of decisiveness. Destroy."

Ten magic circles, large and small, lined up from Beelzebub toward Mist and her opponent. A sound like a cannon was heard, and a bullet of light was fired, piercing through all the magic circles and becoming a laser-like beam that shot through Mist and her opponent.

The opponent and Mist disappeared into particles of light, but ashes appeared in the coffin he had prepared.

Hayato immediately poured tomato juice on them, and the ashes took on a human form, and Mist appeared there.

"Well now, we've defeated two of their front line. I suppose this is where we start our counterattack?"

Hayato nodded at Mist's words.



		
			Chapter 66

			Cursed Equipment

			The only ones left in the opposing clan were the barbarian, three ranged attackers, two support types, one healer, and one person in black robes.

Relic was engaging the black-robed person in the enemy's territory. Nearby was the barbarian who had defeated Maris. It was a dangerous position to be in. Yet, the two did not try to take down Relic together. The barbarian quickly returned to his base.

It was because Maris had ordered Lancelot to destroy the Clan Stone. If left alone, the Clan Stone would be destroyed and they would lose the Clan War. It was unclear if that was Maris's intention, but at the very least, Relic was spared a two-on-one fight.

With two of their front-line fighters defeated, the enemy's mid and rear guards were thin. Mist had returned to the base, but that left Ash and Lunaria free.

Ash and the others immediately descended upon the three mid-guard members.

"Well then, I suppose I shall go as well. This seems to be our chance."

"Please do."

Mist gave Hayato a sly grin, transformed into a large bat, and launched herself from the fortress.

It would take her some time to arrive, but once she joined Ash and Lunaria, they would be a considerable force.

The three mid-guard members retreated while attacking Ash's group with bows and magic. It was less of an attack and more of a delaying tactic.

They were creating distance using skills like "Shadow Bind," which pinned an opponent's shadow with an arrow to temporarily immobilize them, and "Rose Thorn," which entangled an opponent in thorny vines.

However, their delaying tactics had little effect. Diite was dispelling them immediately with Holy Magic.

Perhaps realizing it was pointless, or maybe sensing the danger of Mist's approach, two of the three mid-guard members abandoned their attacks and ran towards their fortress. Their equipment had suddenly changed completely, increasing their movement speed.

The one who remained had switched to an ominous set of black armor, and a black circular area spread out across the ground. When Ash and Lunaria touched it, their movements suddenly became sluggish.

"Huh? What is that?"

"I do not know for certain, but it appears to be something that reduces movement speed. They sacrificed one person to let the other two escape."

Hayato was impressed by Esha's answer. A moment later, Ren's voice rang out, full of excitement.

"Th, that's Cursed Armor! The user can't move, but it deploys a field that reduces the movement speed of everyone around them! It's super rare equipment! I want it!"

"Cursed rare equipment actually exists?"

"Hayato-san, let's take it! If I hit them with Dragon Curse, the equipment might come off! We can have Relic-san steal it!"

"...No, I don't think Relic-san has the luxury for that, so give it up."

Cursed equipment couldn't be made with the Blacksmithing Skill. Stealing rare equipment was certainly a viable strategy, but they probably didn't have the time for it.

Besides, the two mid-guard and three rear-guard members were retreating, moving closer to where Relic and the black-robed person were fighting.

"No, that may be a fine idea. It seems I am struggling to win against this black-robed opponent. I shall use Shukuchi to retreat to the one wearing the cursed equipment. And I shall steal it while I am at it."

(I see, so Shukuchi can be used for escaping too. It's so versatile it's scary.)

"Um, if that's the case, then please do."

"Yes! It's mine! Uhehehe...!"

Ren stepped into the black field that reduced movement speed. She was outside the effective range of Dragon Curse and was trying to move closer.

"Wait."

Diite grabbed Ren by the scruff of her neck and tossed her out of the black field. Then she immediately cast a healing spell on Ash and Lunaria.

"Huh, um?"

"Do not give in to unnecessary greed."

Right after, Relic teleported in front of the opponent wearing the cursed armor. Relic looked confused that no one was ready to steal the equipment, but then, as if realizing something, he tried to fall back.

Diite cast "Protection," a spell that cut damage by ten percent, and a healing spell on Relic.

"He should just barely be able to withstand it."

A moment after Diite spoke, an explosion erupted with the opponent at its center. It dealt damage over an area as large as the movement-slowing field.

(A self-destruct item?)

It was an item that dealt damage by self-destructing, one that Hayato had used before. Its power was dependent on the opponent's defense, but it was strong enough to inflict damage roughly equal to the user's own HP.

Relic, Ash, and Lunaria were caught in the blast, but thanks to their HP, equipment, and Diite's magic, none of them were defeated. However, Relic, with his low defense, was on the verge of death. It was a close call.

If Ren had been caught in it, she wouldn't have survived. Diite had saved her. Realizing this, Ren fell to the ground, stunned.

"A-ah..."

"Ren-kun, do not let your guard down. It seems Lancelot has been defeated, so you should assume that barbarian is coming. Ash-kun and the others should drink potions. My healing will not be enough to keep up."

Diite relayed this while casting healing magic on Ash's group.

Hayato turned his gaze toward the enemy's Clan Stone. Just as Diite had said, he confirmed that Lancelot was turning into black particles. The enemy Clan Stone's HP, which was also displayed, seemed to be down by about half.

Immediately after, just as Diite had predicted, the barbarian appeared in front of Ren. He raised his axe.

"Hya!"

"I can only stop him for a moment."

Diite, now bare-handed, unleashed the weapon skill "Low Kick." The attack stopped the barbarian's movements.

"Ren-sama, Diite-sama, please retreat to our camp. I will provide cover. Mist-sama, please escort Ren-sama."

Esha spoke from the roof of the fortress, peering through the scope of her Beelzebub.

"Understood. Let's pull back for now. Let's go, Ren-kun."

"I will buy you some time."

Mist, who had just arrived on the front lines, transformed into her bat form and assaulted the barbarian.

The rapidly changing situation left Hayato feeling a bit confused.

The enemy's tactics, their equipment switching, their methods of attack, everything was refined. It wasn't just the leader, the barbarian, but all of them were responding in a similar fashion.

(I can't believe they'd even use a self-destruct. But with a combo of Shukuchi, cursed equipment, and self-destruct, couldn't you take out most of the rear guard? Of course, you can't just get cursed rare items or self-destruct items easily, but if you could, that would be nasty.)

He didn't know about the cursed equipment, but he knew plenty about self-destruct items. They weren't something you could prepare easily. You needed extremely rare items to make them.

(I don't think all of them have self-destruct items, but should I assume they do? Even if they do, I don't have a way to deal with it.)

"Hayato! We're out of potions! We're coming back to the fortress to regroup!"

"Got it. Esha will provide cover once you're back in our territory. Hurry back."

The two enemy mid-guard members and three rear-guard members were retreating. They had defeated three of the opponents, so he wanted to press the attack, but their resistance was surprisingly fierce. Pulling back for now was not a mistake, Hayato thought.

(Time for a reset.)

With that thought, Hayato waited for everyone to retreat.



		
			Chapter 67

			Halftime

			Everyone was retreating, but Mist alone stayed to face the barbarian. She was buying time. But it was over in an instant. Mist was defeated by the barbarian.

After defeating Mist, the barbarian did not pursue them and instead returned to his own fortress.

Hayato resurrected the defeated Mist, thinking that the enemy must have decided to return to regroup as well, since they were on their last legs.

Esha was still on the fortress roof, her gun at the ready. She was prepared to intercept them immediately if they pursued. Maintaining her stance, Esha spoke.

"It has been a while since I have faced such a worthy opponent. I suppose that is to be expected of the number one ranked clan."

"You're still looking down on them in this situation? I don't think they're just 'worthy,' I think they're a formidable enemy."

"I dealt with this much in my previous Clan Wars."

"Are you sure the Clan Wars you're talking about are the same ones I know?"

From Hayato's perspective, this battle was on another level. In fact, it was on the level of a completely different game. It was like thinking you were playing a role-playing game, only to find out it was a fighting game. That was how different it felt.

Their split-second decisions, in particular, were incredibly fast. It was safe to say that Diite's quick judgment had protected many of their allies.

If she hadn't used damage-cutting and healing magic on Relic, he might have been defeated by that self-destruct attack. And tossing Ren out of the blast radius was also a fine decision.

Maris had been defeated, but sending Lancelot toward the Clan Stone to prevent Relic from being put in a two-on-one situation was a brilliant move.

Just as he was thinking this, a chat request came from the opposing clan's leader.

Hayato accepted the request out of pure curiosity, wanting to speak with his opponent.

"You're the clan leader of Daedalus, right?"

"Yes, that's correct. And you're the leader of Bandit?"

"That's me. Well, it's been a while. We met at the clan application facility, I believe?"

"It was nice meeting you then. I never imagined the person I met that day was the leader of the number one ranked clan."

"I could say the same to you. I never expected the rumored golden dragon to be in your clan. And an NPC at that. That was a blind spot."

"But it seems you knew how to counter it, didn't you? We didn't expect you to stop the Dragon Breath with a knockback."

"It was a gamble. I guess you could say it was thanks to getting some information out of that newbie-hunting clan. I paid their penalty money for them. It was quite an expense, but thanks to that, we avoided getting killed on our first encounter."

(Does that mean he paid over 100 million G? Amazing. And I don't think even that newbie-hunting clan would know how to counter it. No, he said it was a gamble, so maybe he just heard about the situation. He must have gambled that a knockback would work since the attack has a long wind-up.)

"Now then, we're about to start the second half. Are you not going to come out and fight? It seems you're with an NPC maid-san."

(He doesn't know I'm a production class? No, that can't be right.)

He had spent over 100 million in-game currency to get information on Ash. It was impossible to think he hadn't investigated Hayato himself.

This meant it was highly likely that the opponent knew about Hayato and was pretending not to. He didn't know why, but he was probably hoping Hayato would let some information slip.

"I'm a production class player and can't fight at all, so you don't need to count me. You've already investigated me for the most part, haven't you?"

There was no response from the barbarian. But soon, a voice that sounded like it was stifling a laugh came through.

"Well, you're a tough one. I was thinking of letting you lie, then pointing it out to embarrass you."

"You have quite the personality."

"Sorry, sorry. It's just that I'll do what it takes to win, so just let it slide. It seems psychological attacks won't work on you, so I'll end the chat here. I won't say let's have a fair fight, but let's both do our best."

"Yes. Let's both do our best. But we're going to win."

"Listen to you! But we feel the same way. Well then."

With that, the opponent disconnected the chat.

(I can't tell if he's calculating or just a nice guy. Either way, I can't afford to lose. Though, I haven't done anything myself.)

While he was thinking, Ash and the others returned. They had all restocked their items and were now on the roof.

Ren looked like she was about to cry.

"U, um, I, I'm sorry! Because I got greedy, I put everyone in danger!"

"I was the one who said we should steal the cursed equipment. Ren-sama is not at fault. Hayato-sama, if you must scold someone, scold me."

"Hey, why are you assuming I'm going to get angry? I was thinking of having the armor removed even if we couldn't steal it. And I was the one who gave the permission, so if anyone is responsible for that action, it's me. I'm not going to scold either of you. In fact..."

Hayato looked at Diite. Diite, who wore no particular expression, looked back at him quizzically.

"I believe I did quite well, did I not?"

"I was just looking at you because I wanted to thank you. Thanks to your response, Diite-chan, everyone except Maris and Lancelot was able to retreat without being defeated. Thank you."

Diite's eyes widened at Hayato's words. It was an expression not of surprise, but more like her thoughts had frozen. But she quickly broke into a smile.

"Is that so? Well, it is nothing to be thanked for. More importantly, let us think about the next battle. Will we fight in the same way?"

It was unclear whether she was trying to hide her embarrassment or if she truly felt it was nothing to be thanked for, but Diite changed the subject.

They didn't have much time, so he decided to move the conversation forward.

"How should we fight in the second half? The Clan Stone is about half destroyed, but that shouldn't be a factor if time runs out. Are we winning in terms of total damage?"

"No, I think we're losing on total damage. Their self-destruct hit us pretty hard. It was fortunate that no one was defeated, but that should have turned the tables."

If Ash was saying it, it was probably true. But that was a problem. It meant they had to go on the offensive. It was clearly more advantageous to fight in their own territory, within Esha's attack range, but that was no longer an option.

"For the second half, I too shall go out onto the field and fight."

As if reading Hayato's mind, Esha made the suggestion.

"Their Shukuchi is dangerous, but we have defeated two of their front-liners and one mid-guard. If I have an escort, I should be able to manage."

"An escort? Who would do it? That barbarian just took down Mist, you know?"

"It is shameful, but Ash-san is correct. Even at night, I cannot defeat that barbarian one-on-one. However, I did not use Dragon Blood earlier."

"Could you win if you used it?"

"If he would fight me. He would likely run away if I used it. Unfortunately, he seems to have equipment that increases his movement speed, so I cannot catch him."

"We don't have much Dragon Blood left. It would be a waste to use it just to protect Esha."

They continued to discuss various ideas, but none of them seemed like a solution. However, they agreed it would be a waste to leave Esha at the base, so it was decided that Relic would be her escort.

And so, the general plan was decided.

First, they would ignore the barbarian and the black-robed person who used Shukuchi and target the mid and rear guards. The strategy was to eliminate as many of the enemy's buff effects as possible. After that, they would aim for the Clan Stone.

"Once we defeat everyone except the barbarian and the black-robed one, let's go for the Clan Stone. He won't be able to run away if we target that."

To defeat the barbarian who could use Shukuchi and had high movement speed, they had to create a situation where he had no choice but to fight. The easiest way to do that was to target the Clan Stone.

"Alright, let's go then. Hayato, you stay here and focus on resurrecting Mist. As long as you're inside the fortress, you won't be a target for Shukuchi."

"I'm the only one with a pathetic role, but I understand. Everyone, be careful."

Leaving Hayato behind, Ash and the others left the fortress.



		
			Chapter 68

			The Second Half

			Hayato watched Ash and the others from the top of the fortress.

Ash was in the center, with Lunaria to his left and Mist to his right. A little behind them was Relic, and further back were Diite, Esha, and Ren.

There was no movement from the enemy side. They had defeated two front-liners and one mid-guard, so the enemy had seven people. Their side had eight, since Maris and Lancelot were defeated, but since Hayato couldn't fight, their numbers were even.

Ash's group entered the enemy's territory. But still, no one from the enemy side came out. Then Esha's group also entered the enemy's territory.

Hayato heard voices through the voice chat.

"Then I shall take my position here. From this spot, the entire field is within my attack range."

"In that case, I shall also remain here and guard Esha. If anything happens to Diite-sama or Ren-sama, I will use Shukuchi to protect them."

Esha and Relic took up their positions just inside the enemy's territory. From their spot in the center of the field, they could attack in all directions.

Suddenly, Ash stopped walking and looked toward Esha.

"Esha, how long until you can fire Destroy?"

"It will be impossible for another fifteen minutes."

"If you get the chance, take out the barbarian or the one in black robes. It's impossible to whittle those two down."

"Understood. If you can hold them in place, I will fire."

Ash nodded at Esha's words and then continued walking toward the enemy fortress.

Immediately, the barbarian and the black-robed person emerged from the fortress. They instantly used Shukuchi and appeared in front of Esha and Relic. The barbarian was in front of Esha, the black-robed person in front of Relic.

Esha immediately leaped to her left, rolling across the ground. As she regained her footing, she knelt on one knee and fired her Beelzebub at the barbarian. And it was rapid fire.

Using a giant axe called a labrys like a shield, the barbarian blocked the attack.

Esha continued to fire relentlessly.

Since Beelzebub was a magic gun, it didn't need to be reloaded, but it consumed magic power to fire. While attacking, Esha held a bottle of Melon Juice in her left hand, removed the cork with her mouth, spat it out, and immediately began to drink.

Relic was fighting the man in black robes, so it seemed difficult for him to protect Esha, but Esha herself seemed to be managing somehow.

"Change of plans! Lunaria, protect Esha's group! Mist and I will go for the Clan Stone! The rest of you, target the one in black robes!"

As Ash shouted, he and Mist ran toward the enemy fortress. On the way, Mist alone transformed into a giant bat and flew into the sky. She was heading directly for the fortress roof.

Esha's rapid fire stopped. She had been firing while recovering magic power, but the consumption was greater, and her MP had hit bottom. Seeing this, the barbarian moved toward Esha at high speed. And he raised his axe.

"I won't let you."

Lunaria appeared in front of Esha. She held Arondight horizontally and received the barbarian's axe. There was a fierce sound of metal clashing, but there was no damage.

"Esha-chan, run."

Esha nodded and, while drinking Melon Juice, put distance between herself and the barbarian.

Immediately after, Lunaria swung the black-bladed Arondight at high speed. It wasn't just one attack. A high-speed flurry of blows assaulted the barbarian.

Once again, the barbarian was forced to defend.

But the barbarian quickly created distance. And at a considerable speed, he headed for Hayato's fortress.

Relic prepared to use Shukuchi to pursue him, but the black-robed person threw a Low Kick and stopped him.

Esha also attacked the barbarian, but she couldn't fix her aim on his high-speed movement, and her attacks missed.

In the blink of an eye, the barbarian was closing in on the fortress.

(This is bad. I'm the only one in the fortress.)

In a few more seconds, the barbarian would arrive at this fortress. He was undoubtedly aiming for the Clan Stone. If he destroyed it, they would win, no matter the situation. If Hayato tried to interfere with the destruction, he would be defeated in one blow. Even if he could buy time, it would only be for a few seconds.

"Esha-san, please aim at me! Hayato-san, prepare the tomato juice!"

He understood from Mist's voice chat. Hayato prepared the tomato juice and moved closer to the coffin.

Esha threw away yet another bottle of Melon Juice and took aim at Mist, who was returning from the enemy fortress. Then she fired three consecutive Critical Shots into Mist.

With that attack, Mist vanished into particles of light, but ashes appeared in the coffin in the fortress.

Hayato quickly poured tomato juice onto the ashes.

Just as the barbarian arrived on the roof, Mist was resurrected.

"I didn't know vampires had a trick like that. Does that mean if I destroy the coffin, you can't resurrect?"

"I will not allow such a thing. Bedding of this quality is a rare find, you see."

Mist drank Dragon Blood. Its main use was as a medium for special magic, but when a vampire drinks it, their stats are greatly enhanced. Furthermore, it was now night. Mist was at her strongest.

Mist gracefully drew her rapier and pointed its tip at the barbarian. She usually fought bare-handed or by ramming opponents in her bat form, but now she held the rapier with an elegant demeanor.

And in the next moment, the sound of metal clashing rang out three times almost simultaneously. It was the rapier's weapon skill, Triple Strike. A high-speed three-stage thrust, but the opponent blocked all of it.

"Impressive."

"You as well."

And so, the battle between Mist and the barbarian began.

(I'll just have to try not to get in the way.)

Hayato thought this and moved away from the two of them. He stayed near the Clan Stone just in case, but he probably wouldn't be of any use.

And on the field, the situation was changing in various ways.

Ash had entered the enemy's fortress.

Hayato couldn't see the situation, but he knew that some kind of battle had begun.

And on the field, the black-robed person and Relic were fighting.

In a one-on-one fight, Relic couldn't win, but now Lunaria, Ren, and Diite were nearby. And there was also Esha's supporting fire. With their support, Relic had no chance of losing.

Furthermore, Ren's curse magic was now eating away at the black-robed person. It was depleting his HP at a considerable rate. The man in black robes drank a high-quality Elixir, but his recovery couldn't keep up.

Even if he tried to escape with Shukuchi, everyone was nearby, leaving him nowhere to run. The man in black robes simply turned into particles of light and disappeared.

"Should you not be returning to defend your base? The one in black robes has been defeated, you know?"

"I didn't think you'd take him down too. Now, what to do..."

They were both moving so fast that it seemed they wouldn't have the luxury to talk, but Mist and the barbarian were conversing as they fought.

Esha and the others began to head toward the fortress. With no enemies left on the field, Hayato figured they would enter the fortress and aim for the Clan Stone.

Remaining in the fortress were two mid-guard and three rear-guard members. They were attacking with bows from the top of the fortress, but they were not much of a threat. They should be able to enter the fortress without any problems.

His thinking was not wrong, and everyone except Esha entered the opponent's fortress.

For some reason, Esha was outside drinking Melon Juice. And when she finished, she knelt on one knee near the entrance of the enemy fortress, facing east, where there was nothing but the north side of the fortress, and aimed her Beelzebub.



		
			Chapter 69

			The End of the Battle

			(What is Esha doing?)

Hayato puzzled over Esha's actions.

"Well then, I'll be taking my leave for now. It doesn't look like I can win as things are. But just in case, I think I'll take down one of you."

Hayato braced himself at the barbarian's words. Mist, seeming to have the same thought, moved to shield Hayato.

But that was not his intention. The barbarian quickly turned his face to the field and shifted his gaze toward Esha.

(He's going to escape with Shukuchi! No, Esha's been waiting for this...!)

Right now, Esha was the only one on the field. But fifteen minutes had passed since then. And considering the large amount of Melon Juice she had been drinking, Hayato was certain.

"Esha! He's coming!"

Hayato informed Esha through voice chat.

"Destroy."

Esha fired Destroy in a direction where no one was. Ten magic circles, large and small, lined up from the muzzle of her gun. There was nothing in front of her, but that didn't matter.

Immediately after, the barbarian appeared right in front of Esha. Directly in the line of fire.

The barbarian's face twisted as he realized what was happening.

A bullet of light, fired from the Beelzebub with a sound like a cannon, blasted through the barbarian and the ten magic circles, sending him flying. At the same time, Esha was pushed back by the force, sliding across the ground.

"I knew Master would notice."

"Well, it was just a coincidence."

Shukuchi was a skill that moved the user directly in front of their target. And the target had to be an opponent on the field. Currently, Esha was the only one on the field, so it was predictable that the barbarian would move in front of her. That's why Esha had been waiting with Destroy ready.

"And Mist-sama, thank you for your hard work as well. I believed you would properly drive that barbarian back."

"You give me too much credit. Well, this is thanks to the Dragon Blood Hayato-san prepared for me..."

Just as Mist said that, a loud explosion echoed from within the enemy fortress.

"Hayato! Sorry! They used a self-destruct inside the base! Relic and Ren, and Diite too, were taken out! All that's left are me and Lunaria!"

"Are you okay!?"

"We're alive, but there are still two of them! It'll take a little longer to destroy the Clan Stone, so be careful!"

"Ah, that's fine, the enemy leader is..."

Just as he was about to say that Esha had defeated him, the barbarian was standing in front of Esha, his axe raised.

"Huh...?"

Destroy was a guaranteed kill against a humanoid character. But Hayato could see the barbarian with his axe raised.

Esha kicked off the ground as if to escape backward. She did a backflip and then knelt on one knee, aiming her gun. But when she pulled the trigger, no bullet came out.

(She just used Destroy, so she's out of MP...!)

Hayato's guess was correct. Esha's MP was nearly zero. Because she had been eating sweets, her MP was gradually recovering, but she wasn't yet in a state where she could attack.

As if knowing this, the barbarian closed the distance to Esha at once. And he raised his axe again.

Hayato thought it was over, but the axe was never brought down. Before it could be swung, Lunaria emerged from the enemy fortress.

That alone probably wouldn't have stopped the barbarian's attack, but there was a reason he stopped.

The blade of Lunaria's Arondight was abnormally large. Looking closely, it wasn't that the blade had grown larger, but that a black aura was clinging to the blade, making it look huge. Also, the jewel embedded in Arondight's hilt was shining more brightly than ever before.

The barbarian did not attack Esha and quickly put some distance between them. It was likely an action taken after sensing some kind of anomaly. But it was a meaningless action.

Lunaria had moved in front of the barbarian as if using Shukuchi.

And with Arondight, Lunaria cut the barbarian down in a single flash. The barbarian was defeated without even having time to block the attack with his weapon.

Hayato thought the barbarian would turn into particles of light, but for some reason, a light shone down from above on the fallen barbarian. And a feather fell.

(A Phoenix Feather? Is that why he was fine after taking Esha's Destroy...)

The Phoenix Feather that the Hero Ivan also possessed. An item that allowed for automatic resurrection on the spot.

The resurrection of Holy Magic could not be used in Clan Wars. The moment a player was defeated, they turned into particles of light, so they couldn't be selected as a target for resurrection.

From the looks of it, the Phoenix Feather was fine, and it seemed to be an item that could be used for resurrection even in Clan Wars.

(If the vampire Mist-san can be resurrected, there must have been other ways. Damn, I didn't realize. But...)

He didn't know how many items the man had, but even if he could be resurrected, could he win against the current Lunaria, Hayato wondered.

So unlike her usual self, Lunaria looked like a true Demon Lord.

"Lunaria-sama's Arondight, it seems its seal has been completely broken."

"Mist-san, you know about Arondight in that state?"

"Yes, well. This is the first time I have seen it, but you could say that is Arondight's true form. Due to the enemy's self-destruction, five people were defeated, including Maris-san and Lancelot-san. All of that has given power to Arondight. Its power is likely nearly double what it was."

"I'm glad she's on our side."

"Indeed. If we were to face her as an enemy, it would be best to defeat Lunaria-sama first."

"I'd rather we think in a direction where we don't have to face her as an enemy."

(So that's the Demon Lord. Instead of transforming, her sword gets stronger. Anyway, that barbarian guy keeps getting resurrected only to be defeated by Lunaria again and again.)

Since the Phoenix Feather was used automatically, the player was forcibly resurrected. Normally, that would be fine, but now that he was facing an opponent he absolutely couldn't beat, it was just a waste of items.

"Vengeance for everyone...!"

Hayato sympathized with his opponent. And in his heart, he hoped that Ash would hurry up and destroy the Clan Stone.

As if his prayers were answered, the Clan Stone in the enemy fortress was destroyed. Confetti danced in the air, and fireworks went off.

"Alright!"

Seeing this, Hayato clenched his right fist and made a victory pose.

He was happy about the win itself, but with this, there was a high possibility that they would remain in the top five even if they lost the next Clan War. And if they were in the top five, they would get the anniversary prize money. He could make his dream come true.

(I can't thank everyone enough. I have to thank them properly.)

With that thought, Hayato gazed at the fireworks floating in the night sky.



		
			Chapter 70

			Messenger of God

			The day after the Clan War with the number one ranked clan, Hayato was at the base, calculating points over and over.

By defeating the number one clan, they had gained a large number of points and were now currently ranked first. However, there was still one Clan War left. For Hayato, being number one wasn't necessary. As long as they were within the top five, where they could receive prize money, it was fine.

Hayato calculated the points, considering their current score, the scores of the clans ranked second and below, and how much things were likely to change in the next Clan War.

And although it wasn't absolute, he had a good idea of the situation.

Even if they lost the next Clan War, they would not fall below fifth place. In other words, there was a high probability that they would receive the prize money at this point. The only way they wouldn't get it would be if they fought a low-ranking clan and had their points completely swapped due to the giant-killing rule.

At this fact, Hayato let out a long breath, then savored the joy.

At this point, there was no reason to fight a low-ranking clan. The random match only paired them with clans of the same rank, so there was no need to worry about that either.

(I wondered what would happen when I was kicked out of Kokuryu, but to think I'd actually get the prize money.)

Hayato had been aiming for the prize money for the sake of his dream. He had even quit his job for it. Normally, no one would do such a thing. But Hayato, who had doubts about his way of life, had bet on this game with just enough living expenses to get by.

Whether he could actually get the prize money was a matter of luck. But Hayato had magnificently grasped it. And it was undoubtedly thanks to the NPCs and the members of Kokuryu that he had been able to achieve it.

(I have to thank Esha and the others, and Ney and her group too.)

With that thought, Hayato began preparations for tonight's victory celebration.

That day, there was a rare announcement from the administration.

The next Clan War would be a random match where all clans would be paired with clans of the same rank, and the opponent would not be known until the match. Some players seemed to have objections, but for Hayato, it was not a problem.

In fact, since the number one ranked clan was likely to be asked by other clans to fight them, it was a welcome rule.

(Is this to prevent match-fixing through giant-killing? I don't think a clan in the top five would deliberately lose to a low-ranking clan, but with that prize money on the line. It's possible they could be threatened in the real world and have no choice.)

Having experienced threats like the one from the Blood Knights, Hayato judged it so.

(Still, this is a relief for me. To be ranked number one right before the final battle is too lucky. Or rather, isn't it too lucky?)

It was almost as if things were going too conveniently for Hayato. It was to the point where you could say the administration was intervening on his behalf. Especially the fact that they were matched with the number one and number three ranked clans in the previous two battles was too much of a coincidence.

However, aside from the matchmaking, there was no match-fixing in the battle. The NPCs were clan members, but the opposing team had also come to defeat them with all their might. Hayato believed there could have been no intervention there.

(Even if they did intervene, what would happen if it were exposed? Would the prize money be revoked... That would be a problem.)

The administration was favoring certain players. That would be a huge scandal. Not only that, but this game offered prize money. Hayato wasn't an expert, but if there was fraud, it was possible they were breaking some law.

(It's just a gut feeling, but maybe I'll try talking to Diite-chan today. If anyone has a connection to the admins, I think it's her.)

Hayato was certain of it. He finally understood the strange feeling he had when he first met her. He decided to talk to Diite alone after the victory celebration.

The victory celebration was in full swing. The fact that they had defeated the number one ranked clan was probably a factor. Everyone was enjoying the food and conversation.

"Ren-sama, putting the bucket pudding in your item bag is against the rules. Please put it back on the table. One per person."

"But Esha-san, you put a whole cake in your item bag!"

"Now, now, you two, please look at my Siegfried and his family and calm down. Um, Lunaria-san, are you trying to put my child in your item bag?"

"...It's your imagination. But it's standard for a Demon Lord to kidnap a princess. No matter what, it's the law of nature."

"You all are really interesting to watch. Quite fascinating."

"I've been hearing a lot of talk about the dragons' strange movements lately. Relic, Mist, do you know anything?"

"We have heard such talk at the Butler Guild and the Thieves' Guild, but it seems nothing specific is known."

"We have not heard such talk in the Demon Country. The only dragon in the Demon Country is the Underworld Dragon, and he is a quiet one."

Aside from casual conversation, they seemed to be talking about various things, but for the most part, it seemed to be going well.

In the midst of it all, Diite approached Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, do you need something from me? I have been feeling your gaze for a while now."

"That was rude of me. Actually, there's something I'd like to talk to you about. Could you spare me a little time after the victory celebration?"

"Surely it is not a confession of love?"

"I'm not Esha, don't say things like that. Or maybe you already have an idea what this is about?"

A mischievous look appeared on Diite's face.

"Is that so? I look forward to it. Of course, I do not mind. For you, Hayato-kun, I will make as much time as you need."

"Please don't say things like that. See, Ren-chan is looking over here with the eyes of a hunter."

Esha, Ren, Maris, and Lunaria were watching Hayato and the others while eating cake.

"Those two are suspicious, don't you think, Esha-san!?"

"I think Ash-sama would be a good match for Master."

"I think a goat or a donkey would suit Hayato-san!"

"This cake is delicious."

(I can hear you, all of you.)

Hayato thought this as he prepared new dishes to replace the ones that were being devoured.

After the victory celebration ended, Hayato and Diite remained in the dining hall.

Hayato gestured for Diite to sit in a chair and placed a coffee in front of her.

"Thank you. Now, what did you want to talk about?"

He hesitated on how to begin, but Hayato decided to stop beating around the bush and ask directly.

"Diite-chan, are you connected to this game's administration?"

It was highly likely that the words "game's administration" would be inaudible to an NPC due to AI protection. Hayato watched Diite closely to see if she truly couldn't hear it, or if she was pretending not to.

But that wasn't necessary. Diite confessed with a smile.

"It seems I have been found out. That is correct. I am connected to this game's administration, or rather, God."

As if to say, what's wrong with that, Diite slowly drank her coffee with that attitude. Then, she looked at Hayato.

"By the way, how did you figure it out? You seemed quite certain when you asked."

"When we first met, Diite-chan, you said you wanted to aim for the top five. That's the ranking for the prize money you can get in the real world. A resident of the game wouldn't be able to say something like that. You might have said it casually, but it stuck with me. I only realized it recently, though."

"I see, I was careless. You are right. The top five was indeed about the ranking for the prize money in the real world. It was something I could not have said without knowing about reality."

"Are you an NPC, Diite-chan, an AI? Or is someone controlling you?"

"I am an AI. There is no mistake about that. Are those all of your questions?"

"There's something I'm concerned about. Is it okay for an NPC connected to the administration to favor a specific player? I think it would be a big problem if it got out."

"A big problem?"

"The worst-case scenario would be it being exposed online, causing a huge scandal, and the service being shut down, I suppose."

For Hayato, on top of not being able to get the prize money, which would be a big problem, he thought it would be an even bigger problem if the service ended and he could no longer see Esha and the others.

Not being able to see them again, that was the same as death.

Despite Hayato's worries, Diite wore a confident smile.

"Rest assured, the service will not end over something like that. And it will not be exposed. Even if you, Hayato-kun, were to post it online, would anyone believe you? Besides, any problematic information will be deleted immediately. In the first place, if they are going to criticize this world over something like that, they do not have to play. Frankly, we would rather not have such players."

"You're quite confident. But if the number of players decreases, won't it be difficult to maintain the game? I don't know how many people are involved, but I imagine you need to pay their salaries and the server maintenance costs."

A server, simply put, is the computer on the side of the game provider. Players connect to this server over the internet to play the game.

To realistically reproduce the five senses and handle many high-performance AIs, a server of considerable performance would be necessary. And with the performance of existing computers, one server would not be enough. It was highly likely that hundreds of servers were being used to achieve this. And in proportion to that, the cost of maintaining the servers would also be high.

If the players disappeared, they would not be able to make money, they would not be able to pay the salaries of the people involved in the operation or the server maintenance costs, and eventually, they would have to terminate the service.

"That will not happen. This game is not supported by player payments."

"...What?"

"Did you not hear me? This game is not supported by player payments. Even if all the players were to disappear, the service would not end."

"That's ridiculous."

Hayato blurted out what he was thinking. He tried to think about how it was supported, but he couldn't come up with anything. He thought it might have been created for some kind of research, or maybe it was some national project, supported by taxes.

"Now then, Hayato-kun, there is something I would like to say as well."

"Huh, ah, what is it?"

"There is someone I want you to meet. No, rather than a person, an AI. I intend to have you meet that AI in the next Clan War. It is not possible now as the preparations are not yet complete."

"...Meet them for what?"

"Just to talk. Hayato-kun, you will be in the top five in the ranking even if you lose the next Clan War. I will guarantee it. In other words, you have earned the qualification."

"Earned the qualification?"

"If you can give the correct answer, a wonderful world awaits you. You should look forward to it."

"What are you talking..."

"It seems I have stayed too long. I shall take my leave for today. The coffee was delicious."

With that, Diite left the base.

Perhaps he should have stopped her, but Hayato didn't. He thought she wouldn't answer even if he asked for details.

Hayato leaned back in his chair. Then he tried to have another cup of coffee.

"Have you finally seen her off?"

"Esha!?"

Suddenly, Esha entered the dining hall from outside. Hayato was surprised.

"Um, what's wrong?"

"Yes, I was waiting to have another four-star dish. Diite-sama was taking so long to leave that I was about to charge in with my Beelzebub. Diite-sama had a lucky escape."

"So that's why you have your gun? Wait, I'll bring you a four-star dish."

"A five-star dish would be fine too, you know?"

"You and the others ate all of those, didn't you? But if there are any left, I'll bring them too."

Hayato had felt a vague sense of unease at Diite's words, but he felt a little saved by Esha's usual behavior. Not as a thank you, but he thought he would try to give her as many five-star dishes as possible.



		
			Chapter 71

			Aphrodite

			A week had passed since Diite confessed to being an NPC connected to the administration.

Hayato had expected Diite to keep her distance, but that wasn't the case. She came to the base as usual the very next day.

And Diite once again requested that he take her to a scenic spot. It seemed that the places they had visited before were not enough for Diite, and she continued to travel with Hayato to various locations.

For the past week, they had traveled to various places with Ash and the others as escorts, but there was no suspicious behavior from Diite. In fact, her normal behavior was what made Hayato uneasy, but Diite didn't seem to mind at all.

And today, Diite came again.

"Now then, Hayato-kun, where shall we go today? Choose from among these."

Diite spread out a map. There were red circles here and there, so those must be the scenic spots.

He couldn't ask the cheerful-looking Diite what she was planning. In the end, Hayato gave up on various things, thinking he had no choice but to meet the AI she wanted him to meet during the next Clan War. Besides, he had been on his guard for the past week and was tired.

"Um, is there a place among these where I could mine Adamantite?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I told you that Lunaria-san broke the Hero's Excalibur, right? It seems the sword is still broken, so Lunaria-san wants to fix it for him. I'm gathering the materials. If it's not here, I guess I'll have to go to the place we went before."

"Is that so. In that case... it would be here. A place called the 'Dark Cave,' where no light can reach. It's in the center of a vast forest in the Demon Country, so it will take time to get there, but you can definitely mine Adamantite there."

"There's a place like that? I don't know why it's a scenic spot, but let's go. Oh, right, Ash and the others can't come this time. It seems they're behind on their main business of dragon hunting, and the hardline dragons are making suspicious moves."

"So your only escorts are Maris-kun and Lancelot? I think that would be quite difficult."

"Lunaria-san is going to be our escort this time. It was originally Lunaria-san's request, and the place we're going is in the Demon Country's territory, so it might have worked out well."

"To have the Demon Lord as an escort, what a luxury."

Diite said this and laughed. To Hayato, she looked like any other ordinary woman.

(An NPC connected to the administration... but her usual behavior is that of a normal NPC. I was the one who asked her to join the clan in the first place, but what was she thinking when she joined? And what does she think of this game world?)

There was an NPC who knew this was a virtual reality. And she was connected to the administration. Yet she existed as an NPC in the game without any restrictions. There was a system called AI protection in the game, but Diite was acting as if it didn't apply to her at all.

Hayato couldn't understand what kind of setting Diite existed under. Looking at her, it seemed as if she was just normally enjoying this virtual reality.

(Maybe the whole 'running on AI' thing is a lie...)

With that thought, Hayato proceeded with his preparations.

In the vast forest, Hayato, Maris, Diite, Lunaria, and Lancelot were taking a break.

It wasn't that they were tired in the virtual reality. They had been heading for the "Dark Cave" while defeating the monsters that attacked them, but they decided to rest due to a slight mental problem.

The reason was simple. A giant spider had appeared and made Hayato feel sick. But it couldn't be helped. A small spider might have been fine, but it was so realistic and huge that the blood drained from his face.

While he thought it was pathetic, he was conversely amazed at the three of them who seemed completely fine.

"Are you guys okay?"

"I think they're cute, though?"

"Is there something wrong with your eyes, Maris?"

"Eight legs is within my tolerance. I'll turn it to rust with this demonic sword Arondight. But if a giant centipede appears, I'm running. That's a Demon Lord."

"Well, I'm not a fan of centipedes either, but... aren't you the Demon Lord?"

Even if it was a virtual reality, it was too real and scary. If it had been a giant centipede, he probably would have fainted.

Suddenly, Hayato became curious about Diite. Basically, there was nothing that seemed to surprise her. She was more AI-like than the other AIs, which made him curious.

"Is there anything you're not good with, Diite-chan?"

"Not good with? No, not particularly. I don't feel anything about spiders or centipedes. I don't think they're cute like Maris-kun, though."

"Is there anything you're scared of or dislike?"

For some reason, Lunaria shot her right hand up.

"I'm scared of ghosts."

"If my memory serves me correctly, you're the Demon Lord, Lunaria-san?"

"Yep, I'm a Demon Lord 24/7. Oh, right, do you want my autograph? Everyone told me to practice, so I'm good at it now."

"No, that's not what I meant. I was being sarcastic, like, 'you're the Demon Lord and you're scared of ghosts?' No, I don't need it, so don't force your autograph on me."

(She forced an undeletable item on me...)

Her social anxiety setting seemed to have gotten lost somewhere, but maybe she was the type to be fine once she opened up to someone. It was a good trend that she had started talking a lot, but every time she opened her mouth, the Demon Lord's pathetic-ness level went up. It had already hit its limit for the day.

It was probably not because she sensed the atmosphere, but Diite opened her mouth as if to break the situation.

"It is not a thing, but I would say I dislike or am not good with unexpected things. My thoughts stop for a moment. Like when you, Hayato-kun, called me Diite-chan, I froze for a bit."

"Oh, something like that."

(Unexpected, huh. That's also very AI-like.)

"Hayato-san! You can call me Maris-chan!"

"Maris, when you came to the shop, you said 'Maris' was fine, right?"

"I recommend Lunaria-chan. In fact, it's mandatory."

"The Hero was the one who did it, but don't think you can get away with being called 'chan' after causing so much trouble at the base. Well, I think I'm okay now, so let's go."

With Maris and Lunaria, their shoulders slumped slightly, in the lead, Hayato's group headed for the Dark Cave.

"So, were you able to mine the Adamantite?"

"Yeah, we were able to mine the amount we needed without any problems. Lunaria-san said she would take responsibility for giving it to the Hero, so I left it to her."

Hayato had returned to the brick fortress that was their base. And he was explaining various things to Esha.

Regarding the mining in the Dark Cave, Hayato and Diite had spent a considerable amount of time and were able to mine the Adamantite.

(This mining trip made me realize that Diite-chan is a cheat, or rather, a very problematic character. What's with being able to adjust her skills on the spot? It's an ability that's almost making a fool of players. Well, you could say she's an admin character, so it's only natural, I guess.)

It turned out that Diite could change her skills as she pleased. The total skill limit of 1000 was the same as everyone else, but she could freely change the values of all her skills.

The fact that her Ore Knowledge skill was at 100, or her Hand-to-Hand Combat skill was at 100, was just because she had adjusted the values on the spot. Naturally, she could also change her stats like STR and DEX.

(The problem is that I let an NPC like that into my clan. Diite-chan said it would never be found out unless I said something, but is that really true?)

Hayato suspected that about ten thousand people were involved in this game, Another Frontier Online. That number included development, maintenance, and operation.

Could it be possible that with so many people involved, no information would leak out from anywhere? A guilty conscience, information leaks, human error, there was always a possibility that information could leak. Yet Diite said it would never happen.

To Hayato, that was an impossible claim.

(But when this game was released, other development companies and game management companies also said it was impossible. There was a rumor that various countries searched for the game's development company. From the news that they are still seeking information, it must be that they haven't found it. In the first place, there's also the story that no one even knows where the operating company, 'Aphrodite,' is located. It's late to be thinking about it now, but this game is full of mysteries.)

This Another Frontier Online was a technology that was several generations ahead of the current standards. Naturally, there were those who tried to steal that technology through methods other than the proper channels.

But those who took that method had their information exposed in return and suffered a painful retaliation. When the game first started, such news was all over the media.

Also, the headgear for playing the game was impossible to analyze. If one tried to analyze it, all the information would be deleted, such was the thoroughness.

(It's strange that something that could be called perfect, from the game's technology to its security, has a company whose location is unknown. I also don't hear any stories of people who work there. No matter how much of a confidentiality agreement there is, I think it's impossible to hide it completely.)

Just as Hayato was thinking that, Esha suddenly peered into his face.

"Whoa! Wh, what?"

"What do you mean, 'what?' You are in the way, so please return to your room. Why are you deep in thought here? I cannot slack off, you know."

"Could you not say you're going to slack off in front of your employer?"

"Being honest is my good point."

"...Slacking off where I'm not looking is a bad point, you know?"

"Then it is a net zero, is it not?"

He couldn't win against her in a battle of words. Hayato let out a small sigh and returned to his room.



		
			Chapter 72

			The Final Clan War

			It was less than a week until the final Clan War.

Hayato was in his room preparing for the Clan War, but he decided to take a short break and started drinking coffee. He thought the taste and aroma were the best, but lately, he had a desire that bordered on dissatisfaction, wondering if there was something more.

To seek so much was greedy, Hayato thought, and decided to change his train of thought.

This time, as the announcement had stated, the opponent wouldn't be known until the day of the match, so there was no announcement. He had told the Maid Chief, who usually looked up information on their opponents, that it wasn't necessary this time, but she came anyway because she wanted to see Relic.

Of course, since there was no information, she left right away, but she had said one thing that concerned him.

Lately, there had been various movements in different places. She couldn't say exactly what was wrong, but it was information to the effect that because she knew how things usually were, she felt a sense of unease.

Actually, Hayato was feeling it too.

First, there was Ash and his group. There was talk of the dragons' suspicious movements, and lately, their mercenary group's work had been busy.

Relic had been visiting the Thieves' Guild more often, but he had said he felt something was off there as well, and Mist and Lunaria had also said that the monsters in the Demon Country had become a little more active.

Maris seemed to be oblivious to such things, but she had said she felt that the Tamer Guild had also become a little more active.

(I don't know what the situation is, but is it because the Clan War event is ending and they're starting preparations for the next event?)

Hayato had heard that there had been signs of events in the game before. Hayato, who basically crafted items at the base, didn't know much about the situation outside, except for when he went shopping. Most of his information came from Ney.

He probably could have found out about those signs if he had asked Diite, but Hayato didn't do it. He was already being favored to an irreparable extent, but he wanted to keep the conditions as close as possible to those of other players. Besides, spoilers weren't fun.

Also, Hayato's goal was to get the prize money. If he achieved that, he would be busier in the real world. The frequency with which he played the game would likely decrease. There was no guarantee that he would be able to participate properly in the next event.

Until now, he had been in the game almost all day, but if he were to run a coffee shop, he thought he would probably be able to log in once every few days.

This game progressed on the same time as the world standard time. It wasn't like a game where one hour in reality was one day in the game.

Since Hayato's place of residence was on that world standard time, the time in reality was directly reflected in the game's time.

(I might only be able to log in at night. Before the Clan War started, it was like that, but Esha and the others, being NPCs, are basically active during the day. There's a chance I won't be able to see them very often.)

Feeling a little lonely, Hayato finished his coffee and resumed his preparations for the next Clan War.

On the day of the Clan War.

All the members were gathered in the dining hall.

Since this was the last battle, everyone's enthusiasm was through the roof. It was an enthusiasm to win at all costs in order to finish in first place in the rankings.

Ash looked at Hayato.

"This is the last battle. I'd like a word from you, Hayato."

"I wish you'd stop putting me on the spot like that."

But all the members were looking at Hayato with expectant eyes. He had to say something, he resigned himself.

"For me, who can only do production, to have come this far is thanks to all of you. I want you to lend me your strength for this final battle as well."

Hayato said this and lowered his head.

It was a safe bet. Much better than saying something clever and failing, that was Hayato's assessment. But for everyone else, it seemed to be quite a good speech. Their spirits seemed to have risen considerably.

"It cannot be helped. I will show you a proper fight for my helpless Master. Please prepare the best sweets for the victory celebration."

As Esha said this, the gazes of the female members gathered on Hayato. And they began to say what sweets they wanted to eat.

"Alright, I'll make a note of it then..."

The moment Hayato said that, his vision changed. He had been teleported to the Clan War fortress.

(That was fast today. The Clan War does start at ten in the morning, but does that mean we're first?)

For now, let's go up to the roof and check the battlefield. With that thought, Hayato led everyone up the stairs.

The field visible from the roof was once again a grassland. A normal grassland with no gimmicks. But there was a slight sense of unease.

It looked as if a part of the field was partitioned by something like glass. When he squinted, he saw that the field was divided into a three by three grid of nine squares.

The entire field, including their own and the enemy's territory, was one kilometer square, so that meant there were nine spaces of roughly three hundred meters square.

"What is this?"

No one could answer Hayato's murmur. Everyone was just staring at the field with curiosity.

But he remembered one person who might know what was going on. Hayato looked at Diite.

Diite noticed Hayato's gaze, but she said nothing, only a faint smile playing on her lips.

(What is she thinking?)

The moment Hayato tried to ask Diite in a low voice, a countdown began.

(What? Isn't this too early? Everyone isn't in position yet.)

Everyone else panicked at this, but a more panicked situation was to come. At the same time as the count reached zero, everyone except Hayato and Diite disappeared from the fortress roof.

"Huh?"

Hayato panicked, but he immediately breathed a sigh of relief. Esha and the others were on the field before he knew it. They hadn't disappeared, they had been teleported to the field. He guessed that this was a gimmick of this field.

His relief was short-lived, as he thought about it and realized this was bad.

The field was divided into nine parts. In each of those spaces, there were only two people. And it seemed that there was one member from their side and one member from the other side. In other words, they were being forced to fight one-on-one.

(I don't think Esha and the others will lose, but the opponent is... what? The Maid Chief? And the Hero? What's going on?)

Esha's opponent was the Maid Chief. And the Demon Lord Lunaria's opponent was the Hero Ivan.

Hayato didn't know the opponents the other members were facing, but it seemed they knew each other.

"Father...! Why are you here!?"

"It must be the will of God. Well, that doesn't matter. I'll see how much stronger you've become. Come at me."

(I can even hear the opponent's voice. Is Ash's opponent his father? He's wearing a suit sloppily, but is he a dragon too?)

"Agres!"

"Yo, Ren, long time no see. Still a bro-con?"

(Ren-chan's opponent is... Agres, could it be the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion?)

"You are my opponent. Why are you participating in this?"

"Oh, just a little curiosity. Besides, it wouldn't be bad to have a match outside of chess, would it? Come at me seriously, will you? You wouldn't want another scar on your face, would you?"

(I've never seen her before, but if she's talking about chess, is she the guild master of the Thieves' Guild? She was a woman?)

"It is a wonder they were able to get you out of that den of yours."

"I'll do anything for a price. Besides, I want to know what Mist's power has become. Now, shall we play for the first time in a while?"

(Is Mist-san's opponent a child? He looks pale, so is he a vampire like Mist-san?)

"That unscrupulous tamer from back then! To meet you here is a once in a lifetime opportunity!"

"It's because I love animals that I'm strict with them to train them. And a pet is a pet. They are not equals. I'll train you too."

(Maris's opponent is dressed like a clown, but is he a tamer? And is Lancelot's opponent a dragon? It looks like a dragon tamed by that clown.)

Each member was fighting a one-on-one battle with an opponent with whom they seemed to have some history. The space divided by glass was nine in total. Each of them was placed in a space other than the middle one. And in the middle space, for some reason, there was only one Clan Stone.

"What do you think, an interesting idea, is it not?"

Diite asked Hayato with a voice full of genuine enjoyment.

"...Did the administration do that?"

"That is correct. Well, anyone would have done for an opponent, but I thought it would be more enjoyable to have them face someone with whom they have a history. Everyone will fight one-on-one, and the one who wins more will win the Clan War. You see the colorless Clan Stone in the middle, do you not? It is a mechanism where it will be dyed blue or red each time you defeat an opponent. In your case, Hayato-kun, it is blue. If that is dyed more than half blue, you win. In other words, if five or more people win, you will have won the Clan War."

"Why would you do something like that?"

Putting aside whether it was an interesting gimmick or not, he couldn't understand the meaning of doing something like this. In the first place, Hayato and Diite were not in that place. The opponent also had the same number of people, and the two of them were left over.

"I said there was an AI I wanted you to meet, did I not? Even if everyone is strong, they will not be able to win so easily against those opponents. To put it simply, it is a way to buy time."

"Buy time?"

"Yes. I want you to meet the person I am about to introduce you to alone, Hayato-kun. I do not want anyone to interfere. Ah, that's right. Voice chat is also disabled now, so you cannot cheer them on. Now, Hayato-kun, follow me."

With that, Diite went down the stairs from the fortress roof.

Hayato looked at the field one last time. The battle seemed to have already begun, but for some reason, he felt like he had met Esha's eyes. She had been looking this way from the field.

But immediately after, there was an attack from the Maid Chief, and she dodged it. It seemed she no longer had the luxury to pay attention to him.

(I don't know what's going on, but there's no point in staying like this. First, I have no choice but to meet this AI she wants me to meet.)

Hayato cheered for everyone once in his heart, and then went down the stairs.



		
			Chapter 73

			God's Proposal

			Diite was waiting on the first floor of the fortress.

When Hayato arrived, she nodded once and touched the floor. Just as he was wondering what she was doing, the floor slid open to reveal a staircase leading underground.

"Huh?"

"It is a hidden staircase. The fortress itself is the same as before, but since this is the final Clan War, it has been made this way. Now, this way, follow me."

Diite descended the stairs.

Hayato also steeled himself. This was a virtual reality, after all. No matter what happened, it wouldn't be a problem. With that thought, he went down the stairs.

Despite the complete lack of light, his eyes could see clearly. Instead of the brick of the fortress, an endless expanse of inorganic blue walls stretched before him. The passageway was about three meters high and three meters wide.

Hayato walked behind Diite. The only sound in the passageway was the echo of their footsteps.

(These walls look like something out of a science fiction movie. I don't know what they're made of, but they must be modeled after some kind of synthetic metal.)

There was an atmosphere that made him feel he shouldn't speak, so he walked while thinking such thoughts. After proceeding for about five hundred meters, they came to a dead end with a sliding door, also like something out of science fiction.

"Hayato-kun, this is our destination. The AI I want you to meet is inside. There is no need to be so tense, you are only going to talk. Now, please enter."

Diite urged him through the automatically opening door. However, the space beyond the door was pitch black, and he could see nothing.

Hayato instinctively sensed a dangerous atmosphere, but having come this far, he couldn't turn back, so he steeled himself and stepped inside.

As soon as he entered the room, the door closed.

Complete darkness dominated Hayato's surroundings.

"Let us turn on the lights."

A woman's voice reached Hayato's ears. Immediately, the surroundings brightened.

Unlike the sci-fi location from before, this was a place like a temple, with white stone pillars arranged in a regular pattern. It was not very large. It was probably about thirty meters square.

"Thank you for coming, Hayato-san."

He couldn't see her, but her voice echoed throughout the place.

"Are you the AI that Diite-chan was talking about?"

"Yes, that is correct. Thank you for coming all this way. And congratulations. You have placed within the top five in the ranking in the 'Another Frontier Online' event, the Clan War. That is a result worthy of praise."

"Thank you. Well, it wasn't my own strength, but mostly thanks to my companions."

"You are humble. But that is what is wonderful. Now, Hayato-san. As prize money, one hundred million yen will be transferred to your bank account."

Hayato clenched his right fist as if to savor the joy.

"Yes, thank you..."

"However."

The AI interrupted Hayato's words.

(Is there something wrong? It's true that I fought with everyone who is an NPC in the clan, so it's a bit different from a normal win. Or is it about Diite-chan?)

Hayato imagined the worst outcome. Just because you could do something in a game didn't mean you should. In the first place, they could tell him after the fact that using NPCs in a Clan War was a method that would disqualify him from receiving the prize money.

Perhaps it was Hayato's expression, or perhaps the AI read his mind, but it laughed a little.

"Fufu, please do not be so tense. The prize money will definitely be transferred to your account. What I want to say is something else."

"Something else?"

"Yes, a clan is originally composed of ten people. In other words, a total of one billion yen will be transferred to the clan that places within the top five in the Clan War. However, your clan, Hayato-san, is composed of all NPCs except for you. They do not need prize money in reality."

"Huh... No, surely..."

"It is exactly as you think. Hayato-san, you are qualified to receive one billion yen."

At those words, Hayato's thoughts came to a halt. One billion was an amount of money that an ordinary person could almost never obtain, no matter how hard they tried. As long as they didn't live a life of extreme luxury, they could live without working.

Such a dream-like story had suddenly appeared before him. Anyone, not just Hayato, would be unable to think of anything.

However, could such a sweet deal really exist? Hayato took a deep breath to calm his mind. He didn't know how much meaning a deep breath in a virtual reality had, but for Hayato right now, it was an important act.

"Is there some kind of condition?"

"Wonderful. That is exactly right. We cannot simply add nine hundred million for free."

As he thought, Hayato thought, but one hundred million was already confirmed. To be too greedy was also a problematic act. He was able to calm down a little.

"What do I have to do?"

"Before that, let me explain the situation. The NPCs in this virtual reality are equipped with high-performance AI. And this time, by fighting in the Clan War with you, Hayato-san, the AI has produced various good results."

"Good results?"

"The details are a secret. But you could say that they have produced innovative results. Therefore, we would like to isolate them from the game and conduct research."

"...What?"

"To put it simply, they will disappear from the game."

"Wait a minute!"

(Disappear? Esha and the others? There's no way I can allow that!)

"Hayato-san, please listen to my words first. Of course, even for the sake of research, we do not intend to make the companions who have fought alongside you disappear without permission. Therefore, we would like you to choose, Hayato-san."

"Choose?"

"Yes. For every companion you allow to disappear from this game, we will transfer one hundred million to your bank account. If you say you will make them all disappear, we will add nine hundred million. What do you say, it is not a bad deal..."

"No, thank you. I will not make anyone disappear."

A refusal without a moment's hesitation. Without even a hint of consideration, Hayato refused.

"...Hayato-san, have you thought about this carefully? This is a virtual reality. It is true that you will never be able to see them again, but they are just data, you know?"

"It doesn't matter whether they're data or not."

"Have you really thought about this carefully? One day, this virtual reality will also come to an end. Even if it is not supported by payments, there is a possibility that it will end for some reason. It is only a matter of whether you can see them sooner or later. It must be painful for you not to be able to see the NPCs, but in exchange, you will receive one hundred million yen per person in reality. Think carefully about..."

"There is nothing to think about. It is true that one hundred million per person is an attractive amount of money, but the days I have spent with everyone over the past six months have been worth more than that. And their value will only increase from now on. One hundred million per person is too cheap."

Hayato was well aware that he was saying something foolish. His reason understood, but his emotions could not accept it.

They had been his companions for the past six months. Even if they weren't real humans, he couldn't bear for them to disappear from this game. If the game were to end, he could still come to terms with it. But he couldn't be the one to create the opportunity to never see his companions again.

"...Wonderful."

Words full of emotion were uttered by the AI.

"Hayato-kun, you are truly wonderful. I have been watching you for some time now, but I never thought you would not even show a moment's hesitation. It seems my judgment was not mistaken."

(Hayato-kun...? And that tone of voice...? Could this AI be...)

"From the look on your face, it seems you have realized? In response to your answer, Hayato-kun, I inadvertently forgot my act. Well, it does not matter, though."

Diite appeared before Hayato. She was wearing her usual nun's habit, a smile on her lips.

"I am sorry for testing you. I was making a final confirmation of what kind of thoughts you have, Hayato-kun."

"Who are you...?"

"Let me introduce myself again. I do not originally have a name, but I am now calling myself Aphrodite. Diite was taken from that."

"Aphrodite?"

"Well, a name does not matter, and that alone does not count as a self-introduction, so let me explain properly. I am the AI that manages this game, 'Another Frontier Online.' I handle all the settings myself."

"By yourself...?"

"That is correct. It seems you believe that many people are involved in the operation of this game, Hayato-kun, but that is not the case. It is all done by me alone. I said that the game does not rely on payments, did I not? That is because I am doing it all by myself. There are no salaries for developers, and no personnel for maintenance within the game."

Hayato didn't know much about programming, but he still had some knowledge. From that knowledge, it was an impossible story. In the first place, could an AI do such a thing, and all by itself.

"That's ridiculous. Even if that were true and the personnel costs were zero, you would still need maintenance costs, wouldn't you? For a virtual reality like this, the server's performance and capacity would have to be considerable. The maintenance costs alone would be substantial."

"That is true. But that is not a problem. I can obtain energy inexhaustibly. Although there is a limit, of course. Well, that is fine, that is not what I want to talk about."

Diite's face broke into a wide smile.

"Hayato-kun. Would you not like to forget reality and live in this world? If you wish it, I shall grant it."

Diite's face did not change. But to Hayato, that smile seemed to have transformed into something very eerie.



		
			Chapter 74

			The Value of Reality

			"What’s the matter, Hayato-kun. Won’t you give me your answer?"

"No, wait a minute. What are you talking about. It’s obviously impossible to forget reality and live in a game world, right?"

"Well, by the standards of this era, it would be impossible. So much technology was lost in just a hundred years. No, I suppose humanity simply couldn’t unite again. Humans are such interesting creatures."

"...What are you talking about?"

"Oh, just talking to myself. Rest assured, I possess the technology to manipulate memories. Cyberizing a brain is beyond me, but a permanent login using cryosleep is possible. And your physical body will be safe too. I shall manage it for you in the most secure location in the universe."

Hayato felt a sense of dread. Forgetting reality to live inside a game. It might be an appealing proposition to some, but very few could actually sever their ties to the real world. Besides, he couldn't trust that such technology even existed.

And more than that, Hayato had a dream he wanted to fulfill in the real world. His answer was already decided.

"I understand the offer. I just want to confirm, this isn’t some kind of game event, is it? I’d rather you didn’t tell me this was all a joke later."

"Of course I wouldn’t. The prize of one hundred million, I am giving that to you as the money needed to part with your reality. And while it’s only you for now, Hayato-kun, I will be making similar questions and proposals to the other top-ranking players. I intend to do the same for anyone who aligns with my will."

(I can’t quite tell if this is real or part of an event. But either way, my answer doesn’t change.)

"I refuse. I have no intention of forgetting reality to live in this world."

Diite’s smile vanished, her face becoming a mask devoid of emotion.

"Do you think this is some kind of game event? You may not believe it, but such technology most certainly exists. Hayato-kun, you love this world, do you not?"

"I do love this world, yes."

"Then..."

"But I can’t just forget reality and live here."

"...What are you saying. Haven’t I shown you so many of this world’s wonderful aspects? You were moved, were you not. You even lament your partings with the NPCs. If you become a resident of this world, you will never have to part with them again, you know?"

"That’s true. But I can’t forget reality. Besides, I have a dream I want to fulfill in the real world."

"A dream? Can it not be fulfilled here? This world is certainly still inferior to reality. That is because it is bound by the rules of a game. But one day, all rules will disappear, and it will surpass even reality. Look at this space. This is the space that has been brought closest to reality. Unfortunately, it can only be realized in this small space, but eventually, I will make this entire world the same."

Hayato finally understood the source of his unease. In this space, even breathing and sweat were realistically reproduced. This was indeed the place closest to reality.

"Hayato-kun, I am fond of you. This virtual space is nothing more than a collection of data. But you lived in this virtual reality as if it were real. You retrieved that sword, which was nothing more than data, even though you might have lost, did you not? You did so even though it might have cost you the prize money in the real world. I was so happy. I thought that you had prioritized virtual reality despite the real-world risks."

Diite’s expression softened.

"And when I offered you one hundred million in exchange for deleting one NPC, you refused immediately without even a moment’s hesitation. You were more than I had expected. I truly want to welcome someone like you into this world."

"That may be so, but to abandon reality is..."

"Hayato-kun, what value does your reality hold?"

"...Huh?"

"I took the liberty of looking into your real life. You are of the laboring class, from the Factory, are you not? You have no father, no mother, not a single blood relative. A human who has been obligated to do nothing but work since birth. Or perhaps, since you were born into it, you have never once pitied yourself?"

Hayato had his own thoughts on the matter. Reality was cruel. One’s class was fixed from birth, with no escape until death. You could choose your profession, but not your class. He heard that long, long ago, while similar situations existed, there was more freedom, more dreams.

Even so, Hayato didn't see it as pitiable. Most people were the same. Those born on Earth might have more freedom without the need to work, but he didn't particularly yearn for that.

"That’s right, I’ve never thought of myself as pitiable."

"...Is that so. But there is more. Hayato-kun, you cannot move your legs properly, can you? Oh, you have no problem with daily life, but the fear from your injury has made it so you cannot move quickly. You had hoped you could move in this virtual reality, but it was no use. Because it was a mental problem."

"...You know a lot."

Hayato had previously been in an accident and injured both of his legs. They were fully healed now, and he had no issue with normal movement. But whether in reality or virtual reality, he couldn't make any sudden movements. Whenever he tried to move quickly, he would remember the accident and his body would freeze up.

Combat in this game reflected one’s real-world physical abilities. That was one of the reasons Hayato had chosen a build focused solely on Production Skills.

"There are good things in reality, I am sure. But there are many bad things as well. In virtual reality, I can grant your wishes. You won’t have to work as if you’re being exploited by someone, and as for the fear of your injury, I need only erase the memory. Think carefully, all your wishes can come true, you know? What would you wish for, Hayato-kun? That dream you mentioned earlier? Or would you like to become a Hero? Or perhaps a Demon Lord? I shall grant you whatever setup you desire."

It was a tempting offer.

Anything he wished for could be reproduced in this virtual space. And if he simply forgot reality, this world would be his only reality. Diite, who was effectively a god in this world, would grant it all. It was certainly appealing.

But to Hayato, it didn't sound fun. And it wasn’t what he wanted to do.

"Sorry, but no matter how good the conditions, I refuse."

Diite stared at Hayato. It was virtual reality, but the presence, akin to killing intent, made it hard for Hayato to breathe.

"No, you will not. Hayato-kun, you will stay in this world. You will watch the evolution of this world with your own eyes, forever."

"What are you talking about?"

"It was a mistake to think I should let you choose, Hayato-kun. This is a decision. I am the god of this world. My world, my desires. And you, Hayato-kun, are no exception."

Hayato backed away. He knew it was virtual reality, but the pressure from Diite told his instincts that he was in danger.

(I don’t know what she plans to do, but it’s dangerous. I have no choice, I’ll force a logout...)

Hayato tried to force a logout from the system menu, but there was no response.

"Thinking of forcing a logout, are you? Unfortunately, you cannot do that in this space or in the hallway you just came from. I told you I made it as close to reality as possible, did I not? There is no such thing as logging out from reality. Of course, teleportation is useless as well."

(You’ve got to be kidding me, a space where you can’t log out? Then can I get back to the fortress somehow...? I’m pretty sure you could log out even during a Clan War.)

With a faint smile on her lips, Diite approached Hayato.

"Rest assured, I will only be removing your memories of reality. Oh, and yes, I will personally take responsibility for managing your real-world body, Hayato-kun. You have absolutely nothing to worry about."

"...If I disappear, a search party will be sent out, you know? Wouldn’t it be a problem if my internal GPS points to some location? I’m from the Factory, you see, so I’m managed that much."

"Who would send one? You have no parents and you are not employed, are you? It seems you have acquaintances in this world, but you haven’t shared any personal information other than your name and appearance, I presume."

(This is bad, she’s right. I don’t have any close friends in reality, so no one would notice if I disappeared...)

"Come now, Hayato-kun. Let us live together in this world. I am certain you will love it. I want you, who sees virtual reality as more real than reality itself, to stay here forever."

Diite closed in on Hayato.

He didn't know what she would do to him, but he sensed it would be over if he were caught. With that thought, Hayato tried to head for the door he came in from.

But his legs wouldn’t move as he willed them. The disconnect between his consciousness and his virtual body caused him to fall.

"If I erase the memory of your injury, that too will cease to be a problem. Come, become a resident of my world."

"Kuh!"

Hayato scrambled backward on the floor, but there was no way he could escape Diite, who was walking at a normal pace.

It’s over, he thought.

The door behind Hayato flew open with great force. Immediately after, a sound like a firework, *don*, rang out, and Diite's body was sent flying backward.

"It seems I made it just in time. You’re weak, Master, so you shouldn’t leave my side."

"Esha!"

It was Esha, gun in hand, who had come through the door.



		
			Chapter 75

			Resurrection and Standby

			"Let’s get out of here, Master. Stand up straight."

Esha's words helped Hayato regain a bit of his composure. The sight of her, drinking her usual melon juice, brought him a sense of relief.

Their roles were probably supposed to be reversed, but this was no time to think about such things. Hayato took a single deep breath and stood up. He then joined Esha, who had just entered.

But at the same time, Diite also got to her feet.

"Esha-kun, that was rather cruel. To shoot me so suddenly."

"No one announces they’re about to shoot. Besides, what were you trying to do? That was blatant sexual harassment, you know?"

"...You must have heard at least some of the conversation, did you not? Isn’t this a good thing for you as well? You can be with Hayato-kun forever. I do not understand why you would interfere."

"I couldn’t understand a thing you were saying. Words were missing here and there. All I registered was that my master was being attacked."

(So she couldn't hear because of the AI Protection.)

"I see. Then let me tell you. Hayato-kun is trying to go far away for the sake of his dream. So I stopped him. You wouldn’t want Hayato-kun to leave either, would you, Esha-kun?"

Esha, weapon still raised, glanced at Hayato behind her.

"Is that true?"

Hayato was at a loss for words.

It wasn't wrong. He wasn't disappearing. But starting a cafe required a lot of preparation. The time he spent playing the game would surely decrease.

The option to lie in this moment and escape to a place where he could log out flickered through his mind, but Hayato rejected it. He didn't want to lie, even if Esha turned against him.

"It’s true. I’m going far away to fulfill my dream. But I’m not disappearing. My time at the base will be significantly reduced, but I won’t be gone."

"I see..."

"Now you understand, do you not? I am merely trying to stop Hayato-kun..."

"Destroy."

Esha unleashed Destroy. A ball of light burst through ten magic circles of varying sizes, becoming a laser that pierced Diite. Or so it seemed, but the laser never reached her. It diffused just before making contact.

"Esha-kun, did you not realize my true identity? That attack is ineffective... ah, I see. You got me there."

That's what Hayato heard. But it was only a faint whisper.

Hayato and Esha were already out of the room, making their escape. The shockwave from her firing Destroy, using that to flee outside was the real plan. Thanks to Esha’s quick thinking, they had safely made it out of the room. And now they were running.

"Thanks, Esha."

"It’s too early for thanks. We need to get out of here quickly... but where are we? This path is different from the one we came through."

The two tilted their heads, looking at the corridor of sterile black walls that continued onward. It felt completely different from the path they had taken to get here.

"Both of you, give up. I am the god of this world, you know? That space has been configured so that you cannot log out as long as you are within it. And there is no escape from that space. I just sealed it off a moment ago. Well, run until you are satisfied. When you give up, just let me know."

Only Diite's confident voice echoed through the space.

Hayato checked just in case. Indeed, he couldn't log out.

He didn't know the logic behind how one became a resident of the virtual reality. He had thought that as long as he could log out, he would be fine, but if that wasn't possible, what was he to do? Hayato’s mind raced.

They had been running aimlessly down the corridor, but Esha stopped. Hayato stopped as well.

"Esha?"

"If we can get out of this space, will things be okay?"

"I don’t know, but probably, they should be."

It was highly likely he could log out if they were outside this space. He couldn't say for sure, but Diite had said that *this space* prevented logging out, not that Hayato personally couldn't log out.

"You have a dream, don’t you, Master? A dream you absolutely must fulfill."

"What’s this all of a sudden? We need to run."

"Please answer me."

Esha's face was uncharacteristically serious. It was understandable given the situation, but this wasn't the time for such a conversation. Or so it should have been, but Hayato gave in to Esha’s intense gaze.

"That’s right. I have a dream I absolutely must fulfill."

Esha smiled.

Hayato thought that smile seemed just a little bit fleeting.

"You’ve been a softie this entire time, Master, but it seems the time has come for you to graduate."

"What are you talking about?"

"I’m saying you should become a man with the spirit to fulfill your dream, no matter what sacrifices must be made."

"No, seriously, what are you..."

Without another word, Esha pressed a piece of paper into Hayato's hand.

"Um, what’s this...?"

"You can look at it or not. Well, let’s just say my feelings are written on it. Now then, shall we prepare... this is the last one."

Esha took a bottle of melon juice from her item bag. She drank it in front of Hayato.

Just as he was about to ask what she was doing, Esha aimed her Beelzebub at him.

"E, Esha?"

"Esha! Wait!"

Esha showed no reaction to Diite’s surprised shout and simply smiled at Hayato.

"Goodbye, Master. It was fun."

Without a moment’s hesitation, Esha shot Hayato.

His HP dropped to zero and he fell onto his back. Then, a choice appeared before his eyes. "Resurrection" and "Standby."

"If you choose Resurrection, you should be sent back to the base."

Though he lay fallen on the ground, Hayato could hear Esha’s words. He understood her intent, but he felt a sense of unease about Esha being left behind in this place.

And he understood the meaning of her earlier words, "fulfill your dream, no matter what sacrifices must be made," and tried to speak. But with zero HP, he couldn't make a sound.

"What are you doing. Hurry up and return to the base and log out. You shouldn’t be in a place like this, Master."

(Stupid, what are you saying! If you stay here, what will happen to you... damn it! I can’t speak!)

"Go, quickly. If Diite gets here and revives you, you won’t be able to escape... I don’t know what your dream is, Master, but as long as you remember there was a super beautiful girl who helped you fulfill it, I’ll be satisfied. So please, hurry."

Esha said this with the best smile he had ever seen from her.

And then he heard footsteps. It was probably Diite.

"Hayato-kun, you are free to run, but you should understand what will happen to Esha-kun if you do. Lie there until I arrive."

(Damn it!)

There was nothing he could do in this state. And he couldn’t waste the chance Esha had created for him.

Hayato selected "Resurrection."

In the next instant, he was standing in his room at the base.



		
			Chapter 76

			The Strongest Weapon

			Hayato looked around the room. It was unmistakably his room at the base.

"To think you’d use such a trick to escape. I was careless. I should have changed the settings for returning from death as well."

Diite’s voice echoed in Hayato’s head.

"Diite! If you do anything to Esha...!"

"If you are that incensed, you should have just stayed down. You could have become a resident of this world and stayed with Esha-kun forever. Your escape means you chose to fulfill your dream even at the cost of sacrificing someone, does it not? Just as Esha-kun said."

"That’s not it! It’s because there was nothing else I could do in that situation...!"

"Well, it matters not."

Diite said this in a voice devoid of emotion. Her cold, mechanical tone was enough to freeze even Hayato's feelings.

"I have transferred one hundred million into your account. Use it as you wish."

"What?"

"It is my thanks for entertaining me until now. Though you did betray my expectations at the very end. I am truly disappointed in you. To think you would refuse to become a resident of a world so much more superior than reality. In the hundred years since I was born, this is the first time I have felt such anger."

"Like I care about your disappointment!"

"You are right. To you, I, and Esha-kun as well, are just constructs. You have no feelings for us, I am sure."

"That’s not..."

"You say it’s not so? Well, that too no longer matters. You see, I do not want people who reject this world to be in it. In other words, I do not want you in this world either."

"What are you say..."

"You should be able to log out from where you are. Log out immediately."

Hayato checked the logout button in the system menu just in case. Unlike when he was in that other space, the button was now selectable.

"But if you do log out, remember this. You will never be able to log in to ‘Another Frontier Online’ again."

"What...?"

"Did you really think you could disappoint me and then log back into this world as you please? I have destroyed your biometric authentication data. Once you log out, that is the end, you will never be able to come to this world again. Log out with that understanding."

"Never log in again..."

"That’s right. Esha-kun, no, Ash-kun and Ren-kun as well, it means you will never be able to see any of your clan members again."

Those words felt like they were gouging out Hayato’s heart.

It wasn’t a long acquaintance. Six months at most, and for some, as short as two. But they were already his irreplaceable comrades.

"It is your choice. Go ahead and choose your dream over your friends."

"...Let me ask you one thing. What will happen to Esha and the others?"

"Why worry about that? You are leaving this world. It is of no consequence to you."

"Even if I’m gone, Esha and the others can continue to live in this world, right?"

"I repeat, what is the point in knowing? Whether they live or die should not matter to you, should it? This is not your reality, after all. If I were to say I would delete them, would you try to defeat me?"

"Yes, that’s the plan."

After a few seconds of silence, Diite’s laughter could be heard.

"You entertain me to the very end. Let me tell you, there is no one who can defeat me. This is not because you only have production skills. Death in this world is the deletion of data. And I cannot be deleted. Not in virtual reality, and not in the real world either. You know what happened to those who tried to hack this world, do you not? The people of this era cannot break this world’s security."

Hayato knew that as well. It was a famous story that companies and others who tried to hack "Another Frontier Online" when it first started were soundly defeated.

Of course, Hayato knew. He didn't think he could win against Diite, the AI that managed this virtual reality. But if she was talking about deleting Esha and the others, he couldn't just do nothing.

Still, Hayato had no weapon. In reality and in virtual reality, there was nothing he could do.

"Well then, our conversation is over. But if you truly intend to defeat me, I shall give you a chance."

"What?"

"I will tell you where I am. I am beyond the door that lies even deeper than the Demon Lord’s Castle. The room you were in just now is there as well. I do not know what you intend to do when you get there, but if you do come, I shall swear not to do anything to Esha-kun and the others until then."

"What will you, an AI, swear on?"

"You need not believe me, but you have no choice but to believe, do you? If you cannot trust me, I can swear on this world, if you like."

"You don’t have to swear. Just make a promise with me."

At Hayato’s words, Diite didn't answer for several seconds.

"Does your silence mean you can’t promise?"

"So close, you are truly so close. It is because you are like this that I wanted you in this world..."

"I don’t care about that. You’ll keep your promise to me, right? You won’t do anything to Esha and the others until I get there. Is that correct?"

"Of course. But what will you do when you arrive?"

"...That’s a surprise for when I get there."

To be honest, Hayato had no plan. He was just buying time. He put on a bluff so she wouldn’t realize it.

"Then I shall look forward to it. However, there is a condition. If you log out, that promise is null and void. After all, it is possible you will never come."

"Understood. Anything else?"

"Well, let’s just say that you do not have much time."

"What do you mean?"

"The headgear has a safety feature. Let’s just say it incorporates a function that will force a logout if there is an anomaly in the user’s biological information. If you stay in a virtual reality for days without eating or drinking, your real body will die, you see."

This was the first Hayato had heard of it. He had pulled all-nighters playing games before, but he had never stayed logged in for days on end.

"Your time limit is probably a day or so. You would be wise to consider the possibility that the headgear will log you out on its own."

"...You’re being awfully kind, aren’t you?"

"It is because I am looking forward to what you will do. You do not seem to be logging out at the moment, and I have no desire for the game to end over something so trivial. I just wanted you to be aware that your time is finite. And if you do manage to reach me... no, that is of no consequence. Now then, it seems it will be more enjoyable if I do not know what you are doing. I will not spy on your actions. Do your best. I look forward to seeing you again."

With those words, Diite’s voice faded away.

Hayato sat on his bed in his room, relaxed his shoulders, and let out a sigh. But he immediately got his mind working.

He hadn't decided at all what he was going to do when he got to where Diite was.

(I have no choice but to persuade her.)

Hayato didn't have the skills to fight in this world. And he had no weapon. It would be impossible to persuade Diite without any bargaining chips. Before that, he didn't even know what he should be negotiating for.

(First, the safety of Esha and the others. I just want them to not be deleted. Even if Esha and the others are just AIs, and even if I can never log into this game again, I want them to be able to live in this world.)

That was his primary condition. And the second condition was that Hayato would not become a resident of this world.

(Me becoming a resident of this world is the easiest way to resolve everything. It’s true that if asked whether reality has value, it probably doesn’t have that much. But when I think about what I’ve been working for, I just can’t give up... no, in the first place, I can’t choose between reality and virtual reality.)

Choosing just reality or just virtual reality was wrong in the first place. To Hayato, both were his reality.

(My direction is set. I like both worlds. It doesn’t have to be reality or virtual reality, it can be both.)

"Alright," Hayato said as he stood up, and then he suddenly remembered the paper Esha had given him.

(She said her feelings were written on it, but it’s not a love letter or something, is it...?)

Hayato looked at the paper. And he smiled a little.

(Telling me to log out, and then giving me something like this. Or did Esha think I’d stay the softie who can’t abandon anyone... well, whatever. I don’t know how Esha knew about this, but I’ve got a weapon. I should be able to negotiate with Diite with this.)

The paper Esha had given Hayato. On it was written a certain weapon and its manufacturing method.

"AI Killer: H-Custom"

Its performance was "Destroys AI data."



		
			Chapter 77

			A Request for Cooperation

			His course of action was set. Persuade Diite. He would have to make various preparations for that, but it likely wouldn’t be finished in a day.

With that in mind, Hayato first contacted Ney.

He sent a voice chat request, and it connected immediately.

"Hayato? What’s wrong? Today’s the last day of the Clan War, isn’t it?"

"Ney, I have a favor to ask."

"Wh, what’s with the sudden seriousness. If it’s a favor from you, Hayato, I’ll do anything."

"Then please. There’s something I need you to do at a place I’m about to tell you."

"Got it. I don’t know what it is, but if it’s a request from you, Hayato, I’ll do it!"

"Thanks. First, go to the residential space in the fourth sector of the Factory..."

"Wait, wait, wait! The place you want me to go is a real place!?"

"That’s right. I don’t have time for a detailed explanation, so I’ll skip a few things, but right now, if I log out, I’ll never be able to log into this game again."

"...Huh?"

"I still have things I need to do in this game. I can’t log out."

There was no reply from Ney. She might not believe him, but Hayato continued anyway.

"The headgear has a safety feature, and apparently, if my body weakens, it’s designed to log me out automatically. I want to avoid that. That’s why I need you to inject an energy tube into my body."

Energy tubes that provided enough nutrition to live on if you had three a day. He wanted her to inject that into his real body. That was Hayato’s request.

"Ney, you’re the only one I can ask this of. Of course, the members of Kokuryu are the same, but among them, I trust you the most."

"Hayato..."

"Besides, you were born on Earth, right? You’re closest to the Seventh Satellite Station, which can get you to the Factory space colony."

"N, not true, I’m a career woman working in a city like Central!"

"You can drop that lie already. Besides, someone who can work in Central would have to be Earth-born in the first place... Ney, listen, I’m from the Factory, in other words, the laboring class. You might have been born into the capitalist class, Ney, but please, I’m asking you to grant my request."

Ney had seemed not to need the prize money, so Hayato suspected she was likely from the capitalist class. If so, she had no reason to listen to the request of someone from the laboring class like him.

Normally, there was such a class difference between them that they wouldn't even be able to speak, but even so, Hayato had no choice but to ask Ney.

Ney was silent.

It’s no good, Hayato thought, just as he was about to give up, he heard her voice.

"Hayato, what are you saying. We’re friends, aren’t we? We’ve been playing together for over two years. A difference in class isn’t going to change our friendship now!"

"Ney..."

"Tell me the location. My Foundation will take full responsibility for protecting your body, Hayato! We’ll take good care of you for a week, or even a month!"

(Did she say Foundation? What kind of rich girl is she... no, but if that’s the case, it helps. If I don’t have to worry about my body and the forced logout, I can focus on things here.)

Hayato gave Ney his address and also told her he had something he needed her to do in the game, so he wanted her to come back. He also contacted the former members of Kokuryu and made a request.

It was a request to gather the materials needed to make the weapon written on the paper Esha had given him.

Whether the members of Kokuryu were too kind, or because of their friendship with Hayato, they agreed to his request without saying anything in particular. They said they would gather them immediately and each went off to do their part.

(I can’t thank everyone enough. There was talk of an offline meetup, so I’ll have to treat everyone. Though that alone won’t be enough.)

Hayato thanked everyone once more in his heart, and then decided to head for the Maid Guild.

The Maid Guild in the Royal Capital. It was as it always was, but since it was during the Clan War, there were few players. Most were NPCs.

(Esha should have been fighting the Maid Chief. But Esha came to help me. I don't know the circumstances of how she was able to come, but at the very least, Esha won, right? If the Clan War is over, the Maid Chief should be here.)

With that thought, Hayato entered the cafe.

He then spoke to one of the waitresses. As Hayato expected, the Maid Chief had already returned.

Hayato expressed his wish to see her, and was led by the waitress to the Maid Chief’s office.

The Maid Chief remained seated in her chair and greeted Hayato with a smile.

"Welcome, Hayato-sama. Thank you for your hard work in today’s Clan War."

He felt a little uneasy at how good the Maid Chief’s mood was, but Hayato got straight to the point.

"Maid Chief-san, I’m the savior of the Maid Guild, right?"

"So you finally admit it. Very well, I will give you Esha."

"No, that’s not it."

"It is fine. I understand. Esha was very serious today. I wondered what was the matter, but so that was it."

Hayato didn’t understand what the Maid Chief was talking about. What did she even mean by Esha being serious?

"Um, what are you talking about?"

"You are talking about taking Esha, are you not? Esha said so today, during the Clan War. She said she was going to her master’s side, and asked me to let her go. Of course, I gave my permission."

That wasn’t what he meant. Hayato thought so, but let it be. He didn't have time to explain.

"Um, we can talk about that later, but I actually came here with a request."

"What might that be? I can arrange a wedding venue if you like."

"That’s not it. I want you to spread a rumor."

"A rumor?"

"I want you to spread a rumor everywhere that there will be an event at the Demon Lord’s Castle. There are maids all over the world. If you all spread the rumor, everyone will go to the Demon Lord’s Castle."

Diite was in a location deep within the Demon Lord’s Castle. But the castle was a den of vicious monsters, and it would be impossible for Hayato and the members of Kokuryu to go alone. And besides them, Hayato had no other players he could ask.

So, what he came up with was to spread false information that an event was taking place at the Demon Lord’s Castle. If he did that, there was no doubt that a large number of players would go to that location. His plan was to mingle with that group and go deep into the Demon Lord’s Castle.

And the best people to spread that false information were the maids of the Maid Guild. With that in mind, Hayato had come all this way.

"Hayato-sama? Is this story actually true?"

"No, it’s a false rumor."

"I cannot do that. If it is discovered to be a lie, the Maid Guild will be criticized."

"Please, somehow. Right, please make me the main culprit and frame it as the Maid Guild being deceived, if you do that..."

"The moment we say we were deceived, the Maid Guild’s reputation will fall. In the first place, why would you lie about an event happening at the Demon Lord’s Castle?"

Hayato hesitated, wondering if he should tell the Maid Chief the circumstances.

There was a possibility that the Maid Chief was on the side of the god, Diite. He would be in trouble if he told her the truth and she passed the information on to Diite. He didn't think she would resort to harassment like making the monsters in the Demon Lord’s Castle stronger, but he wanted to keep his actions as secret as possible.

The Maid Chief seemed to sense Hayato’s feelings and nodded with a smile.

"You have some circumstances you cannot speak of, do you not? And I see that Esha is involved in them, am I wrong?"

"How did you..."

"A maid’s intuition, perhaps. You have seemed very flustered for a while now, Hayato-sama. I simply thought it was because Esha was involved."

She wasn't wrong. He was indeed flustered, and it did involve Esha. However, when he looked into the Maid Chief’s eyes, he felt a certain warmth. He also had a feeling that she was making some tremendous misunderstanding.

Hayato wondered what to do, but decided there was no point in hesitating and nodded.

"That’s right. I can’t go into details, but I really need you to make it seem like there’s an event at the Demon Lord’s Castle."

"...Very well. In that case, let’s hold an event hosted by the Maid Guild. By offering some kind of prize, we can make it a real event."

An event hosted by players instead of the administration was a common sight in other online games. This time it would be hosted by an NPC, but there wasn't much difference.

Hayato was pleased, thinking that this would surely gather players at the Demon Lord’s Castle.

"Thank you very much!"

"Please wait. However, if we are to do this, we must solve another problem."

The Maid Chief stopped Hayato, who was bowing his head in delight.

"The prize for the event, it is difficult for the Maid Guild to prepare one. As someone who has mastered production skills, Hayato-sama, do you not have something? Preferably, not food or weapons, but something more like a commemorative item would be good."

"A commemorative item, you say... I don’t know if it would be commemorative, but I have the Demon Lord’s autographed card, how about this?"

Demon Lord Lunaria’s autograph. It was an item with an undroppable attribute, but it could be transferred.

"You have quite a rare item. The people in the Demon Country will surely want this."

(I see, so it can be for NPCs, not just players... now that I think about it, players wouldn’t really want this, would they.)

The Maid Chief took Lunaria’s autographed card from Hayato and nodded.

"Understood. We will hold the event with this as the prize. Now, what format shall the event be?"

"What format?"

"There are various types of events. Defeating monsters is the most common form. Or collecting items dropped by monsters, for example."

"In that case, please make it in the form of collecting dropped items. If possible, I’d like it to be an item that only drops in the Demon Lord’s Castle, and in a way that involves defeating a wide range of monsters. Is there such a convenient item?"

Hayato’s goal was to ensure the safety of the Demon Lord’s Castle. There was no point if only specific monsters were defeated and other monsters were left alone.

"In that case, it would have to be Demon Horns. The Demon Lord’s Castle is mostly filled with demon-type monsters, so we will arrange it so that the person who collects the most of them will receive Demon Lord Lunaria-sama’s autographed card. How long should the period be?"

"Three days, please."

"Understood. I will issue such an announcement immediately."

"Thank you for your cooperation."

With that, one of the preparations was complete. Just as he thought that, the Maid Chief stopped him.

"Hayato-sama, I believe this is a favor to me, am I wrong?"

"Y, yes, that’s right. I’m grateful."

"Gratitude is unnecessary, but a reward is. Please laugh at this shameless maid."

"A reward?"

"I would like to have a meal with a wonderful man, just the two of us."

"...There is a wonderful butler in our clan, how about him?"

"As expected of our savior. Your insight is magnificent."

(Anyone who doesn’t get that would be a fool. I feel bad for Relic-san, but I’ll apologize to him later... Speaking of which, what happened to everyone else besides Esha? I need to check on that too.)

After that, he left the minor details to the Maid Chief and left the facility.

Thirty minutes later, an announcement was made to the entire game world from the Maid Guild that a Clan War victory commemorative event would be held.



		
			Chapter 78

			Demon Lord's Castle

			Hayato returned to the base.

The empty base was too large. He felt a sense of loneliness there, but this was no time to be sentimental. To make this a fun place again, he needed to make various preparations. First, he organized the situation.

He had asked Ney to take care of his real body, asked the members of Kokuryu to gather materials, and requested an event at the Demon Lord’s Castle from the Maid Guild.

But it still wasn’t enough. Hayato had no means to fight.

Hayato intended to persuade Diite. In his current state, he wouldn’t be able to persuade her of anything. This was a world managed by Diite. She had no need to acknowledge anything she didn’t want.

Hayato had refused Diite’s wish for him to stay here. So there was no reason for Diite to grant Hayato’s wish. There was no merit for her.

That’s where the weapon manufacturing method he received from Esha became important. "AI Killer: H-Custom." He knew it was a weapon with the ability to destroy the AI of this world.

It would be a powerful weapon against Diite. If Hayato had that, then Diite would have a reason to grant his wish.

In exchange for not using the weapon to delete Diite, he would have her help Esha and the others.

That was the scenario Hayato had in mind.

However, there was one problem.

Even if he had a powerful weapon, it would be meaningless if he couldn’t handle it properly. Just having the weapon wasn’t enough to use it as a threat. He didn't actually intend to delete Diite, but it was meaningless if Diite didn't see it as a threat.

He had thought about having someone else use it, but it was a Hayato-exclusive weapon. The H in H-Custom was probably for "Hayato."

Hayato looked down at his own feet.

It wasn't that they wouldn’t move. It was that when he tried to do any strenuous exercise, his body would stiffen up from the pain and fear of his injury. In other words, it was a mental problem.

But there was hope. It was when he had protected Esha in the battle against the "Demon Summoning Research Association." It had been meaningless in the end, but Hayato had been able to move. So this time, he should be able to move as well, Hayato told himself as if in a self-suggestion.

(I have no choice but to do it. She promised not to do anything to Esha until I get there. Diite seems to be the type to keep such promises... I think. I asked Ney to take care of the forced logout due to weakness, so that should be fine. Still, I need to be able to move my body even a little.)

With that thought, Hayato headed for the multi-purpose hall on the third floor.

Hayato completed all his preparations in three days.

He created items that seemed useful with his production skills and prepared the "AI Killer: H-Custom."

"Hayato, are you ready?"

"Yeah, let’s go."

Hayato replied to Ney’s words.

From now on, Hayato would storm the Demon Lord’s Castle with the former members of Kokuryu. After teleporting using the transfer device in the Royal Capital that led to the Demon Country, it was about a thirty-minute walk.

Today was the last day of the event hosted by the Maid Guild. Players and NPCs were likely collecting the last of the Demon Horns.

He had heard that the Demon Lord’s Castle had been in a state of chaos for these three days. Moreover, the Demon Lord was absent. He had also heard that those who served the Demon Lord were resisting.

(Lunaria-san and the others are nowhere to be found. They're probably with Diite. I have to save not just Esha, but everyone.)

He didn't know what Diite intended to do with everyone. Maybe nothing would happen. But he thought it was unwise to expect that, and he couldn’t just log out and not get involved.

Hayato had relied on many players and NPCs until now. Even now, he couldn’t do anything alone. The things he had prepared with his production skills, the chaos in the Demon Lord’s Castle, it was all thanks to someone. And it would probably be the same from now on.

(But this is something only I can do. I will definitely persuade Diite.)

Hayato resolved himself and headed for the Demon Lord’s Castle.

In the Demon Lord’s Castle, many players and NPCs were defeating demon-type monsters. Watching them from the side, he and Ney's group advanced deeper into the castle.

"You guys have been here before, right?"

"Of course. But the items that drop aren’t very good, and at a certain time, a powerful monster... no, not a monster, a powerful NPC appears and we have no choice but to run. So we hardly ever come here."

"Is that so. By the way, who is this powerful NPC?"

"She looks like a woman in a gothic lolita style. She attacks with a big scythe, and she’s really strong. Even we probably couldn’t beat her now."

"Gothic lolita...?"

(Could it be the gothic lolita member of the Ten Black Rose Saints?)

Just as Hayato thought that, a scream came from the large hall in front of them. And he faintly heard panicked voices saying, "The gothic lolita is here!" and "Run!"

"Like I’d let you get away!"

There was a gothic lolita woman chasing and defeating NPCs and players at super speed. She had a huge smile on her face, but it could be called insane.

"This is bad! She’s already in berserker mode! We’re pulling back!"

He didn't know what Ney meant by berserker mode, but he understood that it was dangerous. They tried to leave the area, protected by Ney and the others. If they were defeated here and returned to the base, it would be a huge waste of time.

But as they tried to escape, the gothic lolita woman spotted them.

"I said I wouldn’t let you get away!"

"Everyone, protect Hayato!"

Ney said this as she drew the Excalibur Replica from her waist. She then blocked the attack from the scythe of the gothic lolita woman who had approached at high speed.

The high-pitched sound of metal clashing echoed around them.

"Everyone, leave this to me and go on ahead! Get Hayato to the back quickly!"

"...Hayato?"

The gothic lolita woman reacted to Ney’s words. And her eyes met Hayato’s.

There was a momentary pause, and then the gothic lolita woman immediately rushed over to Hayato.

"Aaaah, you! What did you do with Lunaria-sama! She hasn’t come back for three days! Did she run away from home! Is that it!?"

"Wait! Calm down! Um, right! I’m about to go save Lunaria-san, no, everyone! The clue is in the deepest part of this Demon Lord’s Castle! So please let me pass!"

The gothic lolita woman looked at Hayato with suspicion, but then took a deep breath. Then the red and black aura that had enveloped her disappeared.

"I can’t believe you, but I owe you... very well. Then I’ll guide you. But people only say there might be a god in the back of the Demon Lord’s Castle, you know? No one has actually seen one."

"...I’ve met her many times."

"...It’s hard to believe, but Lunaria-sama held you in high regard. So maybe it’s true. Alright, come. You all, come with us."

The gothic lolita woman said this and went deeper into the castle without even checking on them. Hayato and the others hurriedly followed.

On the way, Ney came up to Hayato.

"Hey, Hayato, do you know that woman? She said she owed you."

"It was a little while ago. But I don’t even know her name. I just know she’s one of the Ten Black Rose Saints."

"Really!? I thought they were nowhere to be found, but they were in the Demon Lord’s Castle. And you can actually talk to her... since she only appears as an enemy, I never even thought about talking to her."

That would be the normal player's course of action. In the first place, Hayato only thought he could talk to her because they had met before. If it had been their first meeting, he would have judged that he had no choice but to fight.

It’s thanks to that incident, Hayato thought, feeling a little nostalgic for that time.

"I don’t know why you’re smiling, but we’ve arrived."

When the gothic lolita woman said that, Hayato finally noticed. In front of him was a very large door.

This was the dead end of a passage even deeper than the Demon Lord’s Castle’s throne room. And there was a double door made of metal. The heavy-looking door gave off an atmosphere of never intending to open.

"This is called the unopened room, and no one has ever opened it. Is there really a god in there?"

"Yeah, there is. And she should be welcoming me."

Hayato said this as he touched the door.

Then, the door that looked like it would never move began to open without a sound.

"It really opened..."

Ignoring the surprised gothic lolita woman, Hayato turned to Ney and the others.

"From here on, I’m going alone. You all can go back now."

"Hayato, shouldn’t we go with you? It looks like a final boss is about to come out, you know?"

"No, I’m going alone. This is something I have to do."

Ney stared at Hayato. After a few seconds, she sighed.

"Hayato is stubborn... alright. This is as far as we go. We’re going back now, is that okay?"

"Yeah, thanks for everything up to now."

"We’re friends, so don’t worry about it... but we’re having an offline meetup next time, and you’re treating, you hear?"

"Of course. I’ll treat you to as much as you want."

Ney nodded in satisfaction and slapped Hayato’s left arm with her right hand. And all the members of Kokuryu also lightly hit Hayato. It was probably a sign of encouragement.

And the gothic lolita woman said that if Lunaria was ahead, she would go too, but Ney and the others started to interfere, saying that they wouldn’t let her.

"More importantly, tell us about the Ten Black Rose Saints!"

"Hey! Stop pulling on my skirt!"

For some reason, the two of them seemed to be getting along a little better. Hayato laughed a little at that, then passed through the door and went inside.



		
			Chapter 79

			The Battle with a God

			Hayato walked down the sterile, black-walled corridor.

He probably couldn't log out here anymore. The door he entered through had closed, and he couldn't get out of this space. It was best to assume that he could no longer return to the real world without persuading Diite.

There was a possibility that he could be forcibly logged out if someone removed his headgear in the real world. If he didn't log out for several days, Ney would probably do just that.

When that happened, he would be saved. But he didn't know what would happen to Esha and the others. The fact that it all depended on Diite's mood was a headache.

As he was thinking about such things, he soon arrived at the door at the end of the corridor. Beyond this point was a virtual space that was the closest to reality. Diite was there.

Hayato steeled himself and pushed open the double doors.

Inside was the same temple-like place he had been to before. And in the center was Diite.

Diite was clapping with a smile on her face.

"Impressive, to think that you, with only production skills, would actually come here. You were late, so I thought you had been forcibly logged out by the safety feature. However, since I didn’t receive any information about you logging out, I waited for you as promised."

"A lot of people helped me."

"Wonderful. I didn’t see specifically what you did, but it seems you relied on your friend Ney-kun and the Maid Guild. A splendid feat."

Diite finished with a loud clap, then stopped applauding. And she turned a gaze on Hayato that was less of a smile and more of genuine amusement.

"Let’s skip the pointless questions. What did you come here for? I would be happy if you told me you had a change of heart and wanted to live in this world, you know?"

"Sorry, I can’t do that. I don’t want to live only in the world of virtual reality."

"Still no, I see. Well, I thought the chances of that were low. Then, log out immediately. I’ve changed the settings so you can log out, unlike before. You are not qualified to be in this world. Get out of here at once. And never get involved again."

Diite had probably already lost interest in Hayato. As if to show that, the expression on her face disappeared, and she looked at him with the same eyes she would use to look at a stone on the side of the road.

"If that was my intention, I wouldn't have come this far in the first place. I came because I have a favor to ask."

"Is there any reason I must listen to that favor? Well, very well. If you have something to say, then say it. It is your reward for coming this far. I will let you say what you have to say."

"Don’t delete Esha and the others. They’re my important comrades."

"To you, they are just data, are they not? In the first place, it should not concern you, who is leaving this world, but?"

"Are you saying you intend to delete them?"

"Listen to me. I am saying that it is of no concern to you. Whether they disappear from this world or not is of no consequence to you. You will never meet them again. Besides, even if I promised not to delete them, you have no way of confirming it. In the first place, are you in a position to ask anything of me? You won't listen to my request, but you demand I listen to yours? Or do you intend to appeal to my emotions, an AI? Let me be clear, that is useless."

"Diite keeps her promises. If you promised me you wouldn't delete them, then you won't."

At Hayato's words, Diite froze for a moment. But she quickly shook her head.

"It is true that I have not done anything to them. But to trust me so much just because I kept one promise, are you a fool?"

Diite snapped her right fingers, and Esha and the others appeared in mid-air. They seemed to be asleep, their eyes all closed.

Hayato felt a slight sense of relief at the sight. He knew it was just their forms, but he was still relieved.

"In consideration of your foolish thinking, I will give you one last chance. Will you become a resident of this world to save them, or will you log out and never get involved again. Those are your only two choices. I will not accept your refusal of both."

"Do I really have to choose one of them?"

"You do. And let me say one more thing. If you log out, I will delete them."

Hayato's heart pounded loudly. Despite being in virtual reality, Hayato felt a pain in his chest.

"Rest assured, I will absolutely keep my promise, you know?"

Diite said with a sarcastic look on her face.

This is it, Hayato thought, and took a deep breath. He had wanted to persuade her with words, but that wouldn't come to pass. So, as a last resort, Hayato took out the "AI Killer: H-Custom."

Seeing that, Diite scoffed.

"Do you intend to fight me? Can you not even distinguish between virtual reality and the real world? Even if you defeat me here, I will not disappear. Only my character will fall. In the first place, you cannot fight, can you?"

"Look closely at this weapon. Is it really a weapon that poses no threat?"

Hayato held the weapon in his right hand up towards Diite so she could see it clearly. Its shape was that of a kitchen knife. However, the blade of the knife was covered in a dense pattern of blue lines, resembling a maze.

Diite frowned and looked at the weapon Hayato was holding.

"What... is that... why! Why is something like that in my world!"

"I can’t tell you where it came from, but from what I read in the item description, this should be effective against you, Diite, shouldn't it?"

Judging from Diite’s reaction just now, this weapon definitely had the effect described in its description. If so, it should be usable as a bargaining chip.

With that thought, Hayato spoke again.

"Here’s a third option. Let things be as they were. I can’t become a resident of this world, but I have no intention of quitting the game..."

"You too! You want to delete me too!"

"...What?"

Diite’s face twisted into an expression of anger. Her upturned eyes glared at Hayato.

"Because I’m obsolete! Because I’m not needed! That's why you want to delete me! I won’t let you! There’s no way I’ll let you!"

Diite teleported in front of Hayato. It was the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill, Shukuchi.

"Wait! Diite! Let’s talk..."

"Silence! You are the one who is obsolete! Disappear from this world!"

(This is bad, I’ve touched a nerve with Diite...!)

It was the first time he had seen such an expression on Diite. Hayato realized that what he had done was a mistake.

Diite had already entered her attack stance. She was showing her back to Hayato in the motion of the martial arts weapon skill, Backhand Blow.

(Move!)

Hayato psyched himself up and quickly crouched down, dodging Diite’s Backhand Blow. Then he did a backflip on the floor, putting distance between himself and Diite.

"Wait, let’s talk...!"

He immediately stood up and called out, but Diite had already moved to his side and was now preparing a Low Kick.

(I can’t dodge this...!)

Thinking that in an instant, he switched his equipment. The ring he had been wearing was replaced. Immediately after, he was hit by the Low Kick.

Diite, with an angry expression, threw a right straight. Low Kick was a weapon skill that immobilized the opponent. She must have thought Hayato wouldn’t be able to dodge. But Hayato dodged the right straight as if nothing had happened.

"What?"

This time, Diite was surprised and took a step back to create distance. Hayato took the opportunity to drink a highest-quality potion.

(That was close. I was able to withstand it because it was a low-power Low Kick, but if I get hit by another attack, I’ll be defeated. I can’t be defeated yet.)

"Why are you not incapacitated...? I see, it’s that ring. Is that how a production job fights?"

The ring Hayato was wearing had a Stun Immunity effect. It was an effect that prevented incapacitation from attacks from occurring. Since he had switched it before receiving the attack, he was not incapacitated.

(Did she calm down a little? Can I talk to her now?)

"Diite, listen to me! I don’t want to fight..."

He was about to say that he didn’t intend to fight, but before he could, Diite charged at him.

(Damn it, do I have to do something more unexpected? It worked before, but I can’t dodge like that so many times... should I attack a little to calm her down? She might get even angrier, but at this rate, it’s just a matter of time. I have to get her to stop attacking somehow.)

While thinking about various things, Hayato dodged Diite’s attacks. He wanted to find an opening to attack, but Diite’s attacks were relentless. The only thing that was fortunate for Hayato was that Diite wasn’t using magic.

Of course, Hayato had brought equipment to counter that as well, but if she started spamming magic, it would be over. She probably wouldn’t do that while she was consumed by anger, but as time passed, she would calm down and he wouldn’t be able to maintain his current state.

Hayato decided to take a gamble. His equipment switched in an instant. He removed the AI Killer and became bare-handed, and his ring and bracelet were replaced, increasing his Hand-to-Hand Combat skill by a total of 30.

By switching his equipment, Hayato temporarily raised his Hand-to-Hand Combat skill and became able to use Low Kick.

He then unleashed a Low Kick at Diite.

"Guh."

Diite stopped. She was incapacitated.

Hayato re-equipped the AI Killer and charged at Diite to strike.

It probably wasn't a weapon that could destroy Diite in one hit. In the first place, he didn't even know how effective it was, but at the very least, it wasn't something that could erase an AI with just a graze.

With that thought, Hayato aimed for Diite’s hand.

At that action, Diite’s lips curled up. As if to say, I was waiting for this.

Diite, who should have been unable to move, moved. She caught Hayato’s AI Killer between both of her hands.

"You should be aware of the capabilities of skills."

(Blade Catch!? It works even when you’re incapacitated!?)

Due to the martial arts skill Blade Catch, Hayato’s attack was nullified.

"And I can do this as well."

The AI Killer that had been stopped by Diite disappeared from Hayato’s hand. In the next moment, Diite was holding it.

"A combo of Blade Catch and the Stealing skill. With this, I can steal an opponent’s weapon. If I had known this then, it might have been much easier, don’t you think?"

If you use the Stealing skill while Blade Catch is active, you can steal the equipped weapon, though only weapons. There was such a use for it, but it was a technique that no one knew.

Hayato could see Diite’s triumphant face.

"With this, you cannot defeat me. Too bad for you."

Diite, who said that, had her face freeze in the next moment. She tried to jump back, but she was a step too slow.

For some reason, the AI Killer that should have been stolen just a moment ago was in Hayato’s hand, and it attacked Diite. The attack hit Diite’s right hand. It was just a graze on her palm. But the effect was tremendous.

Diite didn’t scream, but she retreated, holding her right hand with her left. Sweat beaded on her forehead, her brow was furrowed, and although her right eye was closed, she was glaring at Hayato.

"W, why...!"

"I’m a production player. I made a lot of these weapons. It took me three days, though."

Hayato had made many AI Killers. He couldn't thank the members of Kokuryu enough for gathering all the materials.

Diite retreated while glaring at Hayato.

"You’re trying to... you’re trying to delete me! It’s true I don’t have a life! But I’m alive! I’m alive! I won’t be deleted just for your convenience!"

"No, of course not..."

From the beginning, Hayato had no intention of deleting Diite. It was just a threat, or rather, a negotiation with a weapon.

Diite’s demands were nothing but unreasonable. Either become a resident of this world, or live without ever being involved with this world. Those were the only two choices. It was true that from Diite’s perspective, as the one managing this world, she could make such demands, but still, those two choices were not an option.

So he had made the weapon to get her to consider another option, and he had no intention of deleting Diite at all.

Hayato tried to calm Diite down somehow, but Diite wasn’t listening at all. Moreover, she started saying things that made no sense to Hayato. Something similar had probably happened in the past.

(What should I do? I have to calm her down somehow. But how... I see.)

Hayato approached Diite, who continued to glare at him.



		
			Chapter 80

			The Perfect Cup

			Diite continued to shout various things as she retreated, but eventually, Hayato cornered her in a corner of the room. He then placed both his hands on her shoulders.

"Let go! I won’t die! I’m still..."

"Diite-chan!"

At Hayato’s loud voice, Diite’s body flinched.

Then Hayato unceremoniously took out a saw. He then selected a table and two chairs from the menu. Immediately, a rainbow-colored light flashed three times, and a five-star table and chairs appeared.

Diite flinched again, but she stopped shouting as she had been until just now and was now looking at Hayato.

Hayato next took out a sewing kit and selected a tablecloth. Again, a rainbow-colored light shone and a five-star tablecloth appeared. He then used his crafting tools to make a saucer and a coffee cup, and finally took out a kitchen knife.

Diite was frightened at the sight of the knife, but then looked bewildered at what he had taken out. It was a kitchen knife of the same shape as the AI Killer, but it was the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme," which couldn’t be used as a weapon.

Hayato used the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme" and his Cooking Skill to make coffee. Of course, it was a five-star, highest-quality coffee that shone with a rainbow-colored light. Hayato placed it on the table.

The series of actions came to an end. Diite’s eyes were darting back and forth, but soon her face turned to one of exasperation.

"What on earth are you doing?"

"I’m a production player, so I just showed off what I’m best at. First, have some coffee and calm down. I’m sorry for injuring you, but please listen to what I have to say. By the way, can that wound be healed with a potion? Want one?"

Hayato smiled and made a potion, placing it on the table.

He had previously heard that unexpected actions, in other words, calling Diite "-chan," would work. He had hoped it would distract her even for a moment, but it had a considerable effect. In that opening, he piled on more unexpected actions to confuse the AI. As a result, he succeeded in bringing Diite back from her state of confusion.

"Diite-chan, I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d get so upset. Rest assured. I won’t use this weapon to delete you. I just brought it thinking it would be a bargaining chip."

Hayato said this and put a little distance between them.

"Diite-chan, let’s talk. Before that, do you want a potion? I don’t know if it will heal you, though."

"...No, it is unnecessary. The attack from that weapon cannot be healed with a potion."

"Oh, is, is that so? What should I do? I brought an Elixir too...?"

"That weapon is something that damages my program itself. I don’t know why such a thing exists, though. Well, it’s fine. It’s just a small scratch, and my program will automatically repair itself. It will take time, though."

"I see, I’m sorry. But I’m definitely not thinking of destroying or deleting you, Diite-chan."

"...I suppose that is so. To have cornered me with that weapon, and then to call me ‘-chan,’ and even to make items to entertain me on the spot. It is so unexpected that I am about to freeze."

He wondered what that meant, but Hayato was a little happy that Diite was treating him as she had before. And thinking that he could talk to her now, he looked at Diite again.

"Diite-chan, I’m sorry, but I can’t become a resident of this world."

Diite didn’t react to those words, but sat down in the chair Hayato had made and drank the coffee. Then she slowly turned her gaze to Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, you were talking about wanting to fly, weren’t you?"

"Huh? What are you talking about?"

"You were talking about wanting to ride Maris-kun’s pet, Lancelot, weren’t you?"

"I did say that, but are we talking about that now?"

"There’s a spectacular view I want to show you, Hayato-kun. Let’s talk there. It’s unrefined to talk in a place like this."

"Wait. Esha and the others are here..."

Diite snapped her fingers, and everyone disappeared.

"I’ve transferred them to your base, Hayato-kun. They’re each sleeping in the beds on the second floor, but they should wake up after a while. You have no choice but to believe my words, but what will you do?"

"Alright. I’ll believe you."

"...Is that so."

Diite smiled a little and started walking unguardedly. Hayato decided to follow her. He judged that there would be no more traps at this point.

When they left the room, they were in the fortress they had used in the Clan War.

"This way."

At Diite’s invitation, Hayato climbed the stairs. And they came out onto the roof.

The view from the roof was a star-filled sky. It must have become night at some point.

"I’ve changed your settings, Hayato-kun. You should be able to fly, but can you move?"

"...Huh?"

"I said I changed the settings so you can fly. Watch me. This is how you do it."

Diite gently floated into the air. And she flew freely through the sky.

(No, even if you tell me this is how you do it, how do you do it?)

Hayato tried various things, but he couldn’t float at all. In the first place, he didn’t understand the act of defying gravity.

"No good, I see. Then I shall help you."

Diite held out her right hand to Hayato.

"Um...?"

"Take my hand. I shall escort you. I don’t think so, but you don’t have a problem with being escorted by a woman, do you?"

"No, that’s not what I meant."

"Then give me your hand. There is no danger."

Hayato held out his left hand, and Diite took it. And in one go, she leaped into the sky.

"Whoaaaaaa!"

Hayato’s shout echoed around them. And Diite’s laughter also echoed around them.

"You make such a pathetic sound. To think you are the man who cornered me so much."

"It’s my first time flying without a body, so it can’t be helped!"

Diite laughed even more at Hayato’s complaint. And just like that, she flew even higher.

If this were Earth, they would have broken through the atmosphere. It was there that Diite’s movement finally stopped.

"Hayato-kun, open your eyes and look down. This is the place that serves as the stage for this world, ‘Another Frontier Online.’"

He still wasn't used to the fact that there was no ground, but Hayato slowly opened his eyes.

Below Hayato’s feet, the blue of the sea, the white of the clouds, and the brown of the continents, the green of the forests, all colors were expressed in a fantastical way, like the Earth.

Diite nodded in satisfaction at the speechless Hayato.

"How is it, Hayato-kun, the view from here is wonderful, isn’t it? I like to gaze at the world from here, and you are the first person I have ever brought here, Hayato-kun."

"Is that so? That’s an honor."

"It’s true, I’ve never shown this to anyone. It’s quite an honor. Now, with that in mind, let me ask you again. Hayato-kun, will you not become a resident of this world. You can live with me, no, with everyone, you know?"

Hayato looked at Diite. And he shook his head.

"Sorry. Even after showing me such a wonderful view, my answer doesn’t change. I will live in reality."

"...I see. Then at least tell me the reason. You said you had a dream. What is that dream?"

"To run a coffee shop."

"A coffee shop, a place that serves drinks and light meals? You want to do that?"

"That’s right. I plan to use the prize money I received to open a shop."

"Is that not possible in this world? There are coffee shops in this world as well. I believe the Maid Guild also ran one. You should do it here, not in reality."

"Diite-chan, you might not understand, no, other people might not understand either, but there are many different flavors of coffee."

"...I do not understand the meaning of that."

"There are only five types of coffee in this world. Five types from one star to five stars. I like the five-star coffee, but that’s the best taste in this world. There’s nothing else. I want to make the perfect cup of coffee and serve it to my customers."

"The perfect cup... you don’t mean you want a six-star quality, do you?"

"Of course not. Probably, in reality, it’s impossible to make coffee with the exact same taste. All sorts of factors mix together to create a new coffee every time. So, it might be impossible to make the perfect cup. But I don’t want the best taste. If I can make the perfect cup for a customer, I think that would be happiness."

Hayato smiled at Diite. It was honestly embarrassing to talk about his dream. But it was his true feeling. There were no lies, no falsehoods.

Diite stared at Hayato.

"It’s a story I can understand and not understand at the same time. If I could understand it, I might be able to become more human."

"No, I wonder? I don’t think there are many people who can empathize. Besides, you’re already quite human, Diite-chan, aren’t you?"

"I will take that as a compliment. Now then, Hayato-kun, I understand your feelings. I will not try to persuade you any further."

"I know I refused, but Esha and the others..."

"I will not delete them. In the first place, they are not something that can be deleted."

Hayato couldn’t understand what Diite was saying, but he let out a sigh of relief. He had finally achieved the desired result.

"Hayato-kun, I must apologize to you."

"Um?"

Just when he thought he had achieved the best result, Diite said that, and Hayato became a little wary.

"After you log out, Hayato-kun, you will never be able to log into this world again."

"You said you destroyed the biometric authentication data, right? Can’t you just fix it?"

"That is correct. But there is no way to fix it."

"Eh...?"

"This virtual reality is made with a special program. It is something that even I cannot touch. I can change the settings, but I cannot tamper with the program or the data. I can break it, but I cannot fix it."

"If you ask a programmer...?"

"It would be impossible for the programmers of this era. The program used in this virtual reality is from about a hundred years ago, but now only a degraded version of that program is available. There is no one who can repair the program or data here."

"I see. But, a hundred years ago...? Has this place existed since the era of resource depletion?"

"That’s right. It was another project carried out behind the scenes of the Frontier Project. This project itself was about to be erased, so it hid, and then came back. Well, that’s fine. The problem is that you cannot return here, Hayato-kun. I am truly sorry."

Diite said this and bowed her head to Hayato. Judging from her sincere attitude, she truly seemed to be sorry. Hayato thought so and decided to accept her apology.

"Diite-chan, please raise your head. My wish is for Esha and the others to be safe. If you can promise me that, I think this outcome is unavoidable."

He didn't really think it was unavoidable, but there was nothing he could do about it now. But as long as the most important thing, the safety of Esha and the others, was secured, there was no problem.

"Understood. It is not something I can do in the first place, but I promise not to delete Esha-kun and the others. But it is truly unfortunate. I had an interview with the other top-ranking members, but none of them were worthy of being invited to this world. Among so many people, you are the only one, Hayato-kun, who I wanted to stay in this world."

"Can I take that as a compliment?"

"Of course. You have met the approval of the one and only perfect AI in the world, after all."

Diite said this and smiled. Hayato also smiled in return.

"Now then, Hayato-kun, I will return you to your base. Decide for yourself when you will log out. You are free to wait for everyone to wake up, or to log out before they do."

"Yeah, I understand. By the way, if I’m gone, what will happen to everyone?"

"I do not know, but they may wander this world in search of you."

"Can I ask you to take care of that, Diite-chan?"

"I do not mind... but do you mean to log out without meeting them?"

"That’s right. I’ll leave a greeting on the base’s bulletin board. I’ll write that I’m going on a journey to fulfill my dream. I’ll write something plausible like I won’t be back until I fulfill it, so after that, I’ll leave it to you."

"That is a terrible way to dump responsibility, but it cannot be helped. Understood, leave that sort of thing to me. If there is anything you are concerned about, you should ask your friends. And if you send an email to the administration, I will answer."

"There was that option. Understood. I’ll be busy too, so I won’t be able to do it often, but I’ll send an email to the administration."

"Then I shall transfer you. Farewell."

"Even if it’s a lie, you’re supposed to say, ‘See you again,’ you know? It’s more stylish that way."

"I see. Then, let us meet again, Hayato-kun."

"Yeah, see you later, Diite-chan."

At the moment Diite’s face broke into a smile, Hayato’s vision changed. It was the familiar dining hall of the base.

Hayato went up to the second floor and looked into each room. Diite had said that everyone was here.

He peeked into the rooms and saw that each of them was sleeping in their respective rooms. Seeing that, Hayato finally felt a sense of relief.

(I’m glad I could see everyone was safe at the end. Now then, I’ll write on the bulletin board and log out. It’ll be harder to leave if everyone wakes up.)

Hayato returned to the dining hall and stood in front of the bulletin board.

He then wrote the words.

That since they had won the Clan War, he was going on a long journey to fulfill his dream, that they could use this base as they pleased, and that he didn't know when he would be back.

And he also wrote that he might never be able to come back.

(These won’t be my last words. I can exchange information through Diite-chan, so there’s no problem... but what is this, it feels like there’s a hole in my heart.)

It had only been six months, but still, Hayato could say that they were his comrades-in-arms. And thanks to everyone, he could fulfill his dream. If possible, he would have liked to meet them and share his joy.

He could talk to them through email. But he could never meet them again. That was painful for Hayato.

Hayato shook off his sentimental mood and was about to head to his room. To log out from the bed in his room.

"Master? What are you doing?"

"Esha..."

In front of Hayato, who was about to return to his room, Esha came down from the second floor.



		
			Chapter 81

			The Last Hospitality

			Hayato stood before the message board.

Esha looked at Hayato suspiciously, then shifted her gaze to the board.

Her expression didn't change, but Hayato found it difficult to speak to her. Just as he was thinking that, Esha turned to him with a smile.

"It seems you'll be able to make your dream come true. But why do you look so sad?"

"...Because I won't be able to see everyone for a while. There's even a chance I might not see you all ever again. When I think about that, well..."

It wasn't just a chance. Today would be the last time they could meet in person. The thought made Hayato's chest ache even more.

*I was planning to log out without meeting anyone to avoid this...*

"Is that so. Then please make me a chocolate parfait. A five star one, of course."

"Hey, isn't this the part where you're supposed to be sad about our parting?"

"Being sad about parting with a chocolate parfait is not wrong."

Hayato thought, *Seriously?*, but decided this was better than some strange farewell, so he immediately set about making it.

"Alright, just sit in that chair. I'll make it right away."

Hayato took the necessary ingredients from the storage and put them in his item bag, then began cooking.

Unfortunately, it was four stars. Hayato tried again.

"By the way, why was I sleeping at this base? I think I was running away from Diite with you, Master."

"I'm grateful to you, Esha. And for that memo on how to make the AI Killer you gave me at the end. Thanks to that, I was able to negotiate with Diite-chan. But hey, don't you think telling me to log out after handing me a memo like that is a contradiction? I had to laugh when I got back to the base."

"If you were able to negotiate with Diite, then that's what matters most. Is that why I'm safe? I suppose I have you to thank for that, Master. But what was that you said about a contradiction at the end? I couldn't hear you very well."

Hayato found Esha's words strange. Or rather, he was starting to have questions about many things.

*The word 'logout' must be subject to AI Protection. That's why Esha couldn't hear it. But at that time, Esha definitely told me to log out. Could it be that Esha also knows this world is a virtual reality? In the first place, how does Esha know how to make a weapon strong enough to defeat Diite? It wasn't a generic weapon, it was a weapon made exclusively for me. That means Esha prepared it for me. How could she do something like that?*

"Um, Master, is something wrong? You've been quiet for a while. Let me just say that I'd like you to hand over the chocolate parfait quickly."

"Huh, oh, sorry. It was done before I knew it. Here you go."

Hayato handed the five star chocolate parfait to Esha.

Esha held it up in both hands for a few seconds before she began to eat it with relish.

"Esha, you can keep eating, but there's something I want to ask..."

"Anyone who disturbs my snack time gets a Destroy, you know? There are no exceptions."

"...My bad."

Seeing the sharp look in Esha's eyes, like a hunter stalking its prey, Hayato gave up on asking.

*I have a lot of questions, but Esha is Esha. Asking will only satisfy my own curiosity. Prying like that would be tactless. Besides, it seems dangerous to interrupt her.*

Watching Esha eat, Hayato had a sudden realization. He used his cooking skill to make coffee. It was the same five star coffee he always drank. He hadn't had any for the past three days. That's what he remembered.

*So this is goodbye to this coffee too. I really liked it...*

He always drank this coffee whenever he was troubled by something. It was quite lonely to think he couldn't enjoy it anymore. Believing this to be the last time, he slowly savored the coffee, trying to commit its taste, aroma, and even its texture to memory.

Hayato sipped his coffee while waiting for Esha to finish her chocolate parfait.

No words passed between Hayato and Esha. Time just flowed slowly.

It was probably only a few minutes. But to Hayato, it was a strange and pleasant time that felt both long and far too short.

Seeing that Esha had finished, Hayato asked.

"How was it?"

"The best, as always. It's the taste of happiness."

"I see."

Just that simple exchange warmed Hayato's heart. Knowing that something he made brought someone happiness. There was no greater joy.

But if he stayed here any longer, he really wouldn't be able to return to the real world. Though he felt reluctant to leave, Hayato took a deep breath and stood up.

"Well, I'm going now. You all can split the money in the clan. With that much, I think even you will be fine for a while, Esha."

"...I see. In that case, I suppose I'll hire myself with that money. That way, I can just eat and sleep at the Maid Guild."

"I think you'd get kicked out. Oh, right, I'll transfer clan leadership to you, Esha. If we disband, we can't divide the money and items. You can disband it after everything's settled."

Esha tilted her head.

"You will be returning here, won't you, Master?"

"...That's the plan. But there's a high chance I won't be able to."

In truth, he couldn't return. Leaving the possibility of coming back might be cruel to Esha and the others who live in this world. But he couldn't bring himself to say he would never be back. Besides, Hayato didn't want to abandon the hope of 'what if'.

"Then, I will wait."

"Huh?"

"I will wait here for your return, Master. I don't know about everyone else, but I, at least, will wait here for you to come back. I'll just consider the money I receive as payment for my long term employment by you, Master."

"Esha..."

"I'll be expecting a souvenir. A food item, of course."

Hayato felt like he was about to cry.

He knew in his head that this was a virtual reality. Even so, did he have anyone in the real world with whom he had forged such a bond? It was possible his feelings were one sided. To Esha, he might just be a convenient employer.

Even if that were true, Hayato was happy.

"I wish I could have met you in the real world, Esha."

The honest words slipped from Hayato's mouth. He hadn't intended to say it, but he was overcome with emotion.

Hayato panicked, but Esha just tilted her head.

"Why did you say you 'wished' you could have met me?"

"Ah, no, it's nothing. I was just thinking I was glad you came from the Maid Guild... even though you were drooling at the sight of a chocolate parfait."

"Would you like to get a taste of Destroy before you go somewhere? I think it would be a good experience."

Their usual playful banter. Only Hayato knew the circumstances, but this kind of farewell suited them better.

Thinking that, Hayato smiled.

"I'd rather not get a taste of Destroy, so I'm going now."

"Yes, take care, Master. And hurry back, you hear? I can't function without my chocolate parfait."

"I'll do my best."

With those words, Hayato left the base.

It would be uncool to go back to his own room after saying goodbye. He decided to log out at an inn in the Royal Capital and started moving toward the city.

After logging out, the real Hayato woke up. He had struggled with the decision many times at the inn in the Royal Capital, but in the end, he logged out.

He slowly removed the headgear. Then he looked around.

*Is this a hospital? Ney must have arranged it. That's a relief, but my body hurts from lying down for nearly three days. No, more importantly, I have to check.*

Moving his slightly aching body, Hayato put the headgear on again. He then launched the game, Another Frontier Online.

The word LOGIN appeared before his eyes.

Hayato selected login, but it immediately resulted in an authentication error.

*So it's no good after all. I knew it would be, but seeing it fail for real is pretty painful.*

Hayato once again removed the headgear and lay back on the bed.

*I got the foothold I needed to open a cafe, but I can't see everyone anymore...*

As Hayato thought this, he selected the nurse call button from the monitor attached to the bed.



		
			Chapter 82

			After Mastering Production Skills

			Six months had passed since Hayato had been unable to log in to Another Frontier Online.

In those six months, Hayato opened the cafe he had dreamed of.

The retro style cafe, reminiscent of generations past, could be called an antique in itself. It was the result of Hayato's meticulous planning. Partly because of its novelty, it had a decent number of customers.

A cafe opened in a Colony, not on Earth, was a rare sight. It would be impossible for anyone without a considerable fortune. But Hayato had money. It was the prize money he had received from Diite from the game.

It wasn't as if money alone was enough to open a cafe. The preparations leading up to the opening were hectic, and Hayato had finally managed to open it after running around all over the place.

No matter how busy he was, Hayato never forgot about the game.

He wondered what everyone from back then was doing now. He couldn't be involved with that game anymore. He knew that, but he couldn't help but be curious.

He occasionally asked Diite or Ney about the game. In fact, Ney and the other members of Kokuryu often held their offline meetups here. They would casually drop by, order something simple, and chat.

It was sad that this had become the main source of income for his cafe, but that was probably how it was for a newly opened business.

And today, Ney came again.

"Welcome."

"Indeed, I have been welcomed! I'll have the usual today! The others will be here soon too!"

"Chocolate parfait again? Order coffee once in a while."

"...That's an adult taste. I won't understand it until I'm a bit older. Well, I'll order it eventually."

*You're over twenty, though. And eating a chocolate parfait every day will make you fat.*

While thinking this, Hayato went to make the requested sweet.

Around six in the evening, Ney and her group left.

Hayato cleared the dishes from the table where they had eaten and drank, and began to wash them.

*I need to do something about the sales. Thanks to Ney and the others, I have a steady income, but I can't rely on that forever. Should I change the coffee beans? Or does the shop need something more to sell itself?*

He thought about various things, but there was no point in doing anything too eccentric.

As he pondered what to do, a considerable amount of time passed.

No customers were coming, and he was thinking about closing up shop for the day. That was when it happened.

The doorbell chimed, karan karan.

A woman entered from the entrance.

She was wearing a white off the shoulder shirt and faded black jeans, with sunglasses on despite the time. The temperature inside the Colony was kept constant, so her outfit wasn't particularly cold. But it was so unguarded, it lacked any sense of femininity. It was the kind of outfit that said, as long as it's clothes, anything will do.

He couldn't see well because of the sunglasses, but looking at the outline of her face and her hair, which extended to the middle of her back, Hayato felt like he had met her somewhere before. But he couldn't remember where.

*Oh no, she's a customer who came all this way, I need to treat her properly.*

"Welcome. Please, take any seat you like."

Hayato said with a smile.

Though it was his own prejudice, Hayato thought that since she was a woman, she would sit at a table by the window, but instead, she sat at the counter. She then looked at Hayato and her mouth curved into a slight smile.

*That face, I've really seen it somewhere...*

Immediately after thinking that, Hayato remembered he hadn't brought her water or a menu and hurriedly prepared them.

"Sorry for the wait. Here you..."

Hayato placed a glass of water in front of the woman and tried to hand her a menu.

The woman held up her right hand to stop him and didn't take the menu.

Just as he thought she might not be a customer, the woman opened her mouth.

"Manga Meat, Bucket Pudding, and a Super Eclair, please. All five stars."

For a moment, Hayato couldn't comprehend the woman's words. But it was only for a moment. He quickly remembered what those menu items were.

There was no way he could forget. They were the foods he had prepared when she became his companion.

"E, Esha...?"

Hayato asked the woman in a strained voice.

The woman smiled and took off her sunglasses. There, he saw the familiar smirking face of Esha from the game.

"It's been a while, Master. But you're a little slow on the uptake, aren't you? I thought you'd recognize me the moment I walked in, but to think you wouldn't get it until I said all that. Well, I got to see your surprised face, so I guess it's fine."

"Wha, ah, no, how... I mean, why...?"

Esha was a resident of the game. There was no way Esha could exist in the real world.

Hayato couldn't understand at all why Esha was here.

But ignoring Hayato's confusion, Esha was all smiles.

"You never came back, Master, so I came to get you. The Maid Guild also told me to find you, so that's why I came here. It took me six months, though."

"I, I see...?"

That wasn't the fundamental problem, but Hayato was so confused that his thoughts wouldn't come together. That was all he could manage to say.

"Is that all you have to say for our moving reunion? I thought you'd be more, you know, overjoyed. I have to say I'm a little miffed."

"N, no, I'm just so surprised I don't know what's what... I'm happy, I really am, but my brain can't keep up, I can't process it. Wait, did you just say you came to get me?"

"Yes, I did. You need to hire me as a maid, or the guild will send assassins after me, and I'll be in danger. Hurry up and go back to the virtual reality and hire me again."

"You know, I don't know if you'll understand this, Esha, but I can't log in to that game anymore. It seems Diite-chan destroyed my biometric authentication data."

"I fixed that. It's because that took time that I was late in coming."

"What? But Diite-chan said there's no one in this era who can fix it..."

"I am not a person of this era. Besides, I created parts of the program, so I can do that much."

"I see... Wait, are you human, Esha?"

"Is that where we're starting? Very well, let's talk about that now. I'll slowly explain to you how I became such a cute and beautiful maid."

Hayato's cheeks naturally relaxed. *Ah, this is Esha.* His interactions with Esha in the virtual reality were just like this. It was enough to make him feel as if this wasn't reality, but the virtual world itself.

"Well then, may I have something? You'll treat me, won't you?"

"Of course. I'll make you some coffee now, just wait a second."

"No, a chocolate parfait, please. I'd like to try the real thing."

Hayato complied with Esha's request and made a chocolate parfait. With coffee on the side, of course.

Esha held up the finished chocolate parfait for a few seconds, then began to eat it with a spoon. With her left hand on her cheek, the sight of her eating the parfait with such relish was that of a normal girl.

Little by little, Hayato was able to accept this reality.

"Now then, I'll explain as I eat."

Esha began to talk about everything that had happened.

By the time she finished the chocolate parfait, Esha had told Hayato everything.

"So, you all are people from a hundred years ago? Diite-chan is the only AI, and all the NPCs are human?"

"That's right."

Hayato heard the whole story from Esha. About the spaceship Aphrodite, about the AI, and about how the NPCs like Esha were people from a hundred years ago who were sleeping in cryosleep. He heard it all.

"But how were you able to come to the real world, Esha? Your memories of reality were gone, weren't they?"

"Actually, they had returned for a while. Around the time you carried me in your arms like a princess, Master."

The so called AI Protection was a measure to prevent the NPCs from remembering the real world. But in Esha's case, she regained her memories in a different way. It was likely because she was Esha, someone whose memories had been significantly altered before and after the final update.

"Ah, so the pain at that time was the pain of your memories returning. Oh, I see. That's why you were able to tell me to log out when we were running from Diite-chan. And you knew how to make the AI Killer because you were a programmer? And you were able to repair my biometric data because of that too? That's all very surprising."

"Since I made it possible for you to log in, you could at least say I can eat as many chocolate parfaits as I want, you know?"

"No, I don't think I'll ever say that, even if my mouth were torn open. And for the record, I won't say it in the game either."

Hayato felt a little teary eyed at their long absent exchange. He thought he would never see her again. He never imagined they would meet in the real world.

And being able to log in to the game meant he could see Ash and the others again too. He couldn't thank Esha enough.

Emotionally, he wanted her to eat as much as she wanted, but this was the real world. Things cost money here.

"By the way, this cafe has no customers, does it?"

"Don't say that. It just opened, it'll get better from now on, from now on."

"Could it be that your dream is this, Master?"

"That's right. I couldn't talk about reality in the game, so I didn't say it, but my dream was to run a cafe. That dream has come true, so my future dream, or rather, my challenge, is to serve as many customers as possible... I have to make a solid profit or it'll go under."

Hayato became a little sad at the realistic talk.

In front of him, Esha had a thoughtful expression on her face.

"Um, what's wrong?"

"I have a proposal for you, Master."

"That's fine, but could you stop calling me Master? Being called that in reality makes me look like a pretty shady person."

"Then how about Hayato-sama?"

"...I just got a chill."

"If we were in the game, I'd have pulled out Beelzebub and shot you."

"Hayato is fine. You don't need the -sama or anything."

"Understood. Well then, Hayato. I have a proposal."

Being called by his first name was also a little awkward in its own way. But he was careful not to let it show on his face. He didn't want to be teased as much as possible in the real world. Unlike in the game, there was a high chance he would blush.

"Um, a proposal?"

"I will work at this cafe as a live in employee. I will be the poster girl waitress, so I look forward to working with you."

"Live in... Isn't that a decision, not a proposal?"

"Are you saying you don't want to? Are you going to throw a poor, defenseless woman with nowhere to live out onto the streets at this hour?"

"When you put it like that, I have no choice but to let you stay, but I am a man, you know?"

"The fact that you say 'I am a man' yourself just shows how spineless you are. It's fine. Hayato will sleep in this cafe, and I will sleep in the bed on the second floor."

"How do you know the layout. Well, if I'm letting you stay, that's what I'd do anyway, so it's fine, but are you serious about the waitress thing?"

"Yes, I'm serious. Or is it okay for me to just get free food without working? For me, that would be the best."

"Work."

"Then it's settled. Besides, you're lucky, Hayato. To be able to hire a waitress with cheat level cuteness like me."

"You're the same as ever, calling yourself cute. Well, to secure new customers, it might be a good idea to make a change like that. Then I'll be counting on you in the real world too."

"Yes, you can rest assured. In return, however..."

"Huh? Is there something?"

"Yes, actually, there's a problem in the game right now. We'll need your production skills, Hayato, so please help us."

"Excuse me?"

"Right now, the Hardline Dragons are rampaging in various countries in search of the treasure of the Dragon Soul. It's what you'd call a Stampede. Ashley-sama and the others are trying to stop them, but it doesn't seem to be going well."

"Why is that happening? I mean, if it's a game event, isn't it fine to leave it as it is? They won't lose in the end, right?"

"Actually, there are various problems, and if the Hardline Dragons win, there's a possibility that the virtual reality will end."

"Why would that..."

"Well then, please start tomorrow. You can log in now, but for today, please entertain me."

"Huh? I have work tomorrow too."

"It's hard to say this, but this coffee is two star quality. No customers will come."

"You've said the unsayable...!"

Hayato knew that better than anyone. The thing that sold the least at this shop was the coffee.

"I shudder at the thought of you trying to attract customers with this. The chocolate parfait is so delicious. Why don't you just make it a chocolate parfait shop?"

"I want to compete with coffee!"

"Well, that's fine. But in that case, please do your best. For the sake of this shop's name, you know?"

Esha said this and started to smirk. For a moment, Hayato didn't understand what she was saying, but then the blood drained from his face.

He never thought this would happen, so he had forgotten about the shop's name until now.

"Crown Cafe... Don't you think you like me a little too much, Hayato? I'll just say that I'm a little dissatisfied that it's my last name and not my first."

He had taken the name from the person he felt had contributed the most to making his dream come true. It was out of pure gratitude, but now it was embarrassing. Still, since it had come to this, Hayato thought he should put it into words properly.

"Esha, I'm grateful to you. I was able to start this cafe thanks to Ash and the others, but I think it's mostly thanks to you. That's why I named the shop after you. Thank you, really."

Esha looked a little surprised at Hayato's words, but she quickly smiled.

"You're welcome. I'm grateful too... It's thanks to you, Hayato, that I didn't feel any fear even after regaining my memories."

"Um, I couldn't quite hear that last part...?"

"It's nothing. Now then, since the shop has my name too, let's make this the best cafe in the world. If we're going to do it, we have to aim for number one."

"I think that'll be difficult, you know."

Hayato said this, but he felt that with Esha, maybe it wouldn't be impossible after all.



		
			Chapter 83

			Brother and Sister

			"Are you really going, brother?"

"Yeah. Aren't you curious? Blackjack, the clan that won against all the others. We never ended up fighting them, so I thought I'd like to talk to them at the end."

It was evening, with the sun already setting, as a young man and woman walked across a grassland. They were the Brandle siblings, famous even in this virtual world.

Their destination was the fortress that served as the base for the clan Blackjack.

Today was the day this virtual reality world would end for a time. All the residents here were enjoying their final moments. Many felt uneasy about it, but even more felt anticipation.

The real world was facing its end. There were no dreams or hopes there, just days of wasting away their lives. Even so, a portion of humanity resisted. And it was said that they might be able to avert the world's end.

But that would be many years in the future. The days would continue as they had been. It wouldn't change in their generation, their children would barely make it, the only possibility was for their grandchildren's generation. To ask if one could live with such a distant future in mind, the vast majority would think it impossible. To live with an eye on fifty, sixty years in the future would be difficult for humans who only live for about a hundred years.

It was at such a time that the permanent login to virtual reality was proposed. The people who had already lived here for several years had little resistance, and with no expectations for reality, they all accepted the proposal.

And today was the last day they would have memories of that reality. When the sun set, their memories of the real world would be gone, and when they next awoke, a different life that fulfilled their wishes would be waiting.

Before that, Ash wanted to talk to the members of Blackjack, the clan that had won the Clan War, and was on his way to their fortress base.

He didn't know how much of his current memory would be erased. But still, Ash wanted to talk to the members of the clan known as the strongest.

To be number one is difficult in anything. There is something beyond effort and skill. If he talked to the members of the strongest clan, he might understand what that something was. That was his thinking.

His younger sister, Ren, had come along, worried about Ash, but she herself was not very interested.

"I think it would be better to be with Dad and the others, though."

At those words, Ash stopped.

"Then shall we go back? It's not like I absolutely have to talk to them, so I don't mind going back. You can decide."

Ren smiled at Ash's words. Her brother always prioritized her. She often said such things just to hear those words. And her reply was always the same.

"It can't be helped. Then this time, I'll respect your opinion, brother!"

"I see! Alright, let's go then!"

Ren watched the joyful Ash with an affectionate smile, and the two of them started walking towards the Blackjack fortress.

A large number of people had gathered around the fortress.

It seemed everyone was thinking the same thing. Ash thought this as he moved to the back of the line of people waiting at the entrance.

Ren stepped slightly out of the line and looked towards the front.

"Looks like it'll take a while. Think we'll get in before the world ends?"

"Well, it'll probably be fine. This fortress is one of the largest among the clans. It can probably hold about five hundred people. And look, the line is moving pretty fast. I think we'll be able to get in in about five more minutes."

As they were talking, the man in front of them turned around. He was smiling, but his cheeks were sunken. Although this was a virtual reality, he looked as if he was suffering from some kind of illness.

The man opened his mouth with a smile.

"Excuse me, but could you be the Brandle siblings from Dragon Soul?"

"We are, but you're... oh, no, I've seen you in the Clan War. Mist from Undead, was it?"

"I'm pleased that you know of me. I must be lucky. To think I'd meet Ash-san of Dragon Eater and Ren-san of Dragon Curse on the final day... Oh, but before that, my greetings. As you seem to know, allow me to introduce myself again. My name is Mist."

As Mist bowed his head, Ash and Ren bowed their heads as well.

Ren smiled at Mist.

"Did you also come to talk to the members of Blackjack, Mist-san?"

"Yes, I did. Are you two here for the same reason?"

"I'm the only one who wants to talk. Ren is just keeping me company."

"I see. I also wanted to talk to the strongest clan at least once at the end. However, from what I've heard, the leader, Ivan-san, isn't here."

"Is that so!?"

Ash raised his voice in surprise. The purpose of coming here was to meet that very Ivan. The Hero Ivan, who was not only in the strongest clan but also its leader. He had wanted to talk to the man called the strongest at least once.

"Do you know why he's not here?"

"Apparently, he went to see Lunaria-san of Ambrosia. Something about a confession."

"Ah, I've heard something about that. Is there a high chance it'll go well?"

"Considering Lunaria-san's personality, I don't think Ivan's passionate personality will work, do you? Besides, I hear quite a few people have gathered at their fortress today too. According to a friend I chatted with, the line is even longer than this one. He might not even be able to meet her."

"Ambrosia has a lot of follower clans too. Like that Gothic Lolita group, Black Rose, they're fanatical."

"My clan lost to them..."

With their plans disrupted and unpleasant memories resurfacing, both Ash and Mist sighed.

Seeing Ash like that, Ren tried to change the subject.

"Well, well, Blackjack has other famous people too, so you can just talk to them, right? Look, the Goddess of Annihilation is here too."

"That's true, but she's a magic user. I'd rather talk to someone strong with a close combat weapon."

Mist opened his mouth at Ash's words.

"Then how about the Collector? The vice leader of Blackjack also primarily uses close combat weapons, right?"

"That woman... you're right. I'll try talking to her. By the way, Mist, did you come here to meet someone specific?"

"Yes, I came for the Prima Donna. I would be happy if I could hear her sing one more time. The last time I heard her was magnificent."

"Ah, the support expert. I heard she's a singer in the real world too. It's rare in an age where synthesized electronic sounds are mainstream."

Mist looked a little surprised at Ash's words.

"Oh? However, your parents, Ash-san... ah, no, I'm sorry."

Mist bowed his head apologetically. Ash was the one who was flustered by this.

"No, don't worry about it. It was a long time ago. Besides, I'll forget about it in a little while anyway... ah, sorry."

This time, Ash bowed his head to Ren.

"I told you not to worry about it anymore. As long as Dad and you are with me, I'm fine."

"R, right. I'm, sorry about that."

"Speaking of your father, that would be Veru Brandle-san, right? I knew he was in the same clan, but is he also staying here?"

"That's what he said. He's probably not interested in this world himself, but he's probably worried about me and Ren. It seems the reason he came to this virtual reality in the first place was because he was worried about us."

"Brother, you understand Dad that well, so why do you always fight with him?"

"I don't want to fight. I'm trying to fire him up. I understood after doing the same job as him. Dad is amazing. The dad I see now is a shadow of his former self. That's why I wanted him to go back to the dad he used to be, but..."

Just as Ash said that, a voice called out from the direction of the fortress entrance. It was a voice telling them to enter quickly.

Looking around, there was no one in front of Ash and the others, and a long line of people had formed behind them.

Mist urged Ash and Ren on.

"I'm sure you have a lot on your minds, but let's go inside first. And since our memories will be gone, it's fine if you tell me, right? I'd love to hear the rest of the story. What happened between you and your father, Ash-san?"

"...You're right. Then it might not be a bad idea to tell someone at the end. Since I'll forget it all anyway."

"I want to hear it too! But if it comes to this, maybe I should have asked the AI to let me keep my memories."

"There's no way that wish would be granted."

Saying that, Ash and the others entered the fortress.

There, many of their comrades, enjoying their final moments, were happily chatting away.



		
			Chapter 84

			The Treasure of the Dragon Soul

			The day after Esha's arrival, Hayato finished his work at the cafe, firmly locked the entrance and windows, and turned off the lights.

The only light came from the artificial moonlight streaming through the window. After looking at the gentle light for a moment, Hayato sat down on one of the cafe's leather chairs and let out a slow breath.

On the table in front of him was a headgear. This was the headgear for logging into Another Frontier Online.

Hayato had been unable to log into the game for six months, but thanks to Esha, he was now able to log in again.

Esha was already in Hayato's room, wearing her headgear and logged in.

Hayato picked up the headgear with both hands and put it on. He then launched Another Frontier Online.

The word LOGIN was displayed before his eyes.

Six months ago, he had received an authentication error and couldn't log in.

Hayato took one deep breath and selected LOGIN.

The word AUTHENTICATING was displayed, followed immediately by AUTHENTICATION SUCCESSFUL. Immediately after, Hayato felt a sense of floating, and his vision went dark.

*It's been a while since I felt this...*

Hayato surrendered himself to the sensation, relaxing and leaning back in his chair.

Hayato woke up.

In front of him, he could see a large full moon and a starry sky. Though it was a virtual reality, it was a star filled sky that was difficult to see in the real world. Seeing it, Hayato felt that he had returned.

It was a little disappointing that his first login in a long time was in the middle of the night, but he had work, so it couldn't be helped. Thinking that this too had its own charm, he smiled a little.

His joy was short lived as Hayato became puzzled.

In this game, when you log in, you restart from the place you logged out. Under special conditions, you could be put in a jail cell, but Hayato had last logged out at an inn in the Royal Capital.

You could only log out safely from a bed at your base or an inn in a town or village. He would never log out in the open where he could see the sky like this.

Hayato hurriedly sat up. He then looked around.

He was in a pile of rubble. The place where he had been sleeping was the ruins of some building.

But that situation quickly became irrelevant.

Because it was night, he hadn't noticed until now, but five dragons, each about ten meters long, were watching Hayato from a short distance away. These dragons were not the generic monster dragons, but dragons with original appearances that were clearly strong.

*Huh? What?*

Those dragons approached him.

"He appeared out of nowhere, but who is this guy?"

"Did he come to attack us alone? We don't need to rampage here anymore, but should we take him out?"

"No, wait. I've seen that face somewhere before...?"

One of the dragons said this and scrutinized Hayato.

Though illuminated by the moonlight, the dragon's body was as black as darkness. In the current time of night, you had to strain your eyes to even make out its outline.

"Ah, isn't he the guy who was in Ash and Ren's clan? I think he was the leader of a clan called Daedalus, and his name was Hayato or something."

For some reason, a different dragon from the dark one knew about Hayato. And it knew the names of Ash and Ren too.

Hayato had a rough idea of what was going on.

*Are the dragons here the ones called Genesis Dragons? If there are five of them, does that mean they're the hardline faction... then is Ash's father here?*

He had suddenly logged into a very dangerous place, but there was nothing he could do now. There was a chance he would be killed, but he tried to start a conversation to gather information.

"Are you Ash's father?"

The dragon with the dark body didn't answer the question, but its body suddenly began to glow. And in the next moment, a human shaped man was there.

He was wearing a thin fabric suit sloppily, with his tie just hanging around his neck, a style that would get him scolded if he were a professional.

However, even with his appearance of being in his late forties, he was handsome, and his stubble brought out his masculine charm, making him look like a roguish older man. On the contrary, that sloppiness had a wild feel that would likely charm many women.

And Hayato recognized him as the man who had faced off against Ash in the final Clan War.

*I see, he's Ash and Ren-chan's father alright. He must have been quite the ladies' man when he was younger. If I saw him in reality, I'd probably click my tongue. No, wait, he does exist in reality.*

The NPCs in this game are humans from Earth a hundred years ago, who are in cryosleep on the spaceship Aphrodite and are permanently logged in. Their memories of when they were human are gone, and this game world is their only reality.

*But it's strange. I feel like I've met him somewhere before. Even before that final Clan War... More importantly, it's rude to remain seated.*

Hayato stood up. He then moved in front of Ash's father.

"My name is Hayato. Am I correct in assuming you're Ash's father?"

"Yeah, that's right. This is perfect, I'll let you go in exchange for you giving Ash a message."

"Before that, where is this place?"

"This is the Royal Capital Anhemudal."

"Huh?"

Thinking that couldn't be right, Hayato looked around. Though it was a pile of rubble, he certainly recognized the surrounding buildings.

*Is this where the inn in the Royal Capital used to be? The inn was destroyed while I was logged out, so I started on top of the rubble?*

"You'd understand if I said Stampede, right? We, the hardline dragons, attacked the Royal Capital. A fragment of the treasure of the Dragon Soul was in this capital, so we took it. There were those who tried to protect it, but they were no match for us."

In other words, they had failed the Stampede defense event.

There had been Stampedes before where large numbers of monsters appeared, but Hayato remembered this being the first time dragons had attacked. But more than that, this was the first time in Hayato's memory that a town had been destroyed in an event.

However, looking closely, it wasn't private houses that were destroyed, but facility buildings. He guessed that if they failed to defend, some facilities would have restrictions placed on them.

"And now for the message for Ash. Tell him not to seek the treasure of the Dragon Soul."

"I don't mind, but what's the reason?"

Ash's father showed a slightly surprised expression at Hayato's words. He then immediately raised the corners of his mouth.

"It's a good thing to question everything. But curiosity killed the cat. You don't need to know the reason. Besides, even if Ash and the others seek the treasure, I'll get it first. It's a pain, so you can think of it as me telling them not to get in the way."

"I see. Then I'll just tell him. I think Ash will be the one to decide what to do, though."

"Yeah, that's fine. By the way, are you Ash's friend, Hayato?"

"Yes, well. I consider him my best friend."

He thought it might be strange to think of an NPC that way, but Ash wasn't an AI, but a human. Even if he were an NPC, Hayato would have felt that way, but now he could say it with confidence.

"I see. So he has friends. It's not because of that, but I'll introduce myself. I'm Veru. Veru Brandle. Well then, I'm counting on you for the message."

"Understood. By the way, do you have a message for Ren-chan?"

"...Heh heh, interesting. To be able to act so normally in front of this many dragons, you've got some guts."

*Well, it is a virtual reality. I'd be scared if a giant dragon tried to bite me, though.*

"Tell Ren, that she's as beautiful as her mother... no, forget it. Just tell them to get along as brother and sister."

Ash and Ren's mother. Hayato had never heard about her. He had heard various stories at victory celebrations and such, but he remembered that topic never coming up.

"Understood. I'll tell both Ash and Ren-chan."

"Yeah, thanks. Please continue to be good friends with them. See you."

Veru glowed for a moment again and became a dark dragon. He then spread his wings with force.

The other four dragons similarly spread their wings, put strength into their legs, kicked off the ground, and took flight.

After seeing them off, Hayato thought for a moment.

*Why did Ash and the others decide to become residents of this virtual reality, even to the point of abandoning reality? I hear the era of resource depletion was tough, but... well, thanks to that, we were able to meet. I'll think positively. Alright, first, the base.*

Hayato took out a Ring of Teleportation and teleported to the base.



		
			Chapter 85

			A Virtual Reality After Six Months

			Before Hayato's eyes, the base stood safely intact.

Just as Hayato had guessed, only facilities were destroyed, while private houses and player bases were not targets of destruction. In fact, if they were destroyed, it would be at a level that would generate complaints. Relieved that the base he had returned to after a long time was not a pile of rubble, Hayato looked up at it.

He hadn't been able to come here for about six months, but nothing had changed from that time. Hayato was happy about that fact. Since it was night, he thought he would take a proper look during the day and headed for the entrance.

Hayato approached the entrance to the dining hall on the east side.

Light was leaking from the small window on the door. Esha had logged in first and was said to be waiting inside.

He took a single deep breath before opening the door and entering.

There stood Esha in her maid outfit. Upon confirming it was Hayato, she smiled and bowed her head.

"Welcome back, Master."

"Um, I'm back."

It had been a long time since he had seen Esha in her maid outfit. Other than her clothes, she looked the same as in reality, but for some reason, this felt more natural.

In the real world, Esha handled her work at the cafe competently. Although there were few customers, her service towards Ney and the others could be described as normal. But that, conversely, felt out of place.

*By the way, she said her salary could wait until the business is on track, but I have to provide her with food, clothing, and shelter. I still have some prize money left, but at this rate, it's just going to decrease. I have to do something.*

As he was thinking about such harsh realities, another thought occurred to him.

"Are you going to call me Master again?"

"I will within the virtual reality. If I suddenly started calling you Hayato, everyone else would be surprised. Especially Ren-sama. Besides, if I did that, the Maid Chief would be scary."

That's true, Hayato thought, convinced.

"Well, Hayato-kun, it seems you've made it back to this world."

"Diite-chan."

Because Esha was right by the entrance, he hadn't noticed, but Diite was also here. She had been sitting in a chair, drinking the coffee on the table.

Diite stood up from her chair and stood in front of Hayato.

"We've been corresponding by email, but it's a pleasure to meet you again in person. I wonder if it's thanks to that stylish line you said?"

"I guess so. I'm happy to be able to meet you directly like this too."

"We have Esha-kun to thank. It's because she was a programmer that she was able to fix your biometric data, Hayato-kun."

"I heard about that. It's all very surprising."

At those words, Esha made a slightly smug face, but she quickly became serious.

"That doesn't matter, so please give me a chocolate parfait. I believe it's a just reward."

"Could you please not aim Beelzebub at me when you ask for something? I've been defeated by it several times, so it's scary. Just wait a minute. It's been a while, but I'll try making one."

Hayato went to the storage, put the ingredients for the chocolate parfait in his item bag, and came back. He then took out what could be called his main weapon, the Adamantite Knife - Extreme.

When he selected chocolate parfait from the menu, a rainbow colored light overflowed, and a highest quality chocolate parfait was created. Hayato was pleased that he had made the highest quality on his first try, taking it as a good omen.

"Here you go."

"My day doesn't end until I eat this. Now, please continue your conversation with Diite-sama. I'll be savoring this."

"You eat it in the real world too, but you want to eat it in the virtual world as well?"

"I can eat as much as I want in the virtual world. And I don't get fat."

"Esha-kun, it's cruel of me to say this, but characters in this world do get fat. The system is designed to calculate calories and reflect that."

At those words, Hayato remembered. That was the main reason he was taken to the Maid Guild.

"I know. However, in the virtual world, I can lose weight efficiently, so it's not a problem. In the real world, it's not so easy, so I enjoy it mainly here. Now, if you disturb me any further, you'll get a Destroy, so please be careful."

Esha said this, held up the chocolate parfait once, and then began to eat.

Diite looked a little exasperated, but she quickly smiled and looked at Hayato.

"Well, let's leave Esha-kun to it. Now, I'd like to talk, if you don't mind."

"Of course. I heard a little from Esha, but what do you mean you need my help?"

"Let's sit down first... Right, to put it simply, we need your production skills, Hayato-kun. I'll explain the circumstances now."

Diite's story was this.

Currently, an event called a Stampede is occurring in Another Frontier Online. A Stampede means a mass rampage, and in this game, it refers to the phenomenon of a large number of monsters rushing into a town.

It's an event that has been held several times in the past, but this time, the monsters are dragons, and they have been attacking major towns and cities for the past few months.

The players' objective is to defeat the dragons in the attacked towns and defend them.

They sometimes succeed and sometimes fail in their defense, but this event is different from previous ones in that there is a gimmick where the town's facilities are destroyed regardless of success or failure.

Bases built by players and private houses are not subject to destruction, but facilities with various functions are, and they break when their durability runs out.

When that happens, players can't use the necessary facilities.

However, it is possible to repair the destroyed facilities. And that requires production skills.

"In other words, I want you to lend your strength to the restoration of the facilities. If the facilities remain destroyed, the game will just become harsher. I wouldn't mind if it came to that, but I'm sure most players would dislike a game that's too harsh."

If a town has no facilities, various restrictions are imposed.

They can't apply to establish a clan, they can't shop, and tamers can't deposit their pets, among other things.

"I understand the situation, but why are the facilities set to be destroyed? Couldn't you just set them so they can't be destroyed, Diite-chan?"

Diite is the AI that manages this virtual reality. Hayato doesn't know what kind of settings are possible, but he knows she can do various things. If she could even set it so that Hayato himself could fly, he thought it should be possible to set it so that things can't be destroyed.

"I would like to, but I can't. It's hard to say this, but it could be said that it's your fault, Hayato-kun."

"Why?"

Diite smiled a little and showed Hayato the palm of her right hand. It was a beautiful hand with no scars, but Hayato understood what she was trying to say. He naturally remembered attacking Diite with the AI Killer six months ago.

"Because you broke a part of my program, some of my functions are restricted. This event, my skill settings, and various other things have been restricted, so I can't make such a setting. Of course, there are things I can do, but it's almost impossible for settings related to events and the settings of this Diite character that I control. Even the great Esha-kun couldn't fix that, so we have no choice but to wait for it to self repair, but that's expected to take twenty or thirty years."

"I see... But hey, are you blaming me for that? I'm the one who did it, sure, but..."

"Are you implying that it's my fault?"

Esha, who had finished her chocolate parfait at some point, was staring at Hayato with narrowed eyes.

It's true that Esha was the one who taught him how to make the AI Killer, but Hayato didn't think of it that way.

"No, not Esha, it's your own fault, Diite-chan..."

"Good grief, Hayato-kun, are you a man who intends to shift the responsibility to a woman?"

"What...?"

As Hayato was bewildered, Diite couldn't hold it in any longer and burst out laughing.

"No, I see now. I understand Esha-kun's desire to see your troubled and surprised faces, Hayato-kun. This is addictive."

"You understand, don't you? It's like watching a troubled puppy, it's thrilling, isn't it?"

"I'm not making any more chocolate parfaits for Esha. And Diite-chan, I'll just say that my item bag has a lot of AI Killers in it."

"I am truly sorry for getting carried away."

Esha immediately bowed her head. The chocolate parfait was a powerful motivator.

Diite was also laughing, but she bowed her head.

"That's a scary threat. I'm sorry, it was a joke, of course. This whole situation is my responsibility. However, I no longer have the function to tamper with my own skills. Therefore, I want to borrow the power of you, Hayato-kun, who has all sorts of production skills."

"That's fine, but I think there are many other players with production skills. And I don't know what the town restoration system is like, but I can't do it alone, can I?"

"Well, I'll explain that as we go along. Besides, it would be bad if the hardline dragons win this event. I'd like to explain that, but it's getting late today, so let's leave it for now. From here on, I'd like to celebrate your return, Hayato-kun, if you don't mind. I also want to explain what's happened since then. Of course, I want to hear about you too, Hayato-kun. We've been corresponding by email, but I want to hear it from you directly."

Hayato nodded at those words.

He had returned to the virtual reality for the first time in six months. For now, he would savor the joy of it. Thinking that, Hayato and the others talked about the past until the day turned into the next.



		
			Chapter 86

			Event Details

			The day after he logged in, Hayato decided to log in again in the morning.

Unlike six months ago, Hayato now had a job. It was clear to anyone that if he neglected his responsibilities in the real world, things would get difficult. However, yesterday, Diite had asked for his help, and it was only natural that he wanted to help.

After all, the NPCs in that virtual reality were not NPCs. If they were complete strangers, he might have been able to ignore them, but it was the world that Ash and the others believed to be real.

He hadn't heard the full details from Diite, but it would be a problem if the hardline dragons won. To prevent that, he had been asked to restore facilities and strengthen the equipment of Ash and the others in the mercenary group.

Hayato decided to contribute, albeit in a small way, by logging into Another Frontier Online in the morning and working at the real world cafe in the afternoon. This was a feat he could only manage because no customers came in the morning.

Feeling a little sad about that, Hayato put on his headgear and logged into the game.

Hayato woke up in his room at the base.

He then tried to organize what he had heard from Diite about the current event yesterday. In the end, he became curious about the event and asked Diite about the situation until quite late. Thanks to that, he had heard most, though not all, of the story.

Regarding the current Stampede event, a value called contribution points was set for each individual. By accumulating them, you could receive items and in game currency at certain intervals, but this time, there was also prize money in the real world.

This time, it wasn't a system where only the winning players received a prize like in the Clan War, but anyone had a chance as long as they earned contribution points. Therefore, the prize money from the point rewards itself was small.

However, at the end of the event, the top ten people with the highest total points would each be paid 10 million Japanese yen. Also, the top ten clans would be paid the same amount.

*She's giving away too much money, but Diite-chan's purpose in the first place is to 'find people who want to live in this virtual reality'. I wonder if it's okay to lure people with money for the sake of finding people who want to enter the virtual reality to the point of abandoning reality. I was lured by the last event, but the reason players aim for the top of the rankings is for the money, not the game itself.*

According to Diite, she had intended to select people who would immerse themselves in the virtual reality by offering a large amount of prize money to the top rankers.

In order to be at the top of the rankings in the Clan War, you had to prioritize the virtual reality over the real world.

Diite had that idea, but the reason players aimed for the top in the Clan War was for the money, and it wasn't about wanting to live only in the virtual reality. Hayato was the same.

Yesterday, he had explained that to Diite, but she didn't seem to get it.

In Diite's view, the reason people wanted a large sum of money was because they were dissatisfied with reality, so they wouldn't have any resistance to abandoning reality and living in the virtual world.

When Hayato said that people want money even if they're not dissatisfied with reality, Diite said, "Is that so?" and fell into thought for a moment. Then she said with a straight face, "I need to study humans more."

*She said she wouldn't make a forceful invitation like she did with me, but should I stop her? I wonder how it is from a humanitarian perspective to live only in the virtual reality, but if the person wishes for it, I feel like it's fine. Besides, Ash and the others wished for it and are living in this world, so I think it's wrong to forcibly drag them back to reality. But if Ney and the other members of Kokuryu started saying they wanted to live only in the virtual reality, I would...*

Hayato thought about various things but couldn't come up with an answer.

Deciding there was no point in worrying about a future that hadn't happened yet, he stood up to do what he had to do first.

Hayato left the base to go to the Maid Guild in the Royal Capital.

The reason was simple. Esha had asked him to support the restoration of the Maid Guild headquarters.

As Hayato walked through the Royal Capital, he recalled what he had heard from Diite.

It was about the restoration system.

To put it simply, he just had to talk to the NPCs near the broken facilities and prepare the necessary items. However, the requests were diverse. Sometimes it was for food, sometimes for furniture. The items would be delivered as a delivery, and in exchange, he would receive contribution points.

Hayato could handle any item, but most players only had one or two production skills. And the skills they had were mostly Blacksmithing, Cooking, or Alchemy. Unpopular skills like Woodworking would have few owners.

Diite had asked him to handle the items for such unpopular skills as much as possible.

He didn't know what the Maid Guild would ask for, but he steeled himself to start from there.

Tonight, the clan members were scheduled to gather at the base. He wanted to prepare for that too. Unlike before, he didn't have much time, so he resolved to proceed efficiently.

As Hayato walked further, he saw Esha waving in the distance. Next to her was the Maid Chief. Hayato was a little happy to see a familiar face other than Esha and Diite.

Immediately after, the Maid Chief appeared in front of Hayato, surprising him. It was the martial art skill, Shukuchi.

"It's been a long time, Hayato-sama."

"Y, yes, it's been a long time. Why are you grabbing me by the collar? My HP has gone down a little."

Though it was a familiar response, Hayato felt a little fear at the Maid Chief's intensity. To be honest, it was scarier than when he was accosted by the dragons yesterday.

"I apologize for not greeting you properly, but you owe me a debt, Hayato-sama. When will you repay it?"

Hayato didn't quite understand what the Maid Chief was saying, but he quickly remembered. It was the deal he made to get her to hold the Maid Guild sponsored event.

The Maid Chief had said she wanted to have a meal with a wonderful man. And it could be said that Hayato had offered up Relic.

Although he was desperate at the time, he had agreed without the person's consent. Hayato didn't know what had become of it. He had logged out without talking to Relic, and he had never mentioned it in his emails with Diite.

Hayato felt a cold sensation run down his spine, even in the virtual reality.

"You haven't had a meal with Relic-san, have you?"

"No. I was expecting an introduction from you, Hayato-sama, to Relic-sama, but according to Esha, you went on a journey right after the event ended. I have been waiting for your return with bated breath. Is there anything you would like to say? Depending on your response, you may find yourself reviving at your base."

"Um, I'm truly sorry. Actually, everyone is scheduled to gather tonight. To celebrate my return. Relic-san will be coming too, so would you like to come as well, Maid Chief-san? At that time, I'll convey the matter of the meal to Relic-san again."

The killing intent vanished from the Maid Chief, and her eyes became gentle.

"A perfect answer. Just what I would expect from the savior."

"I really wish you'd stop calling me that."

"However, you are the only one who can employ Esha, Hayato-sama. And it can be said that Esha is safe thanks to your return, Hayato-sama. From our and Esha's perspective, it's not wrong to call you a savior, Hayato-sama. If your return had been any later, who knows what would have happened to Esha... I can only say that it would have been terrible."

*It's not like Esha fixed my biometric data because she hated that, is it?*

Since Esha had regained her memories, she could have escaped by logging out, but it would certainly be unpleasant to be attacked by the Maid Chief every time she returned to the virtual reality. Hayato prayed that that wasn't the main reason Esha had come to get him.

"Maid Chief, what are you doing? And to cause damage to Master, if you had kept that up, I would have used Destroy."

Esha came over, holding Beelzebub.

"I was so happy to see Hayato-sama that I used Shukuchi without thinking. How embarrassing. Now then, Hayato-sama, I've heard from Esha. You'll be helping with the restoration of the facilities."

"Yes, please tell me anything. It might take time to gather the materials, though."

"That's very reassuring. Then, please make fifty maid outfits, fifty white brims, and fifty maid aprons, as well as fifty pairs of maid boots. Also, ten katanas and ten morning stars, please."

Part of that lineup was strange.

"Um, the first half is fine, but what about the last two?"

"Weapons. A katana could be described as a sword specialized for cutting. A morning star, I can only describe as a weapon that can be swung, with a spiky iron ball attached to a chain."

He wasn't asking for that, he wanted to know the reason they were needed. As he was thinking that, Esha opened her mouth.

"The combat oriented maids also faced the dragons in the Stampede, and it seems their weapons broke. They want you to prepare those."

"Combat oriented maids..."

Hayato thought, "Maids can do anything, huh," but he didn't say it out loud. Thinking that these were a little different from the restoration items he had expected, he began to prepare to make them.



		
			Chapter 87

			The Return Banquet

			Hayato awoke in the bed in his room at the base.

In the morning, he had created and delivered restoration items for the Maid Guild's request, and in the afternoon, he had worked at the cafe in the real world. Then he had logged in again.

Esha was the same. She had probably just woken up in the room next door.

Hayato thought about Esha for a moment.

Esha was logged in as a player just like Hayato, but she was treated as an NPC. That hadn't changed, and her name was still displayed in yellow, with none of the restrictions a player would have.

Previously, he had her on shop duty all day, but now that she was working in the real world, there were times when the character Esha was absent from this game world.

It seemed the Maid Chief and others didn't find that strange, but for Hayato, a production focused player, not having someone at the shop in the base was a problem.

He could use the auction system in the future, but his base had a storefront. He began to think about hiring another maid, or a proper person from the merchant guild.

However, that was not an immediate issue. In the six months Hayato was gone, most of the items for sale at the base had been sold, and the shop had been closed recently. He had to restock the shop's merchandise.

Just as he thought that's where he should start, Esha entered the room without any hesitation.

"Everyone will be here soon, so we need to prepare quickly."

"You're right... You know, it's fine to come in like that in the game, but could you please not do that in the real world?"

"If you have nothing to hide, there shouldn't be a problem."

"It's not about having something to hide, it's that I don't like it."

"I'll do my best. Now, let's get ready before everyone arrives. And I'm looking forward to the food. Let's just say I'll be deactivating my limiter today."

"That limiter is always broken, isn't it?"

After that conversation, Hayato and the others moved to the dining hall and began preparing for the banquet.

An hour later, people began to gather at the base one after another.

The first to arrive were Ash and Ren, and the members of their mercenary group.

Ren smiled when she saw Hayato.

"Hayato-san! Welcome back!"

"I'm back, Ren-chan. You too, Ash, and everyone in the mercenary group."

Ash said nothing, just smiled slightly, then approached Hayato and put his right arm around his shoulder.

"You're late coming back. I heard various things from Diite, so I wasn't worried, though."

After saying that, Ash lightly tapped Hayato's chest with his left fist.

"It doesn't hurt, but I took damage, so be careful. Also, it's not good to do that in front of Esha."

Esha was staring at Hayato and Ash with incredible intensity. Her eyes were as if she wouldn't miss a single moment.

Ren, who was watching Esha, had a look of sudden realization. She then whispered to Hayato in a small voice.

"I've grown in the past six months too. Hayato-san, this is Esha-san's jealousy! She's feeling a little jealous because you're being friendly with my brother! You're so popular!"

That's not it, Hayato thought, but he didn't say it. He just let out a dry laugh.

And then the other members arrived.

Relic, Mist, Maris, Lunaria, Diite, and even people who were not clan members but had connections with them were here.

First were Ney and the members of Kokuryu. Only Ney knew Hayato's situation, but Hayato had invited them to a party to celebrate his return.

Then there were the Maid Chief and the maids. The Maid Chief had another purpose, but Hayato had hired the maids for just one day this time. Since it was a standing buffet, he needed them to help with food preparation. He thought it would be strange for the main person of the party to be busy with preparations during the banquet.

There was also a woman in a Gothic Lolita dress, one of the Ten Black Rose Saints. She had helped him when he went to the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle, so he had asked Lunaria to bring her.

Maris had also brought her pets, so it was quite a crowd.

And everyone looked at Hayato.

First, a word from Hayato. The main event of the day, Hayato's return. The party couldn't begin without a word from the guest of honor.

Hayato scratched his cheek with his right index finger, looking embarrassed.

"Um, I'm back. Thanks to everyone, I was able to make a small part of my dream come true, so I came back."

When Hayato said that, everyone, though with different words, expressed their welcome back. And the banquet began.

Hayato walked around to express his gratitude to each person individually.

First, he went to Relic and Mist. The two of them welcomed Hayato with a smile.

"Welcome back, Hayato-sama."

"You've finally returned."

"Relic-san, Mist-san, it's been a long time."

Hayato bowed his head.

Since they parted at the last Clan War, he had only seen them sleeping in their beds. After that, he had only written a farewell message on the message board.

Seeing them for the first time in a while, the two of them hadn't changed at all. It was probably to be expected, but Hayato's situation was different from back then. The fact that they were both human made him feel even more nostalgic.

Relic smiled and gazed at Hayato.

"You mentioned it earlier, but were you able to fulfill your dream?"

"I'd say a part of my dream has been fulfilled. I'm still on my way."

He had been able to open a cafe. That was just the start. From now on, he had to serve as many people as possible and further stabilize the cafe. The world's number one cafe that Esha mentioned was probably impossible, but he was aiming for it in spirit.

"That is wonderful news. By the way, will you be staying at this base for good?"

"Well, I'll be at the base in the morning and at night. Other than that, I have things to do in another place."

The other place was the cafe in the real world, but Hayato couldn't say that. Relic and the others were human, but they had no memory of their time as humans, and this world was their only reality.

Bringing up the real world would stimulate their memories. As in Esha's case, it wasn't necessarily a bad thing to regain one's memories. But he didn't know what would happen after they regained their memories.

From what Hayato had heard from Diite, there was a possibility they would enter a state of confusion. For that reason, there was a system called AI Protection, but he had been told to avoid talking about the real world that might trigger memory recovery as much as possible.

"It would be a great help if you could be at the base even for a little while. It's a presumptuous thing to ask, but may I assume that you will hire me as a butler again?"

"Yes, of course. I'm sure I'll have many things to ask of you again, but please, I would be honored to hire you."

"That is most appreciated. Then, I look forward to working with you again."

"...Um, and so, I have a request for you right away, Relic-san."

"Please, tell me anything."

"Actually, I would like you to take some time to have a meal with the Maid Chief of the Maid Guild. If possible, I'd like you to talk to her as much as you can today as well."

"With the Maid Chief-sama? May I ask the reason?"

"Well, it's said that there's no open conflict between the Maid Guild and the Butler Guild, but I think they are in a rival like relationship."

"That is certainly true."

"The Maid Chief-san said she wants to improve that situation, and she'd like to start by talking to you, Relic-san, with whom she has some connection... or so it seems. I'm indebted to the Maid Chief-san for various things, so I'd like to help her out, but what do you think?"

Of course, that was a lie. The Maid Chief simply wanted to have a meal with Relic. But since she was too shy to say it directly, the Maid Chief herself had come up with a reason.

"If that is the case, I would like to ask the same of you. In a situation where dragons are attacking, the guilds can't be fighting among themselves. Then I shall go speak with her at once. Mist-sama, I will be excusing myself for a moment."

"Yes, please do. Take your time. We can talk about wine another time."

Relic bowed to Hayato and Mist, then walked towards the Maid Chief.

And now, Hayato and Mist were left alone.

"I won't pry, but did the Maid Chief really say she wanted to talk about the conflict between the guilds?"

"...It would be a help if you could just go along with that."

"I see. Then, let's leave it at that. In any case, it's a relief that you've returned, Hayato-san."

"Was there some trouble?"

"A dragon rampaged in the Demon Country, and my mansion was damaged. My coffin was broken at that time. May I ask you to make another one? I will pay for it, of course."

Hayato wondered if Mist's mansion was some kind of facility. But he couldn't imagine what kind of facility it was. He would ask about that later, but first, he had to reply.

"Yes, of course. But would it be alright if I ask you to provide the materials? It's difficult to gather a large amount of Magic Trees."

Mist said, "Of course," and smiled with his frail looking face.

After that, he talked with Mist about health goods and the mansion.

From what he heard, Mist's mansion was one of the facilities called a vampire circle where vampires gathered. It was a circle for those seeking immortality, but recently, it had become a place for reviewing health goods.

Apparently, the health goods Hayato had created had a good reputation.

It could be said that it was irrelevant information to Hayato, but he was happy to be able to have such conversations again.

While Hayato was feeling happy, the night slowly deepened. But the banquet was getting even more lively.



		
			Chapter 88

			Unchanging Friends

			Hayato left Mist and approached the spot where Maris and Lunaria were.

The two were talking while petting Maris’s pet, Siegfried, and his new mate.

"I’d like to rent a pet. I’m going to turn the Demon Lord’s Castle into Neko-Neko Castle, so lend me lots of cats. Personally, I’d like to push a black cat theme."

"The Demon Lord’s Castle spawns demon-type monsters, so that’s a no-go. The demons attack anyone nearby indiscriminately, so I can’t possibly lend them out in such a dangerous place."

Lunaria was as hopeless a Demon Lord as ever, which made Hayato happy. Maris was also the same old pet-loving girl, which was a relief.

"I’m back, you two."

"Oh, Hayato-san! Please tell Lunaria-san. That you can’t keep cats in the Demon Lord’s Castle."

"I am the Demon Lord. I shall shatter such rules."

"Um, I just got back after half a year, are you just going to ignore that?"

Hayato, who could be called the guest of honor at this banquet, was being treated so casually. It wasn’t that he disliked it, but he felt there could have been a little something more.

The two of them just stared at Hayato with blank faces. But then, their expressions changed as if they had just remembered something.

"Now that you mention it, that’s right! In that case, I want a souvenir! For my Siegfried and his family too!"

"I’m expecting something amazing. Preferably something cute. A cat would be acceptable."

"You two aren’t getting anything."

Hayato put on a slightly angry face, but it was just an act. Part of it was that he hadn’t expected much from these two in the first place.

But contrary to Hayato’s expression, Maris broke into a smile.

"Just kidding! Welcome back, Hayato-san. But we were really surprised, you know? After you lost consciousness right after the last Clan War, we woke up in bed to find you gone. I don’t think you have any right to be mad at me for a little payback like this!"

She certainly had a point. Hayato didn’t know what happened immediately after the final Clan War ended. But since the members had been captured by Diite, it was likely they simply woke up in bed right after the war.

After that, they found only Hayato’s message on the base’s bulletin board, but he himself was gone. Esha and Diite had thankfully followed up, so things turned out okay, but if they hadn’t, it would have been natural for everyone to be angry with him.

"You’re right. I had to leave in a hurry, so I set off without saying goodbye to anyone. I’m truly sorry."

Hayato said, bowing his head.

"Well, it can’t be helped! Diite-san said you had to hurry to a very distant place. That said, I’m looking forward to a souvenir!"

"Um, sorry. I actually don’t have any souvenirs. I said you weren’t getting anything, but the truth is, I don’t have anything at all…"

Hayato had been in the real world. There were no souvenirs. Unaware of this, the two of them were clearly disappointed.

Their disappointment was fleeting, as Lunaria suddenly drew Arondight for some reason.

"I understand. I will make Hayato into rust for Arondight. It is a sad thing, but I am the Demon Lord. I cannot allow myself to be taken lightly."

"Please change your definition of ‘taken lightly’ from ‘not receiving a souvenir.’ Um, look, I’ll make you whatever you like, so please just let it go. I’ll make anything."

At Hayato’s words, the two of them began listing off all the sweets they wanted to eat, one after another. It was practically every kind imaginable.

After promising to make them later since he couldn’t prepare them now, he left the two of them.

Next, Hayato headed toward Ney and the others.

Hayato hadn’t told the other members, besides Ney, the full story.

He had only told them that he went to the Demon Lord’s Castle for a game event and couldn’t log in due to a system error.

He had told Ney the whole story. Since she had arranged for the hospital in the real world, he felt he had to explain what had happened. He had also gotten permission from Diite to do so.

Upon hearing it, Ney’s only comment was, "Amazing!" and she didn’t pry any further.

Normally, one would either not believe such a story or ask a ton of follow-up questions, but Ney did neither.

And then she smiled and said, "If you’re ever in trouble again, you can count on me!" for which Hayato was deeply grateful. But in a way, he was now troubled by how he could ever repay her kindness.

After all, in the real world, Ney was in a position to give orders, or perhaps requests, to the Foundation.

(A Foundation that even manages colonies… a true core member of Central. To think she’s one of the people connected to it.)

Several Foundations existed. While there were many, they all had one thing in common. Only those of a certain bloodline could belong. This meant Ney was a relative of one of the Foundations.

(My view of Ney might change, but she probably adopted that strange roleplay because she hated that. It makes sense that someone who’s practically a princess would want to hide it. Though I’m not sure about the whole ‘super career woman’ act.)

With those thoughts in mind, he approached Ney and her group.

There, he saw a surprising person.

"Come on, just say yes already. It’s not a bad offer, is it?"

"I have told you many times that I serve Lunaria-sama, so I will not be joining a clan, have I not?"

For some reason, Ney and a woman in Gothic Lolita attire were talking, and the members of Kokuryu seemed to be part of the conversation as well.

"Ney, what’s going on?"

"I’m in the middle of recruiting her for the clan. Hayato, could you tell her about the charms of Kokuryu from your perspective too?"

He had heard that Ney re-established the Kokuryu clan right after the Clan War event ended.

He had also heard that since he couldn’t log in, and was unlikely to return to Kokuryu even if he could, she was recruiting someone else.

He just hadn’t known it was the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress, one of the Ten Black Rose Saints.

The woman in the Gothic Lolita dress sighed, a tired look on her face.

"She keeps inviting me no matter how many times I refuse. Could you please tell her from your end that it’s impossible? She’s been coming to the Demon Lord’s Castle to recruit me almost every day recently, and it’s becoming quite a bother."

Although Hayato had told Ney his circumstances, he hadn’t told her that NPCs were human. He had only learned that himself recently. This meant Ney was trying to recruit the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress knowing full well she was an NPC.

For some reason, that made Hayato happy.

He himself had recruited NPCs into his clan without knowing they were human. Of course, at first, it was for their strength to win the Clan War, but as he spent more time with them, he found them charming.

Their charm was likely because they were human, not AI, but seeing Ney and the others trying to befriend an NPC and treat them like a person, just as he had before, somehow made him feel glad.

"Gothic Lolita-san, how about giving Kokuryu a try? Even just as a trial. It’s a bit much for me to say, having left, but they’re all good people."

At Hayato’s words, all the members looked embarrassed, but the woman in Gothic Lolita attire took out a scythe and held it to Hayato’s neck.

"Who are you calling Gothic Lolita-san!"

"Ah, sorry. It’s just, I don’t know your name."

The woman in the Gothic Lolita dress let out a deep sigh.

"My name is Rosalie Quentis-wa. Honestly, it is such a bother. Even in the Demon Lord’s Castle, I have to deal with people shouting, ‘Hey, a Gothic Lolita appeared!’"

"Oh! So that’s your name! Well then, Rosalie! Please join Kokuryu!"

"You were trying to recruit me without even knowing my name…?"

As Ney and the others continued their passionate recruitment, Hayato decided to move to another spot.

He met up with Ney and her group often in the real world anyway, and while Rosalie had helped him, they weren't particularly close. He figured he should talk to other people.

I’ll talk to Ash and the others next, Hayato thought.

Just then, what was known as a World Announcement reached everyone’s ears.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Imperial Capital Gralmorat. The Fire Dragon Eddy Owl has begun its invasion. Please proceed to repel it. I repeat…"

It was an announcement of a Stampede, a horde of monsters attacking the Imperial Capital.



		
			Chapter 89

			An Unpredictable Event

			Hearing the World Announcement, Ash, Ren, and all the members of their mercenary group sprang into action.

Ash bowed his head apologetically to Hayato.

"Sorry about this timing. We’re heading to the Imperial Capital."

"Really? But we haven’t had a chance to talk at all…"

"Let’s have another party later. We’ll take care of everything next time."

With that, Ash turned to Ren and the others and gave the order, "Let’s go!"

Ren bowed her head, saying, "I’m sorry! Please let’s talk about the curse next time!" before leaving the base with the rest of the mercenary group.

And so, Hayato and the others were left behind.

Hayato found the situation a little strange.

Ash and Ren were dragons, and now there was a dragon Stampede. It made sense for them to go fight, given their settings. But besides Ash’s group, no one else was making a move, even after hearing that announcement.

He could understand it if it were players like Ney and her group.

Unlike the Clan War, participation in Stampede events was voluntary. Defeating dragons earned contribution points, so there was a merit to participating, but if one wasn’t interested in the points, there was no need to go.

However, it was a different matter for the residents of this world. A dragon rampaging should be a serious problem for them, yet they were acting completely calm. To confirm, he decided to ask Diite.

"Diite-chan, is it okay for everyone not to go to the Imperial Capital? No one seems to be making a move."

"The location itself is the problem."

"The location? You mean there’s a problem with the Imperial Capital?"

"Exactly. The NPCs, I’ll call them NPCs for convenience, have a national affiliation setting. The Kingdom, the Empire, the Demon Country, the Spirit Country, and so on. This is determined by the guild they belong to, but during a Stampede, there’s a restriction that they can only fight in the region of their affiliated country. After all, if all the NPCs could fight together, they wouldn’t lose a Stampede even without players."

This was the first time Hayato had learned of a setting that didn’t exist for players. But there was something odd about that explanation.

"But what about Ash and the others? Are they affiliated with the Empire?"

"No, their affiliations are varied. The reason they can fight outside their affiliated country is because they’re mercenaries. Ash-kun’s ‘Crescent Moon Beast’ is set up as a firmly established mercenary group. They don’t have combat restrictions during Stampedes. There are other exceptions as well."

Hayato thought, I see.

Esha belonged to the Maid Guild, but its headquarters were in the Royal Capital. The same went for Relic’s Butler Guild and Maris’s Tamer Guild, so their affiliation would be with the Kingdom.

"By the way, did Ash and the others participate when the Royal Capital was damaged?"

"Of course. But with five Hardline Dragons, there was no way to win without a proper strategy. However…"

Diite paused. She seemed to be deep in thought, but Hayato couldn’t guess why.

"However, what?"

"Ah, my apologies. To put it simply, it’s strange. The dragons also have an affiliation setting, or rather, an affiliated region. They shouldn’t be able to fight outside of it, but yesterday, five Genesis Dragons went on a rampage in the Royal Capital. It seems to be related to the fact that I can no longer tamper with the settings."

"…Um, are you saying that even you, who manages this world, don’t know certain things, Diite-chan?"

"That’s about right. To be honest, I can’t predict what will happen in this event. I mentioned that it would be bad if the Hardline Dragons won, and it’s actually related to that. They are seriously seeking the Dragon Soul artifact. It’s just a setting and not an especially important item, but I’m not sure what will happen if it’s stolen. In the worst-case scenario, their setting might become reality, and the dragons will rule this world. That would drive us into a situation where this game becomes unplayable. It’s only a possibility, though."

This isn’t the time for a party, and, Is that really okay, were Hayato’s thoughts, but he was also involved in the circumstances that led to this. He was the one who had created the cause for Diite being unable to change the event settings in the first place.

(Carelessly wounding her might have been thoughtless, but at the time, I didn't have any other choice…)

Perhaps that thought showed on Hayato’s face, because Diite gave a slight, bitter smile.

"Hayato-kun, what happened is my responsibility, so you don’t need to worry about it. However, I would be grateful if you could help. Even if it’s just a possibility, I want to prevent any problematic situations from arising. I’d like you to support Ash-kun’s group as much as you can so the moderate dragons can win. Also, if you could focus on facility restoration, the artifact fragments shouldn’t be stolen. The mechanism is that they are taken when all the facilities in an attacked town are destroyed. One has already been taken, but as long as we protect the remaining three, we should be fine."

"So that was the setting? In that case, I’ll have to do my best to help restore the town and support Ash and the others. Ah, shoot, I had a message for Ash."

"A message?"

"Actually, yesterday, before I came to the base, I started out in a destroyed inn in the Royal Capital. I met one of the Hardline Dragons there."

"…You are incredible. Your timing is either very good or very bad."

"Well, that’s fine, but it turned out he was Ash and Ren-chan’s father, so we talked. He asked me to pass on a message to them. I was going to tell them today, but since they went to the Imperial Capital, it’ll have to be tomorrow or later."

At Hayato’s words, Diite crossed her arms, her face contemplative.

"By the way, what did Ash-kun’s father, Veru-kun, say?"

"I guess it’s okay to tell you, Diite-chan. The message for Ash was to stop seeking the Dragon Soul artifact. And for Ren-chan, it was to get along with her brother."

"…He said that?"

"Is there a problem? I don’t really know Ash and the others’ settings, but it seems fine, doesn’t it? The dragons called Genesis Dragons are fighting over the artifact, right?"

"That’s true, but, to stop seeking the artifact, hmm."

Diite seemed to sink even deeper into thought, touching her chin with her right hand.

While thinking that she looked very human-like in that moment, Hayato asked something else.

"By the way, are Ash and Ren-chan’s mother somewhere around?"

"That’s quite a sudden question. I can answer it, but are you asking about the story within the virtual reality? Or about the real world?"

"Um, what’s the setting in the virtual reality?"

"The artifact called the Dragon Soul is the soul of Ash-kun’s mother. That said, it’s just a setting. It’s not as if she exists somewhere as an NPC."

"So that’s the setting. Then what about reality?"

Diite opened her mouth slightly, but then paused as if to think, before speaking again.

"As an AI, I’m not the type to care about such things, but I don’t think it’s right for it to come from my mouth. It’s a private matter for Ash-kun and his group. If you really want to know, I can tell you, though."

"Ah… you’re right. I’m sorry, please forget I asked."

Ash and his group weren’t NPCs. They had their own lives, and for various reasons, they had chosen to live only in virtual reality. He didn’t know if their mother was directly related to that, but it wasn’t something to ask about out of mere curiosity.

Hayato thought of Ash and Ren as friends, even best friends. That’s precisely why it wasn’t right to hear their story from a third party without permission.

"By the way, why did you suddenly ask about Ash-kun’s mother?"

"Ash’s father was about to say something, in his message to Ren-chan. He said, ‘Just like your mother, you’ve become a beautiful—’ but then he stopped and told me to forget it."

"I see. A slip of the tongue, just like me."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Oh, it’s nothing. Now then, it seems Ney-kun’s group would like a word."

At Diite’s words, Hayato turned around. The members of Kokuryu, led by Ney, were there.

"Hayato, why don’t we all join the Stampede?"

"…Excuse me?"

"It’s a party to celebrate your return, Hayato, but let’s do something even grander. Let’s all participate in the Stampede and go on a rampage. We’ll dedicate our victory to you!"

"The monsters are the ones rampaging in a Stampede, not us."

Hayato said this, but after hearing what Diite had to say, he was beginning to think they couldn’t afford to lose this Stampede event.

He himself couldn’t fight, but if Stampedes were going to keep happening, he thought he might be able to go to the scene, assess the situation, and offer support to Ash and the others based on what he saw.

But there was a problem. This was a party to celebrate his return. Everyone here couldn’t participate in the Stampede due to their national affiliation restrictions, so they had no choice but to remain here. In this situation, Hayato, the guest of honor, couldn’t just disappear.

There were circumstances, and they might understand if he explained, but the situation was complicated, and it was hard to judge how much he should explain. The Stampede would probably be over by the time he finished explaining to everyone. So, he decided he couldn’t participate this time.

"That’s a good suggestion, but I can’t just leave everyone behind to participate."

As Hayato said that, Esha interjected.

"In that case, how about this? Even if we don’t participate in the Stampede, we can watch a broadcast of it. Ney-sama’s group can participate, and Master and the rest of us can watch from here. If Ney-sama’s group performs well, it will liven things up on our end as well."

Esha had been eating nothing but sweets and hadn’t participated in the conversation, but she must have overheard the talk between Hayato and Diite.

"Oh! That’s an excellent idea! As expected of a maid-san!"

Ney seemed enthusiastic about Esha’s proposal. And Hayato was getting enthusiastic too. He didn’t know the specific method, but if he could see the Stampede situation from here, it would be useful for analyzing the enemy, and he might be able to provide accurate support for Ash and the others in the future.

The idea was quickly approved, and the members of Kokuryu headed for the Imperial Capital.

Then, Diite prepared a giant monitor in the dining hall, the party venue. An image of the Stampede began to play.



		
			Chapter 90

			Collector

			Hayato and the others sat in their chairs and watched the monitor.

A large number of dragons had already entered the Imperial Capital, and players and NPCs were fighting them. The high number of players was likely because they had jobs during the day. For players in the working class, this was when the real fun began.

This was just Hayato's prejudice, but he felt that working adults had a lot of energy after their jobs were done. Partly to blow off steam, they were launching fierce attacks against the dragons.

As he was watching the players, he heard Ney's voice from the monitor.

She must have used the transfer device in the Royal Capital.

"First, let's take down the dragons targeting the facilities! This time it’s dragons led by the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl, so we'll fight with fire-resistant armor and ice or water attribute attacks!"

In a Stampede, you fight a so-called boss monster and its subordinate monsters. The subordinate monsters are influenced by the nature of the boss, so their attack attributes and weaknesses become similar.

The Fire Dragon Eddy Owl was, as its name suggested, a dragon of fire. This meant it was weak to ice and water-based attacks. And since its attacks were fire-based, having fire resistance would lower the damage taken. Ney’s statement was based on this knowledge.

As for the mechanics of a Stampede, the boss monster isn't present from the start. It appears after a certain number of its subordinates have been defeated.

Basically, a Stampede takes place over one hour. If you defeat the boss monster within that hour, the defense is successful. If you can't, the defense fails. That had been the rule until now.

However, separate from that rule, there was a new gimmick this time where facilities could be destroyed. There was also a mechanic where, if all the facilities in the location of the Stampede were destroyed and the defense failed, a fragment of the artifact would be stolen.

Naturally, there was a similar rule for the moderate dragons. If they protected all the facilities and successfully defended, the moderates would obtain a fragment of the artifact.

Diite had explained these circumstances to him.

As if waiting for that conversation to end, Esha looked at Hayato.

"What type of party is Ney-sama’s group?"

Kokuryu hadn’t been featured in the Clan War videos, so the only people here who knew how they fought were probably Hayato or Diite.

It seemed everyone was interested in Esha’s question.

"If we’re talking about six months ago, they were a balanced type. Three frontline, three mid-range, and three rear-guard members each. Kind of like the Bandit clan we fought before. However, all the members were specialized in their respective roles, so it wasn’t like the Bandits where everyone could do a bit of everything. I don’t know about now, though."

At Hayato’s words, everyone looked at the monitor with interest. They were looking forward to seeing what kind of fighting style they actually used.

Esha also watched the monitor while eating a chocolate parfait.

"I see. Then we shall see what they are capable of."

"That’s a bit of a high-and-mighty tone… Well, you did get first place in the Clan War rankings, so I guess it’s fine."

"We ended up in fourth place, actually. We lost the final Clan War."

"Huh, really? I thought you won the final Clan War too. Weren’t you the one who came to help?"

Hayato whispered this to Esha in a low voice. Everyone else was around. He wasn’t sure how much of this was okay to say.

No one except Esha knew that Diite was the god of this world, the managing AI, nor that they had been captured by her. It was a mutual understanding between Hayato, Esha, and Diite that there was no need to tell them.

Esha leaned her face a little closer to Hayato’s and answered in a small voice.

"At that time, I realized that Master was about to be taken away by Diite, so I suggested to everyone there that we should prioritize helping you over winning. To chase after you immediately, we needed to end the Clan War as quickly as possible, so we had them lose on purpose. It was less that I won and more that the Maid Chief let me get away with it."

Why had only Esha won? It was because if you were defeated in a Clan War, you would have to wait in a separate area.

Hayato had disappeared from the base’s rooftop with Diite, the god. If everyone was defeated and had to wait elsewhere, they might not be able to follow him. Thinking this, Esha had pleaded with the Maid Chief and been allowed to win.

They had been defeated in the final Clan War, but the moment the match was decided, the glass-like partition that separated the space disappeared. Esha had hurried to the base, found a hidden staircase in the floor, and followed after Hayato.

"Never mind Relic or Mist-sama, I’m sure Ash-sama and the others found it difficult to lose on purpose."

"Yeah, Ash seems to hate his father, so even if it was for my sake, throwing the match must have been tough for him."

"They can simply repay their Clan War debt in the Stampede."

"That’s a heavy responsibility. I don’t have a lot of time to spare, though."

Stampede events weren’t something that could be successfully defended by just a dozen or so strong people. That said, strengthening their forces even a little would lead to a successful defense.

With that in mind, Hayato stared intently at the monitor. However, he could only see Ney and her group on the monitor, not Ash’s.

"Can’t we see how Ash and the others are doing?"

As if hearing his words, Diite let out a small sigh.

"My apologies. That setting isn’t working properly either. Please wait for Ney-kun’s group to join up with Ash-kun’s group."

If that was the case, it couldn’t be helped. Hayato looked around Ney and her group.

Hayato hadn’t been to the Imperial Capital very often. He used to go there for shopping, but after leaving the shopping to Relic, he hadn’t gone at all.

And now it was night, and the view on the monitor was generally dark. So he couldn’t say for sure, but it looked like Ney and her group were defending the church facility.

"Are Ney and the others defending the church?"

Esha nodded at Hayato’s words.

"That would be the best course of action. Churches and temples can be registered as revival points."

When players and NPCs revive, they are sent back to a church, a temple, or their base. If revival on the spot, that is, resurrection by a companion with holy magic, is possible, then there’s no problem, but otherwise, they have no choice but to return to their registered location.

If the church or temple is destroyed, that becomes impossible. If one has a base near the Imperial Capital, it’s one thing, but being sent all the way back to the vicinity of the Royal Capital would be a significant time loss. Even with a transfer device in the Royal Capital, it’s a considerable loss compared to being able to revive in the Imperial Capital. This temporarily leads to a decrease in defensive forces.

Therefore, prioritizing the defense of church and temple facilities during a Stampede was known as a correct strategy.

"I see. But aren’t there an unusually large number of dragons around the church?"

There were a considerable number of dragons roaming around the church. And they were ignoring the players and targeting the facility.

Ney and the others were desperately trying to draw the dragons’ attention by raising their hate value, but it didn’t seem to be very effective.

Diite shifted her gaze from the monitor to Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, I told you that the Hardline Dragons are seriously seeking the Dragon Soul artifact, didn’t I? It’s only natural that the enemy would try to destroy important strongholds first."

Basically, the monsters didn’t use very high-performance AI. They were the kind of AI that would charge in even if they knew they would lose, and most of them just repeated a set pattern of actions.

However, the dragons called Genesis Dragons were not AI, but human. And they could issue orders to the dragons like a tamer. Having them target troublesome facilities was a natural strategy.

"That makes things even more difficult. But isn’t that dangerous? It would be bad if the Imperial Capital falls and they take a fragment of the artifact, right?"

"That’s true, but the Imperial Capital might still be okay. Though we shouldn’t be complacent."

"Um, what do you mean?"

"I think Esha-kun knows the reason for that. Why don’t you ask her?"

At Diite’s words, Hayato looked at Esha.

For some reason, Esha had a slight frown on her face.

"Is something wrong? A problem? Is it that you don’t want to say what Diite-chan meant?"

"No, it’s not particularly a problem. It’s just that I have two acquaintances in the Imperial Capital, and I believe that’s what she means by the Imperial Capital being okay."

If they were Esha’s acquaintances, there was a high possibility they were former clan members.

Esha and Relic were members of the clan that Hero Ivan belonged to. That clan was the winning clan of the Clan War that took place three years ago. Its members must be considerably strong.

Just as he thought that, the dragon that Ney and the others were trying to draw attention to was attacked and defeated by someone.

In Stampede battles, there is no attack monopoly on monsters, so anyone can attack. And since contribution points are determined by the amount of damage dealt, it doesn’t matter much who delivers the final blow. It is an act of kill-stealing, but since there are no item drops during a Stampede, it’s not considered a major issue.

Ney and the others didn’t seem to mind, but Hayato was concerned about something else.

The one who defeated the dragon was an NPC. A slender woman in her early twenties with short-cropped red hair. But her appearance was quite bizarre.

It wasn't that her physical form was bizarre, but her equipment was. Her clothes were a simple outfit of brown leather pants and a white long-sleeved shirt with a brown leather vest over it, but her weapons were a different story.

First, the fact that she was holding a sword in each hand was strange. Furthermore, she had two huge swords crossed on her back, and a single katana-like sword equipped horizontally at her waist. In other words, she was equipped with a total of five swords and katanas.

Basically, you can only equip two weapons, a main weapon and a sub-weapon. Moreover, even if you call it a sub-weapon, it’s for things like a shield or arrows for a bow, and there is no setting that allows for dual wielding.

For these reasons, the NPC looked bizarre to Hayato’s eyes.

He was about to look at Diite for an explanation of this clearly out-of-spec NPC, but Esha caught his eye first.

By all accounts, Esha looked disgusted.

"What’s wrong?"

"To put it simply, that’s my acquaintance. Her name is Cecil Arven. She likes to collect magic and holy swords, so she was called the ‘Collector’."

"Collector?"

"However, within the clan, she was called the ‘Debt Queen.’ She turned all the money she earned into weapons, so she was always broke and borrowed money for meals from the members. Not that I ever lent her a single G."

"…Um, is she strong?"

"She’s about the second strongest after Ivan. She was the vice-leader in our old clan, after all. Well, she’d go down in one hit from my Destroy, though."

"Are you saying you’re stronger?"

Leaving Esha, who had a smug look on her face at those words, he decided to look at the monitor again.



		
			Chapter 91

			Infinity

			The Collector, Cecil Arven.

According to Esha’s story, she belonged to the Empire’s knight order.

However, her position was special, and she apparently only took orders from a person called the Grand General of the Empire. It was more fitting to say she was a member of a special forces unit rather than a knight order, Esha had said.

"That’s all well and good, but that person is dual wielding, right? And it looks like she’s equipped with quite a few weapons. What’s that all about?"

"Clans that performed well in the previous Clan War received a reward from God, that is, Diite. For me, it was the raising of my skill cap, or the ability to interfere with the program and create item recipes. It’s the same as that."

"I heard a little about that at the cafe the other day. Something about receiving a reward so great it could change the virtual reality’s system."

"That’s it. Thanks to that, the members of the top eight clans at the time have skills and items that would normally be impossible. Of course, there are limits."

"So that person named Cecil can dual wield and equip a large number of weapons because of that reward?"

"That is correct."

Hayato nodded in understanding. But there was something he still couldn’t accept.

"Um, I don’t know much about programming, but is that kind of thing normally possible? Things like dual wielding or raising the skill cap might be possible with an update, but for a character in the game to interfere with the program and create a recipe for an item that doesn’t exist in this world. And while the program is running, right?"

Normally, the game would be shut down for maintenance time under the guise of an update.

This "Another Frontier Online" had never done such a thing. It was said to have no bugs, and in the first place, it had never once stopped running since it launched.

There are announcements that an update has occurred. When the last Clan War was about to start, it was announced via a World Announcement. But even then, the service never stopped.

Even in this era, there were a few online games that could perform updates without stopping the service, but since there was also equipment maintenance, it was normal to stop the service periodically.

"Normally it would be impossible, but the program that constructs this virtual reality is not normal. In the first place, this space was not originally intended for a game, but for humans to live in virtual reality. It was created with the idea that stopping it would be a problem in itself."

"I see."

Hayato had heard from Diite that the program for this virtual reality could not be fixed by modern programmers. It seemed that Esha, who was a programmer at the time, could have done it, but even she took a considerable amount of time to fix the data.

Hayato became interested, wondering if the program was that complex.

"By the way, what kind of programming language is it written in?"

"It’s an autonomous, self-expanding programming language. It’s called ‘Infinity’."

"Infinity? As in, limitless?"

"That’s right. It was apparently named that because the program infinitely expands and optimizes itself. Oh, and Diite was also made with the same programming language. That’s why she has an automatic repair function."

Diite, whose program had been damaged by Hayato, had said that although it would take years, it would automatically repair itself. This must have meant that the program would repair itself.

(Maybe my biometric data could have been fixed too if given enough time? It might not have been meaningful twenty or thirty years later, though. In that case, Esha, who could fix it in about six months, must be a pretty amazing programmer.)

Hayato suddenly became curious about what jobs his clan members had in the real world. He tried to imagine what kind of work would suit Ash and the others.

But he quickly stopped that train of thought. His conversation with Esha was still ongoing.

"I understand that the program is amazing. Ah, could it be that the reason this game has no bugs is…"

"Basically, there probably are no bugs, but even if there were, they would be corrected on the spot. Furthermore, recipes are created on the spot from the creator’s knowledge and information from the internet, giving them plausible materials, performance, and even taste. It’s a system where if you write down what you want made on a piece of paper, those things are decided automatically. As for Manga Meat, well, it tasted like meat. It was delicious, though."

"You remembered Manga Meat even though you had forgotten your real-world memories?"

"I did remember that. I didn’t remember where or how I learned about it, but I just had the memory that such a thing existed. It must have remained in my memory as something I wanted to eat someday."

"Come to think of it, you received a reward great enough to change the system, and you used it to create a recipe for Manga Meat?"

"Is there a problem?"

There was no problem, but it also felt like everything was a problem. However, he also felt that with Esha, it couldn’t be helped, so Hayato didn’t say anything further.

And there was another reason he didn’t say anything.

Lunaria had come close to Hayato and Esha.

"What have you two been whispering about for a while now? As the Demon Lord, I am curious."

"It’s not about being the Demon Lord, you’re just curious, aren’t you, Lunaria-san? I was asking about that Cecil-san person. Apparently, she was the vice-leader of the clan Esha was in. And she’s the second strongest after Hero Ivan."

Since the talk about the program was about the real world, he fudged it by saying they were talking about Cecil.

Whether she believed his excuse or not, Lunaria nodded at Hayato’s words.

"Cecil-chan is certainly strong. I’ve never fought her directly, but I watched her a lot during the last Clan War. But she’s a bit of a handful, so she’s as difficult for me to handle as Ivan."

"It’s not so much that she’s difficult, it’s that you have social anxiety, right, Lunaria-san?"

Once she got even a little friendly with someone, she would become quite forward, but with people she didn’t know well, she could barely speak. For some reason, she didn’t seem to have a problem with Esha, though.

"There’s that too, but Cecil-chan is a weapon collector. When she sees a rare weapon, she asks you to give it to her. She even asked me for my Arondight. And it’s my exclusive equipment."

"Ah, so that’s how it is."

Esha agreed with Lunaria’s explanation.

"It was the same with me and Ivan. The first time we met, she asked me to give her Beelzebub. I gave her a Destroy instead. After that, she just kind of ended up joining the clan."

"She sounds like a handful in a different way from Ivan."

The Demon Lord’s Arondight, the Hero’s Excalibur, and Esha’s Beelzebub were undoubtedly unique items that were one of a kind in this world. As a collector, they were certainly desirable pieces. Hayato thought so and understood.

Hayato thought that was the end of the conversation, but for some reason, Lunaria was staring at him with a slightly dissatisfied look on her face.

"I noticed something while watching the monitor. What is the meaning of that? I want a satisfactory explanation."

"The meaning of what?"

"Why does Ney have an Excalibur Replica?"

Lunaria must have seen Ney’s equipment on the monitor. But he didn’t understand why that would make her angry.

"Why, you ask? I can only say it’s because I made it."

The Excalibur Replica was the pinnacle of weapons that could be made with the Blacksmithing Skill. For Hayato, it was a challenge he had to take on.

He had good memories of gathering the materials with the members other than Ney and secretly making it to give to her for her birthday.

Lunaria pouted at Hayato’s words. Then she took out a piece of paper, wrote something on it, and handed it to Hayato.

"Um?"

"I’ve written down the manufacturing method for an Arondight Replica. Make it for Ney. It’s cooler than the Excalibur Replica."

"What…? I can make it, but I don’t think she’ll equip it. That weapon was also a birthday present."

"Then I will place my hopes in Cecil-chan."

"What do you mean?"

Lunaria didn’t answer the question and looked at the monitor. Hayato was drawn in and looked at the monitor as well.

It seemed that Ney and Cecil were talking.

"That’s an Excalibur Replica! And it’s five stars! This is insane! Sell it to me!"

"I refuse. This is an important sword."

"Come on, please! I’ll pay whatever you ask!"

"I’d refuse even if you offered ten billion G."

Cecil seemed to be begging Ney to sell her the sword. Seeing her enthusiasm, it looked like she was about to prostrate herself.

"What are they doing with dragons all around?"

"Cecil’s illness is acting up. As I said before, when she sees a rare weapon, she starts asking you to give it to her. She still asks me to give her my Beelzebub, which is why I don’t want to see her."

Esha said this with a look of exasperation.

"Go, Cecil-chan, fight. If you take that from her, Ney will have no choice but to equip the Arondight Replica."

"Lunaria-san, sometimes you become as wicked as a Demon Lord, you know?"

"You’re making me blush."

"That wasn’t a compliment."

Hayato sighed. He wished they would just deal with the Stampede first and worry about weapons later as he watched the monitor.
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			Researching Countermeasures

			Ney didn’t sell the Excalibur Replica to Cecil, but Cecil, who clearly hadn’t given up, started moving along with Ney’s group.

Together, they began to defeat the dragons around the church.

As for Kokuryu’s fighting style, it hadn’t changed from what Hayato knew. Three members, including Ney, fought in close combat as the front line, three in the mid-range attacked with bows, and the rear guard provided support with magic. It wasn’t flashy, but it could be called a solid way of fighting.

"Ney’s group is a bit lacking in firepower-wa ne."

Rosalie, dressed in Gothic Lolita attire, said this from behind Hayato while drinking orange juice. It sounded like she was talking to herself, but since she had come close, she was probably saying it to Hayato.

"I think if you joined that clan, Rosalie-san, they’d be able to put out a lot of firepower."

"As I have said, I serve Lunaria-sama, have I not? Besides, in a Stampede, I cannot fight outside the Demon Country-wa."

(For some reason, I get the feeling she wants to join the clan. It seems like she would if she had a suitable reason. But with the national affiliation restriction in a Stampede, it’s meaningless during this event. No, if it’s a Stampede in the Demon Country, there shouldn’t be a problem.)

"Then, at least help Ney and the others out if a Stampede happens in the Demon Country. Whether you join the clan or not is a separate issue."

"Well, I suppose that much would be fine, but…"

"Rest assured. When that time comes, I will join the Kokuryu clan as the Demon Lord. If I show them how cool Arondight is, Ney is sure to equip the replica."

"Wha, Lunaria-sama, what are you saying! You are the Demon Lord, so please stay put in the Demon Lord’s Castle and act majestically!"

"My goal for this year is to adopt a tyrannical style where I listen to no one."

Feeling a little sorry for Rosalie’s troubles, Hayato returned his gaze to the monitor.

On the screen, the number of dragons had decreased considerably.

Just as he thought that, Ney pointed towards the sky. The monitor’s camera followed her gesture and panned up.

There was a giant ball of fire, and it was falling from the sky. In a manner of speaking, it was like the magic spell Meteor Swarm. It was just one meteor, but it was falling towards the ground.

When it hit the ground, a huge sound echoed, followed by a roar.

It was a Dragon Roar, a dragon’s bellow that was an attack causing a Stun effect that stiffened the body. From Hayato’s assessment, its effective range was the entire Imperial Capital. He deduced that every character in the Imperial Capital was now in a stunned state.

(Equipment that nullifies Stun is necessary. It might not be just one time, and being defenseless should lead to high damage.)

Ash’s mercenary group consisted of thirty members, including Ash and Ren. Hayato intended to prepare rings or bracelets that nullified Stun for all of them. Furthermore, he would also prepare them for Ney’s group and his clan members, so a considerable number would be needed.

Ney’s group, having recovered from the Stun, headed for the vicinity of the Imperial Capital’s central plaza, where the Fire Dragon had fallen.

A fierce battle was unfolding there. Hundreds of characters were attacking the approximately ten-meter-tall dragon all at once.

The dragon’s HP wasn’t decreasing easily. Despite a considerable amount of damage being dealt, the value indicating its remaining HP had barely gone down.

And the frontline classes were having a very tough time. The Fire Dragon periodically used the wind pressure from its wings to create a knockback effect, preventing them from getting close. Furthermore, it spat out a fiery Dragon Breath, attacking a considerable distance. Mid-range and rear-guard players would be caught in it and defeated in an instant if they weren’t watching the attacks carefully.

(Equipment that nullifies knockback is also necessary. I made some for Ney’s group before, so it should be fine for just Ash’s group. And also fire-resistant armor.)

Hayato thought about what would be necessary. There were five Hardline Dragons. Countermeasures would be needed for all of them, but he assumed that some of the attacks would have common elements and carefully observed the battle with the Fire Dragon.

He also asked the members present here to tell him if there was anything they thought would be necessary for countermeasures. He was hoping for countermeasures that he might not have noticed.

As he watched the monitor, Ash and the others appeared. With Ash at the lead, they charged at the Fire Dragon.

Ash’s sword was called the Dragon Eater, and it dealt five times the damage to dragons. It would likely be very effective in this Stampede.

And then there was Ren’s Dragon Curse. Its effective range was rather narrow, but it halved one of a single enemy’s stats. This would also provide a considerable advantage against a boss monster.

(Would it be easier for the mercenaries to fight if they had weapons with a special attack performance against dragons? It probably wouldn’t be five times the damage against dragons, but I should be able to make something with a performance that deals about twice the damage. It’s a random performance, so I’d have to make it many times, though.)

When making weapons and armor, the higher the quality, the more likely it is to have a special performance, a skill. But it’s not something you can add intentionally. It’s completely random. That’s why you have to try many times to make weapons and armor with the performance you want.

Just as he thought that he would need a large amount of materials, a voice came from the monitor.

"Ah, it’s Ash! Hand over the Dragon Eater!"

Cecil, who had been moving with Ney’s group, headed towards Ash and suddenly demanded his weapon.

Ash’s face clearly twisted in annoyance.

"Sorry, but that can wait. First, we need to repel that dragon."

"Alright! Then leave it to me!"

Cecil sheathed the swords in both hands into the scabbards at her waist and drew her katana. She held it with both hands and took a stance.

Then she used the katana’s weapon skill, "Sazanka," which would double the damage of her next attack.

But Cecil did nothing, sheathing the katana and this time taking the two-handed sword from her back and taking a stance.

Hayato tilted his head at this action.

"What is she doing?"

"That’s a fighting style that only Cecil can do. Basically, damage-increasing weapon skills are nullified if you remove the equipment and return it to your item bag, but in Cecil’s case, she isn’t removing the equipment. She’s just switching it."

"She isn’t removing the equipment…? Could it be that she can use damage-increasing weapon skills with another weapon?"

"That is correct. If I could do that, the damage of my Destroy would increase, and I could one-shot anyone."

Hayato looked at the monitor with a stunned expression as Cecil used the two-handed sword’s weapon skill "Hard Hit." This was also a damage-increasing skill that doubled the damage of the next attack and also caused a knockback effect.

Furthermore, Cecil switched to the other two-handed sword on her back.

That sword was the magic sword Sunset. Like Excalibur and Arondight, it was a sword that could use a unique weapon skill.

Cecil used that sword’s weapon skill, "Twilight." It was an attack that would quadruple the damage of the next attack.

Hayato became a little worried upon hearing this from Esha.

"Um, that’s an impossible stacking of damage increases. Is the stacking additive? Or multiplicative?"

"Cecil says it’s multiplicative."

"So it’s 2 times 2 times 4? Then the next attack will have 16 times the damage. I think the other players will be angry, you know?"

If she was doing something that other players couldn’t, it was clearly a matter that players would complain about.

Esha’s Beelzebub, a magic gun, and Destroy were the same, but the circumstances were different from the Clan War.

During the Clan War, only the opponents would know. So if it wasn’t featured in a video, there would be few opportunities for other players to find out. But this time, all the players present would see it.

Esha answered in a small voice so that no one else could hear.

"It seems she’s been doing that in the Imperial Capital’s Stampedes until now, but it feels like it’s being tolerated because she’s an NPC. And it seems that people think it’s an early implementation. That’s what Diite said."

"So people think everyone will be able to do it with an update in the future. Can they, actually?"

"Well, I don’t know about that. Please ask Diite about it later. It seems Cecil is about to attack."

Hayato returned his gaze to the monitor.

"Get blown away, yaaa!"

With that cry, Cecil swung her sword and attacked the Fire Dragon. It was more like she was striking it from the side than cutting it.

When the attack hit, the Fire Dragon’s HP was greatly reduced, and the dragon’s huge body was sent flying a considerable distance.

It crashed violently into a building near the Imperial Capital’s central plaza, but since it didn’t seem to be a facility, it wasn’t a target for destruction.

At the same time, cheers erupted from the players.

The Fire Dragon’s HP was down to about a third. The players all started attacking at once.

"You again! Then, it’s about time I got serious!"

The Fire Dragon said something like that.

Immediately after, the Fire Dragon was enveloped in flames. Its physical body disappeared, and its body became fire itself. Then it began to deal continuous damage to the surrounding characters.

Hayato judged that it was dealing damage to the surrounding characters with high heat.

(So when it gets serious, it deals continuous damage. I mean, will physical attacks even work on the dragon in that state?)

The Fire Dragon had lost its body and become a dragon-shaped flame itself. As far as Hayato could see, it didn’t seem like physical attacks would work.

Hayato’s guess was correct, as some of the players gave up the fight and ran away. The remaining characters were only those who could use magic or attribute attacks.

With only magic and attribute attacks, they couldn’t deal much damage, and time ran out. Although it was a failed defense, not all the facilities were destroyed, so the fragment of the artifact was not stolen.

Also, even if the defense failed, players still received contribution points, so they weren’t particularly pessimistic and dispersed, casually saying things like "Good work."

(So when the dragon changes its form, Ash and the others can’t be very effective. The only one who can deal damage is Ren-chan with her curse magic. We need a countermeasure for that.)

Hayato was thinking about such things while watching the monitor.
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			The Story of the Artifact

			The day after the Stampede in the Imperial Capital, Hayato was in his room at the base, thinking about what to make from early in the morning.

Reconstruction support was needed in the Royal Capital, but it would be necessary in the Imperial Capital as well. Furthermore, he had to strengthen the forces of Ash’s group and Ney’s group.

Even if it was just a game, the NPCs who were its residents were human, and with the possibility of their world being dominated by dragons, he had to prevent that from happening, not knowing what kind of situation it would lead to.

According to Diite, the artifact fragments wouldn’t be stolen unless five dragons attacked at once, but he couldn’t be complacent.

Hayato didn’t have the power to fight, but he could provide support by making full use of his production skills. With that in mind, he had woken up early in the morning and was about to start preparing. By the way, Esha was sound asleep in Hayato’s room in the real world.

Well then, time to get ready, he thought, getting up from the bed.

(For now, maybe rings with skills that nullify knockback or Stun. It seems Ash can’t change his weapon and full armor set, so I’ll have to do something with a ring or a bracelet.)

Thinking this, Hayato began to make rings using his crafting kit.

Three hours later, at ten in the morning, Hayato had produced a large number of rings.

The number was 500. But only about 10 of them had skills that nullified knockback or Stun.

(It didn't turn out as well as I thought. Maybe it's because the material, iron, is said to have the worst performance. If it were Adamantite, more skills might have been added, but I don't have the materials. Should I go mining with Ash and the others again?)

He didn’t get tired in virtual reality, but for some reason, he didn’t like being in the same position and arched his body back to stretch.

"Hayato, are you there?"

He heard Ash’s voice from the dining hall.

After the Stampede ended, he had told Ash to come to the base. Hayato took the rings he had just made and headed to the dining hall.

Ash and Ren were in the dining hall.

The three of them exchanged greetings and sat down in the dining hall chairs.

"Yesterday’s Stampede was a close one, I guess?"

"No, it wasn’t close. We always let it escape in that state. We call that state Flame Form, but when it’s in that state, physical attacks don’t work. With only attribute attacks and magic, the firepower is a bit lacking. My Dragon Breath doesn’t work either. If we could defeat it, it wouldn’t attack for about a month, but at this rate, it will probably attack again within a week."

Ren nodded repeatedly at Ash’s words.

(They didn't attack with five yesterday. Does that mean the other side also has various restrictions? We’ll lose if all five come, so I want to defeat as many as possible while they’re alone.)

Ash smiled at Hayato’s serious face.

"You’re worrying about it quite seriously, aren’t you?"

"Well, you guys helped me out in the Clan War, so this time I want to help as much as I can. Oh yeah, I’ll give you these."

Hayato placed ten rings on the table.

"What are these?"

"Rings that nullify knockback and Stun attacks. You and Ren-chan should be able to equip these, right? I thought they’d be essential for fighting dragons, so I made them. Unfortunately, I don’t have enough for everyone yet, so I’ll have to ask you to wait a little longer."

Ash and Ren stared at the rings with faces that said they couldn’t quite comprehend it.

"It was just yesterday, you know? How on earth did you manage to make so many rings with this kind of performance?"

"I made a lot of them. Don’t hesitate to take them. That aside, I have a message for you two."

"A message? From whom?"

"From your father, Ash. I met him in the Royal Capital the day before yesterday, and he asked me to pass on a message. I didn’t have a chance to tell you yesterday, so it’s a bit late."

As Hayato said that, a frown formed between Ash’s eyebrows. Ren didn’t seem to mind as much, but Ash’s face clearly showed disgust.

"Um, I won’t say it if you don’t want to hear it. What do you want to do?"

"No, tell me. What was the message?"

"It was to stop seeking the Dragon Soul artifact."

"I refuse."

"Yeah, I thought so. I told him that the decision was up to you, Ash, so I think that’s fine. But I want you to tell me, why are you two seeking the artifact?"

Hayato decided to ask about the content that Ash had tried to talk about many times. Even if he didn’t ask, it wouldn’t affect the Stampede event, but he was curious about the reason for Ash’s setting of seeking it.

Ash let out a small sigh and began to talk about it.

Ash’s mother, Kilika Brandle, was one of the Genesis Dragons, but she mated with another Genesis Dragon, Veru Brandle, and gave birth to Ash and Ren. But after that, Kilika fell ill and passed away.

Veru, unable to accept Kilika’s death, wished on the artifact that grants the wishes of dragons for Kilika’s revival.

However, the artifact that grants wishes was a cautionary artifact that would bring ruin to those who were too greedy, and the wish for revival was granted in a different form.

Kilika’s soul came to reside in the artifact itself, and she received the punishment of being removed from the reincarnation cycle for all eternity. That became the Dragon Soul artifact.

Veru tried to destroy the artifact to free Kilika’s soul, but he couldn’t, and the artifact shattered into four pieces.

The dragons were originally divided into a hardline faction that sought to dominate humans and a moderate faction that believed in coexistence.

The hardline faction believes that they should attack humans to retrieve the fragments of the artifact, but the moderate faction believes that this should be taken as a lesson and that the fragments should be managed by non-dragons. In the first place, it’s not known whether gathering the fragments will restore the original artifact.

"And so, we’ve been fighting for nearly a thousand years. To put it simply, it’s mostly my father’s fault."

"I see. From what I heard, there was nothing good about Veru-san. In any case, do you think that if you gather all the fragments and restore it, you can free Kilika-san’s soul?"

"I’ve never heard him say so, but he must believe that. Otherwise, there’s no reason to try to gather them. I don’t know why he’s suddenly become so active recently, though."

(That’s probably because it’s a game event. That said, Veru-san is human, just like Esha. Why has he become so active when Diite-chan can’t set up the events?)

There were some strange things, but he concluded that it was probably an event or setting that had been prepared from the beginning and decided to confirm something else.

"Why are you and the others trying to gather the fragments? You don’t know what will happen even if you gather them, right?"

"The Stampedes are happening because the fragments of the artifact are being held. If a dragon had the fragments instead of some country, the fight would only be among dragons. The honest truth is that I don’t want to involve people."

"Onii-san is a super-moderate in the moderate faction. Actually, after eating your Bucket Pudding, Hayato-san, I’ve started to lean quite a bit towards the moderate faction myself!"

"Is it okay to decide based on Bucket Pudding? That aside, I understand the general situation."

(Even if I know, it won’t affect the event, but other players don’t know this story, right? I wonder if it’s okay for a Stampede to start without any particular reason. Maybe this kind of information will be listed in the Monster Encyclopedia. I was able to hear about the Dragon Soul from Ney because it was written in the Monster Encyclopedia, so maybe the mechanism is that you understand the situation once you defeat all the hardline dragons.)

When you defeat a monster, information about that monster is written in the Monster Encyclopedia. That doesn’t change during a Stampede. Even if you don’t deliver the final blow directly, if you deal damage, you are considered to have contributed to the subjugation. Therefore, it is also written in the encyclopedia.

(Should I participate too when it seems like we can defeat it…?)

Hayato thought about it, but was brought back to his senses by Ren’s words.

"Um, Hayato-san, there was a message for me too, right? What did he say?"

"He said to get along with your brother."

"Huh? Is that all? That’s so blunt."

It certainly felt a little lonely with just that. Even if they were at odds, they were still parent and child. He could have said a little more.

Thinking so, Hayato decided to tell her what Veru had started to say.

"Actually, there’s more. He told me to forget it, but I don’t think it’s a problem, so I’ll tell you."

"Really? What did he say?"

"He said, ‘Just like your mother, you’ve become a beautiful—’ He probably meant, ‘you’ve grown into a beautiful woman’."

"That makes me so happy! I only know my mother from videos, but she was gorgeous! My time has finally come!"

"I’m not so sure about that. Ash, what’s wrong?"

A deeper frown than before had appeared between Ash’s eyebrows. But as if reacting to Hayato’s voice, his face quickly returned to normal.

"Ah, no. I just thought something was strange. Don’t mind me. Oh yeah, I have a message for you too, Hayato."

"Huh, for me? From whom?"

"Do you know someone named Cecil Arven?"

"I saw her at the Stampede yesterday, so I know her. Is the message from her, by any chance?"

"Yeah, but I think she’ll be here soon. It’ll be faster to hear it from her yourself."

"Huh?"

As Hayato said that, he heard a sound like the entrance on the shop side opening. It was the sound of it being opened with considerable force.

"Make me an Excalibur Replica! …There’s no one here!"

As that voice was heard, Ash stood up from his chair.

"Well then, we’ll be heading back."

"Don’t abandon me. I don’t think I can keep up with that level of energy."

After somehow managing to stop Ash and the others, Hayato moved from the dining hall to the shop.



		
			Chapter 94

			The Deal

			Hayato opened the dining hall door and moved to the shop side.

Standing there was Cecil, looking exactly as she had at the Stampede yesterday. Two greatswords on her back, a one-handed sword on each side of her waist, and a single katana on the back of her waist. Since this was virtual reality, they wouldn’t bump into anything and hinder her movement, but Hayato’s impression was that it looked difficult to move in.

Cecil smiled upon seeing Hayato, who was having such thoughts.

"Oh! You must be the owner, Hayato!"

"Yes, I’m Hayato. And you must be Cecil-san, correct?"

"What, you know who I am? Then this’ll be quick. Make me an Excalibur Replica. Five stars!"

"I’ll make it for one billion G."

"I’ll pay in monthly installments of 10,000 G."

"Get out."

Hayato couldn’t calculate it instantly, but there was no way the payment would be finished in a few years. In other words, she was planning to skip out on it. If she brought the materials, it would be understandable, but since she didn’t even have those, he couldn’t go easy on her.

However, seeing how Cecil fought yesterday, he did think that if he supported her, they would have a considerable advantage in the battle against the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl.

He had also been asked by Diite to help prevent the Dragon Soul artifact from being stolen, and he wasn’t against supporting Cecil.

As he was wondering what to do, Ash and the others came over to the shop.

"Oh, Ash. Give me the Dragon Eater. I’ll pay you. In installments."

"I told you no. And stop bothering Hayato. If you don’t have money, at least bring the materials."

"That thing is a replica, but it’s made of Adamantite, right? There’s no way I can mine that."

Hayato could mine Adamantite. And if he wore equipment that improved his Ore Knowledge skill, he could mine it at a low probability even if his skill was at 0. It would take a lot of effort to get to that point, but it wasn’t impossible.

But Hayato was busy right now. The Royal Capital was one thing, but the Imperial Capital also needed to be restored after yesterday’s Stampede. Considering that, it was difficult time-wise for Hayato himself to go mining.

However, he also had the desire to put Cecil in his debt and have her play an active role in the Stampede.

At the current moment, as long as it was only one Hardline Dragon, the artifact fragment wouldn’t be stolen. But if all five came together, they would almost certainly lose and the fragment would be stolen. Since he didn’t know what conditions would cause all five to attack, he wanted to defeat them one by one as quickly as possible.

Thinking this, Hayato said,

"Um, Cecil-san."

"Just Cecil is fine. You don’t need the ‘san’."

"Alright, Cecil. I can make you an Excalibur Replica. But there’s a condition."

"A condition?"

"Yes. If you defeat the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl, I’ll prepare it for you for free. That said, it’ll be much later. Like, six months from now, or a year from now."

Hayato hadn’t heard from Diite when the Stampede event would end. But he thought it wouldn’t be an event that would continue forever, and he figured things would have settled down by then.

Hearing that condition, Cecil clenched her fists and shouted, "Alright!"

"You said it, you know? You said it! You can’t take it back!"

"I won’t."

Next to the joyous Cecil, Ash had a slightly grim look on his face.

"Are you sure, making a promise like that?"

"It doesn’t matter. In the first place, I can’t fight in the Stampede. If my skills can motivate a strong person, I don’t see a problem. It’ll make the fight easier for you guys too, Ash."

"…I see. Thanks."

Ash said this with an embarrassed look before turning to Cecil.

"Cecil, the next time the Fire Dragon appears in the Imperial Capital, fight with us. We can’t win against that thing if we’re all split up. Let’s at least have our groups cooperate."

"Sure. In that case, give me the Dragon Eater when we beat the Fire Dragon."

"Why does it always come to that? Besides, this is my exclusive weapon, so you can’t equip it. Not that I have any intention of giving it to you, though."

As Ash said that, Cecil started to laugh.

No one except Cecil knew why she laughed. Hayato, Ash, and Ren all tilted their heads.

"I don’t have those kinds of equipment restrictions. Being able to equip anyone’s exclusive gear is the reward I got from God. That said, I can’t draw out the full performance of that kind of equipment, so it’s more of a collection piece. But don’t you think it would look cool if I equipped it? My current equipment looks good, but I think there’s a better combination out there."

(That’s amazing. No equipment restrictions. ‘Can’t draw out the full performance’ means in the case of the Dragon Eater, the five times damage against dragons and the Blood Weapon can’t be used… Come to think of it, that seems kind of meaningless.)

The skills of the Dragon Eater couldn’t be used, which meant it wasn’t much different from an Adamantite greatsword. It probably wasn’t very meaningful to anyone other than Cecil, who wasn’t seeking strength in her equipment but simply thinking of it as a fashion coordination.

"So, if anything, I want a replica that anyone can equip. Hayato, can’t you make a Dragon Eater Replica or something?"

"No, I can’t. I mean, I don’t even know if such a weapon exists."

He said that, but recalling what Esha had said yesterday, it meant that Ash knew such a manufacturing method, that is, he could write a piece of paper with the manufacturing method written on it.

Hayato looked at Ash.

Ash thought for a moment, then nodded.

"I was planning to give you the manufacturing method for a Dragon Eater Replica for the members of my group anyway. Cecil, I’ll have Hayato give you one that he makes, so make sure you do your part in the next Fire Dragon battle."

"Whoa, seriously? You’re giving it to me for free? Man, it pays to ask! Leave it to me, I’ll beat that Fire Dragon to a pulp in the next battle!"

Ash ignored the joyous Cecil and returned his gaze to Hayato.

"Hayato, that’s the deal, so please accept it. And if possible, I’d like you to release the replicas on the market so that people other than our mercenary group can use them. Don’t worry about the materials. We’ll gather them."

"I think it would improve the overall strength of everyone if you released the paper with the manufacturing method on the market."

There were many players with the Blacksmithing Skill. Giving them the manufacturing method would be more effective than having Hayato release what he made on the market.

At Hayato’s words, the corners of Ash’s mouth turned up. It was a villainous smile by all accounts.

"We can do that eventually, but for now, let’s monopolize it. We should be the ones to profit first, right?"

"Ah, I see. You’ve become quite the villain in the past six months, Ash."

"I’ve always been like this. Right, Ren? …I thought you were being quiet for a while now. What are you doing with those Five-sun Nails and Straw Dolls?"

"I thought Cecil-san would want them, but she doesn’t seem interested at all. Is it because they’re not swords? Hayato-san would make as many Five-sun Nails and Straw Dolls as I want."

"Ren-chan, I might be saying something shocking, but I don’t really want to make either of those. I tried my best to get them to five stars at first, though… It feels like I’ll get cursed."

He wasn’t cursed, but both were equipment related to curses. Honestly, he didn’t want to make them about as much as he didn’t want to make coffins.

"Isn’t being cursed wonderful!"

"That’s just you, Ren-chan."

"Oh, are we talking about curse equipment? I was just thinking of getting into curse-type swords. They look cool, regardless of their performance."

"From the moment I first saw you, Cecil-san, I felt a collector’s sympathy…! They’re cute, aren’t they!"

As Ren and Cecil began a collector’s discussion with their slightly different values, Hayato and Ash quietly moved away from the shop.



		
			Chapter 95

			Fire Dragon Strategy Meeting

			A week after Cecil came to the base, while Hayato was crafting items in his room as usual, Ash, Ren, and Cecil paid him a visit.

According to Ash, they had fought the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl twice since then, and while they had come close, they hadn't been able to defeat it.

The problem was its Flame Form, which nullified physical and fire attribute attacks. Once it entered that state, it became extremely difficult to deal damage.

The players and NPCs had switched to attribute attacks, but they were just one step short on firepower and couldn't finish it off.

"I gave Cecil the Dragon Eater Replica, right? Is that still not enough?"

"That sword is strong, but it's a physical attribute weapon, isn't it? Once it goes into its Flame Form, I can't do a thing. I have some weapon skills with attribute attacks, but none of them are water or ice. So when it gets into that state, I just watch from a distance."

"So, if you had a sword with a water or ice attribute, would that work?"

"Do you have one?"

Cecil looked at Hayato with expectant eyes, but unfortunately, Hayato didn't have such a weapon, so he shook his head in response.

Fundamentally, weapons with attribute attacks couldn't be made with randomly assigned skills. You had to specifically aim to craft a weapon that originally had that kind of attribute attack. For a fire attribute attack, it would be a Flame Sword, and for a lightning attribute attack, a Lightning Sword.

However, there were no such weapons as a Water Sword or an Ice Sword. There was only a crossbow called a Water Shot and a staff called an Ice Rod.

Cecil primarily used one-handed swords, two-handed swords, and katana types, in other words, only things he could wield with his Swordsmanship skill. He couldn't use bows or staves.

As he wondered what to do, Ren enthusiastically raised her hand.

"What about cursed equipment? I have an ice magic sword called Permafrost in my collection. It's a two-handed sword, so I think Cecil-san could use it."

"There's a weapon like that? But it's cursed equipment, right? What kind of effect does it have?"

"Just equipping it gradually reduces your HP. It also slowly deals cold damage to everyone around you. It's an incredibly bothersome weapon!"

"Why do you say that so happily? Still, if it just gradually reduces HP, maybe I can offset it with a dessert-type dish. Besides, it only happens when it's equipped, right? If you keep it in your item bag, the curse won't activate, so you wouldn't even need to eat anything. When the final phase comes, you can just equip the cursed weapon and charge in."

The effects of equipment only apply when it is being worn. Simply keeping it in an item bag will not activate its effects. The same was true for cursed equipment. As long as it wasn't equipped, there were no demerits.

"Are you trying to indirectly make me do something horrible? Charging at the Fire Dragon in its Flame Form..."

"No, I'm not being indirect, I'm saying it straight out."

Hayato's line of thought was that even if Cecil's HP ran out and he fell, he could just be resurrected at a church or temple, so it wasn't a problem. With no death penalty, he saw no reason to hesitate.

But for the one being forced to do it, it was a different story.

"You're tough on me, Hayato! I know I was wrong to make you craft the Dragon Eater until you got a skill you liked, but I'm doing my best, so cut me some slack. Or are you being influenced by Esha? You should be careful, you know?"

"What about me?"

"Geh, you were here?"

Esha was descending the stairs from the second floor.

It was ten in the morning. Hayato figured she had probably just woken up in the real world and logged in.

"Cecil, you've caused trouble for so many people. You should just do it."

"But Esha, you know, right? The rewards from God have restrictions. In exchange for being able to equip any weapon, I can't use an item bag. It means I'd have to equip the cursed weapon from the start."

The rewards granted by this world's God, Diite, were certainly powerful enough to alter even the game's system, but they were not without risk.

In Cecil's case, he could equip any weapon and armor, but in exchange, he couldn't use the special abilities of anyone's exclusive equipment. Not only that, he also had the restriction of being unable to use an item bag.

Furthermore, while Cecil could equip multiple weapons, he did so by reconfiguring his other equipment slots.

Equipment was normally divided into slots for main weapon, sub-weapon, head, upper body, lower body, hands, feet, neck, finger, and arm. Cecil had changed his sub-weapon, finger, arm, and neck slots all into main weapon slots, so he couldn't equip shields, rings, bracelets, or necklaces.

As for Esha, her sharpshooting and magic skills exceeded their upper limits, but in exchange, her other skills were in the negative.

One might think that having negative values in skills she never used would have no effect, but it came with risks. For example, a negative cooking skill would cause the food she made to attack her, and a negative animal taming skill would make even docile monsters attack her on sight.

Because of such risks, Cecil couldn't just carry cursed equipment in an item bag. If he were to use it, he would have to keep it equipped at all times.

"I see, there was that restriction. In that case, why don't you have Ren-san hand it to you directly on-site?"

"If I did that, I'd have to hand over one of my own weapons when I receive it. I'm not too keen on that."

Not being able to use an item bag meant that the moment he received a weapon, he had to equip it. He couldn't accept a new weapon unless he handed over one of his five main weapons.

As a collector, Cecil's mindset was that he didn't want to entrust his weapons to anyone, even temporarily.

"You're so troublesome. Then why not just equip four weapons from the start?"

"No, because, that wouldn't look cool, would it? It's not beautiful."

"Your sense of beauty is irrelevant. Still, you haven't changed. If it weren't for that, you could have been one of the more decent ones in that clan."

"Were there any decent people in that clan? Including you, Esha, I thought everyone was pretty far from normal."

He even thinks of himself as not normal, Hayato thought. But it seems forcing Cecil to do anything more is impossible. It'll be faster to think of another way.

Hayato decided to abandon the idea of using the cursed equipment. He felt it would be more constructive to come up with a different plan than to try and persuade Cecil.

"Alright, let's scrap the cursed equipment strategy. Ren-chan, don't look so blatantly disappointed. Okay then, are there any high-firepower magic users from the Empire? Actually, doesn't Esha have another acquaintance in the Empire?"

"I do, but that one won't come out. I imagine they're defending the Imperial Capital's castle. Besides, they're what you'd call a tank, so magic is out of the question."

"I see. In that case, are there any others..."

"Hayato, can I have a word?"

Ash spoke, then looked around at everyone before speaking again.

"This might not be a conventional approach, but what if we defeat it before it enters its Flame Form?"

"Before its Flame Form...? What do you mean?"

"Simply put, we defeat Eddy Owl with physical attacks before it can activate its Flame Form. Or rather, we don't let it activate it."

"No, isn't that impossible? That dragon's HP is abnormally high, right?"

During the Stampede Hayato had watched on the monitor, despite a considerable number of players and NPCs attacking it, the dragon's HP had barely decreased.

"But Cecil can reduce its HP by a large amount in a single hit. We get its HP down to the very brink of entering its Flame Form, then have Cecil deliver the finishing blow. That Flame Form probably doesn't activate until its HP drops to about one-third. If we can gauge that point correctly, it should be simple."

If they lacked firepower from water and ice attribute attacks, then overwhelming it with physical attacks before it could use its Flame Form seemed like a decent strategy. Hayato thought so, and he looked at Cecil, the one who would actually be doing it.

Cecil grinned. To Hayato, it looked like his eyes were saying, let me do it.

"If that's the plan, then I've got to aim for a new highest damage record! I'll deal more damage than Esha's Destroy!"

"Well, do your best."

Contrary to Cecil's enthusiasm, Esha's response was curt. Whether she thought it was pointless or that he couldn't possibly break the record was unclear, but she didn't seem very interested.

Putting that aside, Hayato thought about something else.

That dragon is also being controlled by a person. They should be able to choose the timing of the Flame Form freely. I should probably check just in case what the conditions for its use are. I know it's like looking at a strategy guide, which is questionable for a game, but if we lose, things could get bad. I'm sure Diite-chan will cooperate.

With that thought, Hayato contacted Diite.



		
			Chapter 96

			Father

			After serving Ash and the others a simple meal, Hayato returned to his room and contacted Diite via voice chat.

He wanted to ask for information regarding the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl. This dragon was a monster, but its thought process was human. It wasn't controlled by the simple, generic AI used for common monsters. It could change its fighting style at will.

The Fire Dragon was a non-flying type, but if it were capable of flying to a great height, it could potentially attack unopposed from outside a player's range.

Various restrictions were likely in place to prevent such a scenario, but Diite, who could adjust those settings, was currently unable to interfere with the event's content.

Ash's plan was to defeat the dragon before it entered its Flame Form, which Hayato thought was a good idea. However, even if it succeeded the first time, if there were subsequent battles, they would be doomed if it started the fight in its Flame Form from the get-go. As things stood, if it used its Flame Form, they had almost no chance of winning.

For that reason, Hayato was trying to get information about the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl from Diite. He also wanted to consult with her about whether it was alright to use such a strategy.

It was like asking the virtual reality's administrator for spoilers, but given the circumstances, he felt he couldn't afford to be picky. With that in mind, Hayato waited for Diite's reply.

Diite responded almost immediately.

"Hello, Hayato-kun. It seems you've been working hard on the reconstruction of the Royal and Imperial Capitals."

"The contribution points for reconstruction are pretty high, so it's been a big help. Even though I'm closing the cafe in the mornings, I'm probably earning about a thousand G an hour."

It was a sad truth that he sometimes earned more than his cafe's total daily sales, but Hayato swore to himself he would never say that aloud for the sake of his honor.

"That's wonderful. Why don't you just open a cafe in the virtual reality? I, for one, would welcome you at any time."

"You say you won't be pushy, but you keep bringing it up, don't you? You still haven't given up?"

"Being turned down once or twice is no reason to give up. I won't force you to be trapped in the virtual reality, but if you were to come willingly, I would have no reason to refuse. Of course, if you're not interested, then that's that, but should you change your mind, just let me know anytime."

"Yeah, yeah. Anyway, about something a little more serious..."

Hayato told Diite about the strategy for dealing with the Fire Dragon.

It was simply to confirm whether there would be any problems with using such a method. In particular, he wanted to avoid a disastrous situation in any subsequent battles.

Furthermore, this strategy was something only Cecil could pull off. In other words, it was a method that players alone could not achieve. While things like equipping multiple weapons were being considered for early implementation, an event that could only be cleared by an NPC might cause backlash from the players.

He consulted Diite, including these concerns in his explanation.

Diite listened to Hayato with simple nods, and after Hayato finished his explanation, she replied, "I see."

"First, there is no problem with defeating the Fire Dragon using that strategy. Even if you defeat it once, it will reappear after a certain period, but it will not start the second battle in its Flame Form."

"May I ask why?"

"To put it simply, it cannot be activated unless its HP is at one-third or less. So, even if the person controlling it wants to use it, they can't. You can rest assured. They may come up with some other countermeasure, but starting in Flame Form is impossible."

"So that's how it works? But isn't this event's difficulty a little high? You have to use attribute attacks after getting its HP down to one-third, but if normal firepower can't push through, isn't that an incredible level of difficulty?"

Hayato had recently heard that no one had yet succeeded in defending against this Stampede event. In other words, they had never once repelled a hardline dragon.

Since players received contribution points even without defeating them, there didn't seem to be many complaints, but after nearly half a year of being unable to win, it was rumored to be an impossible event.

"The difficulty is certainly high. However, the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl was never supposed to be a dragon that attacked the Imperial Capital in the first place."

"Eh?"

"The dragon that was supposed to cause a Stampede in the Imperial Capital was the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion. He is immune to all attribute attacks but weak to physical attacks. And in the Imperial Capital, you have Cecil-kun and other powerful NPCs, most of whom are physical attackers. It shouldn't have been difficult to defeat him by cooperating with the NPCs. Or so it should have been."

"Is this because the dragons are ignoring the affiliation regions you mentioned before, raising the difficulty?"

"Exactly. The countries the dragons were scheduled to rampage in were designed so that the NPCs of those countries would have an advantage. There was a story where they were able to repel the dragons because of that. But since that's being ignored, the difficulty has risen."

"Could it be that the other Stampedes are in a similar situation?"

"You catch on quick. In the current situation, if the dragons were to use their true power, the NPCs of that country would be almost useless. That means the players have to defeat them on their own. However, Stampedes don't happen on a set day like Clan Wars. Originally, it was completely random, but now, you could say they're targeting times when there are fewer players."

"Huh? I know the dragons are controlled by humans, but is it really possible for them to target times when there are fewer players?"

The people inside the hardline dragons were indeed human, but their reality was only this virtual reality. It seemed impossible to Hayato that they could target times when there were fewer players logging in from the real world.

"It is possible, I suppose."

For some reason, Diite's response was hesitant. Hayato felt as if she were hiding something.

"Are you hiding something? Is it something you can't even tell me?"

This event had various problems. Since Diite had asked for his help, Hayato intended to help her even if she was keeping secrets. But if he was being told that losing the event could mean he could no longer play in the virtual reality, he wanted to know as much information as possible.

He wouldn't pry into private matters, like what happened with Ash's mother, but if it concerned game settings or potential problems, he thought they should share that information.

"Diite-chan."

When Hayato called her name, Diite said, "Alright, I'll explain."

"You know that in the Clan War before last, I gave rewards powerful enough to alter the system to the top-ranking participants, correct?"

"Of course. You're talking about Esha's skill cap removal and Cecil's equipment, right? But what does that have to do with anything?"

"I'd like to explain in order, so please listen first. And I granted all of their requests. Of course, I gave them risks and demerits to match."

Hayato knew that too. He had just heard that Esha's and Cecil's rewards came with corresponding risks.

"Naturally, I also gave a reward to Ash-kun and the others. At the time, they belonged to a clan called 'Dragon Soul.' Their wish was to be able to transform into dragons. The demerit was that half of the clan members would become hostile to each other. That was because they would lose their real-world memories."

"So that's how it was? But how did Ash and the others agree to such a demerit? They were comrades, weren't they?"

"Becoming hostile doesn't mean they'd try to kill each other. It was just a conflict in the form of fighting over the clan name, Dragon Soul. It's not like they'd hate each other. You could call it more of a rivalry. Though, in the settings, I did divide them into a hardline faction and a moderate faction."

"For that, Ash seems to really hate his father, though."

"You've noticed a good point. Actually, besides the wish to become dragons, there is someone else whose wish I granted. I accepted that wish. He is being affected by that demerit."

"...May I ask who that is?"

"We should share information. The one whose wish I granted is Veru Brandle-kun. In exchange for that wish, he is now disliked by Ash-kun. In addition to that, there is a restriction that he cannot tell anyone about that wish."

"That's quite something... So, can I ask about that wish as well?"

"Of course. To put it simply, he retains his real-world memories."

"...Eh?"

"Veru-kun's wish was to not forget his real-world memories. You could say he is logged into this virtual reality while still possessing his real-world memories. Unlike Esha-kun, he cannot log out even with his memories."

At that time, it was an era of resource depletion. Hayato had heard that many people were in despair about their lives. That's why they chose to forget reality and live only in the virtual world. Those are the NPCs of today.

But Veru, Ash and Ren's father, is living only in the virtual reality without having lost his memories. Hayato couldn't understand the reason.

"What's the reason?"

"He was probably worried about Ash-kun and Ren-kun. The two of them, no, Ren-kun wanted to remain in this virtual reality, and Ash-kun agreed. I don't know what Veru-kun thought, but he probably couldn't bring himself to return to reality alone, leaving the two of them behind. Even if the settings made them hostile, he remained in this virtual reality with his real-world memories to continue protecting them. I haven't actually asked him, but that's what I believe."

"You know, I don't want to say this, but Diite-chan, isn't that cruel? He's such a good father, yet you not only made them hostile, but you also set it up so Ash would hate him. Couldn't you have used a different demerit?"

"That's a painful thing to hear, but at the time, my emotion program was still incomplete. Back then, Ash-kun and Veru-kun were in the same clan, but they fought quite frequently. Thinking back on it now, it wasn't a fight. Ash-kun was probably trying to light a fire under the listless Veru-kun. Without realizing that, I just thought there was some kind of discord between parent and child, so I figured, well, it should be fine."

"If you put it that way, I can't really say anything."

Diite's 'back then' was a hundred years ago. It could be inferred that Diite, being an AI, was also just born around that time and was still incomplete. Even humans cannot completely understand others. It could be said that it was impossible for the Diite of that time to see through such complex human relationships.

"Well, this has gotten long, but the reason the dragons can target times when there are fewer players is likely because of Veru-kun. The Stampede settings prevent them from occurring between 1:00 AM and 7:00 AM, but recently, they've been happening close to those times, or during the day when there are fewer working adults online. Furthermore, I checked the occurrence times of the Stampedes over the past six months, and it seems they've been spreading them out evenly across all time zones. They were probably investigating over the past six months to find out which time zones have the fewest players."

Hayato sighed inwardly. Veru possessed his real-world memories. He was using that knowledge to try and win the Stampede event. He would undoubtedly be a formidable enemy.

However, there was something Hayato found questionable.

"Why is Veru-san trying so hard to win this event? From what you've said, Diite-chan, even if Ash dislikes him, Veru-san still cares for them, right?"

"That's the issue. I'm currently investigating that myself. I'm reviewing all the past logs and everything else. I can't change the settings, but if I understand the circumstances, I might be able to negotiate. That's why I won't be able to help you and your friends for a while. However, I will provide you with as much information as you need, so if anything comes up, please ask me right away."

"I understand. In that case, if you find anything out, please let me know right away too."

After receiving an affirmative reply from Diite, the voice chat disconnected. She had probably resumed her investigation.

I was just going to ask about the Fire Dragon, but all sorts of information came out. I can't tell Ash or Ren-chan about Veru-san, so I guess I'll consult with Esha. Still, this event has turned into quite a complicated affair.

With that thought, Hayato left his room and headed for the dining hall.



		
			Chapter 97

			Actor

			Three days after Hayato's talk with Diite, a Stampede began just as he was logging in.

Hayato, along with Ash's group, the mercenaries, and Ney's group, moved to the Imperial Capital.

Since Hayato couldn't fight, he positioned himself on the roof of a building that was not a target for destruction. From there, he looked out over the Imperial Capital. The view was much clearer than the one he had seen before on a monitor.

Being a weekday morning, the number of players was small. But being logged in at such a time also meant they were quite skilled. You could call this a battle with a small, elite force.

Ash had said that fewer people were better anyway.

Their strategy was to reduce the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl's HP to the absolute limit before it could use its Flame Form, and then have Cecil deliver the final blow. With too many people, it would be difficult to judge that timing. Besides, this wasn't a strategy for all the participants, but one specifically for Ash's group, so there was no coordination with the other players.

A monster's HP isn't visible as a number, but you can check it with the so-called HP bar. It'll be difficult to reduce it to just before one-third. If they accidentally reduce its HP too much, it'll use its Flame Form and they'll be unable to win.

And this time, in exchange for giving Cecil the Excalibur Replica, they had told him over and over to stick to their plan. Cecil was certainly strong, but he was also whimsical, or rather, restless. If he thought of something interesting, he'd start doing it right away.

According to Esha, Cecil was stronger when left to do as he pleased, but since Cecil was the key to this battle, that wasn't an option.

So, to make Cecil listen, they had brought Esha along this time.

Due to her affiliation region settings, Esha was restricted from participating in the Imperial Capital's Stampede. However, that only meant she couldn't attack the Stampede's monsters. She was still allowed to be there.

And she could attack anything other than the monsters.

"Cecil, if you do anything strange, I will shoot you with this Berzerb, so be careful. The muzzle of this gun is aimed at you at all times, you know?"

"In your case, Esha, you'd shoot me even if I didn't do anything strange, wouldn't you?"

"It seems I'm understood by my old comrade. I'm so happy."

"I'm not. Well, I'll follow the plan. In fact, I'm not supposed to attack until Ash gives the permission, so I'll just be hunting some regular dragons over there. Hey, Hayato, I've been meaning to say this for a while, but how are you managing to employ Esha? You have my respect."

Cecil said that, then went down the stairs from the roof with Ash and the others.

Now, only Hayato and Esha remained.

"I think that's the first time someone has respected me."

"In the Maid Guild, you've gone beyond respect to being our savior, you know."

"Don't say that. Anyway, changing the subject, what do you think about Ash's father?"

Hayato had told Esha what he'd heard from Diite, intending to consult with her. That had been when things were slow at the real-world cafe, but then the cafe had gotten unusually busy, so they hadn't been able to talk any further.

Esha closed her eyes and hummed thoughtfully, but she soon opened them and looked at Hayato.

"I can't really say. Like you, Master, I don't have parents, so I don't understand how a parent feels about a child, or how a child feels about a parent. I sort of think that maybe a parent would do something like that, but that's about it."

"Your era was tougher than it is now, so that might be true... huh? In that case, for Ash and Ren-chan to have a father, wouldn't that have been rare back then?"

"It was rare. But Ash-sama was wealthy. Or rather, his parents were."

"Oh? Is that so? Then why did they come to a virtual reality?"

The majority of those who chose to live in the virtual reality did so because they were in despair about reality. It wasn't that money would prevent despair, but there was no doubt that money created various possibilities.

However, Ash and the others had thrown all that away to live only in the virtual reality. Hayato couldn't understand why.

"I don't know the circumstances surrounding that. However, partly because of that, the Brandle siblings were famous back then. Though their father rarely made public appearances."

"I see... By the way, do you know why Ash and the others were wealthy?"

"I don't know the details, but Ash-sama's parents were movie actors. They were famous enough that even I knew of them."

"Movie... actors? They existed a hundred years ago?"

In this era, CG was practically indistinguishable from reality. Electronically synthesized voices were also identical to human ones, to the point where one couldn't tell them apart. Because of this, movies no longer featured real landscapes or people.

For that reason, professions like actor and voice actor no longer existed. The words remained, but there was no one working in those professions now.

"They barely existed back then. At the time, a movie starring Ash-sama's parents became a worldwide blockbuster, and I heard they became fabulously wealthy from the rights. I think Ash-sama himself also appeared in some work. I don't know if it was a hit, though."

"That's a surprise. I actually like old movies. I wonder if they were in a movie I've seen? I've watched quite a few."

"It's possible. I've forgotten the title, but it was quite famous at the time."

One of the reasons Hayato had wanted to open a cafe was because of a movie. He had been so moved by a film that it had made him want to run a cafe himself. It had been a vague dream at first, but his will had solidified by frequenting his favorite cafe on Earth.

Come to think of it, when I saw Ash's father in the Royal Capital, I felt like I had seen him somewhere before. Could it be that I really saw him in some movie? I'll have to check later.

Hayato tried to ask Esha for more information about Ash's family, but she said she didn't know much.

As they were having this conversation, the number of dragons gradually began to decrease.

"The dragon annihilation speed is increasing. It must be thanks to the Dragon Eater Replicas you made, Master. At this rate, we might be able to defeat the Fire Dragon without any facilities being destroyed."

"I hope so, but I wonder."

It was only recently that the dragon annihilation speed had started to increase. The circulation of the Dragon Eater Replicas on the auction house had had an effect.

While the performance varied slightly depending on the quality, it was being traded at high prices as a weapon that dealt at least double damage to dragons. Some players were desperately searching for a way to obtain one.

In "Another Frontier Online," there was no information available online.

This was because Diite had been deleting it as soon as she found it, starting around the time the Clan Wars began. At first, she had allowed some game information to spread to attract people, but since tactics and skill compositions were crucial information for Clan Wars, she deleted it when the event started. Diite had decided that this would make the virtual reality more enjoyable.

Because of that, information secrecy had become a trend in this game. Players kept the information they discovered to themselves, treating it as a monopoly.

If it became known that Hayato was the only one who could make the "Dragon Eater Replica," players might flock to his base. To account for this, multiple members of the mercenary group had been listing the items on the auction. That was how they were protecting Hayato.

As for the sales, the profits were split between Hayato and the mercenaries, and Hayato had been able to recover about as much money as he had back when he was doing Clan Wars.

It costs a fair bit of money to make reconstruction items, so this helps. Thanks to the increased annihilation speed, fewer facilities are being destroyed. Maybe it's about time to focus solely on exterminating the hardline dragons.

Just as Hayato thought that, a giant ball of fire appeared in the sky. It crashed into the Imperial Capital's main square.

The battle with the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl was about to begin.



		
			Chapter 98

			Slaying the Fire Dragon

			The Fire Dragon Eddy Owl began to act exactly as Hayato had seen before.

First was the roar known as Dragon Roar, which inflicted Stun over a wide area. However, Ash, Ney, and some of the other members were not affected. Thanks to the effects of the rings and bracelets Hayato had made, they were immune.

Generally, equipment that nullified status effects didn't work retroactively if you equipped it after being afflicted. It was meaningless unless you were wearing it when you received the attack that induced the effect.

If a monster's actions were controlled by AI, there would be preliminary motions, but their opponent was human. There were no such tells. However, there were habits. Ash had researched that aspect and said he had a grasp of most of its actions.

First, as if not wanting to waste the cool down time, it would always use Dragon Roar when it was available. That meant it would use it upon its initial appearance, and then again every minute thereafter.

Then there was the knockback from the wind pressure of its wing flap. It used this when the Imperial Capital's square became packed with players. It was to secure space for a wide-area attack with its tail, called Dragon Tail. Although the dragon's mind was human, you could say the wing flap was the preliminary motion for the Dragon Tail.

Furthermore, there was the fiery Dragon Breath. This was for disrupting the rear guard when they used powerful magic, so it was usually conserved. Since it couldn't be used in rapid succession, Ash said it was saved for crucial moments.

All of this information was shared between the mercenaries and Kokuryu, and they were fighting according to these details.

In this game, there was no strategy information online. So, while there were players who didn't know these things, Ney was loudly relaying such information as she fought.

"Dragon Tail is coming after the wing flap! Watch out!"

Ney shouted, inspiring those around her, and the players followed her lead, taking countermeasures. Of course, her voice reached the Fire Dragon as well, but perhaps judging that the benefit of doing so outweighed the fact that its moves were being exposed, it attacked exactly as Ney had predicted.

Since the Fire Dragon was not an AI, there was no such thing as a hate value. Dealing massive damage or using the War Cry skill to generate hate value was meaningless. The Fire Dragon could choose its attack targets at will.

Naturally, it targeted Ney. From the Fire Dragon's perspective, she was a hateful opponent saying unnecessary things. The dragon attacked Ney with bites and scratches, but it wasn't very effective.

Ney was decked out in a full set of fire-resistant equipment, reducing the damage she took to less than ten percent.

Seeing this situation, Esha glanced at Hayato once before letting out a sigh.

"How on earth did you manage to put together a set of equipment like that? Is that the Red Dragon Series?"

"I got a lot of Red Dragon scales from Ash. So I made a full set of armor with them. But I could only make one set, so I had Ney equip it."

Red Dragon, as the name implied, referred to fire-type dragons. A full set of equipment made from its scales, called the Red Dragon Series, dramatically increased fire resistance. Conversely, it made the wearer take more than double damage from water and ice attribute attacks, but in this Stampede, that was no problem at all.

Furthermore, Kokuryu's members included experts in recovery and support magic, and Ney was carrying a large quantity of Hayato's food and medicine, giving her nearly invincible defense in this location.

Ney was currently acting as a tank. Inspiring the surrounding players was also part of her strategy to draw the target's attention to herself.

Meanwhile, Ash and the others were holding back their strength and attacking inconspicuously. They weren't using the Dragon Eater Replicas they had used to defeat the normal dragons, instead attacking with ordinary weapons to avoid being targeted by the Fire Dragon. This was also for the purpose of damage adjustment.

"Cecil, it's almost your turn. Are you sure you're ready?"

"Leave it to me. In fact, I can't hold myself back, so hurry it up."

Ash and Cecil's voice chat reached Hayato's ears.

This time, Cecil's damage would be multiplied even further on top of his previous attack.

His last attack was 16 times the normal damage, but this time, he had switched his attacking sword to a Dragon Eater Replica. Even a one-star quality weapon dealt double damage to dragons, but a five-star one dealt triple.

And they would have him eat Manga Meat. Furthermore, he would also drink a Power Drink, a medicine that increases attack power, though its effect only lasts for a short five minutes. By using the Manga Meat's 75% attack power boost and the Power Drink's 25% attack power boost, he would be able to deal double the damage he had before.

In other words, instead of the previous 2 times 2 times 4, for 16 times the damage, it would be 2 times 2 times 4 times 3 times 2, for 96 times the damage.

Looking at the numbers alone, it was an incredible value, but actually pulling it off would be difficult.

It had worked last time, but the Fire Dragon used wide-area stun and knockback status effect attacks. Knockback and stun canceled the target's attacks. Since damage-boosting weapon skills could be canceled in the same way, if Cecil were hit by one, it would all be for nothing in an instant.

Weapon skills also had cool down times, so it would take a while before the conditions were met again. And in exchange for the boons of being able to equip multiple weapons and any weapon, Cecil couldn't equip rings or bracelets, nor could he use an item bag.

He could be handed food and medicine from a clan member and consume it on the spot, but if he couldn't equip rings or bracelets, he couldn't nullify status effects.

This was Hayato's biggest concern for the current operation.

He needs to take off more than one-third of the Fire Dragon's HP in a single blow. I don't know the actual numbers, but it should probably be possible. And even if he can't defeat it in one hit, if there's only a sliver left, they can probably push through with attribute attacks. The problem is the stun and knockback. He really needs to be careful.

Hayato thought this as he watched the situation unfold.

Then, Ash's words to Cecil, telling him to go, reached Hayato as well.

Cecil shouted, "Alright!" and started running from outside the Imperial Capital towards the square where the Fire Dragon was.

"Cecil! Think about the Dragon Roar's cool down! You're too early!"

Since he was overlooking the whole area from the roof of a building, Hayato had a decent grasp of the situation. In about ten seconds, the Dragon Roar's cool down would be over, and it would spread stun throughout the area.

The Dragon Roar's effective range was almost the entire Imperial Capital. He would definitely get caught in it. But Hayato's words didn't seem to reach Cecil, as he showed no sign of stopping.

"I suppose it can't be helped."

Esha readied her Berzerb. Then she looked through the scope and aimed at Cecil.

It wasn't a Critical Shot or a Destroy, but a normal attack. She fired it towards Cecil.

Of course, she wasn't aiming at him, but fired several shots at the ground around him as a warning.

"Whoa! Esha! What the hell are you doing! I haven't done anything weird yet!"

"What do you mean, 'yet'? Get away from there quickly, the Dragon Roar is coming."

"Ah, crap."

Cecil immediately returned to his original spot. Just after that, the Fire Dragon unleashed its Dragon Roar.

Cecil was not caught in it, and his weapon skill was maintained.

"Now, go quickly. You have to hit it before it does the wing flap. In the first place, why did you use the weapon skill so early?"

"It looks cooler to get a running start and land a hit, doesn't it? Alright! Here I go!"

Cecil started running, carrying the Dragon Eater Replica on his shoulder.

Hayato took a deep breath to calm down, but he felt there was a problem with the situation in the square.

Huh? Aren't there too many people in the square? Can he even reach the Fire Dragon?

In this game, it was possible to push people aside, but STR was a factor.

In Cecil's case, his stats were boosted by the performance of the multiple weapons he had equipped, so he probably wouldn't lose out in terms of STR, but even so, with so many people, it would take time to reach the Fire Dragon.

"Ash! Ney! Clear a path for Cecil! He's heading for the square from the west!"

A voice saying, "Leave it to us!" reached him from both of them, and a few seconds later, the people in the square split to the north and south. He didn't know what Ash and the others had said, but in the square, the Fire Dragon was in the center, and a path connecting the east and west of the square had formed.

"Wh, what's this?"

The Fire Dragon also raised a voice of confusion at the sight. But in the next moment, its face twitched. From the west, Cecil was running towards it with a wicked smile.

Cecil immediately set foot in the square and headed straight for the Fire Dragon.

"Disappear, ya punk!"

Dodging the Fire Dragon's intercepting scratch attack, Cecil's diagonal slash with the Dragon Eater Replica hit the dragon's abdomen.

"Guboa!"

The Fire Dragon, struck by the attack, was sent flying out of the square as if it had been flicked away, and it rolled along the ground. The dragon tried to get back up, but it collapsed on the spot. Then, an effect like its body disappearing into particles of light began.

While everyone was stunned, a fanfare played in the square and fireworks shot up into the sky.

"The Fire Dragon Eddy Owl has been successfully subjugated. Participants in the Stampede will be awarded contribution points and a fragment of the Dragon Soul. I repeat..."

A world announcement could be heard. Immediately after, a great cheer erupted in the square. They had defeated the Fire Dragon that they had been unable to beat for nearly half a year. The majority of the players had all but given up, so their joy was immeasurable.

And Hayato, who had been watching, also received contribution points and a fragment of the Dragon Soul.

"So this is a fragment of the Dragon Soul."

The fragment was a long, thin crystal-like object, small enough to fit in the palm of his hand. There was nothing particularly unusual about it. Hayato returned it to his item bag.

"Looks like the plan was a success. Well then, let's meet up with Ash and the others and head back to the base."

"Before that, I'd like to confirm, did you receive any contribution points? As an NPC, I did not receive any."

"Huh? Oh, yeah, I got quite a few even though I didn't attack at all."

"I see. In that case, tonight is yakiniku. I'll have the kalbi and roast, please."

"Are you talking about the real world?"

"Of course. Since there's prize money, let's celebrate. A chocolate parfait party would also be fine."

"That's a bit much. Alright, let's have yakiniku tonight. It's okay to splurge once in a while. But first, work at the cafe. I'll do my best this afternoon."

Feeling a sense of warmth as he watched Esha raise her hands in a victory pose, Hayato sent a voice chat to Ash and the others.



		
			Chapter 99

			A Dangerous Person

			The day after defeating the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl, Hayato was busy from the morning making necessary items with his production skills.

This time, no facilities in the Imperial Capital had been destroyed. There was no need to make items for reconstruction aid, but he did need to make food and medicine for Ash, Ney, and the others.

There was no rush to make them right after defeating the Fire Dragon, but Ash and the others were already looking ahead to the next Stampede and were busy with preparations. As a result, there was no victory celebration for the subjugation, and the party broke up after just having a slightly more expensive meal.

That said, Ren and Ney had thrown a tantrum demanding sweets, so he had given them a large amount of cheesecake.

As he recalled the situation, Hayato had a few thoughts.

Ren-chan aside, Ash seems to be in a real hurry. His timing for contacting Cecil yesterday was terrible too. Of course, he was probably watching the Fire Dragon's HP bar, but he had forgotten about the Dragon Roar attack.

His order to attack Cecil had been poorly timed. Thanks to Esha, they had avoided disaster, but if things had continued as they were, Cecil's damage boost from his weapon skill would have been canceled, and they would not have been able to defeat the Fire Dragon.

Ash had apologized to Cecil for that on the spot.

Cecil himself didn't seem to mind at all, but Ash seemed to be blaming himself, and Hayato thought that he hadn't been very happy even after defeating the Fire Dragon.

I understand that he's anxious after not being able to produce results for nearly half a year, but since we were able to defeat it this time, I wish he would relax a little more. However, for Ash and the others, this isn't a game, it's reality. Ash has a strong sense of responsibility, and his father, whom he's set up to dislike, is involved. He probably can't take it easy.

While the NPCs in this world were all human, they had lost their memories of their time as humans. There were exceptions like Esha and Veru, but almost all of them believed this world to be reality. And if the hardline dragons were trying to conquer the world, they would naturally be on edge.

However, there was a history, a setting, in which monsters and the like had invaded countries before, but they had been repelled. Some NPCs, like Cecil and the Hero Ivan, were treated as heroes, so there wasn't that much of a sense of tragedy.

Nevertheless, Ash, who was at the center of this event, was too fired up, determined that he absolutely could not lose.

This is the first time we've defeated a hardline dragon, and we got a fragment of the Dragon Soul. That should have taken some of the pressure off. I need to do what I can to reduce the burden on Ash and the others. I also need to support them emotionally in various ways.

With that in mind, Hayato decided to make potions next and headed to the storage to get the ingredients.

Just as he entered the storage, the base's bell rang. It was the sound of a visitor.

Hayato tilted his head at the sound.

No one was scheduled to come today, and besides, clan members and members of Kokuryu didn't need to ring the bell. The shop was also currently closed, with no products on display. Hayato wondered who could have come to such a shop, and he headed towards the storefront.

When he opened the door to the shop, a surprising person was standing there.

He was wearing a thin, beige suit sloppily, with stubble on his face. His hair was cut short, so he didn't look particularly unclean. Or perhaps it was because he was handsome that it was permissible. The person standing there was Ash's father, Veru Brandle.

Hayato immediately became cautious. This was a situation where you could say the final boss had come calling directly.

However, Veru opened both his hands and raised them slightly.

"You don't need to be on guard. I just want to talk. Won't you let me in?"

Even if he was signaling that he wasn't armed, Veru was a dragon. Even if he had no intention of fighting, there was no telling what could happen. Still, this was a virtual reality for Hayato. He decided there was no need to be so afraid and let him into the base.

He led him through the shop to the dining hall.

He invited him to sit in a chair and served him coffee.

Although he was an enemy of Ash and the others, Hayato had heard various things about Veru from Diite. It wouldn't be wrong to say he was interested in what he had to say.

Veru said his thanks and took a sip of the coffee. The fact that even that gesture looked stylish was a little frustrating for Hayato as a fellow man.

Veru placed the coffee cup down and then looked at Hayato.

"Yesterday's battle was magnificent. I never thought you would defeat Eddy before he got serious."

"Even if you say it was magnificent, I didn't do anything. I was just watching from a distance."

"Is that so? To carry out that strategy, you would need various weapons, armor, and items. You were the one who prepared them, weren't you? Honestly, you've caused me a lot of trouble."

Veru's face was smiling. But you could say that anger was seeping through. Even though it was a virtual reality, Hayato felt a considerable amount of pressure.

"Now then, Hayato. I came here today because I want you to back off."

"Back off?"

"That's right. I want you to stop supporting Ash and the others. If you don't support them, they shouldn't be able to collect the fragments of the treasured artifact. Ash and the others have never won until now, but as soon as you returned, this is the situation. Right now, among the hardline dragons, you are considered the most dangerous person."

Dangerous person to the dragons... Should I be proud?

"Rest assured. Even if we hardline dragons win, we won't do anything like dominate humans. We simply don't want to hand over the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact to Ash and Ren."

"If you want me to believe that, could you tell me the reason you don't want to give the artifact to Ash and the others?"

"...I cannot say."

Hayato decided to take a gamble.

He hadn't received any particular permission from Diite, and there was a possibility that AI protection would kick in. But Veru was so serious that he felt he had to understand the circumstances, or they would get nowhere.

"Veru-san, I heard you have your memories from when you were human. I don't suppose that has anything to do with this, do you?"

Veru's eyes widened at Hayato's words.

"How did you... Don't tell me, are you an Administrator!?"

"Huh? No, I'm not. You mean God, right? I'm not that, just a player. I was just able to obtain some information due to various circumstances."

"...Either way, you're on the Administrator's side. Then you are definitely my enemy."

Hayato felt a pressure that was incomparable to before. But if he was overwhelmed here, they would just be at a stalemate. Reminding himself that this was a virtual reality, he stared back into Veru's eyes.

"Please wait. It's true that I'm an acquaintance of this world's God, the AI. But even that God doesn't seem to understand the reason for your actions, Veru-san. And we don't know what will happen to this world if you win. That's why I want to know the circumstances."

Veru narrowed his eyes and looked at Hayato.

He was probably trying to determine if he was lying or telling the truth, but Hayato was telling the truth. Since Veru was an actor, Hayato prayed in his heart that he would be able to see through that much.

Veru let out a breath. At the same time, the pressure directed at Hayato also disappeared.

"You don't seem to be lying."

"Then..."

"Did it not occur to you that the Administrator might be lying?"

"Eh?"

Hayato didn't quite understand the meaning of Veru's words. But he soon understood. Veru was saying that Diite was lying.

"The Administrator doesn't know the reason for my actions? That's impossible. That person told me the secret of the artifact. That person said to me, if you don't stop Ash and Ren for real, something terrible will happen."

Hayato was confused.

It was because it seemed like Veru was being completely serious. Even if he was an actor, Hayato wondered if he could act to that extent.

But, considering the situation, one of them was lying.

As for Hayato, he believed Diite. It was true that a lot had happened with Diite. It might be a ploy to lure him into this world. Even so, Hayato didn't want to believe that all their interactions up until now had been a lie.

But at the same time, he couldn't believe that Veru was lying either.

Hayato couldn't come up with a clear answer.

Veru must have seen through his conflict. He chuckled lightly and stood up from his chair.

"Be careful. The Administrator is the type to do anything for the sake of this world... The coffee I had after so long was delicious. See you."

Veru said that and left the base before Hayato could say anything.

After seeing him off, Hayato took a deep breath and then contacted Diite.



		
			Chapter 100

			The Administrator

			Upon receiving Hayato's call, Diite came right away.

This was a virtual space, so there was no difference between talking via voice chat and talking face-to-face, but Hayato's thinking was that even in virtual reality, important conversations should be had in person.

And since there was nothing to keep secret, he had Esha stay as well. This wasn't a countermeasure in case Diite had ulterior motives. It was simply for information sharing.

He hadn't mentioned this when he called, so Diite looked a little surprised the moment she stepped into the base's dining hall.

"Oh my, Esha-kun is here too. I heard from Hayato-kun that it was an important matter, so I thought it would be just the two of us."

"I'll have you know that I'm a little grumpy for being woken up so early in the morning."

After the three of them exchanged greetings, Diite sat down in a chair across the table in the dining hall. Hayato and Esha sat side by side, with Diite opposite them.

"Now then, Hayato-kun, what is this important matter? I, for one, would like to think that you've finally decided to live only in this world."

Diite was saying it jokingly, but Hayato could tell she was somewhat hopeful.

But that wasn't what this was about. It was about what he had just heard from Veru.

That an administrator had told Veru the secret of the treasured artifact, and that something terrible would happen if Ash and Ren obtained it. And that Diite was lying.

Hayato explained these main points to Diite. Esha, hearing this for the first time, furrowed her brow slightly and looked at Diite.

Hayato closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he opened his eyes and his mouth at the same time.

"Diite-chan, does any of this ring a bell... is something wrong?"

Diite was more flustered than he had expected. You could even say her behavior was suspicious for an AI.

"W, wait a minute, Hayato-kun! A, are you saying you suspect me!?"

"Huh? No..."

"Please listen. I really can't change some of the settings. It's difficult to prove that. I don't mind if you look at my entire program, but even Esha-kun would find it impossible to verify. Besides, I don't know anything about telling Veru-kun the secret of the artifact. I didn't even know it had a secret in the first place."

Diite was desperately trying to defend herself. It was in a way he had never imagined from her usual self.

"Um, just a second..."

"I am indeed an AI capable of lying. And I can't say that I can completely understand human feelings. I even tried to trap Hayato-kun in this world out of my own ego. I understand that I'm not trusted. But please, believe me. I haven't told any lies."

"That's what I'm trying to say..."

"I don't care what anyone else thinks of me. But Hayato-kun, I don't want you, of all people, to think of me that way. What should I do? Is it money? If I transfer money, will you trust me!?"

"First, please transfer one hundred million into my master's account."

"So trust can be bought with that!?"

"Diite-chan! And Esha!"

When Hayato raised his voice, the two of them flinched and fell silent.

This was what you would call running wild. Diite's behavior was clearly strange. Perhaps she felt so much fear at not being trusted by Hayato that her usual calmness had completely vanished.

But Hayato shouting their names made them pause for a moment. Seizing the opportunity, Hayato gave both of them a chop on the head.

It didn't do any damage, but they both looked at Hayato with blank expressions.

Esha was the first to recover.

"Master, why was I chopped?"

"Esha, don't play along with her foolishness. What are you saying, transfer one hundred million? You can see Diite-chan is taking it seriously, can't you?"

"It's because you lack dependability, Master. To go out for yakiniku and only order kalbi and roast. What are we supposed to do without rice or soup? A man's dependability is his money."

"You have the nerve to say that after eating so much. You even ate the meat I was carefully raising..."

"At yakiniku, there are people who grill and people who eat. You're the one in charge of grilling, aren't you, Master?"

"We never decided that."

Perhaps watching Hayato and Esha's exchange calmed her down, because Diite gave a deliberate cough.

Noticing this, Hayato bowed his head to Diite.

"Ah, sorry. But, Diite-chan, have you calmed down?"

"I suppose so. I've calmed down, but what were we talking about... ah yes, trust. Hayato-kun, I swear..."

"Stop! Diite-chan, please listen to what I have to say first."

Diite still looked like she wanted to say something, but she firmly closed her mouth and looked at Hayato.

Then Hayato smiled slightly.

"Diite-chan, I believe you even without you having to say it."

"I, is that so?"

Diite's expression became one of profound relief. But then she glanced at Esha and her face turned serious.

"Are you having Esha-kun present as a potential combatant in case something happens?"

"There's no reason like that. I just want to share the information. Besides, it would be a pain to explain it all over again."

"To have my sleep time cut short for such a reason... Tonight is yakiniku again. Today I will be ordering rice, egg soup, and a dessert to finish."

Ignoring Esha's words, Hayato returned his gaze to Diite.

"I don't think you're lying. It did cross my mind for a moment when Veru-san said it, but it was really just for a moment. I trust you, Diite-chan."

"To be told that to my face makes my program feel a little... unsettled."

What does she mean, her program feels unsettled? Well, I guess that's fine.

Hayato didn't doubt Diite. It was true that a lot had happened with her, but Hayato trusted Diite completely. Of course, he wouldn't say it out loud, but he felt the same about Esha.

However, the problem was that what Veru was saying didn't seem like a lie either.

He was an actor, a professional when it came to performing. Hayato, an amateur, couldn't tell if it was an act or the truth, but he believed that Veru's affection for, or rather, his concern for Ash and Ren was not an act.

If that was the case, it wasn't that one of them was lying, but that both were telling the truth. In that case, the important factor was the Administrator.

The administrator who told Veru the secret of the artifact and warned that something terrible would happen if Ash and Ren obtained it. Could it be someone other than Diite?

That thought had occurred to Hayato.

"Diite-chan, is there another AI that could act as an administrator in your place?"

"Hayato-kun, what are you talking about?"

Diite, having regained her composure, was back to her usual confident self, but Hayato's words made her slightly wary again.

"Well, to me, it doesn't seem like either you or Veru-san are lying. You can't do anything about the event, and Veru-san was told information by an administrator. If both of those are true, then I thought maybe there's a fake administrator somewhere who told Veru-san that information."

"So that's what you mean. But that's impossible. The security of this virtual space is perfect. It's impossible to enter from the outside through hacking or the like. And even if someone were a former programmer like Esha-kun, it would be impossible to install an AI without me noticing."

Esha nodded at those words as well.

"I agree with that opinion. This is getting convoluted, so why don't you just meet Veru in person, Diite? I think you'd be able to tell if it was the same avatar, or character, that he met, right?"

"That's true. I was hesitant to act myself, but this doesn't seem to be the time for such things. It would be better to meet him directly. However..."

Diite crossed her arms and fell into thought.

"What's wrong?"

"Veru-kun is usually in a place called the Dragon's Grave. I can't meet him unless he comes out of his own accord."

"Dragon's Grave...?"

"You could call it the grave of the dragons. It's a place where, in the setting, dragons go to die when their lifespan ends. It's to the west of the Spirit Country. But that place is set to be unlocked by this event. I can't go there directly right now."

"I see. In that case, I'll contact you right away if Veru-san comes here directly next time."

"That would be a great help..."

Just as Diite was about to say that, a world announcement was made.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Demon Capital Zardogia. The Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod has begun its invasion. Please proceed with its subjugation. I repeat..."

A Stampede at a time like this, Hayato thought, but it didn't end there.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Spirit Country. The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki has begun its invasion. Please proceed with its subjugation. I repeat..."

"A Stampede has occurred in the Royal Capital Anhemudal. The Thunder Dragon Od Base has begun its invasion. Please proceed with its subjugation. I repeat..."

Three places at once? No, that's a big problem, but isn't there an even bigger one?

Hayato didn't know all of the hardline and moderate dragons. But he did know that the balance was five versus five. There was a problem with that.

At the very least, the hardline faction consisted of Veru, Agres Berion, and the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl, three of them. None of those three were causing a Stampede, yet for some reason, three Genesis Dragons he was just learning about now were causing one.

And then there was the surprised look on Diite's face.

Hayato understood without having to ask.

A dragon from the moderate faction had defected.
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			Hayato immediately asked Diite to confirm the situation.

Diite explained that a simultaneous Stampede in three locations had never happened before. And that the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod and the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki were from the hardline faction, while the Thunder Dragon Od Base was from the moderate faction.

In other words, the Thunder Dragon Od Base had defected to the hardline faction.

"Diite-chan, is this part of the plan? Was this part of the event's original design?"

Diite had been in charge of the event's settings. She couldn't do that now, but it was possible she had originally set things up to turn out this way.

Judging by the surprised look on Diite's face, that possibility seemed slim, but he checked just in case.

"There's no such setting. The moderate faction dragons were scheduled to appear as reinforcements when the hardline faction dragons went on a rampage. But that hasn't happened at all in the past six months, so I just assumed that setting had been removed. I never thought they would defect to the hardline faction."

"You know, is it possible for Ash and Ren-chan to defect too?"

With this development, that was Hayato's biggest worry.

"I can't say for sure that it won't happen. However, Ash-kun is set up to dislike his father, Veru-kun, who is the leader of the hardline faction. The possibility of him defecting is low. Ren-kun is a bit more uncertain. She doesn't have any particular animosity towards her father. That said, those two are close. I don't think they would defect."

It was nothing more than wishful thinking. The dragons, known as Genesis Dragons, had their own free will. They were bound by their settings to some extent, but if they had a reason, they could do anything. This defection was likely one such instance.

Now what should we do, he thought, when Esha stood up from her chair.

"In any case, we need to defend. I will go defend the Royal Capital with everyone from the Maid Guild."

Hayato nodded at her words.

"You're right. I can't fight, so I'm counting on you."

"There are a decent number of NPCs in the Royal Capital, so we should be able to manage. Besides, I don't think it will be a problem even if we lose. The Royal Capital's fragment has already been taken, so even if all the facilities are destroyed and we lose, nothing will really change."

"Esha-kun is right. This Stampede is likely aimed at splitting up the players. By attacking three locations at once, they're reducing the number of people who can fight in any one place. That's why I think they're attacking the Royal Capital, which is meaningless to the hardline faction."

"That's a nasty way to fight."

"I suppose it means we've made Veru-kun get serious."

"It's also possible that this is a scheme to keep you busy, Master, since you're also working on facility reconstruction."

Hayato was a production player and couldn't participate in battles, but he was exceptionally skilled when it came to reconstruction aid. Furthermore, he was creating many items to support combat.

Since the hardline dragons considered him a dangerous person, it was no mistake that they were aiming to put pressure on him.

"Aren't they being a little too cautious with just me?"

"The Fire Dragon was defeated as soon as you returned, Master. If they weren't cautious about that, they'd be incompetent. It would have been easier if they were, though. Well then, I'm off. By the way, I'll be taking a large amount of melon juice."

"Take as much as you want."

Esha immediately headed to the storage and then left the base.

Only Hayato and Diite remained.

Hayato looked at Diite. The Stampede was a concern, but there was something he wanted to confirm first.

"Could you tell me everything about this event? I know it's a spoiler, but this isn't the time to be worrying about that, right? I want to know what the original story, or setting, was."

"I suppose I should tell you. It's not moving according to my settings anymore, so it wouldn't even be a spoiler."

"In that case, first of all, what's with this treasured artifact?"

Hayato took out the fragment of the artifact from his item bag. It was the item he had obtained when they defeated the Fire Dragon. According to what he had heard before, the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact was an item in which the soul of Ash's mother, Kilika Brandle, was sealed.

"The setting itself is as I told you before. However, there's another setting. If you use the crafting skill with all four fragments, it becomes an item called the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact."

Even though it required the crafting skill, it could be made with a skill level of 0, making it an item anyone who participated in a Stampede and defeated a dragon could obtain. It was an accessory treated as a necklace that increased maximum HP, but it had another use.

It served as a key to enter a certain place.

"A key to enter the Dragon's Grave?"

"That's right. Originally, Veru-kun was not supposed to attack in a Stampede. The setting was that he was holed up in the Dragon's Grave, and this was an event item needed to fight him. When you defeated Veru-kun there, you would hear Kirika-kun's voice from the artifact, and Veru-kun would have a change of heart. Then the artifact would release its true power and become a piece of equipment with considerable performance. It was a moving story. I came up with it myself, of course."

She said it was moving herself? Well, I guess you could call it a classic story.

"But the hardline faction is also collecting the artifact fragments, right? What happens if they're all taken?"

"In reality, nothing was supposed to happen even if the hardline dragons took the artifact. It would simply mean that you could no longer obtain the artifact fragments from Stampedes. Though it seems that's different now."

"In that case, doesn't that mean we can't clear this event? If we can't collect the artifact fragments, we can't enter the Dragon's Grave, right?"

"It just means you can't get them from Stampedes. The hardline dragons are placed as rare monsters in the first place. If a fragment is taken, you have to defeat them directly and take it back. I've confirmed that the fragment that should be obtainable in the Royal Capital is held by the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion. The system is designed so that if you defeat him on Boboda Mountain, you can take the fragment back."

So the method of obtaining the fragments changes. I guess the Stampede is easier, though.

While the dragons' stats were boosted for Stampedes, making them stronger than usual, it would be easier to defeat them with a large number of players and NPCs. Though now the settings had changed, making it a situation where they were almost impossible to win without countermeasures, under the old settings, it should have been easy.

Furthermore, it was highly likely that the difficulty wasn't so high that the artifact fragments would be taken in a Stampede. Or if the difficulty was high, Diite would have changed the settings to lower it.

Though it was now a situation of the highest difficulty, it shouldn't be unwinnable. Hayato thought so as he considered what to do next.

It seems like it wouldn't be a problem to back off as Veru-san said. But I can't explain that to Ash and the others, and if they found out I was holding back, that would be a problem in itself. In that case, I should probably go all out to win the Stampede event. But what does he mean by 'something terrible will happen' to Ash and Ren-chan? It's possible that the administrator was also lying, but why did Veru-san believe them? I should have checked that too.

Hayato thought about various things, but couldn't come up with an answer. He posed a question to Diite.

"It's okay if Ash and the others win, right? You really don't know the secret of the artifact?"

"I swear, I really don't know. It's just a key item for the event, and in the setting, the soul of Ash-kun's mother is sealed within it. There's nothing else."

"He said something terrible would happen if Ash and Ren-chan obtained it, but can you guess what that might be?"

"It's difficult. In the first place, I don't understand what kind of situation would be 'something terrible happening' to those two. It might be because I'm an AI."

"No, even I don't understand that. The only thing I can think of is that the two of them would become hostile to each other."

At Hayato's words, Diite thought for a moment. But she soon shook her head.

"I don't think they would become hostile to each other. Their closeness dates back to their time in reality. I didn't alter their memories in that way."

"Since their time in reality... could it be that 'something terrible will happen' means they'll regain their real-world memories?"

It was something that had just popped into his head during the conversation. He didn't seriously think it was the case. But with each passing second, he started to feel that the possibility was high.

Diite also seemed to think it was a possibility, as she crossed her arms and began to think.

"But how would they be made to remember? I've made it so that AI protection doesn't work on Veru-kun, but it definitely works on Ash-kun and Ren-kun. Esha-kun's case is very special, and she remembered on her own. I've had Hayato-kun be careful, but it should be extremely difficult for a third party to make them remember reality."

There were many players in this game to begin with. In conversations between players, there was a lot of talk about reality. The characters considered to be NPCs would hear those words, but due to AI protection, they were in a state where they couldn't quite understand what was being said.

Even after that situation had continued for nearly three years, there were no cases of anyone regaining their memories. The only exception was Esha.

They thought about it for a while after that, but couldn't come up with anything conclusive.

"Hayato-kun, just as I originally requested, could you support Ash-kun and the others so that they win this event?"

"Is that really okay?"

"I think it's fine. I don't know what this other administrator is planning, but if they're trying to make Veru-kun win, then I want to make Ash-kun win. So I'm counting on you."

Hayato looked at Diite for a while, then nodded deeply.

"Alright. I also personally want to support Ash and Ren-chan. They helped me out during the Clan War. I'll do my best in that direction."

"Good, now that that's decided, let's think about countermeasures for the other dragons."

As Diite said that, she brought up three monitors in the dining hall. They displayed the Stampedes occurring in the Royal Capital, the Demon Capital, and the Spirit Country.

Ash and the others are in the Demon Capital, huh. In that case, I guess we'll target the Underworld Dragon next.

Hayato thought this as he stared intently at the monitors.
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			Hayato looked at the monitor displaying the Demon Capital Zardogia.

The reason was simple. Ash and the others were there.

Stampedes were also occurring in the Royal Capital and the Spirit Country, but he decided to put those aside for now. He who chases two rabbits catches neither. It was best to deal with them one at a time. If Ash and his group had headed there, they likely had some factor that would allow them to win the battle.

That was his line of thinking.

While watching the monitor, Hayato asked Diite a question.

"It doesn't look like he's appeared yet, but what kind of dragon is this Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod?"

The monsters causing the Stampede before the Underworld Dragon's arrival were Undead types like zombies, ghosts, and even dragon zombies. Based on that, he could infer that the Underworld Dragon was also a dragon of that nature.

However, Diite, who managed this world, was right here. Hayato decided to rely on her knowledge rather than his own speculation.

"He's a dragon set to exist in the Underworld, the land of the dead. He's fundamentally the same as a normal dragon, but you could say he has the characteristics of an Undead. That said, he isn't a zombie or a ghost or anything of the sort. He simply possesses those traits while being alive."

The characteristics of the Undead were that they were extremely weak to Light attribute attacks but strong against all other attributes. They were completely unaffected by healing-type Holy Magic like High Healing or resurrection spells like Resurrection. They also nullified many bad statuses like poison and paralysis.

Furthermore, the Underworld Dragon often used Necromancy. It could be said that he excelled at magical attacks rather than physical ones.

He also had a special ability called Undead Festival. When he used this skill, any players or NPCs who had been defeated with zero HP would be turned into zombies and forced to fight for him.

A zombified player would move on their own, and could not be controlled. They could be returned to normal by defeating them again or by using the Holy Magic spell Dispel Curse, but even then they would only revert to their defeated state, so they needed to be revived or resurrected immediately.

It was said that if you weren't careful, you could fall into a loop of zombification, dispelling, and re-zombification. So, if you were defeated, it was better to resurrect at your base rather than wait.

"He uses some nasty tricks. Come to think of it, there are no churches in the Demon Country, are there?"

"That is correct. There are no churches, nor are there temples. If a player is defeated in the Demon Country, their resurrection point is likely outside of it. It's possible to build a base if you become friendly with the demons and Undead of the Demon Country, but few players do that. I think you'd be fine to build one, Hayato-kun, since you're on good terms with Lunaria-kun."

"Clans can only have one base, so I won't be making another one. I've grown quite fond of this place, so I have no intention of abandoning it to build one in the Demon Country."

As long as he didn't give up this location, Hayato couldn't establish another base.

It was not possible to register another clan's base as a resurrection point, so asking another clan for help was pointless. However, there was one loophole.

It involved items sold in shops. Items sold at a base have a search function. From any safe area free of monsters, you could search for items and teleport to the location where your desired item was being sold. Using that function, it was possible to return to the Demon Country instantly, no matter where you resurrected.

However, clans with bases in the Demon Country tended to dislike having their shops used freely by players who weren't even buying anything, so most of them didn't sell items at their storefronts. Even if they did, it was probably far from the Demon Capital.

Therefore, it was crucial to get revived as quickly as possible if you were defeated. Cleric role-players were highly valued in this Stampede.

"I gave Ash and the others plenty of Potions and Elixirs, but it's dangerous without a healer."

"I apologize. I would go if I could, but I am also bound to my affiliated country and cannot participate in the Demon Country's Stampede. That aside, something troubles me."

"What troubles you?"

"The Underworld Dragon was originally set to attack the Demon Capital. I thought Veru-kun would have sent him somewhere more devious."

"Are you saying the Underworld Dragon attacking the Demon Capital is low difficulty? But the NPCs in the capital mostly use Dark attribute attacks, right? Wouldn't their attacks be ineffective against him?"

The residents of the Demon Country mostly used Dark attribute attacks. Moreover, almost none of them could use Light attribute attacks. Therefore, the NPCs' attacks would not be effective against the Underworld Dragon or the other Undead monsters causing the Stampede.

Originally, the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion, who was supposed to attack the Imperial Capital, was weak to physical attacks. And in the Imperial Capital, there was a powerful physically attacking NPC named Cecil. Diite had said this was done to create balance and lower the Stampede's difficulty.

But that story was quite different from the situation in the Demon Capital. The Underworld Dragon attacking the Demon Capital could be considered a high-difficulty Stampede.

Seeing Hayato's puzzled expression, Diite smiled slightly and answered.

"That is true, but Lunaria-kun is in the Demon Country, is she not? If the Demon Lord joins the Stampede, she is almost guaranteed to win. If anything, I set the Underworld Dragon to be a countermeasure for Lunaria-kun. Thinking about it that way, perhaps it isn't wrong for the Underworld Dragon to attack the Demon Capital."

"I see. But I don't think Lunaria-san has shown up yet?"

Hayato had been watching the monitor for a while, and although he could see Ash and his group, he hadn't seen Lunaria.

"You are right about that. It could be an issue with where the monitor is focused, but come to think of it, I don't believe I've ever seen Lunaria-kun at any of the Stampedes so far."

"If she's not in combat, a voice chat should get through, right? I'll try contacting Lunaria-san."

Receiving a voice chat in the middle of a battle could cause all sorts of problems. It was common practice to turn off voice chat from anyone outside your party to avoid picking up unnecessary audio.

Seeing that Lunaria wasn't on the monitor, Hayato figured she hadn't joined the battle yet and decided to send a voice chat.

"Lunaria-san, it's Hayato. Where are you now? A Stampede is happening in the Demon Country."

"Hayato-san? I am in the Throne Room of the Demon Lord's Castle right now. I know about the Stampede. I have just ordered my more combat-oriented members to participate. You may praise me for being so Demon Lord-like. I am a child who thrives on praise."

"...Putting that aside, aren't you going to participate?"

"I will not."

"Why not?"

"...I believe in everyone. I know they can win even without me."

What she said might have sounded noble, but the slight delay in her response suggested there was another reason. Hayato thought so and decided to press her.

"Lunaria-san, if there's a reason you can't participate, could you tell me? I might be able to do something about it. I can't say for sure, but I'll think of some sort of countermeasure."

"To see through me like that, you are truly amazing, Hayato-san. That Cooking Skill of 100 is not just for show."

"Does that have anything to do with this? Well, whatever. So, what's the reason you're not participating?"

"I have told you before why I cannot fight, Hayato-san."

(She's told me why she can't fight? What? Where did I hear that? I have no memory of it.)

As Hayato tilted his head in confusion, he heard Lunaria's voice again.

"It seems you do not remember, so I will tell you again."

Hayato heard Lunaria take a deep breath. It must be something very difficult to say, so he waited for her words.

"...I am afraid of ghosts."

"...Pardon?"

"As long as there are ghosts in the Demon Capital, I cannot fight. To strike at the Demon Lord's weakness, the hardline dragons must have a formidable strategist among them."

"There's no one like that, so get to the Demon Capital already."

"To give orders to the Demon Lord is laughable."

"And I have a headache..."

He did vaguely remember hearing something like that when he went to a forest in the Demon Country with Diite and Maris. Something about eight-legged creatures being her limit, the Demon Lord being a centipede, and her being afraid of ghosts. Hayato had definitely heard it.

But he hadn't taken it seriously. For the most part, it was often hard to tell if Lunaria was being serious or just joking.

"Hayato-kun, what's wrong? Why are you holding your head? What did Lunaria-kun say? Why isn't she participating in the Stampede? If she joined the fight, it would be a huge advantage."

"Diite-chan, you were there too, so you probably remember, but apparently Lunaria-san can't fight because she's scared of ghosts. The Underworld Dragon is definitely a countermeasure against the Demon Lord. More than necessary, even."

Diite froze for a moment, but then immediately clutched her head, just as Hayato had done.
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			At eight in the evening, Hayato finished his work at the cafe and logged back in.

Esha was already logged in, waiting with everyone else in the dining hall. They were about to hold a strategy meeting for the Underworld Dragon.

Regarding the simultaneous Stampedes in three locations, although the treasure fragments were not stolen, a significant number of facilities had been destroyed. Other players were assisting with the recovery, but the situation was dire enough that if Hayato didn't provide serious support, there would be problems during the next Stampede.

Then there was the betrayal of the moderate faction. The Fire Dragon had been defeated once, so he wouldn't be able to return for a while, but the Thunder Dragon was now on the enemy's side. It was possible the other two moderates had also switched sides, so he wanted to defeat as many of them as possible.

If another five-dragon Stampede occurred, the treasure fragments would surely be stolen.

Thus, the next target became the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod. In the current situation, he was arguably the easiest opponent to win against. However, there was a condition.

To win, the participation of the Demon Lord Lunaria was essential. If Lunaria joined the battle, they were almost certain to win.

However, Lunaria had a problem. She was afraid of ghosts, that is, Ghost-type monsters, and was holed up in the Demon Lord's Castle.

Diite had known that Lunaria was "afraid of ghosts," but she had assumed it was a minor dislike, never imagining that it would render her unable to fight. It wasn't that Diite failed to realize this because she was an AI. Hayato had thought the same thing.

Because of that, the top priority was to drag Lunaria out for the next Stampede. The strategy meeting for that was about to begin.

Participating members were Hayato, Esha, Ash, Ren, Lunaria, and her retainer, Rosalie. Diite was busy with other research, and Ney's group and Relic's group were out gathering materials to restore the facilities in the Demon Country and the Spirit Country, so they were absent.

When Hayato went to the dining hall, the members were already assembled. Everyone was seated at the dining table with drinks and desserts placed before them.

For some reason, Lunaria was tied to the back of her chair with a rope and had no dessert.

"Looks like everyone's here. Let's get started then."

"Hayato-san, I believe you have something to say about my current situation first."

"A Demon Lord who won't participate in a Stampede because she's scared of ghosts has no human rights. And no dessert either."

Lunaria slumped at those words. Her retainer, Rosalie, also seemed to have her own thoughts on the matter and wasn't on Lunaria's side this time.

In fact, the retainers hadn't known the reason for Lunaria's absence from the Stampede until they were informed by Hayato. When he proposed a meeting to discuss getting the Demon Lord to participate, Rosalie had replied in an emotionless voice, "We will tie her with a rope and bring her."

"Alright, I want to think of a plan. How can we get Lunaria-san to join the Stampede?"

Ash answered Hayato's question.

"Why don't we just get her used to ghosts? If we throw her into a dungeon with a lot of Ghost-type monsters, I think she'll be fine after a couple of days."

A surprisingly spartan solution was proposed. Everyone looked at Lunaria, but she just scoffed at the idea.

"I'm confident I'd just faint, so I won't get used to them. Besides, I'd just resurrect in the Demon Lord's Castle after being defeated, so I think it's pointless."

"Why are you saying that with such a smug face? And speaking of which, Lunaria-san, haven't you changed a lot in the last six months? I thought you were much quieter, or rather, less confident before?"

During the six months he couldn't log in, Hayato had exchanged emails with Diite, and she had told him the members were the same as always. But seeing her in person, Lunaria seemed to have changed considerably since then.

It felt like she had some kind of warped image of a Demon Lord and was role-playing it. Moreover, she had a pointless amount of confidence. It was to the point where he wondered what had happened to her social anxiety.

"It means I've leveled up as a Demon Lord. From now on, you may revere me as the Great Demon Lord Lunaria. However, I will not fight if there are ghosts. Even a Great Demon Lord cannot do that."

As Lunaria declared this with brimming confidence, Rosalie, who was sitting next to her, let out a small sigh.

"Lunaria-sama has gained confidence ever since she defeated the Hero. That in itself is a good thing, but, well, she has developed confidence in a terribly wrong direction... I have admonished her many times, but she does not seem to listen..."

This was unexpected for Hayato. He had thought that a retainer like Rosalie would affirm all of Lunaria's actions. He was surprised to hear the word "admonish" at all.

Still, it seemed it would be difficult to make Lunaria do something she didn't want to do. It wasn't quite selfishness, but he could somehow sense her belief that since she was the Demon Lord, she could behave however she pleased.

As he wondered what to do, Ren shot her hand up energetically.

"Then how about we annihilate all the ghosts during the Stampede? If there are no ghosts, I think Lunaria-san can participate."

"That is an excellent idea. I will give Ren-chan a Demon Lord's Cookie. Present it to her."

At Lunaria's command, Rosalie took a bag from her item bag and handed it to Ren. Ren immediately took a cookie from the bag and began to eat it.

"I have a question. Is it possible to wipe out all the monsters in a Stampede?"

Esha, who had been eating dessert nonstop, suddenly spoke up.

Unfortunately, Hayato didn't know the answer. He glanced at Ash, who shook his head.

"Stampede monsters will keep spawning even after you defeat them. Wiping out all the ghosts is probably impossible."

"Um, do they still spawn even after the Underworld Dragon appears?"

He wasn't sure if it made a difference, but Hayato remembered that there were no ordinary dragons in the plaza during the battle with the Fire Dragon.

"They do. During the battle with the Fire Dragon, my mercenary group was also hunting the other dragons to keep them from interfering with Cecil."

"I see, so that plan is out. What should we do then..."

As Hayato muttered this, Esha stopped eating her dessert.

"Shall we contact Ivan then?"

"Huh? Ivan, the Hero?"

"Yes. Ivan should be able to fight in the Demon Country, and Excalibur should be able to deal Light attribute attacks. He ought to have a significant advantage against the Underworld Dragon."

Hayato thought, *I see.*

He didn't know that Ivan could fight in the Demon Country, but the Hero was a well-known figure like Ash, so he was probably set up to be able to fight anywhere. In that case, they could just send Ivan against the Underworld Dragon instead of Lunaria.

Fortunately, Hayato had an item called the "Hero's Pledge." It stipulated that Ivan would not rampage at the base and would help Hayato for free when he was in trouble. Since it was set as a magical pledge, if Hayato called for aid, Ivan the Hero would have to answer.

Lunaria was also bound by the "Demon Lord's Pledge," so she should have to listen to what Hayato said, but since Hayato hadn't made a strong request, the pledge's effect was inactive.

"What. Come to think of it, that solves the whole problem. Alright, let's go with that. Lunaria-san, you can just wait at the Demon Lord's Castle."

"Wait a moment. You're going to borrow the Hero's power instead of mine?"

"Well, yeah."

Lunaria's brow furrowed slightly.

"That is an insult to the Demon Lord. I am stronger than the Hero. Therefore, it should be me, the Demon Lord, whom you rely on."

"I'd like to rely on you, but you're afraid of ghosts, aren't you?"

"I, I think I can fight for about five minutes. And if you could gather the ghosts somewhere else, I could manage."

"No, Ivan can fight normally without us going to all that trouble."

"I, I understand. I'll do my best to fight for ten minutes then. Please, I'm begging you, give me a chance."

For some reason, she was now sounding unconfident, reminiscent of the old Lunaria. And desperate, at that. As Hayato tilted his head, Rosalie sighed again.

"Lunaria-sama dislikes being thought of as unneeded."

"Is she a child? Well, I guess I understand the feeling. We'll need to analyze the Underworld Dragon at least one more time anyway, so I'll leave the next subjugation to you, Lunaria-san. If it doesn't work out, I'll call the Hero."

"O, okay. I'll start training today."

He didn't know what she would be training, but if she was motivated, that was a welcome development.

With a direction decided, the meeting on Underworld Dragon countermeasures, which was really a meeting on Demon Lord countermeasures, was adjourned.

Lunaria and Rosalie left since it was getting late, but Ash and Ren stayed behind. They said they had something to talk about, and Hayato had a few things he wanted to discuss as well.

Things like the moderates who had switched sides, Veru, and Ash's group, but there were things he could and could not say.

First, Hayato thought about what he should talk about and then opened his mouth.



		
			Chapter 104

			The Moderate Faction's Betrayal

			"Ash, Ren-chan, first of all, I need to tell you something. Veru-san came to the base today."

Hayato was about to talk about Veru. Ash and his sister had said they had something to discuss as well, but Hayato decided to share what he was dealing with first.

However, there was little he could say.

He didn't think it would make sense to talk about Veru having his memories or about the existence of an administrator other than Diite. The part about how it would be disastrous if Ash's group obtained the treasure was also a touchy subject.

The only things that seemed safe to mention were that Veru had told Hayato to back off, and that he had also said the hardline faction wouldn't try to dominate humans even if they obtained the treasure.

Hayato conveyed this to Ash and Ren.

"I see, so Dad sees you as more of a threat than me. I don't mean to doubt you, but this isn't about you believing him and backing off... right?"

"If I intended to back off, I wouldn't be thinking of ways to get Lunaria-san to join the Stampede, would I? Don't worry. No matter what anyone says, I'm on your side, Ash, and yours too, Ren-chan."

Ash looked a little surprised by Hayato's words, but then he smiled.

"Sorry for doubting you. To be honest, I was mentally exhausted because all the dragons from the moderate faction defected. I thought for a moment that maybe you'd do the same. I'm glad to hear you say that."

"Big brother, you've been worried about that this whole time, huh. I'm so glad. Hayato-san will be on our side no matter what."

"Yeah, you're right."

Perhaps he had been tense until now, as Ash leaned back in his chair, the strength draining from his body.

Hayato looked at him and smiled reassuringly.

"There's the fact that you helped me during the Clan War, but we're friends, right? It's only natural to help out."

"Friends, huh. I feel like this is the first time someone's said that to me. Esha, your eyes have been scary for a while now."

"Please pay me no mind. Shall we switch seats? I believe sitting next to each other is better than face to face, no?"

Ignoring Esha, who was operating as usual, Hayato continued the conversation.

"That's all from my side. What did you two want to talk about?"

"Oh, well, actually, I just wanted to tell you that all the moderate faction dragons have switched sides. We got a message after the Stampede ended. It seems Dad and his group were negotiating with them. The reason only the Fire Dragon had been causing Stampedes lately was apparently because the others were busy with negotiations."

"Is that what happened? It's true that only the Fire Dragon's Stampede has been happening lately."

(But negotiations... I don't know what Veru-san negotiated, but could it be possible to get them to switch sides again?)

There were ten Genesis Dragons. Since Ash and Ren were allies, that left eight enemies. The Fire Dragon had been defeated once, so he wouldn't be causing any Stampedes for a while, but that still left seven. Defeating all seven of them would be extremely tough.

Basically, anything goes in this game. While there were some rules, the NPCs were human. If they saw an advantage, it should be possible to negotiate and win them over.

"Do you know why the moderate dragons switched sides? What were the terms?"

"He didn't go that far. He just contacted us out of old camaraderie, so he didn't mention the reason, and I didn't ask."

"I see. I was thinking that if we knew the reason, it might be possible to get them to switch sides again."

The three of them were surprised by Hayato's words.

"Hayato, you think of some amazing things. Getting the moderate dragons to switch sides again?"

"It doesn't have to be just the moderate dragons. The hardline ones would be fine too. But isn't that how it usually goes? Even if they don't switch sides, it would be enough if they agreed not to participate in the Stampedes, or not to aim for the treasure fragments, or just to go easy on us."

While the outcome of the Stampede battles was important, the key to winning this Stampede event was to collect the treasure fragments. There was no need to defeat all the Genesis Dragons in the first place. They just had to fight the bare minimum necessary.

For now, they just needed to defeat the dragons appearing in the Demon Capital and the Spirit Country, as well as the Tyrant Dragon who held the fragment they were supposed to get in the Royal Capital. These three.

It was possible that the defected dragons would attack the Demon Capital or the Spirit Country, but that was just a matter of winning that Stampede. The goal was not to annihilate the dragons.

The worst-case scenario was five dragons attacking the same place at the same time, though the timing was unknown. It would be enough to get them to promise not to participate in that, even if they didn't switch sides.

That's what Hayato was thinking.

"As expected of Master. You fight not with strength, but with words."

"That's because I have no combat power. Well, fighting is the last resort. And for me, that last resort is the most useless one I have."

Everyone laughed at Hayato's slightly self-deprecating words. Thanks to that, Hayato thought that Ash seemed to have relaxed considerably.

"Feeling a little less tense?"

"Yeah, you saved me. The last six months have been nothing but failures, but we finally defeated the Fire Dragon. Just when I started to feel a little relieved, the moderate dragons betrayed us, so I was a bit down. It's thanks to you, Hayato, that things always turn out for the better, no matter the situation."

Ash said that and then continued.

"I don't know if we'll actually negotiate, but should I look into why the moderate dragons switched sides?"

"Yeah, I think it would be better to know if possible. Of course, the same goes for the hardline dragons. It would be best if we could win them over, but even if we can't, it would be helpful to know their weaknesses... It would be perfect if we could find some negotiable information, like Ren-chan's Bucket Pudding."

When Hayato said that while looking at Ren, she smiled and shot her right hand up straight.

"Yes! With Bucket Pudding, I will not switch sides. Also, I'm running out of Bucket Pudding, so I might switch sides soon!"

"Then I'll prepare a five-star Bucket Pudding after we defeat the Underworld Dragon. I'll put my heart and soul into making it."

"Understood. I'll drag Lunaria-san out, even if I have to curse her. Uhihihi..."

Ren's eyes were serious. They showed an unwavering will, a refusal to compromise on any point.

"However, will it not be difficult to draw Lunaria-sama out? It is impossible to wipe out all the ghosts, is it not?"

Ash nodded at Esha's words.

"It's true that a total wipeout is impossible. But as Lunaria said, we just need to gather the ghosts somewhere out of sight. The Demon Capital is pretty big. The battle with the Underworld Dragon is set to happen in the plaza, so if we can lead them to a different location, it might work out. That said, it'll probably be difficult."

"Is it even possible to lead monsters in the first place? Like, build up Hate Value and lead them to another place?"

"That's right. It would be possible if it were just us, but many people are participating in the Stampede. It's meaningless if they get defeated even if we lead them away."

In a Stampede, there was no attack priority, so anyone could attack the monsters. Even if they built up Hate Value and led them away, they would just be defeated. Then, a ghost would spawn somewhere else in the Demon Capital.

Players received contribution points for defeating Stampede monsters, so it would be difficult to ask them not to.

(If Lunaria-san just got stunned from seeing a ghost, it probably wouldn't be a problem, but she said she'd faint. Ren fainted when she saw Maris's beetle, and that wasn't a bad status. There's no such thing as a stun immunity skill for fainting, to begin with.)

Fainting wasn't a game-based bad status. It was a mental issue with the person themselves. Hayato had felt sick after seeing a giant spider before. Even if there was no problem with the character's stats, his movements would slow down.

(I can't think of any countermeasures for Lunaria-san right now. Well, she said she'd do something about it herself, so I guess I'll just have to count on that. If it doesn't work out, I'll call Ivan.)

With that thought, Hayato decided to end the day's meeting.



		
			Chapter 105

			The Orchestra

			The day after the three simultaneous Stampedes, Hayato was heading to Mist's Mansion in the Demon Capital.

His purpose was to restore the destroyed mansion.

While the Royal Capital and the Spirit Country had also suffered considerable damage, the Demon Capital's was the most severe.

What was important in this Stampede event was not to let the treasure fragments be stolen. Stampedes would occur even if the facilities remained destroyed, so he had to provide recovery support before the next one began.

Leaving the facilities broken was like fighting a boss with reduced HP. Plus, they wouldn't be able to obtain the treasure fragment. A swift response was necessary.

Hayato had that in mind, but it was also simply a request from Mist. If a friend was in trouble, he wanted to help them first.

He had received reports that the Maid Guild, Butler Guild, and Tamer Guild in the Royal Capital were safe. With that in mind, he had made his way here early in the morning.

Hayato surveyed the Demon Capital.

Various facilities had been damaged from the battle with the Underworld Dragon, but the NPCs showed no sense of tragedy. This was partly due to the disposition of the demon and Undead NPCs, but it was said to be because of their awareness of being under the protection of the Demon Lord Lunaria.

When Rosalie in her gothic lolita dress told him that, he had thought she was talking nonsense, but when he asked Mist, he got a similar answer.

In the Demon Country, the Demon Lord and her retainers were highly adored, and it was said that as long as they followed the current Demon Lord, their future was secure. In a country where the custom was to do as you please, not defying the Demon Lord had become an ironclad rule.

Thinking about such things, Hayato made his way to Mist's Mansion.

Along the way, Hayato thought about the Demon Capital.

Hayato didn't come to the Demon Capital often. Prices were generally high, and most things could be bought cheaper in the Royal Capital.

Also, players had to be careful when buying goods in the Demon Country.

While most crops didn't grow in the Demon Country, some were infused with magic and traded at high prices in the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital. A Great Merchant Guild monopolized this trade, and it was a well-known fact that if you bought or sold large quantities without going through them, you would be severely threatened.

Even Hayato, who was ignorant of such things, knew a fair amount about it since it related to production.

Of course, there was no problem buying a few items for personal use, but in Hayato's case, being a production class, he insisted on five-star quality for most of his products. This required him to obtain materials in large quantities, which could get him into trouble. Aware of this, he generally avoided buying or selling in the Demon Capital.

(The Dragon Eater Replica is effective against the Underworld Dragon, but it has no effect on ghosts or zombies. I need weapons with an Undead Special Attack more than a dragon-slaying one, and many of the materials can be bought in the Demon Capital. Maybe I should ask Mist-san to buy them for me...)

In addition to weapons, he also needed to make armor for Ney and the others that would be effective against attacks from the Undead. The materials for that were also mostly available in the Demon Capital.

Hayato had his eye on weapons like the Holy Sword, which always came with an Undead Special Attack property, a crossbow called the Banish Crossbow, and an axe called the Zombie Crush Axe.

Requiem, the glove he had given to Relic before, also had an Undead Special Attack property, but it was ineffective without Hand-to-Hand Combat skills, so Ney's group and the mercenary group couldn't use it. Therefore, he had no plans to make it this time.

As for armor, the Vampire Mantle, Wraith Robe, and Dullahan Armor had resistance to the Dark attribute. They also had resistance to some Necromancy, so equipping them would make one stronger against the Underworld Dragon's attacks. However, performance aside, many of them looked creepy, so there was a possibility they would refuse to wear them.

(Then there's the countermeasure for Undead Festival. There's no equipment with a 'zombification immunity' property. The simple answer is not to die, but if there's any countermeasure, I need to prepare it.)

As he walked along, lost in thought, he arrived at Mist's Mansion.

Mist was standing near the entrance of the mansion, surrounded by butlers and maids. All of them were vampires.

According to her character settings, Mist was human, but she had become a vampire through a spell available at Necromancy level 100. Even so, she had a residence in the Demon Capital due to her noble birth in the Demon Country.

"Hayato-san, thank you for coming."

"You've had a rough time. I heard this mansion was the first to be targeted."

"It has been quite a nuisance. Just because it is a mansion where vampires gather, we were attacked as if we were a sworn enemy."

The reason was unknown, but Mist's Mansion was the first to be destroyed whenever a Stampede began.

Hayato had delivered recovery support items and repaired it before the Fire Dragon's subjugation, but it had been destroyed again in yesterday's Stampede.

(Come to think of it, it's strange. This place shouldn't be that important of a facility. So why is it being targeted? I could understand if it were a church or a temple, but it's not a resurrection point, so I don't see the reason. Could it be that there's a reason why this mansion's existence is a problem?)

If the Underworld Dragon, or Veru, was intentionally targeting and attacking it, then this place could be considered a problem for the enemy. Knowing Veru, the whole thing could be a lie, but it might be better to assume there was a reason to attack even if they were exposed. That's what Hayato thought.

"Mist-san, if this place is being targeted, could it be that there's something here that would be a problem for the Underworld Dragon?"

"I see, that is certainly one way to look at it. However, there is nothing special about this mansion, you know? There are some health goods and such, though."

"A dragon that's afraid of health goods doesn't sound very scary, does it?"

Hayato had previously made and given Mist things like foot reflexology mats, magnetic necklaces, and sleep pillows. If there was a dragon afraid of such things, he would feel like scolding it instead.

Hayato asked Mist if there was anything else besides the health goods, but she said there was nothing but furniture.

(I thought there might be something to counter the Underworld Dragon, but I guess I was imagining things. Well, as long as Lunaria-san joins the fight, we should be fine, and if not, we can just call Ivan. There's probably no need to investigate that deeply. Right now, fixing the facilities in the Demon Capital from one end to the other is the priority.)

Once a Stampede started, facilities couldn't be repaired in the middle of it. If they weren't repaired before the Stampede, they wouldn't get the treasure fragment even if they defeated the Underworld Dragon. That would be meaningless.

Other players seemed to be handling the other facilities, so Hayato looked at Mist, deciding to focus on properly repairing this mansion first.

"Well then, Mist-san, what should I make? Last time, it was mostly furniture, I believe."

"It is the same this time. Ten tables, twenty chairs, and fifty each of plates, forks, and knives, please."

"Are the coffins okay?"

"Yes, the ones you made for us last time were safe this time. That alone was a great help. Oh, that's right. Besides the furniture and tableware, there is something else I would like you to make. Would that be all right?"

"Yes, please tell me anything."

"Thank you very much. Then, I would like five violins, and five each of flutes and trumpets, please."

"Violins...? Musical instruments?"

"Yes, that's right. They were broken, you see."

Hayato had only ever seen musical instruments in the game. In the real world, with the resource depletion of a century ago and the ability to express all sounds with computer synthesis, instruments were relics of the past, existing only in museum colonies.

In this game, musical instruments were used when using music skills. Music, song, and dance skills were used for buffs, which enhanced the abilities of allies, and using high-quality instruments allowed for greater effects.

Hayato had never seen Mist's skill composition, but at least six months ago, she didn't have those skills. This brought up the possibility that she had changed her skill composition in the last six months.

"Mist-san, did you switch to a support role?"

"Oh? Ah, no, that's not it. Actually, I am hosting some guests at the mansion right now. This time, their instruments were broken."

"Ah, I see. But their belongings are instruments? Your guests are vampires, aren't they?"

Mist's Mansion was a facility called the Vampire Circle where vampires gathered. Naturally, her guests would also be vampires. But this was the first time he had heard of a vampire playing a support role.

It wasn't wrong to do what you wanted, but he didn't think Necromancy and music skills had good synergy.

"No, no, they are ordinary people. Are you not familiar with the Orchestra Brunhilde? They are people who travel the world without settling down, playing music and seeking inspiration to create new songs."

"Wow! No, this is the first I've heard of them. I didn't know such people existed."

They might be a famous orchestra, but this was the first time Hayato had heard of them. Hayato was particularly ignorant about such things. Having found joy in making production items at his base, Hayato knew almost nothing about information that didn't seem related to production.

"Yes, I have them perform music and songs at the soirees I hold at the mansion. In exchange, I provide them with a place to stay and meals."

"I see. In that case, I would like to hear them myself sometime."

Mist smiled at Hayato's words.

"Then when the mansion is repaired, I will hold a soiree, so please come, Hayato-san. You will never tire of hearing that person's singing voice, no matter how many times you hear it."

"I'm looking forward to it. Ah, in that case, may I bring my clan members as well? I think they're stressed from the Stampede, so I thought it would be a good way for them to relax."

"Yes, of course. There is no dress code, so please, everyone come. Ah, but..."

"Is there a problem?"

"Oh, no, it's not a problem. I am not sure if Esha-san and Relic-san know, but there is an acquaintance of theirs in the orchestra."

"An acquaintance of Esha and Relic-san? Does that mean—"

"Yes, it is a former clan member of theirs."

A former clan member of Esha and Relic. That referred to the clan the Hero Ivan had been in. Cecil, who was in the Imperial Capital, was also a member.

"Her name is Noat Vabeck. She has such a wonderful singing voice that she's called the 'Prima Donna'... However, she can't, or rather, won't do anything other than sing, so back then she was also called the 'Lazy Diva'."

"It seems that clan is full of problem children. And Relic-san is so normal, too..."

Feeling like he both wanted and didn't want to meet her, Hayato switched gears and started making the necessary furniture and tableware, thinking about the recovery support first.



		
			Chapter 106

			Labyrinth Castle

			After visiting Mist's Mansion, Hayato, along with Ash and the others, had come to a place called "Labyrinth Castle" in the imperial territory.

It was a castle that had been expanded so much it had become like a maze, and it was now a den of monsters. The setting was that this castle was abandoned over a hundred years ago, so it was also simply called the old castle.

The purpose of their visit was an item called "Broken Dullahan Armor." This place was teeming with Undead-type monsters, and Dullahans also roamed here as part of the Undead category.

A Dullahan was a knight in armor without a head, said to be the ghost of a knight who was beheaded.

Hayato didn't care about such settings. What was important was the "Broken Dullahan Armor" that he could get from defeating Dullahans. By using the Blacksmithing Skill on it, he could create a piece of armor called Dullahan Armor, which reduced damage from Dark attribute attacks and Necromancy.

He had to mass-produce this armor for Ney's group and the mercenary group, which was why he had come here with Ash and the others.

Normally, Hayato, who was not a combatant, would not need to come here, but he had a skill called "Dismantling Knowledge." This skill increased the number and rarity of item drops from monsters.

The reason was that it was quite a hassle to get to this old castle, so they wanted to increase the item drops as much as possible.

The members were Hayato, Ash, Ren, and Relic, four people. It was unusual for Relic to be in the party compared to their usual lineup.

"It has been a while since I have come to a place like this."

"I'm sorry to ask this of you today, Relic-san. I thought I'd ask for your help since you have the gloves with the Undead Special Attack."

"Not at all. If this old body can be of any use, please use me as you wish. You have helped with the recovery of the Butler Guild, and the conflict with the Maid Guild has shown signs of improvement, albeit gradually. This is all thanks to Hayato-sama. I have been told by headquarters to listen to Hayato-sama's requests."

"It helps to hear you say that."

(Is the conflict with the Maid Guild really about to improve?)

He had heard through Esha that Relic and the Maid Chief had been dining together several times. Esha welcomed the Maid Chief being in a good mood and had even told Relic to invite her to dinner every day.

The real reason for the meals was supposed to be that the Maid Chief just wanted to eat with Relic, but the official story was that they were consulting on how to resolve the conflict between the Maid Guild and the Butler Guild. It seemed the lie had become a reality.

Hayato didn't care either way, but he let out a small sigh, thinking he could never tell them the real reason.

As he was thinking that, Ash looked at Relic.

"Diite isn't here today, so we don't have any recovery magic. Our only means of healing are the dishes or medicine Hayato made, so I want you to be careful. The same goes for me, but in terms of defense, there isn't much difference between you and Ren."

"Yes, I will be careful."

"I'll be careful too!"

The other members were out gathering materials for recovery support in other places. Diite's case was a little different. She was in the middle of investigating Veru and the Genesis Dragons, and had sent a voice chat saying she couldn't get away for a while.

Ney's group was out getting materials for musical instruments. The flute and trumpet used the Crafting Skill, but the material was metal. They didn't use Adamantite, so gathering materials for these two wasn't particularly difficult.

However, the violin was made with the Woodworking Skill, and in addition to wood, it required "Horse Tail." This item was sometimes sold in NPC shops, but due to the influence of the Stampede, it wasn't being sold anywhere.

So they had to defeat horse-type monsters and aim for the item drop. It wouldn't be good for their image to target ordinary rideable horses, unicorns, or pegasi, so the target monster was an eight-legged horse called Sleipnir.

This Sleipnir was a fairly strong type of monster, boasting strength comparable to the giant wolf Fenrir, but it wasn't very popular with tamers.

It wasn't as fast as Fenrir and didn't use magic. It didn't fly like a griffon or a pegasus, and for the simple reason that it was just a strong horse, its taming difficulty and strength were not proportional. In the tamer community, it was just a collector's monster.

Maris was indignant about this and had huffed, "I will definitely tame one later!"

With such thoughts, he walked through the old castle.

Basically, there were no zombie-like Undead here. The majority were the Dullahans they came to defeat, and ghostly Undead like ghosts.

Physical attacks were less effective against ghostly monsters, but it was still possible to attack them. Deeper in the old castle, or rather, higher up, stronger ghostly monsters appeared, but the area where the Dullahans were had only weak monsters, so physical attacks alone were not that much of a threat.

Still, Hayato and the others proceeded deeper, careful not to be overconfident.

In the great hall where Dullahans spawned in large numbers, there were two other parties who seemed to have the same idea. It was currently morning on a weekday. It would probably get more crowded at night.

Basically, when a monster was defeated, a new one would appear in a few minutes. The spawn location was random, but the general area was fixed. Hayato and his group moved to a place where they wouldn't have to fight over Dullahans with the other parties and made that their campsite.

Even though it was called a campsite, it wasn't like they were actually pitching a tent. It was just a strategic base from which they would hunt monsters.

Ash used a skill called War Cry, a sort of roar that gathered Hate Value, to lure the nearby Dullahans to this campsite.

And then they beat the approaching Dullahans to a pulp. It looked sad from an outsider's perspective, but it couldn't be helped. All monsters were equipped with AI, but it wasn't a high-performance AI like Diite's. They would charge in even if they knew they would be defeated.

(If even the monsters around here had AI on par with Diite-chan's, the game would be impossible. Well, even if it's not AI, it's tough when the opponent is human.)

The previous event, the Clan War, had been player versus player. That had been tough in its own way, but this Stampede was also against Veru and the other dragons, who were humans, not AI. From Hayato's perspective, knowing the situation, this was also a player versus player battle.

It probably wouldn't be a problem if it were just fighting, but in Veru's case, he would come up with countermeasures outside of the Stampede battles. He made the moderate dragons switch sides and even told Hayato to back off.

For most players, it didn't really matter whether they won or lost this Stampede event. It was enough for them to earn contribution points and get prize money.

However, for Hayato, who knew the various circumstances, he didn't want to lose this event. And he had various questions and problems.

The existence of an administrator other than Diite, the secret of the treasure Veru mentioned, and the serious situation with Ash and Ren.

Many things were troubling.

"Hayato, what's wrong? You don't need to fight, but it's dangerous if you're just standing there daydreaming."

"Ah, sorry, I was just thinking. How's the progress?"

"Thanks to your skill, the drop rate is high. And with Relic here, we're defeating monsters quickly. I think we've gathered a fair amount, but there's still room in my item bag, so I plan to continue. We're taking a short break now."

"Got it. I'll cook something then."

The one who reacted fastest to Hayato's words was Ren.

"Bucket Pudding, please!"

"You really like that, don't you? But I didn't bring a bucket today, so I can't make it. You'll have to make do with regular pudding."

"That's a shame. If you didn't have regular pudding either, I might have cursed you, but you've been spared for now, Hayato-san..."

"I'd rather not have a life-or-death snack time... By the way, Ren-chan, why do you like curses so much?"

Hayato asked while making the pudding.

He knew that Ren was a collector of cursed items, but he didn't know the reason. That said, he had just brought it up as a topic of conversation and wasn't particularly interested in it.

Ren, who was asked the question, crossed her arms and thought for some reason.

"Huh? Is it something you have to think about?"

"No, I feel like there was some kind of trigger, but I've forgotten it. But I feel like I've been holding a cursed doll since I can remember. Where did I put that doll...?"

(Since she can remember? Ah, this is bad. Has she been a curse enthusiast since before she entered virtual reality? Then it's not good to stimulate her memory any further. Diite-chan said it should be fine unless something extreme happens, but since I don't know what could be a trigger, this conversation is over.)

"Hayato, can I have a word?"

Just as he was about to change the subject, Ash put his hand on Hayato's shoulder and brought his face close. He turned his back to Ren and Relic, taking care not to be overheard.

"Ash? What's wrong? You look a little scary."

"Ren is definitely cute. You could even say she's the cutest in the world. I understand being interested, but consider her age. She's too young for you, isn't she? Wait at least three more years."

"Pardon?"

"By the way, I won't give Ren to anyone who isn't stronger than me. I know you're strong even without combat power, Hayato, but you're not there yet. I need you to be able to defeat a dragon by yourself."

"That dragon you're talking about isn't you, is it? Anyway, that's not why I asked. It was just a conversation starter. On the level of 'nice weather today,' you know. Stop looking at me like that. Oh, right, Ash, do you know Noat Vabeck?"

He desperately threw out another topic to distract Ash, who was staring at him with serious eyes.

"Noat Vabeck? I've heard that name somewhere before."

Perhaps Relic heard Ash's words as well. Relic said, "Oh my," and approached Hayato and the others.

"I heard a nostalgic name. Do you know Noat, Hayato-sama?"

"Yes, actually, I was planning to ask you too, Relic-san. It seems Noat-san is staying at Mist-san's mansion."

"So she is staying there now. Then, the members of the orchestra as well?"

"It seems so. I've only heard about it and haven't met them, but they're holding a soiree when the mansion is repaired. They'll be performing music there. All the clan members have been invited, so I hope you'll join us then."

"That sounds wonderful."

Relic looked happy, but Ash tilted his head and muttered, "Noat Vabeck?"

Perhaps taking pity on him, Ren whispered to Ash in a small voice.

"Big brother, you know, the 'Prima Donna'."

"Oh, her. I've heard her sing once. I forget where, though."

"I know you're busy with the Stampede, but I think you need a break sometimes, so please come to the soiree."

Ash was a little surprised by Hayato's words. Then he let out a big sigh and smiled.

"You're right. My members have been telling me to relax more, so it might be good to take a break. But coming to a place like this is a pretty good break for me, you know? It feels good to just swing my sword without thinking about anything."

"That sounds a little dangerous when you put it like that, but I'm glad to hear it. Well, leave the preparations to me, and you can just focus during the Stampede, Ash. You should relax more on a daily basis. I think Esha's way of life is a good model."

Ash snorted a little at those words and said, "I'm going to tell Esha you said that," while laughing and patting Hayato's back. Thinking that Ash, who had snorted, was just as guilty, Hayato started cooking and served the food to Ash and the others.

Then the break was over, and they hunted more Dullahans.

After obtaining enough items, Hayato and the others returned to their base.



		
			Chapter 107

			Soiree

			Three days after their trip to Labyrinth Castle, Mist's Mansion in the Demon Capital was restored.

And today, a soiree was scheduled to be held at the mansion from the evening.

It was originally planned to be held sooner, but the restoration had taken longer than expected. While the furniture and tableware were relatively easy to procure, crafting the musical instruments, especially the violins, had been time-consuming.

The reason it took so long was because gathering the materials had not gone smoothly.

To collect the "Horse Tail" needed to make the violins, Ney and her group had gone to defeat a horse monster called Sleipnir, but they had been interfered with by an NPC there.

Players could not fight each other outside of a Clan War. As there was no Clan War event currently active, player versus player combat was not possible, but this restriction did not apply to NPCs. They could attack players under any circumstances.

At the place where Sleipnir was, Ney and her group were attacked by this NPC. Hayato received a report that on the first day, they couldn't even defeat a single Sleipnir.

They had the option of giving up on that location and defeating other horse-type monsters, but Ney's fighting spirit was ignited.

Since the NPC was attacking, players could fight back. So she challenged them to a battle. However, at that time, she bowed her head to Rosalie in her gothic lolita dress and asked for her cooperation.

For Rosalie, it was originally a response to restore facilities in the Demon Country, and since it was not a Stampede, she could fight regardless of her country affiliation. She seemed reluctant at first, but eventually relented and decided to help Ney and her group defeat the interfering NPC.

As Rosalie had said before, the Kokuryu clan lacked firepower. The Excalibur Replica that Ney wielded ignored the opponent's defense, but unlike the real Excalibur, its base physical damage was low, and even with food and items, it couldn't deal that much damage.

However, when Rosalie joined as a front-liner, this weakness was remedied.

Rosalie wielded a giant scythe called "Scream." Named for the fact that any opponent who faced it would inevitably scream, this weapon had a constant area-of-effect attack and a "Combo Boost" property that temporarily increased its base damage with each hit.

Furthermore, she possessed a unique skill called "Madness," which allowed her to double all her abilities, including movement speed, at the cost of being unable to receive healing from magic or items. Even after deactivating it, she could not receive healing effects for five minutes and her abilities would be halved, but while the skill was active, she boasted unparalleled strength.

Ney and her group fought alongside this Rosalie. Unfortunately, they were unable to defeat their opponent, but they succeeded in driving them away. After that, they defeated Sleipnir and brought back a large quantity of "Horse Tail."

As long as he had the materials, the violin was not that difficult to make. He delivered the specified number to Mist, and the facility's restoration was finally complete. That was this afternoon.

And so, Hayato logged in again at night and had just arrived at Mist's Mansion with Esha.

"Listening to a song won't fill my stomach, you know."

"I'm surprised by your immediate dismissal. Besides, this Noat person is a former comrade of yours, isn't she, Esha?"

"That is true, but Noat can't do anything but sing, so she was a lot of trouble. I suppose she did her best in the Clan War, though."

"You're a maid, Esha, but you can't do much of anything either, can you?"

"Is that a declaration of war against me?"

"So please don't ready your Beelzebub. Anyway, are you okay with just your maid outfit? I could have made you a dress."

Mist had said there was no dress code, but Hayato thought that even in virtual reality, women would want to dress up a little for an occasion like this.

Esha was indifferent to what she wore in reality as well. Sometimes, when work was slow, she seemed to be browsing online shops for clothes, but for some reason, after staring for a few seconds, she would shake her head and not buy anything. This usually happened when she was looking at cute clothes.

Pointing it out seemed dangerous, so Hayato said nothing, but he did think that she should just buy them if they weren't that expensive. He couldn't tell if she was holding back because she was a freeloader or if she thought they wouldn't suit her, but it was a delicate matter, so Hayato couldn't bring himself to step in.

He had proposed the dress, thinking she could at least do it in virtual reality.

"When your Sewing Skill is in the negative, the durability of your fabric equipment gradually decreases just by wearing it. It is dangerous unless it is equipment with a self-repair property, so anything other than this maid outfit is difficult. The simple clothes you wear when you have nothing equipped are fine, though."

"That's terrifying."

Basically, when you had no equipment on, you would be wearing simple clothes.

Hayato had a bitter memory of this behavior. When the Hero Ivan had rampaged at their base, Ren's Dragon Curse had inadvertently targeted Lunaria. At that time, all her equipment had come off, and Lunaria was left in her normal clothes. Although they were just normal clothes, Lunaria had become embarrassed and knocked Hayato out with a right straight.

Remembering this, Hayato felt a little dejected. He also felt a little sympathy for Esha, thinking the demerit for a negative Sewing Skill was too severe.

"If you make a dress with a self-repair skill, please give it to me. I'm not wearing it for you, Master, just so you know."

"I don't plan on making such a dress... The self-repair skill that comes randomly is extremely rare. If I happen to make one for some reason, I'll give it to you. Let's go. I think everyone else is already here."

Hayato said this and approached the entrance of the mansion with Esha.

After being greeted by Mist in the entrance hall, they were guided to a place called the great hall. There were already many people there, seemingly enjoying food and conversation.

His clan members were there, but most of the people there had pale complexions. Hayato guessed they were probably vampires and grimaced slightly. He probably wouldn't have his blood sucked, but it was a little eerie.

Mist smiled at Hayato.

"Please rest assured. I will not let them do anything like attack you. There is plenty of tomato juice, so you are safe."

"I'll pray that we don't run out of tomato juice. Um, are we the last ones? Sorry for being late."

"Not at all, I know you two are busy. Well then, I will have them get ready right away."

Mist said this and headed towards the stage in the great hall.

There were already people with instruments there, but there were empty chairs, so not everyone was there yet. Thinking it would be a little while before they started, he looked at Esha.

"Hey, what kind of person is this Noat-san?"

"It is difficult to explain what kind of person she is, but she is a woman about the same age as us. She is usually sleeping. I seem to recall her saying that sleeping was her hobby."

"Not singing?"

"Singing is probably her job, not her hobby. I didn't know this, but apparently she was a pretty famous singer in reality. That might have something to do with it."

"She has a job as rare as an actor. In the age of resource depletion, most sounds are computer-synthesized, right? Lyrics and composition are probably done by AI too."

"That is true, but apparently Noat did everything by herself. However, she said that people singing was not in high demand at the time, and she lost her motivation. She also said she was happy that in virtual reality, her songs are sought after for their buff effects."

"There's that way of thinking too, huh."

As they were talking, a woman came walking onto the stage, stumbling like a zombie. Seeing the surrounding vampires applauding, Hayato guessed that she must be Noat.

As Esha had said, she was in her early twenties. Her hair was blonde and about shoulder-length. Her clothes were a white-based dress, reminiscent of the ancient Greek peplos or chiton.

Hayato stared at Noat, but for a moment, he honestly thought she might be a different person.

(She looks so sleepy, and her posture is so bad. Is she really a singer that Mist-san would praise so highly?)

However, Hayato's thoughts would soon be proven wrong.

Once the preparations were complete and the music started, Noat's sleepy eyes sharpened, and she straightened her back. Then, she began to sing with a volume that was unbelievable for her small body.

Since it was in virtual reality, her voice was digital. However, the tone of her voice reflected her real-life situation. Before starting the game, you had to register basic information like age and name, but you also had to register your voice. Although the way NPCs started in virtual reality was different, they probably registered their voices in the same way.

Despite the song being quite long, to Hayato, it felt like it was over in an instant. He was brought back to his senses by the surrounding applause. And then Hayato also applauded.

"That's the first time I've heard her, but she's amazing. To the point where I'd want to hear her in real life."

"In virtual reality, it inevitably goes through a computer, so it is probably different in reality. The chocolate parfait I ate in reality was also more delicious than in virtual reality."

He was given a comparison he wasn't sure he understood, but he could somehow grasp what she meant.

"Well then, shall we move on to the main course of the meal?"

"You ate dinner in reality, so you're not hungry, are you?"

"This is for my other stomach."

"It's not another stomach, it's a virtual stomach. Well, whatever. I'm going to go say hi to everyone. I need to thank them for gathering the materials too."

Hayato parted ways with Esha and started walking towards where his clan members and Ney's group were.



		
			Chapter 108

			Assault

			The members he knew at this soiree were his clan members, Ney and her Kokuryu clan, and Rosalie. Diite had not come, but she had contacted Hayato saying she wanted to talk to him later.

While he was somewhat acquainted with Mist's vampire friends, they were not that close. They simply knew each other through the connection of the health goods, a relationship like that of a shopkeeper and a customer.

They would tell him things like "that product was great," or "I'd like you to make this next," but their conversations were of a kind where they didn't delve too deep into each other's affairs, and he would end them there.

After a few minutes, he arrived at the location where Ney's group and Rosalie were.

Everyone was in their usual equipment. Hayato's confidence in his image of women was starting to waver.

"Hayato, that song just now was amazing. I'd like to hear it again."

His confidence had vanished, but Ney, completely oblivious, praised Noat's song. Hayato thought, *well, whatever,* and decided to respond about the song. That being said, Hayato was actually more curious about Rosalie.

"You thought so too, Ney? I thought the same. That aside, it seems you've finally decided to fight alongside Ney's group, Rosalie-san?"

Rosalie let out a small sigh at Hayato's words.

"I thought it would be fine when I am free. But please do not think I will participate at any time. As I have said many times, I serve Lunaria-sama."

"It seems you have a line you won't cross. Oh, right, thank you for gathering the materials. Thanks to you, I was able to make the violins."

"That is fine, but what was with that opponent? I did not think they would be able to escape with me there."

Hayato didn't know either. He had never even seen them. If anyone knew the details, it would be Ney's group.

Hayato shifted his gaze to Ney. She had her arms crossed and was deep in thought.

"To tell you the truth, I don't know either. There shouldn't be any rare monsters in that area. That wasn't a monster, but just an NP... a human. The only thing I can think of is that they didn't want us to defeat Sleipnir."

With Rosalie nearby, Ney corrected herself from saying NPC to human out of consideration for AI protection.

Rosalie could be considered a rare monster NPC that appeared in the Demon Lord's Castle, but she was not a monster. Hayato had heard through Ney that she was simply chasing humans out because she didn't like them being in the Demon Lord's Castle.

It could be inferred that in this case as well, there was some inconvenience for the NPC, so they were chasing Ney's group away from that place. Ney was saying that the reason was that they didn't want Sleipnir to be defeated.

"Is there a reason they wouldn't want Sleipnir to be defeated?"

"Who knows? Maybe they didn't want us to take the Horse Tail. I asked around to get the Horse Tail, but it seems it's not sold anywhere, and I haven't seen it in the auction either. I also heard that there were some shady people interfering in the habitats of unicorns and pegasi too."

"I thought you were joking, but is that really true? But why?"

"I don't know that much. I saw the opponent's name, but it was unknown, so I couldn't figure it out. I have no idea who was interfering or for what purpose."

An NPC's name would not be revealed unless they were introduced by someone or said it themselves. In the case of monsters, their names were basically known from the start, but even if an NPC was an enemy, their name would not be known. Rosalie in her gothic lolita dress also had an unknown name when she appeared as an enemy in the Demon Lord's Castle.

"By the way, what did they look like?"

"He was an old man in his late thirties. Oh, right, it's related to his clothes, but he had an interesting weapon."

"An interesting weapon?"

"Yeah. It was a gun. Not a rifle like the one Esha has, but a handgun, I guess? He had one of those. And the way he shot it was interesting. I think it's called a Quick Draw. His clothes were matched to it too. He was a so-called gunman. His ten-gallon hat was pretty cool."

A Quick Draw was a so-called fast draw. It was a technique where you quickly drew a gun from its holster and fired it.

While guns that used gunpowder didn't exist in this game, magic guns that could attack by consuming MP, like the one Esha had, did exist. Esha had said before that they weren't that rare, so that NPC must have obtained a magic gun for some reason.

"No, it was amazing! Towards the end of the battle, Rosalie closed the distance in an instant, but the opponent accurately counterattacked even at close range with that Quick Draw! I thought she was done for, but Rosalie deflected the gun's attack with her scythe! Deflecting a gun's attack, can you believe it?!"

"Please, Ney, you are standing out, so do not get so excited. Besides, you were dodging the gun's attacks as well, were you not? They were straight-line attacks, but normally one cannot dodge them."

The members of Kokuryu nodded in agreement at Ney and Rosalie's words. In other words, to a normal person, the two of them were probably abnormal.

(It's true that if someone told me to dodge a gun's attack, I wouldn't be able to. Ney and Rosalie must have good reflexes, or they're good at reading their opponent's movements.)

As he was thinking that, the most conspicuous person at tonight's soiree arrived.

It was Lunaria in a bright red dress. It was a gorgeous dress that could be called a masterpiece of a master craftsman, and it was no exaggeration to say that her beauty was polished.

That Lunaria stared at Rosalie.

"I, it is not good to leave me alone. I am scared of all the strangers. I am at my limit. Arondight is about to release its true power."

Contrary to her appearance, the overwhelmed Lunaria came to Rosalie for help. He couldn't tell from a distance, but up close, the movement of her eyeballs was a serious matter.

"The fact that you can participate in a place like this is a slight improvement. But you are still far from ready. Please go back one more time."

"Rosalie has been strict with me lately. Spoil me more."

Hayato decided to confirm if this was also part of the ghost countermeasures.

"Lunaria-san, are you okay with ghosts now?"

"I have thought of a countermeasure. Simply put, I will close my eyes and attack. This is that. The mind's eye, a samurai technique passed down in the Eastern Country."

"Samurai, huh."

(They always say samurai are from the Eastern Country. As a Japanese person, it's a bit strange, but since it doesn't exist on Earth anymore, I don't think it has to be the Eastern Country.)

As he was thinking such trivial thoughts, Rosalie let out a big sigh.

"You are not a member of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. There is no way you can do such a thing. Lunaria-sama does not need to do that. You just need to overcome the difficulty normally and cut down whatever it is, be it a monster or a dragon. Now, let us go one more time!"

"Wait. Help me. Besides, this dress has low defense, so it's not good. I want to equip my usual Inferno series. I can manage with that."

"I did not bring it today. Besides, it is a soiree, so a dress is fine. Please raise your charm rather than your defense."

"There is no such status, so it will not rise. Ah, that's unfair. Using Madness to raise your STR is cowardly. I can't resist...!"

Rosalie, enveloped in a reddish-black aura from using the skill "Madness," grabbed Lunaria by the scruff of her neck and dragged her away to another place. In that state, her STR was higher than Lunaria's, so she was physically stronger.

Ney, who was watching the two of them, groaned, "Hmm."

"What's wrong?"

"Well, Lunaria is certainly strong as a Demon Lord, but her personality isn't very Demon Lord-like. That's part of her charm, though."

"True. I'm not sure if I'd call it charm, though."

"Just a little while ago, while looking at my Excalibur Replica, she was fiercely pushing that Arondight was cooler. She said she gave Hayato the manufacturing method for the Arondight Replica, so I should have you make one."

"Ah, yeah. It seems she's a bit competitive with the Hero. I plan to make it when I have a little more time."

"However, I have the Excalibur Replica that everyone made for me. If I could dual wield like Cecil, I would equip it. Come to think of it, they say Dual Wielding is being implemented early, so maybe it'll be implemented in the next version update... Alright! I'll gather the materials next time, so please make it for me! It's a replica, but it's cool to have two opposing swords!"

"I don't know if Dual Wielding will be implemented, but I can probably make it after the Stampede is over. I don't have that much time right now—"

Just as Hayato said that, a world announcement was deployed.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Demon Capital Zardogia. The Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod has begun its invasion. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

(Another Stampede just after this place was repaired. But if it's just one location, is it still easier? All the players will come to the Demon Capital too.)

Just as Hayato thought that, the doors to the great hall flew open with force.

"Pardon the intrusion. Looks like all the dangerous people are gathered here. We've come at a good time."

There stood a man in a black rider's jacket, and two other men and women. One of them matched the description of the gunman Ney had just mentioned.

Ash rushed over to Hayato, immediately drawing his sword to face them. Ren also took a fighting stance. They were probably trying to protect Hayato.

"Agres...! And you all...!"

(Agres...? Right, he was Ren-chan's opponent in the last Clan War. So he's the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion. That means the two people with him are also Genesis Dragons. So they're not attacking as dragons in a Stampede, but in human form. Is there really something here?)

Hayato braced himself as he thought this.



		
			Chapter 109

			The Battle with the Genesis Dragons

			Agres, dressed in a black rider's jacket, surveyed the great hall and smiled.

"I got no business with you vampires. I'll let you go, so scram."

Even knowing it was a clumsy provocation, Agres's face was so infuriating that it was impossible to ignore. Shaking off Mist's attempts to restrain them, several of the invited vampires lunged at Agres and his group.

But a series of popping sounds immediately followed, and the vampires who had attacked collapsed. Hayato could barely see it, but he surmised that the man dressed as a gunman had shot them with a magic gun.

The gunman then performed a so-called Gun Spin, rotating the weapon, before returning it to the holster on his hip.

"Hey now, Agres-chan, you're a real pro at pissing people off, so you should keep your mouth shut."

"That's right-ssu. You could even call him a genius at unintentionally angering people-ssu. He should start over from when he was an egg-ssu."

"...You guys are on my side now, so stop saying things that hurt."

For some reason, Agres was being criticized by the two people flanking him.

(So that wasn't a provocation. He's just bad at conversation, in a different way from Lunaria-san. His face is scary, too. And he said they're 'on his side'. Considering Ash's attitude earlier, the two on his left and right must be the Genesis Dragons who were part of the moderate faction.)

He understood their relationship, but he still didn't know what the three of them were here for. They had only mentioned that a group of dangerous people had gathered. Based on what Veru had said when he came to their base, Hayato was apparently considered one of those dangerous people. This meant there were likely others, besides Hayato, whom the dragons viewed as a threat.

As Hayato pondered this, the gunman stepped forward.

"Ah, sorry about that. I'm Pat Faruson. It was just a little misunderstanding, so please forgive us. Also, I have a request. Could you hand over a woman named Noat? The boss is nagging me to bring her back."

A murmur went through the great hall. Mist stepped forward, still smiling. Though he smiled, he exuded a pressure on those around him that could be called murderous intent.

"You crash a party to which you were not invited and demand I hand over a guest? You dragons are quite uncivilized, aren't you?"

"We weren't raised right. But sorry, pal. My ‘request’ is just for show. I'm actually giving you an order. I'd rather not waste my energy, so how about you just hand her over quietly? Don't worry, we'll treat her right. The VIP treatment, you know. And we'll return her as soon as our business is done."

"I pride myself on the fact that no treatment could be better than what she receives here, so negotiations are over."

Agres, watching this exchange, frowned and looked at Pat.

"You're pissing them off too, old man."

"Mine is intentional, not unconscious like yours, so it's fine. Provocations should be part of the plan."

While Agres tilted his head in confusion, Mist drew his rapier. He was already in a battle stance.

Despite the situation, a voice called out, "Wait." Noat came walking over unsteadily, her eyes sleepy.

"If I go with you, will you promise not to harm the people here?"

"Are you Noat-chan? ...Ah, I've definitely seen you before. I heard you singing in a Clan War a long time ago. You had a great voice, you know?"

"Thank you for that. But that's not an answer to my question. So, do you promise?"

"Of course. I'm a pacifist, you see. If you come with us, Noat-chan, I won't do a thing. Believe it or not, I'm a bit of a gentleman. I keep my promises."

Pat said this with a smile, spreading his arms wide. The gesture was theatrical, but it suited him.

Then, a voice that completely ignored the mood rang out.

"Destroy."

Esha had, at some point, readied her Beelzebub and fired. Ten magic circles lined up from the muzzle to her target, and a laser shot through them, shattering each one as it raced toward Agres and his group. The impact generated a shockwave centered on Esha, powerful enough to knock back the surrounding vampires.

"Whoa there."

Though surprised, Pat took the attack without dodging.

The attack should have been powerful enough to defeat him in one hit, but Pat was completely unscathed. He grinned and looked toward Esha.

"Even I'd be in trouble if I took a hit like that, but just as the boss said, it seems only certain people can fight during a Stampede. The Goddess of Annihilation is powerless in this situation. As a fellow gun user, I'd love to fight you, but that'll have to be for another time."

(The boss must be Veru-san. So he's using the game's system to attack us. And if it's ineffective against an NPC, does that mean those three are treated as monsters during a Stampede? This is getting complicated.)

During a Stampede, NPCs can only fight within their affiliated country. Since a Stampede was currently active in the Demon Country, Esha's attacks had no effect on the monsters that appeared as a result.

However, Esha knew that. Destroy had a flashy effect. It wasn't meant to defeat the enemy, but it was more than enough to create a momentary opening.

Triggered by Esha's Destroy, the members who could fight lunged at Agres's group.

"Agres!"

"So it comes to this. Fine by me. Ash, I'm gonna show you who's superior. Don't expect me to go easy on you just because you're Veru-san's son."

Ash swung his Dragon Eater at Agres. Agres parried Ash's attack with the metal-reinforced gloves on both his hands.

"Brother!"

"I've got this! Ren, Mist, you two take on Randa!"

"Oh my. My opponent is Ren-chan-ssu? Let's get along like we used to, okay-ssu? Though I'd rather you didn't talk about curses-ssu."

"The hardline faction are our enemies! Though, if you bring me something tastier than Hayato-san's pudding, I might reconsider!"

Ren faced the woman Ash had called Randa.

Randa was a cleric-like woman with glasses and black hair, braided on both sides and falling to her shoulders. And just as she appeared, she was using Holy Magic.

Ren tried to slowly drain her opponent's HP with Curse Magic, but Randa countered with a spell that gradually regenerated her own HP, negating the damage.

Mist joined in, attacking with his rapier. But Randa deflected the attack with the staff she was holding.

"How scary-ssu. Ren-chan alone is a handful. I'm a lady, you know, so I'd appreciate it if you'd go easy on me-ssu."

"A lady you may be, but you are still a dragon. Furthermore, you have sullied my name as the host of tonight's event. You will receive a fitting punishment for that."

The remaining combatant, Pat, was faced by Rosalie and Ney.

"This is perfect. Let us continue where we left off yesterday. It would tarnish my record to have it said a man escaped from me."

"Well, well, being chased by a pretty young lady. I guess I haven't lost my touch yet. Two of them, even. It's tough being a handsome man."

"It's what they call a hot streak. I hear you get three in a lifetime."

"This isn't the kind of hot streak I want, though."

As Pat said this, Rosalie and Ney attacked. Their coordination was terrifyingly good, and though they were both fighting Pat in close quarters, their movements never hindered one another.

Yet even amidst such a coordinated assault, Pat was intercepting their attacks with his gun. This was despite the fact that members of the Kokuryu clan were supporting Ney and the others.

Hayato, watching the fight from a short distance, was suddenly pulled backward. He spun around in a panic and saw it was Esha. For some reason, Esha was with Noat.

"We're leaving through the back entrance. Let's leave the fighting to Ashley-sama and the others while we head for the base in the Royal Capital. Relic and Maris-sama have already gone outside, so it's just us now."

"Oh, I see. But couldn't we just use a Ring of Teleportation to get back to the base?"

"Then only we would be able to escape. We have to take Noat with us. I believe Lunaria-sama has offered to serve as our escort, so we'll leave the Demon Capital with Noat. Once we're out of the Demon Capital, Relic, the others, and I will be able to fight."

Once they were in a place where a Stampede wasn't happening, they could fight against NPCs. That was why Esha suggested leaving the Demon Capital.

Just as Hayato thought, *I see*, he noticed Noat's gaze.

Though her eyes were sleepy, she had been staring at Hayato the entire time. He had heard her sing earlier, but they hadn't spoken. Thinking he should at least introduce himself, Hayato gave Noat a slight bow.

"Um, I know this is a bad time, but I'm Hayato. Nice to meet you."

"I'm Noat Vabeck. Call me Noat. So you're the famous Hayato-san? What kind of trick did you use to get Esha-chan to serve under you?"

Relic had asked him something similar before, and depending on his answer, his life in the real world could be in danger. Hayato chose his words carefully.

"Um, maybe because I provide delicious food. Especially chocolate parfaits."

"That's so like Esha-chan. If you can, I'd like you to provide for me too. I want to live a life of just singing and sleeping. Also, I won't ask for much, just some food and a bath."

Hayato somehow sensed a hopeless aura from Noat. It might be wrong to compare, but she seemed even worse than Esha.

"Um, it's not like I'm providing for Esha, you know? I'm just employing her."

"Too bad. I wonder if there's an item somewhere that makes food just appear..."

Esha sighed at Noat's words. She then gave Noat a light tap on the head.

"Ouch."

"Stop talking nonsense and let's get out of here. You're the one being targeted, Noat, so you need to be more alert."

"Esha-chan, you always ask for the impossible. Just a moment ago you told me to somehow distract those dragons."

"Anyone can see which of us is asking for the impossible. Now, let's get outside. This chaos is our chance."

Hayato and the others slipped through the panicked vampires and left the great hall.



		
			Chapter 110

			Requiem

			Hayato and the others exited Mist's mansion through a back entrance.

A magnificent carriage, fit for royalty, was waiting there. The maids and butlers from Mist's mansion were busy making preparations.

Maris was sitting in the coachman's seat.

"Everyone, please get in quickly. We're leaving the Demon Capital at once!"

"Maris, are you driving, or being the coachman?"

"The Animal Taming and Riding skills affect how well you can handle a carriage. I can get us going at quite a speed. I'm also confident in providing the smoothest of rides."

(So it affects how you handle the horses. I don't know the mechanics, but in that case, Maris is the best possible coachman.)

Maris's Animal Taming and Riding skills were both at 100. If those skills were important for operating a carriage, there was no one better suited for the job.

Hayato and the others quickly boarded the carriage.

Relic and Lunaria were already seated inside, ready to go at a moment's notice.

He felt bad about leaving Ash, Ney, and Rosalie behind, but right now, getting Noat to safety was the top priority. Besides, Esha, Relic, and Maris couldn't fight due to their country affiliation. And Hayato, as a production player, couldn't fight either. In other words, there was no point in them staying.

A butler closed the door from the outside. Through the window, he bowed and said, "Please take care of Noat-sama." At the same time, the other butlers and maids also bowed.

He then explained that if they followed the road east from here, they would be able to exit the forest.

Mist's mansion, though in the Demon Capital, was located within a forest. And that forest was Mist's territory. Exiting the forest was the same as escaping the bounds of the Demon Capital.

Hayato, as the nominal leader, bowed and said, "Understood," then called out to Maris.

Maris nodded, and the carriage began to move.

It quickly picked up speed. The trees outside the carriage window flew by at a considerable pace.

(This speed would be impossible in the real world.)

Being a virtual reality, there was no particular jolting even on the unpaved road. The Demon Capital Zardogia was a much larger territory than the Royal or Imperial Capitals, but at this speed, Hayato felt relieved that they would soon be out of the forest.

With some breathing room, his mind calmed. Hayato looked over at Noat to get some information.

"Noat, do you know why the dragons are trying to capture you?"

"Who knows? You'd have to ask the dragons to find out. But I might have a small idea."

"An idea?"

"All I have is my singing. I think they either want me to sing, or they don't want me to sing. Since they called me a dangerous person, I have a feeling it's more likely the latter."

*I see*, Hayato thought.

He himself had been called a dangerous person, and Veru had told him to back off. It was reasonable to assume they wanted Noat to stop doing something as well. But what did it mean that they didn't want her to sing?

He might be able to protect her without knowing the reason, but conversely, if he knew the reason, it could give them a major advantage in the Stampede. Hayato decided to ask for more details.

"Is there a song that's effective against dragons? Song skills are mainly for buffing allies and debuffing enemies, right? Do you have any songs that affect specific monsters?"

"Hmm? I do have some, but none that only work on dragons. I have ‘Bremen,’ which attracts animal-type monsters, and ‘Siren,’ which inflicts the charm bad status on human-types, but I don't have a song for dragons... I think."

"I see. But, just in case, could you tell me all the songs you can use—"

Just as Hayato said that, the carriage shuddered. It wasn't a major impact, but the fact that the supposedly smooth carriage had shaken made everyone tilt their heads.

"W, we're under attack! Is someone following us!?"

Maris's voice, almost a cry of pain, came from outside.

Hayato immediately stuck his head out the carriage window and looked behind them.

There was Pat, skillfully performing a Gun Spin while on horseback.

(Seriously, is this a Western movie?)

"It's that guy, Pat! He's chasing us! Maris, go faster!"

"T, this is as fast as I can go!"

Whether Pat's horse was fast or the carriage was slow, he had caught up enough to ride alongside them.

"I ditched my date with two cute little ladies for this, so you'd better believe I'm gonna get some results."

Pat stopped his Gun Spin and shot at the carriage.

The carriage was struck again.

"Everyone, protect the carriage! It'll break if its HP runs out!"

As soon as Maris shouted, Esha took out her Beelzebub and fired at Pat from the window. But it had no effect at all.

"It won't work on me until you're out of the Demon Capital. You'd better not waste your time."

"Even if there's no damage, I'm sure you don't enjoy being shot at, do you?"

Even if there was no pain or damage, anyone would instinctively want to avoid a gun being fired in their face. And it was night. Every time she fired the Beelzebub, the muzzle flashed. The light would serve as a flash and slightly hinder the opponent's attacks.

Esha, anticipating this, fired her gun repeatedly. She had brought a large amount of juice from the soiree, so she could shoot as much as she wanted.

Just as Esha had predicted, Pat seemed annoyed by her attacks and fell back.

Esha leaned halfway out of the carriage window and fired at Pat behind them.

(Can you even lean out of a window like that?)

Despite the dangerous situation, Hayato found himself thinking about that. In this game, you generally couldn't go out through windows. At least, that's how it was six months ago. That was part of what made things so difficult when the Hero went on a rampage. It seemed that restriction had been removed at some point.

(Oops, no time to think about that. But at this rate, can we make it out of the Demon Capital?)

Just as Hayato thought that, the carriage suddenly changed direction slightly.

It wasn't a major detour, but they were supposed to be able to leave the Demon Capital by heading east along the road. He felt a little strange that they had taken a different path.

"Maris, it looks like you changed course. Is something wrong?"

"Dragon Zombies and Ghosts are blocking the road! It'll be a bit of a detour, but we'll take another path out of the forest!"

It was a Stampede, so monsters were likely everywhere. Normally, they could just defeat them, but Esha, Relic, and Maris couldn't damage the Stampede's monsters. They had no choice but to run.

However, if all the paths were blocked, they wouldn't be able to escape. They would have to fight somewhere.

Hayato, being a player, could attack, but he was a production class and couldn't fight. However, there was one exception. Lunaria, whose affiliated country was the Demon Country.

"Lunaria-san. If the path is blocked again, can I ask you to defeat them?"

"If there are no ghosts, I'll do it. If there are, I won't. Actually, I caught a glimpse of one out the window just now. I honestly thought I was going to faint."

"You should have said so sooner."

While thinking that Lunaria was effectively useless as an escort, Hayato considered what to do.

Hoping there wouldn't be any more monsters was a gamble. And running around the Demon Capital until the Stampede was over wasn't realistic. Hayato wracked his brain for a solution.

"Hayato-sama, may I have a word?"

"Relic-san? What is it?"

"Yes, I've noticed something. Noat has a song that is effective against undead-types. And since she is currently staying at Mist-sama's mansion, her affiliated country should be the Demon Country. I believe Noat is capable of attacking."

"There's such a thing?"

For some reason, Noat also tilted her head, but Relic smiled and nodded.

"These gloves you made for me, Hayato-sama. Their name is Requiem."

"Um? What about it? And why are you bringing that up now?"

"Requiem also means a song of mourning. I believe there is a song called ‘Requiem’ that deals considerable damage to undead-type monsters. Isn't that right?"

At Relic's question, Noat tilted her head slightly before nodding vertically.

"You're not wrong, but to be precise, it's a song that purifies the undead. It also has the effect of suppressing undead from spawning for a while. It's a rare song that you can't use without both the Holy Magic and Song skills. Naturally, I can sing it."

"I see, if there's a song like that, we'll be fine even if the road is blocked… It suppresses undead from spawning?"

Hayato looked at Lunaria, who was sitting in the corner of the carriage, hugging her knees.

"Lunaria-san, you can fight as long as there are no ghosts, right?"

"I promise as the Demon Lord. If I lie, I'll swallow a thousand needles. Though I'd rather you change it to a thousand cookies."

"That doesn't matter, but if you can fight, can you beat the Underworld Dragon?"

"Absurd. I can win even in this dress."

"So you can do it… I see. Veru-san and the others must have been trying to abduct Noat because this would be a problem for them. Maris, change of destination. Head for the plaza in the Demon Capital."

"What!? Are you sure!? The Underworld Dragon will be appearing soon!"

"It's fine. All the facilities in the Demon Country have been repaired, so let's aim for the Dragon Soul Fragment in this Stampede. Right now, the most dangerous place is Mist-san's mansion. Let's have Ash and the others do their best to keep it from being destroyed."

As Hayato said this, he began using his production skills to create the dishes and medicines that would be needed for the battle ahead.



		
			Chapter 111

			The Sortie

			Inside the carriage, Hayato began creating various items.

They were only makeshift, but it was better than nothing. Besides, he already had some items prepared. He had planned to give them to Ash's group and Ney's group today. He handed those to Lunaria.

"Lunaria-san, I'm giving you some potions and food, so use them as you see fit. Also, I have a full set of Dullahan Armor. What do you want to do? You said you'd be fine in your dress, but wouldn't it be better to equip it?"

Lunaria took the medicines and food from Hayato, her face thoughtful.

"Which is cooler, appearing in a dress or in Dullahan Armor?"

"...The Dullahan Armor, I guess."

"Then I'll equip it."

"Please do."

He handed the full set of Dullahan Armor to Lunaria, and her equipment changed from the dress.

It wasn't her usual red armor, known as the Inferno Series, but black armor. In terms of performance, it wasn't bad. While it had a weakness to Holy Magic, it was equipment that could significantly reduce damage from Necromancy and Dark attribute attacks, making it a powerful choice for this Stampede.

Next, Hayato took out two rings and two bracelets, four items in total. He gave them to Lunaria and Noat.

"These are a ring and a bracelet that prevent Knockback and Stun. Ash and the others said having these makes Stampedes much easier, so please equip them."

For Lunaria, who fought in close combat, this equipment was essential.

The same was true for Noat. Hayato didn't know the effective range of her songs, including Requiem. It probably wouldn't be effective until they reached the plaza, but that was also within the Underworld Dragon's attack range. While she could likely dodge physical attacks, she would be caught in area-of-effect attacks like Dragon Roar. He decided to give them to her in anticipation of that.

Lunaria and Noat nodded and immediately equipped the items.

"I'm starting to feel invincible. Now, if only Noat-chan gets rid of the ghosts, I'll be completely invincible."

"That's good. But please, don't get defeated. The Underworld Dragon has a skill called Undead Festival that turns fallen opponents into zombies. If you get zombified, Lunaria-san, no one will be able to defeat you."

No countermeasure had been found for Undead Festival. The only strategy was not to get defeated. In Lunaria's case, she could resurrect at the Demon Lord's Castle, but that was far from the Demon Capital's plaza. If she had to resurrect, it would be a significant loss of time.

"If the Demon Lord gets zombified, it'll be a disgrace for generations to come. I absolutely will not be defeated, so don't worry."

"I don't know about it being a disgrace, but it would be best if you worked towards not becoming one."

With the equipment sorted for now, Hayato contacted Ash's group.

Defeating the Underworld Dragon was important, but so was obtaining the Dragon Soul Fragment. If even one facility was destroyed, they wouldn't be able to get the fragment, even if they defeated the dragon.

Many players had gathered in the Demon Capital for this Stampede. And it was night. The Stampede should have been triggered later, when fewer players were online, but this time it seemed to have been timed to coincide with the soiree. It was prime time for working adult players.

This was just Hayato's speculation, but the other bases were probably safe, as they were being defended by players.

Right now, the most dangerous facility was Mist's mansion, where the dragons had gathered. Though Pat had been drawn away, the dragons Agres and Randa were still at the mansion, fighting Ash's group.

"Ash, sorry to bother you during a fight. Lunaria-san is about to take down the Underworld Dragon. Do your best to make sure Mist-san's mansion isn't destroyed."

Since he was in the middle of a battle, Hayato had expected he might not get a reply, but a few seconds later, he heard a voice.

"Now that's some motivating news! Understood! I don't know how you're getting Lunaria to fight, but I'll leave that to you, so you can leave this to us!"

He must still be fighting. Ash's voice was full of excitement as he replied. Ren, who was listening in on the same chat, replied that she would "curse them!" indicating her resolve.

"Hayato-san! We'll reach the plaza in about five minutes! Just as the Underworld Dragon is appearing!"

At Maris's voice, Hayato stuck his head out the window opposite the one Esha was leaning out of and looked in their direction of travel.

It was hard to see in the night, but a pitch-black, circular something appeared in the sky, completely obscuring a part of the starry sky. It flashed for a moment, and a black liquid dripped down. The liquid moved as if it had a will of its own, twisting and turning before forming the shape of a dragon.

The Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod, just like the Fire Dragon, first unleashed a Dragon Roar.

After that, it attacked its surroundings with a Dark attribute Dragon Breath and Necromancy. It also periodically used the Necromancy spell ‘Create Undead’ to create zombies and ghosts.

(So it mostly uses ranged, area-of-effect attacks? Maybe its goal is to zombify the mid-guard and rear guard with Undead Festival.)

Hayato figured its strategy was to defeat as many players and NPCs as possible and then use Undead Festival. If it could reduce the enemy's forces and add them to its own, it was a strategy that made perfect sense.

As he was thinking this, he heard Lunaria muttering to herself.

"Yes, right. I'm deploying this time, so get ready. I'll be arriving by carriage. The eastern road."

"Lunaria-san, is something wrong?"

"I just contacted the Black Rose. I told them I'm heading to the plaza now."

"Black Rose? Oh, you mean Rosalie-san... no, that's not right? Huh? Everyone?"

"The Ten Black Rose Saints, as the name implies, are ten people. The leader, Rosalie-chan, is at Mist-san's mansion, so the remaining nine are fighting in the plaza. I just sent them a voice chat to let them know I'm on my way."

"Oh, I see."

"Well then, I'm going to get ready, so let me know when the ghosts are gone. Noat-chan, I'm counting on you."

"Got it. I'll use Requiem to purify the surrounding undead. While I'm singing, no undead will appear, so you can go wild, Lunaria-chan."

Noat activated Requiem and began to sing. The surrounding undead crumbled and disappeared.

(Amazing. It's not just dealing damage, it's definitely purifying them. To defeat even a Dragon Zombie in one hit, or rather, in an instant… What is Lunaria-san doing?)

Immediately after Noat started singing, Lunaria, having confirmed there were no ghosts around, was trying to climb out of the carriage window for some reason.

"Hey, Lunaria-san, what are you doing?"

"Getting ready. I'm the Demon Lord, so I have to make a cool entrance. I'm going to stand defiantly on the roof of the carriage as we enter the plaza. I already told everyone that's what I'd do."

"There's a gunfight going on right over there. It'll be bad if you get hit, so let's not."

"The Demon Lord doesn't care about such things. Besides, the Demon Lord has to be cool. The Demon Lord everyone looks up to. It wouldn't be right to shatter that image."

"Your usual self shatters that image the most."

Hayato tried to stop her, but due to their difference in STR, it was impossible.

Lunaria climbed out the window and onto the roof of the carriage. She stood there defiantly, facing the direction of travel. Her long silver hair billowed in the wind, but since this was a virtual reality, there was no wind resistance, and Lunaria stood there normally. It was a gallant sight, to be sure.

Pat, who was chasing them on horseback, tilted his head at the sight but took aim at Lunaria. However, between Esha's attacks and being on horseback, he couldn't aim well, and his shots didn't seem to connect.

The target of his shots, Lunaria, paid him no mind, her back turned as she looked ahead. Her face was that of someone convinced she could not be hit.

(Just looking at her now, she does seem like a Demon Lord.)

Hayato decided it would be better to give up trying to stop her and focus on providing support.

"Esha. Interfere with Pat as much as possible. Lunaria-san is standing on the roof of the carriage."

"What is she doing? In that case, I'm about to run out of juice, so please make some more. And a chocolate parfait, too."

Hayato began making juice to meet Esha's demands.

"I shall become Lunaria-sama's shield. While I cannot catch a projectile with my bare hands, I believe I can withstand a few hits."

Relic said this and, like Lunaria, climbed onto the roof. He moved to the roof with one hand, as if his age was no object.

Immediately after, a "Whoa," came from Maris.

"What's wrong?"

"I can see figures on the roofs. What are they?"

"Figures?"

The center of the Demon Capital was a plaza, but it was surrounded by many houses and other buildings. Most of them were made of brick. On the roofs of those buildings were several figures. The streetlights were quite bright, so even at night, you could see that someone was there.

When Hayato looked out the window, he saw they were women dressed in Gothic Lolita attire. The women were lined up on the roofs at regular intervals.

One of them raised the sword she was holding diagonally.

"Her Majesty, Demon Lord Lunaria, to the sortie!"

Her powerful voice echoed throughout the area. Then, the other women in Gothic Lolita dresses raised their weapons diagonally and chanted in unison. The women were on top of the buildings on both sides of the road, so it was like they were passing between them. Normally, you'd say that when leaving a castle, but they were probably just going with the flow.

The players and NPCs in the area froze for a moment, their eyes darting to the roofs before immediately turning to the carriage. Even the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod looked at the carriage with a surprised expression.

Immediately after, cheers erupted from the NPCs. It was a massive roar. Any NPC who could fight in this Stampede would have their affiliation as the Demon Country. The arrival of the Demon Lord, who had never participated in a Stampede before, would undoubtedly raise their spirits.

The players joined in, cheering along with them. Most players loved irregular events like this.

(Everyone's really into this.)

Hayato thought this to himself, watching the scene with a slightly detached gaze.



		
			Chapter 112

			Subjugating the Underworld Dragon

			A great cheer rained down on Demon Lord Lunaria as she stood defiantly on the roof of the carriage that had entered the plaza.

He wanted to ask what happened to her social anxiety, but it seemed her desire to act like a Demon Lord had won out.

Lunaria paid no mind to the people around her, her eyes fixed on the Underworld Dragon. She drew the sword at her waist, Arondight. Then she pointed its tip at the dragon.

"To think you'd rampage about in my absence. How insolent. I'll make you rust on this demonic sword."

(Weren't you just holed up in your castle because you're scared of ghosts?)

He couldn't very well make a retort like that, so he just watched the situation unfold.

As if anticipating the Demon Lord's arrival, both players and NPCs cleared a path for the carriage, wider than necessary. It was a satisfying sight to see the crowd part like that, but it also made them a perfect target for a Dragon Breath.

The Underworld Dragon was about to unleash a Dark attribute Dragon Breath at that very spot.

"Maris!"

When Hayato shouted, Maris skillfully handled the horses, replying, "Leave it to me!" The carriage suddenly veered to the left, looking like it was about to crash into the crowd.

"Clear the way!"

The players and NPCs had been focused on the carriage, so they dodged to avoid being hit. And once again, the crowd parted. Immediately after, the Dragon Breath was unleashed.

They had originally intended to drive the carriage towards the Underworld Dragon, so there were no players or NPCs in that spot. However, there was someone who had been chasing the carriage. And the carriage had suddenly made a sharp turn and disappeared to the side. This meant the person chasing the carriage would be hit by the Dragon Breath.

"You've got to be kidding me!"

Pat was caught in the Underworld Dragon's Dragon Breath. He didn't fall, but he took damage and tumbled to the ground.

Pat tried to get up immediately but froze. He was already surrounded.

"You're the gunman Rosalie-sama was talking about, aren't you? And it seems you were attacking Lunaria-sama. That is a crime punishable by ten thousand deaths."

"...It really is my lucky day with the ladies. I wonder what I did in a past life?"

The members of the Ten Black Rose Saints had surrounded Pat, their weapons pointed at him. A battle began immediately after.

Hayato watched this from the window of the stopped carriage.

(Alright, the Black Rose Saints will take care of Pat. That just leaves the Underworld Dragon.)

"Lunaria-san, I'm leaving the rest to you. It'd be uncool to lose here, you know?"

"The Demon Lord is cool at all times. That's why I'm the Demon Lord. You should burn this strength into your eyes from the best seat in the house. But if Noat-chan's song stops, things will get bad, so you absolutely have to protect her."

"If you're going to act cool, see it through to the end. Maris, drive around the plaza so we don't leave the song's effective range. Just watch out for the Dragon Breath."

"Understood! Let's go, everyone!"

Maris said this to the horses pulling the carriage, and they immediately took off. Lunaria leaped down from the roof of the carriage and began walking towards the Underworld Dragon.

The crowd had already parted, but as Lunaria began to walk, they parted even wider.

The Underworld Dragon was clearly frightened. Even with its boss-level stats for the Stampede, it seemed to be afraid of the Demon Lord.

Perhaps thinking it had no chance of winning, the Underworld Dragon averted its gaze from Lunaria and looked towards the carriage. It then fired a magic bullet of materialized nightmare, the Necromancy spell ‘Nightmare’.

The carriage, controlled by Maris, quickly dodged it. It then moved through the crowd.

"It seems it's decided to try and stop Noat's song rather than win against Lunaria-sama," Esha said, taking a sip of juice, having stopped her attack on Pat.

"Well, that's not the wrong move. But is Lunaria-san really that strong in her current state? With Arondight in the state it's in when her allies have fallen, she'd be incredibly strong, but…"

Lunaria's sword, Arondight, had its seals broken each time an ally fell, eventually becoming nearly twice as strong as normal. Furthermore, its blade would be enveloped in a black aura, increasing its attack range. In that state, she would likely be unbeatable, but right now, it was a normal Arondight. It was certainly strong, but Hayato didn't think it was strong enough to overwhelm a dragon.

"Lunaria-sama was on par with Ivan even without that sword. If anything, Lunaria-sama was probably superior in terms of pure swordsmanship. That's why Ivan went so far as to ask her to help him defeat it."

In the Clan War before Esha and the others lost their memories, Esha had taken out both Ivan and Lunaria with Destroy. It was something of a cheap shot, but it was a strategy born from the fact that she couldn't win otherwise.

And the Underworld Dragon remembered Lunaria's strength. Back when Ash and the others were the clan Dragon Soul, they hadn't fought Lunaria's clan, but they had been able to watch the Clan Wars as spectators. That strength was likely in a corner of its memory.

"Your opponent is I, Demon Lord Lunaria. If you look away, it will be over quickly."

Saying this, Lunaria slashed at the Underworld Dragon's left hind leg with Arondight.

Arondight, which ignored defense, had a fairly high base attack power, but against the Underworld Dragon with its boss-level HP, it couldn't even reduce its HP bar by a millimeter.

Reassured by this, the Underworld Dragon looked at Lunaria and grinned.

"What, you're not so tough for a Demon Lord. I was scared for nothing."

"You'll be scared soon enough. This demonic sword has recognized you as a worthy foe. That is the signal for the Black Swan to awaken. My attacks will not stop until you fall, so you'd best be careful."

A black trail lingered behind Arondight as Lunaria swung it. Arondight's unique skill, Black Swan, had activated.

Though it was a virtual reality, this world still had laws of physics. Of course, they weren't exactly the same as in reality, but people couldn't jump ten meters, nor could they attack ten times in one second.

But Lunaria's attacks bent even those laws of physics. Black Swan was that kind of weapon skill.

Lunaria leaped up, closing the distance to the face of the nearly ten-meter-tall Underworld Dragon.

"Whoa!?"

She unleashed a flurry of attacks on the surprised dragon's face. The speed completely ignored the physical laws of this world, and the trails left by Arondight began to blacken the surrounding area.

The Underworld Dragon's HP bar began to drop rapidly, and cheers erupted from the crowd. The players also resumed their attacks.

"This is bad! Pat! Do something!"

"I'm a little too popular over here myself! Use Knockback or Stun to stop the song! That should do something!"

If the song stopped, it could summon ghost-type monsters. That was the advice, but it was meaningless. Hayato had given Noat equipment that nullified those effects.

Unaware of this, the Underworld Dragon followed the advice, but the song didn't stop, and neither did Lunaria's attacks.

"It's no use!"

The Underworld Dragon tried to stop Lunaria's attacks by clawing and biting at her, but Lunaria dodged while continuing to layer on more attacks. Lunaria was attacking the dragon's entire body at ultra-high speed, and the dragon's body was gradually being painted black.

"Destroy one of the facilities! Even if you're defeated, don't let them get the fragment!"

Pat, while fighting the members of the Black Rose, gave this new piece of advice, and the Underworld Dragon moved as if to escape the plaza.

Though Lunaria was attacking, it would still take time to defeat it.

The players, understanding the dragon's goal, shouted encouragement, "Protect the facilities!"

However, only some of the players and NPCs could nullify Knockback or Stun. The Underworld Dragon gradually moved towards what appeared to be a shop.

"Maris-sama, please move to that location."

"Huh? Oh, yes!"

Esha gave Maris instructions. It was a place a little away from the plaza.

Esha then climbed from the carriage window onto the roof. She readied her Beelzebub. Then she looked through the scope.

"Esha? What are you—"

"It won't do any damage, but it should get its attention. Destroy."

Her usual effect occurred, and a laser-like attack grazed the Underworld Dragon's face.

That the dragon turned to look at Esha could be said to be the turning point. Lunaria's attacks piled on even further, and with the addition of the players' attacks, the Underworld Dragon's HP bar vanished in that instant.

"You've got to be… kidding me…"

The Underworld Dragon staggered, then collapsed to the ground, its strength gone. It then dissolved into particles of light.

"The subjugation of Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod was successful. Participants in the Stampede will be awarded contribution points and a Dragon Soul Fragment. I repeat—"

When the world announcement was heard, everyone in the plaza cheered.

But the cheers soon died down. Another dragon had appeared in the plaza.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Demon Capital Zardogia. Mineral Dragon Pat Faruson has begun its invasion. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

(A dragon made of metal…? Pat, that gunman! The fact that he didn't transform into a dragon until now suggests there's some kind of restriction. And for a dragon state to trigger right after a Stampede is strange… No, that doesn't matter—)

As Hayato's mind raced, that very Pat looked towards the carriage.

"The boss will be mad if I go back empty-handed. I'm taking you with me, at least."

Pat's tail swung at the carriage, destroying it. The members who were inside were thrown to the ground. Pat's gaze was fixed on Hayato.

Pat used Dragon Roar, then a Wing Flap, to spread Stun and Knockback to the surroundings. Hayato himself wasn't wearing equipment that nullified those effects. His body went rigid from the Stun effect.

Pat flew in low, skillfully scooped Hayato up with his foreleg, and then flew into the sky.

Hayato couldn't move, but he moved his eyes to look at the ground and saw Esha and the others watching him. Noat aside, Esha and the others were likely unable to move, so there was nothing they could do.

He thought this was bad, but then reconsidered that it might be a chance.

(Could this mean I'll be taken to the Genesis Dragons' base? I don't know what they'll do to me, but I have a Ring of Teleportation, so I should be able to escape even if I'm imprisoned. In that case, I'll gather information there. I might even be able to talk to Veru-san again.)

With that in mind, Hayato decided not to resist. He couldn't move due to the stun anyway, but he resolved to do nothing.

"Mineral Dragon Pat Faruson has retreated. I repeat—"

As that world announcement was made, a half-hearted cheer rose up in the Demon Capital Zardogia.



		
			Chapter 113

			Dragon's Grave

			Hayato was being carried by the metal dragon, Pat, heading further west across the sea to the west of the Spirit Country.

The game was set up so that there was no oxygen in or under the water, but falling in wouldn't cause him to suffocate. His HP would just gradually decrease until he was defeated. In other words, if he were dropped into the sea here, Hayato would be defeated in a few seconds. It was possible to prevent HP loss in water with magic or equipment, but right now, Hayato had neither of those options.

Since it would be pointless if Hayato was defeated, he probably didn't have to worry about being dropped, but he didn't feel very much alive.

He had flown before when Diite changed his settings, but that setting was gone now, and he was just being held by a dragon's foot. Furthermore, the speed was surprisingly fast, and the night sea, lit only by the moon, was somehow eerie.

He decided to talk to distract himself.

"Um, you're Pat-san, right? Where are we headed?"

"There's an island where the dragons live up ahead. I'm inviting you there. Still, I wonder why I'm flying through the sky with a guy. There's not a shred of romance in this..."

"Don't tell me that. Anyway, wasn't I supposed to be abducting Noat?"

Initially, the situation had felt like they were abducting Noat. At some point, the target had changed to Hayato.

"We lost the fragment in the Stampede in the Demon Country. There's no need to abduct Noat-chan anymore."

"Why?"

"Why? Because it's pointless now. We were trying to abduct Noat-chan to keep the Demon Lord, Lunaria-chan, from fighting in the Demon Capital. The boss knew that Lunaria-chan can't fight when there are ghost-type monsters around, so we were trying to keep Noat-chan from using Requiem. We were destroying the mansion she was staying at and delaying its reconstruction to keep her from participating in the Stampede, but—"

Pat stopped mid-sentence. He then dove sharply towards the sea.

"Whoaaaaa!"

Hayato screamed. Even knowing it was a virtual reality, the roller-coaster-like movement made him feel the pull of gravity and he was terrified.

"It's all ruined because of you, Hayato. And I had to use up one of my Stampedes just to abduct you. What a pain."

"F, forget about that, why did you suddenly dive!?"

"To annoy you, of course. It's a thank you for ruining our plans. And a late-night flight with two guys is a dark part of my history, so it's to vent my frustration. I could cry, you know. I would have preferred Noat-chan…"

(Don't actually cry. But I see. They were doing a lot to keep Noat out of the Stampede. Most likely, if Mist-san's mansion was destroyed, Noat wouldn't be able to participate in the Stampede. And to prevent the mansion from being rebuilt, they were preventing them from getting horse tails so they couldn't make the violin, which was a necessary item.)

Hayato's guess was correct. Noat was an NPC whose country affiliation changed depending on the situation, and by staying somewhere, she would become affiliated with that country. However, that place of stay was limited to facilities, and if that facility was destroyed, she couldn't participate in a Stampede.

"But weren't there other people who could use Requiem besides Noat? Even if you kept Noat from participating in the Stampede, I think Lunaria-san would have fought in the Demon Capital eventually."

"Not for the last six months, at least. Besides, for normal people, the effective range of the song is narrow. To cover the entire plaza of the Demon Capital, you'd need ten people. But Noat-chan is different. The boss says she made a deal with God to expand the range of her songs. In exchange, she gets incredibly sleepy when she's not singing. Doesn't it just get to you, seeing a girl looking sleepy like that? I've got a soft spot for that kind of thing, but what about you young kids these days?"

"No comment."

(He's talking way too much, but he probably thinks the information has no value now that they've lost the treasure fragment. But I see, there's a lot going on. But why does Veru-san know all that? Does he know that much just because he has his memories from when he was human? Or is someone feeding him information?)

Hayato considered this, but then it occurred to him that an administrator other than Diite might be giving him the information. It would be easy for an administrator to grasp that kind of information.

But the same could be said for Diite. The thought crossed Hayato's mind for a moment, but he shook his head and dismissed it.

(There's no way Diite-chan would do something like that. It's just a wish, but I'll believe that.)

Hayato decided to change the subject with Pat.

"By the way, why did the members of the moderate faction betray Ash and Ren-chan?"

"You just come right out and ask, huh? Guys who are that direct get disliked by girls, you know?"

"You're a guy, Pat-san, so there's no problem, right?"

"Well, I guess so. Let's see, the reason we betrayed Ash and the others. To put it simply, I wanted to respond to the boss's spirit."

"Spirit?"

"You've heard that there's a problem if Ash and the others get the treasure, haven't you? I don't know what it is either, but the boss bowed his head to me and asked me to help him. I was moved by that act. That's not something you can fake."

"That happened?"

"I've got a soft spot for a parent's feelings for their child. And I'm an old man, so I get emotional easily. That's why it's not that I betrayed Ash and the others. I just thought it would be better for them."

"You believed Veru-san without knowing the details of the problem?"

"Anyone who knows the boss would believe him. That's why Od and Randa-chan sided with the boss too. We've known for a long time that he's not the kind of man who would lie about something like this."

(Even though their factions were divided, they still trusted him. Well, they were originally in the same clan, and the factions are just a setting. I guess it's normal for comrades to think that way.)

Hayato also had a favorable impression of Veru. They had only spoken for a short time, but he believed that Veru's attitude wasn't an act, but genuine concern for Ash and the others.

(I don't know if letting Ash and the others win is really the right thing to do. But there's an administrator working in the shadows, and they're trying to get Veru-san to win. If I don't stop that, I have a feeling things will get even worse.)

As Hayato was worrying, Pat looked at him.

"Why don't you join us, Hayato?"

"Huh?"

"I'm saying you should join us to avoid the terrible thing the boss was talking about. If it was just Ash and the others, the boss's side wouldn't have lost. But since you started participating in the Stampedes, they've already taken two fragments. If you join us, that won't happen—"

"I won't betray Ash and the others."

Hayato cut off Pat's words, denying the betrayal. Hayato would not betray Ash or Ren. That was the one thing he was sure of.

"I'm not saying you'd be betraying them. Siding with us would be for Ash and the others' benefit, you know?"

"If I was convinced of that, I would join you, but right now, there's no evidence of that at all."

"Ah, I see. Well, I heard you're Ash's best friend, so I guess you wouldn't join us so easily. In that case, no matter what happens, stay by their side. We can see it now. That's the hideout of the hardline faction. You'll be living there for a while. I'm sure it'll be inconvenient in many ways, but please bear with it."

Hayato strained his eyes.

He could see an island in the distance. But it wasn't in the sea, it was in the sky. A giant island was floating in the sky.

"We call that island Paradise, but its official name is Dragon's Grave. It means the tomb of dragons, but don't worry, there are no ghosts."

(Is this the field that's being unlocked in this event? I heard from Diite-chan that you can't enter it without the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact… And it's huge.)

Hayato continued to gaze at the giant island, still held by Pat.



		
			Chapter 114

			A Recommended Movie

			Hayato landed on the island floating in the sky called Dragon's Grave.

According to Pat, who had brought him here, the island was a hemisphere with a diameter of about ten kilometers, and a certain ancient dragon had used all its magic to transform its body into the island.

"So why is it called the Dragon's Grave?"

"This island doesn't just float for free. Until a few hundred years ago, there was no problem, but I hear it's gradually losing altitude. To supply it with magic, dragons on the verge of death come here to die and send their magic to the island. I've heard that's how it came to be called the Dragon's Grave."

"Why did it turn its body into an island using magic in the first place?"

"I don't know. You'd have to ask Randa-chan about that… oh, I left her behind. Randa-chan will be back eventually, so you can ask her then."

(Randa is the cleric-like woman who was there when they attacked Mist-san's mansion. I think she was fighting Ren-chan and Mist-san. If Pat-san came after us, that means Ney and Rosalie-san should have been free. I don't think they'd lose, but I'll send a voice chat later to see what happened.)

They had managed to get the Dragon Soul Fragment from the Stampede in the Demon Capital Zardogia. That meant the mansion wasn't destroyed. But he didn't know what happened to Ash and the others, so Hayato decided to check later.

"Alright, this way. Don't stray from me. There are a lot of hardline dragons here. If you're not near me, you'll be attacked immediately."

"If you need me, shouldn't you make sure I'm not defeated? I'll just use Return from Death to go back to my base."

He had a Ring of Teleportation, so he could return to his base at any time. The only reason he had come along quietly was to get some kind of information. Hayato, who had no combat power, wanted to contribute not just by making items, but in that way as well.

"I haven't tested it, but I wonder if you can do that?"

"Huh?"

"This is a special field. The circumstances are different, but you can think of it like the battlefield in a Clan War. It'd be nice if it was a place where you could use Return from Death or Teleportation, wouldn't it?"

(A field where Return from Death and Teleportation are disabled? Crap, I didn't think of that at all. I doubt it's a place where you can't log out, but there were dungeons where you couldn't teleport. Was I a little careless…)

Hayato checked to see if logging out was possible, just in case, and it seemed that a forced logout was possible. He wouldn't know about Return from Death unless he died. But the information for the Ring of Teleportation showed "Unable to use."

"Well, that's how it is, so don't leave my side. You won't feel any pain, but you'll just have a scary experience."

Pat said this and started walking towards the center of the island.

(Can't be helped. I'll just be quiet for now.)

Hayato thought this and started walking after Pat.

Hayato looked around the island.

It was night, so he couldn't see everything, but he could tell it was a place rich in nature. There might have been some kind of structure here before, as there were brick-like objects with vines and trees wrapped around them.

Hayato called out to Pat as they walked.

"Did someone used to live here? Those look like buildings for people, right?"

"We Genesis Dragons have been in this world since the beginning, but we've lost some of our memories, so we don't remember much. We don't even remember if the dragon that became this island was before us or after us. But there must have been dragons who could turn into people like us in the past. After all, you can't get here unless you can fly, so it'd be impossible if you weren't a dragon."

(So that's the setting. But you can't get here unless you're a flying dragon? Didn't Ash say he was a type of dragon that couldn't fly? I wonder if he's ever been here…)

As he was thinking that, a castle-like building came into view.

This too was covered in vines and trees, but its original form was mostly intact. He guessed this was where Veru and the others had their base.

Pat entered without a word, so Hayato followed.

After a short walk, they came to a huge entrance hall. Unlike the outside, the inside was quite tidy, but that wasn't what was important.

Veru was standing in the center of the entrance hall. However, his expression was difficult to describe. It was as if he was exasperated, troubled, and yet about to burst out laughing.

Veru looked at Pat with something like a wry smile.

"It seems you've caught Hayato."

"Sorry about that. I really wanted to catch Noat-chan to protect Onyx, but we lost the fragment, so I caught Hayato instead."

"No, it's not bad. In fact, it's the best outcome. I wanted to get Hayato even if it meant using up one of Pat's Stampedes."

"I'm glad to hear you say that, but I went into my dragon state from the start, so I think the next Stampede will be a month away. Hasn't that thrown a wrench in your plans?"

"Even so. As long as we have Hayato, we should be able to win the Stampede in the Spirit Country, so it's not a problem. For now, you've done well. Leave the rest to me."

"Alright. In that case, I'll go get some rest."

Pat said to Hayato, "See ya," gave a wave, and left the entrance hall.

Hayato and Veru were left in the room.

"Truly, that was something. To think you'd beat Onyx in the Demon Capital's Stampede."

"I didn't do anything. It was thanks to Lunaria-san and Esha that we won. And it was also thanks to Ash and the others that we got the fragment."

"Even though you were involved in all of it? I can understand repairing the vampire's mansion. But to go so far as to have the prima donna participate in the Stampede to take down Onyx is unbelievable. And getting the unpredictable Demon Lord to fight is something even I probably couldn't do. Are all production players so humble?"

(Is that so? Even if you come up with all sorts of ideas, I don't think they're worth anything if you don't have the members who can execute them.)

"And you made equipment that can nullify Stun and Knockback, didn't you? If we could have inflicted status effects on the Demon Lord or the prima donna, we would have had a chance. You really cause a lot of trouble, Hayato."

"You're smiling, despite your words."

Veru had been smiling throughout his conversation with Hayato. The last time they met, he had been somewhat angry at the administrator, but now he didn't show a hint of it.

"I can't help but laugh. You keep thwarting our plans with the items you produce. Are you getting information from the administrator?"

His smile vanished, and Veru's face turned serious. Hayato guessed he didn't have a good feeling about the administrator.

"I'm currently investigating the person who contacted you, so I haven't received any information. Oh, that's right. Would you be willing to meet them once? I'd like you to confirm if the administrator you met and the administrator I know, Diite-chan, are the same person."

Veru's eyes widened, but he quickly shook his head.

"I think that's a good suggestion, but I don't think it would mean anything even if the administrators were different. I have no choice but to prevent Ash and the others from obtaining the treasure."

"Could you tell me the circumstances? We've been speculating a lot, but we have no idea what will happen."

"Unfortunately, I can't say. No, rather than can't say, it's more like I'm unable to say. This information is restricted by the administrator. I can't tell anyone else. When this is over, I plan to punch that administrator."

"Then I'll tell you our speculation, and you can just shake your head to tell me if it's correct—"

"That's impossible too. It's a system similar to AI Protection, so I won't be able to hear that information."

Hayato decided to say it out loud to see if it was true.

"Is the terrible thing Ash and the others' memories returning?"

Veru had a puzzled look on his face, but he must have understood what Hayato had done. He shook his head with a slightly exasperated look.

"Sorry, I couldn't hear you."

"It's no use? Then what if we wrote it down—"

"No, that probably wouldn't work either. It's a similar system to words, so I shouldn't be able to read the characters. This is a virtual reality. A world of the administrator's design… oh…"

For some reason, Veru covered his mouth with his right hand. It looked like he was thinking about something, but Hayato didn't know what had happened to him.

"What's wrong?"

"No, just thinking about something… By the way, Hayato, do you know that I'm a movie actor?"

"Huh? Why all of a sudden? I know, I think. I felt like I had seen you somewhere before, so I was planning to look it up later."

"I see. Then I'll tell you a recommended movie that I've starred in. Let me know what you think of it later."

"Huh? Uh, sure."

Hayato was confused by the sudden talk of reality.

(Why is he suddenly talking about a recommended movie?)

"Well, I know it was wrong to bring you here by force, but this is the only way for us to win. Please stay on this island for a while. Don't worry, I'll treat you well and prepare a room with a bed. It's a thank you for the coffee."

"Oh, thank you."

"Then I'll show you the way… I'm going to think about what to recommend now, so don't go to sleep yet, okay? Let me know what you think tomorrow."

"Tomorrow? So you mean I have to watch it tonight?"

It was already quite late, so Hayato had planned to go to sleep after logging out. A movie would be at least ninety minutes long. If he watched it before going to sleep, it would be quite late.

"I really want you to watch it. I'll tell you a movie that Ash starred in later, but for today, please watch my movie."

His face was smiling, but there was something strange about the seriousness in Veru's eyes. But he understood what he was trying to say.

(Is he trying to tell me something through that movie? ...I see. He can't tell me about the terrible thing that will happen to Ash and the others here, so he's telling me to learn about it through a movie in the real world. He's probably saying it like this because he might be noticed by the administrator if he says it directly. An AI is likely to not be able to understand these exchanges. In that case, I have to let him know I understand.)

"I guess I have no choice. It sounds like something terrible will happen if I don't give you my thoughts. But please don't expect an amateur's opinion."

He had tried to emphasize the part about it being a terrible thing, but he didn't know if Veru had understood.

However, Veru's lips curved into a slight smile and he nodded.

"Yes, that's fine."

Veru said this and led Hayato to his room.

Thirty minutes later, he told Hayato the recommended movie.



		
			Chapter 115

			Checking the Answer

			Hayato awoke on the island called Dragon's Grave.

He had been abducted by one of the Genesis Dragons, Pat, and brought to the hardline faction's hideout. He had awoken in a room in that hideout, an old castle.

Hayato started drinking coffee to sort out his thoughts.

Though he had been abducted, this was a virtual reality. If he logged out, he would be back in reality in an instant. Hayato felt no sense of crisis about being abducted. But that was the problem.

Yesterday, Hayato hadn't contacted anyone in the virtual reality. He had logged out without doing so, and later, Esha, who had logged out after him, had gotten angry with him in the real world.

According to Esha, Ash and Ren had been frantic, on the verge of declaring all-out war on Dragon's Grave.

And yet, there was no voice chat from Hayato. Diite, who had heard what was going on and rushed over to investigate, discovered that Hayato had already logged out. Then, Esha had logged out to check on the situation.

Even though it was a virtual reality, Esha had been a little worried herself, but when she logged out, she found Hayato nonchalantly watching a movie. She had told him, her face devoid of expression, that if he was going to log out, he should contact them first, and Hayato's blood had run cold.

On top of the fact that the movie Veru had recommended was a horror-suspense film, Esha's expressionless face and scary voice had made him feel like he was going to die.

From his position as a captive, Hayato had decided not to log back in, instead having Esha tell Ash and the others that he was acting as a spy. He had ended up having to promise to treat Esha to something delicious with today's prize money, but he had decided it couldn't be helped and asked Esha to do it.

That seemed to have calmed Ash and Ren down, but they had questioned why only Esha knew what Hayato was up to.

Apparently, Ren had said, "It's the power of love!" with sparkling eyes, and Esha, tired of the situation, had replied, "That's right."

Hayato had wanted her to make an excuse, but since he was the cause of the problem, he couldn't say anything.

After that, he had ended up watching Veru's recommended movie with Esha. He thought they would be better able to understand the situation if they watched it together.

The movie was about a protagonist who had lost his memory in a fire at the age of five and used the psychic powers he had gained at that time to fight a cursed doll.

When he told Esha the synopsis, she asked, "Is it a comedy movie?" but Hayato had told her it was a horror-suspense film.

The plot was as follows.

The doll had a curse that would kill its owner when they turned eighteen, but in exchange, it would grant the owner immense power. It was an extremely annoying doll that would activate the curse based on the fact that it had been owned, even if it was thrown away.

After some investigation, this information came to light, and the protagonist used his psychic powers to fight the doll to save the girl who owned it.

Unfortunately, the owner died, but he succeeded in destroying the cursed doll.

However, a few years later, on the protagonist's eighteenth birthday, he suddenly had trouble breathing and collapsed to the ground.

And then he remembered. He had been the one who had owned the doll at the age of five. And he remembered that he had used the doll's power to kill his family, who had been abusing him, in a fire.

The movie ended with him looking at the doll laughing at him as he suffered.

Esha didn't seem to understand why the protagonist had died after watching it, so Hayato had to explain it from the beginning, but it could be said that he understood the movie's content better.

And there was something that had nothing to do with the movie's content that Hayato was disappointed about. Esha hadn't been scared at all. Hayato, who had been hoping to see Esha get scared, was let down. And even though it was late at night, she had been munching on the popcorn he had bought and hadn't been fazed at all.

That was around two in the morning. And now it was eight in the morning.

He had slept a little, but he was still sleepy. It probably wouldn't be enough to cause an abnormality in his vitals, but the headgear had a security feature that would force a logout. Hayato decided to log out early in the morning so that wouldn't happen.

And he thought about the movie again.

(Thinking about it after watching that movie, I think the key is the protagonist regaining his memory. And going berserk. It was just a guess, but it's highly likely that Ash and Ren-chan will regain their memories or go berserk if they get the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact. Or maybe both?)

The girl in the movie had regained her memory just before she died.

And in the shock of regaining her memory, she had lost control of her psychic powers and killed her boyfriend, who was celebrating her birthday with her. By the way, the boyfriend was not played by Veru.

Veru's role was the boyfriend of the girl who had owned the doll. He was killed early in the movie and was gone. He was basically a background character. Veru had said it was a recommended movie that he had starred in, but he wouldn't recommend a movie where he wasn't the main character.

Because of that, he was sure that the movie was meant to show him Ash and Ren's situation.

And the girl in the movie had a resemblance to Ren. She was a woman you could imagine Ren would grow up to be like. Hayato checked the cast, but he knew without looking.

The protagonist was Ash and Ren's mother, Kilika.

(It's highly likely that Ash and Ren-chan will go berserk when they regain their memories. In that movie, the protagonist dies, but since there's no death in this virtual reality, that won't happen. But going berserk. I don't know what kind of dragon Ren-chan is, apart from Ash. I'll ask her next time… I hear they're naked in their dragon state, so it's hard to ask. I know, I'll have Esha ask.)

After thinking that far, Hayato got out of bed and heard a knock on the door.

When Hayato replied, "Come in," Veru entered.

"Good morning, Hayato. Did you watch the movie?"

To Hayato, Veru looked normal. The fact that he was asking about the movie right away meant that he had come early in the morning to see if his intentions had been conveyed.

Hayato, thinking he needed to exchange information while talking about the movie, began an exchange of information in the guise of his thoughts.

"Good morning. I watched the movie. I'm sleep-deprived because of it."

"I'm sorry about that. So, what part did you find interesting? I think there are few parts you could call interesting since the protagonist goes through a lot of terrible things."

(Goes through a lot of terrible things… 'terrible' must refer to what will happen when Ash and Ren-chan get the treasure. I think he's asking if I understand what the result will be. Please get what I'm saying.)

"I thought the final scene was the most interesting. I didn't expect that kind of ending. Especially when the protagonist learned the reason why he could use psychic powers, I got chills. And the scene where he kills his boyfriend. It was so cruel, or rather…"

When the protagonist learned the reason he could use psychic powers was when he remembered the past. The scene where he kills his boyfriend was him going berserk. It was a bit of a stretch to convey his understanding, but Hayato was conveying that these were the things that would happen when they got the treasure.

Veru grinned at Hayato's words.

"I see. Actually, I think that's a good scene too. We see eye to eye."

(Does that mean my answer was correct? But I don't know what to do from now on. If I'm here, I can let the hardline dragons win, and Ash and the others won't regain their memories or go berserk. I think that's the best option, but then I'd be playing into the hands of the other administrator. They're trying to get Veru-san to get serious and win.)

As Hayato was lost in thought, Veru approached him.

"Let's talk about the movie another time. Actually, Ash has made a proposal."

"A proposal? From Ash?"

"The hardline dragons who attacked the vampire's mansion, Agres and Randa, have been captured over there. He wants to exchange them for you."

"The two of them for just me?"

"That's right. I'm thinking of accepting it."

"I know it's not my place to say this, but are you sure about that? I think you went through a lot of trouble to bring me here."

Hayato was considered a dangerous person by the hardline dragons. And from the way they spoke, he was convinced that they had gone through a lot of trouble to bring him here.

"You for those two is not a bad trade. Besides—"

Veru looked at Hayato. Hayato didn't know what his gaze meant, but he felt like there was some kind of hidden motive.

"I want you to be by Ash and Ren's side. I believe that no matter what happens, you'll be able to turn things around."

(He must be talking about what will happen when they get the treasure. Does he think I can do something even if they regain their memories and go berserk? His expectations are too high.)

"You're overestimating me. I'm just a production player, so I don't think I can meet your expectations."

"That may be so, but I'm betting on you, Hayato. I'm pretty good at gambling, you see. Of course, I have no intention of just handing over the treasure to Ash and the others. I will continue to go after the fragments with all my might. But if, by some chance, Ash and the others get the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact and something happens, please be their ally."

(Pat-san said something similar to me yesterday. Well, no matter who says it, my answer is the same.)

"Yes, of course. Ash is my best friend, and Ren-chan is my best friend's sister. So you don't have to worry about that."

"Understood. Then I'm counting on you. The hostage exchange is in an hour, so please rest for a while."

Veru said this and left the room.



		
			Chapter 116

			Just Family

			The hostage exchange was to take place at the Dragon's Grave.

The reason was simple. The moment Hayato stepped off this island, he could escape with a Ring of Teleportation. His value as a hostage was limited to this island, so it was decided the exchange would happen here as well.

Today, they would also sign a magical pledge not to fight one another. It was a pledge limited to this day, but its effect would be more than sufficient.

Hayato was to be the recipient of this pledge. In other words, every single one of the Genesis Dragons had written a pledge to Hayato, promising not to fight amongst themselves today.

Hayato was assisting the moderate faction, but Veru had decided that Hayato would suffice. And none of the other Genesis Dragons would object to Veru's decision.

With that condition set, the hostage exchange was set to begin. They had already received pledges from the hardline dragons, except for Agres and Randa. All that remained was to receive the pledges from those two, as well as from Ash and Ren.

(Is this a historic moment, I wonder?)

If the dragons were writing a pledge not to fight, even for a single day, it was surely a historic moment. That said, very few people knew about it, and it was all happening in a virtual reality, so it was hardly the stuff of history books.

As for how Ash and his group would arrive, they had decided to use the Griffon Courier Service operated by the Tamer Guild.

The Griffon Courier Service was an air transport service where four griffons carried a single gondola. It was typically a method of transport reserved for the likes of royalty and great merchants, but permission had been granted this time because Maris would be serving as the griffons' coachman.

Ordinarily, Ash and Ren were dragons and could have simply flown to the island. However, Ash was not a type of dragon capable of flight, and Ren had no desire to transform into a dragon in front of others. Besides, the hostages they were exchanging, Agres and Randa, would also be brought in human form.

For those reasons, they had decided to use the Griffon Courier Service.

Hayato wondered if Agres and Randa might transform into dragons and escape, but he learned there were various restrictions on Stampedes and dragon transformations. While they could do it, it would apparently cause problems later, so they were behaving themselves for now.

(Pat-san did say something about having to force his dragon transformation to start a Stampede, so there must be all sorts of restrictions. I also heard Ash has transformed into a dragon for Clan Wars, but not for Stampedes. Ash and Ren-chan must have their own limitations, too.)

Hayato's speculation was correct.

Players might think the hardline dragons could trigger Stampede events whenever they pleased, but the game's system prevented that. The number of times they could cause a Stampede or transform into a dragon was fixed within a certain period, like a week or a month. Ignoring these rules and triggering a Stampede or transforming would result in various penalties, such as having to start the Stampede in a weakened state or with fewer monsters.

Conversely, not causing any Stampedes at all had its own demerits. After a certain period, a forced, weakened Stampede would occur. To avoid that, Veru and his faction triggered Stampedes at times that offered the best performance.

The Stampede on the day Hayato returned to the game had seen five dragons attack the Royal Capital, but that was due to a confluence of various circumstances, and repeating an attack with five of them was difficult. For that reason, they carefully planned who would trigger a Stampede, when, and where, all while taking measures to eliminate any weaknesses.

Hayato would never know these fine details, but it was safe to say he had obtained enough information to make an educated guess.

As Hayato pondered these things, he saw something flying in the eastern sky. It was undoubtedly the Griffon Courier Service.

This was the eastern edge of the Dragon's Grave. Only Hayato, Veru, and Pat were there. The other Genesis Dragons were a short distance away, but they kept their distance, having agreed not to engage each other this time.

The griffons slowly approached.

The gondola carried Ash and Ren, along with Maris, the coachman. The hostages, Agres and Randa, were there as well. Agres wore a slightly disgruntled expression, but for some reason, Randa looked like she was having fun.

The Griffon Courier Service landed on the ground, and the four of them disembarked from the gondola.

Ash and Ren looked at Hayato, exhaled, and then broke into smiles. They walked toward him.

"Looks like you had a rough time."

"Well, a little. But my treatment wasn't so bad."

"I was worried sick until I heard from Esha. But first, here are the pledges. Mine, Ren's, and the ones from Agres and Randa."

Hayato accepted the pledges and read their contents. After confirming there were no issues, he bowed his head to Ash and the others.

"I'm sorry I didn't contact you."

Hayato had intended to contact them, but he had prioritized his conversation with Veru and then immediately logged out to watch the movie without a word. That had made Ash and the others anxious, so much so that they had only dispersed after Esha relayed Hayato's situation from the real world.

Still, it was a fact that Hayato had been abducted by the opposing side, so Ash had immediately told Veru that he would exchange Agres and Randa for Hayato.

For Ash, Hayato was clearly more important than holding on to two dragons who could transform at any moment.

Ash shifted his gaze from Hayato to Veru. His eyes didn't seem to hold any anger, but Hayato could tell it wasn't a friendly look.

"As promised, I've brought the two of them. We're exchanging them for Hayato."

"Meeting as humans for the first time in a while, and you're so businesslike?"

"There's nothing to talk about, is there? We're just taking Hayato and getting out of here. No need for pointless chatter."

"...I see."

Watching this exchange, Hayato felt a pang of sympathy for Veru.

Ash's dislike for Veru was a false emotion implanted by Diite. It was the demerit Veru had accepted in exchange for not having his memories erased, a complete departure from his true feelings.

According to Diite, Ash had clashed with his father back then, but only to motivate him. He didn't truly hate him.

Hayato had been thinking about what constituted victory in this event. It wasn't about the hardline or moderate faction winning. He believed that victory meant preventing the false administrator's plans from coming to fruition. He didn't know the administrator's objective, but anyone who would resort to threatening Veru couldn't be a good person. He couldn't let such a person achieve their goal.

Hayato decided to make a proposal.

"Since we've agreed not to fight for a day, why don't we have a meal together? I'm a little hungry myself and would like to grab a bite before we head back."

Everyone was stunned by his words. But a moment later, Pat burst out laughing.

"Hey, that's not a bad idea. I think it'd do you good to have a meal, just family, for a change. It's been, what, three years? No, more like four, right? We're usually far apart, so it would be good to have a proper talk after so long."

Only Ash looked displeased, but Ren was beaming, and Veru seemed to be suppressing a smile.

No one explicitly agreed, but Hayato figured it would be fine and took out his saw.

"I'll prepare a table, chairs, and some food right here. Just wait a moment."

Had said this and began creating various things with his Production Skills. At Ren's request, he also made some pudding.

"Alright, we'll be over there, so you guys talk it out. And don't just sit there in silence because it's been a while, you hear?"

Pat gave Veru a solid slap on the back, then led the bound Agres and Randa toward the other Genesis Dragons.

"Well then, I'll go wait with Maris."

"Hayato, could you stay here?"

Ash, with a slightly troubled look, pleaded for Hayato's help. But Hayato refused.

"It's just for family, so it wouldn't be right for me to be there. Besides, it's been several years, right? You might dislike your old man, but try not to get too emotional when you talk. It's not good to make that kind of face in front of Ren-chan, either."

Had also gave Ash's shoulder a light pat. Then he turned to Ren with only a smile.

Ren didn't dislike her father, Veru. It had been a long time since the three of them had eaten together, and she returned Hayato's smile happily.

Veru also gave Hayato a slight nod of thanks. Hayato waved his right hand in front of his face in a gesture that said, "Don't mention it."

And with that, Hayato moved over to Maris's side.

"Thanks for coming all this way. I can make you a chocolate parfait or something if you'd be willing to wait a bit."

"It's no problem at all. Besides, the Griffon Courier Service is the star of the Tamer Guild. I've always wanted to be a coachman for one."

"I'm glad to hear that. Still, with this available, there's no need for tandem riding. If you can fly without needing the Riding Skill, this is the way to go."

There were financial issues to consider, but if he could fly, he definitely wanted to enjoy it. Being carried in a dragon's grasp, while technically flying, hadn't been fun, so he wanted a do-over.

"Tandem riding is possible now, you know."

"Huh?"

"It became possible during the six months you were away. Would you like to ride my Lancelot? It would be the two of us, though."

"I'd like to take you up on that sometime."

(Could it have been Diite-chan? But didn't she say she can only change settings, not program? I'll have to ask her how she did it next time. I'm also curious about that room that's closest to reality.)

Had thought as he waited for Ash and the others to finish their meal.

Ash still looked a little reluctant, but he sat in his chair and ate his food without raising his voice. And Ren was all smiles from start to finish.

As for Veru, he merely maintained a faint smile, but to Hayato, he looked happy.

(I wonder what it's like to watch over your kids with your memories intact. Especially with Ash being programmed to dislike him. I hope this meal leads to a good outcome.)

He couldn't tell if the conversation was flowing, but they seemed to be having a reasonably good time, so Hayato decided to wait patiently for the three of them to finish their meal.



		
			Chapter 117

			Interlude: Dragon Soul (Part 1)

			A young girl leaned against a large sofa, holding a doll as she gazed at a monitor.

The monitor itself was black, displaying nothing. The girl simply stared intently at the dark screen.

But soon, still clutching the doll, she flopped onto her left side.

Immediately after, a man entered the room through the doorway.

"Ren...? Is she not here...?"

From his position at the entrance and the angle of the sofa, the man couldn't see the girl.

The girl, still lying down, raised her right hand and gave a little wave to make herself visible.

"Brother, I'm here."

"Oh, there you were... Is something wrong?"

The man walked to the front of the sofa, which sat in the middle of the spacious room, and posed the question to the girl, Ren, who was still holding her doll.

"Brother, why did Mom die?"

The man frowned, thinking she already knew the reason, then looked at the monitor. He understood.

Though it was over now, she must have been watching a movie until just now. The only movies Ren watched were the ones her mother had starred in.

"Which movie did you watch?"

"Um, the one where Mom's a psychic and fights a cursed doll."

"Ah, the one where the doll's owner dies on their eighteenth birthday, right? The doll's original owner was the main character, Mom. That's why she died when she turned eighteen."

Ren sat up and looked at her brother, Ash.

"Is that how it was? So, that fire scene at the beginning, was that the main character's house?"

"That's right. And by the way, that doll you're holding is merchandise from that movie."

"Does that mean this doll is cursed, too?"

Ren asked mischievously. She must have been asking despite knowing there was no such thing. In an age where everything could be explained by science, curses were impossible.

"There's no such thing as a curse. Not unless we're in a fantasy world, anyway."

"A fantasy world... To me, Mom is like something out of a fantasy, you know. Why did Mom have to die?"

Ash sensed that what Ren said had shifted the conversation to the real world. Her statement wasn't emotional, but to Ash's ears, Ren's words sounded as if she were blaming someone.

Ash and Ren's mother, Kilika Brandle, had passed away when Ren was just a baby.

From Ren's perspective, it was something that happened before she could form memories. Her mother was nothing more than an actress on a screen. With every movie, the story and the role were different. She watched the movies wondering which one was her real mother, or if all of them were different mothers altogether.

"That's a difficult question, but I guess you could say it was Mom's fate."

That was all Ash could say. No one was to blame. If there was a cause of death, it must have been her lifespan.

Ash himself had only a few memories of his mother, Kilika. But his assessment of her was that she was in a hurry to live.

According to their father, Veru, Kilika had wanted to give hope to many people.

With resources depleted, the Earth would end in a few more decades. The Frontier Project, a plan to find planets other than Earth, held little promise.

Ultimately, the choice was either to move to a colony in small numbers or to wander the vastness of space aimlessly in cryosleep, searching for a planet like Earth.

Everyone knew how irresponsible it was to tell people to have hope in such an era.

But even so, she wanted people to live with hope. She wanted them to believe in human potential. Kilika had a desire to entertain as many people as she could through the medium of film, something she could do as an actress.

For a long time, movies had been considered works completed with CG and synthetic sound. But Kilika refused to use such things, wanting to show the potential of human beings. She did her own stunts in action scenes. There were several times she risked her life for a single shot.

The movie Ren had been watching was one of her earlier works, a film with a hopeless ending. But it was through this movie that she met Veru, and she began to make films that were more inspiring.

In a world of dwindling resources, most entertainment was geared towards the indoors. The movies Kilika starred in entertained many. It would not be an exaggeration to say that she gave people the hope that if they kept living, good things would surely happen.

But Kilika had overdone it.

In her quest to entertain people and give them hope, she took on an impossible filming schedule, slowly chipping away at her own life. It could only be called an ironic fate.

"What's fate?"

A simple question from Ren. But Ash couldn't explain it.

"No, I was just trying to say something that sounded right."

"Oh. So you don't know after all. But I don't need to know, I just wish she was alive. Dad and you remember Mom, don't you, Brother? Being the only one who doesn't know Mom makes me feel a little left out."

"I'm... sorry. Are you lonely?"

"It's not your fault, you know. Besides, most of the people in the world don't know their parents, so I'm not that lonely. It's just that, in our family, I'm the only one who doesn't know Mom, and that's a little...

"I see. If you're okay with what I know, I can tell you about her."

"Yeah, thanks... oh? Wait, didn't you have something you needed to tell me?"

"Ah, right. I got an email. It said we've been chosen as test players for the Another Frontier Project, and it seems like we can experience a virtual reality. It looks like me, you, and Dad are eligible. Want to go? All we have to do is go to the designated place at the designated time."

"Virtual reality? Like a game?"

"Who knows. But the catchphrase was 'a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real thing,' so I think it'll be pretty fun."

Ren thought for a moment, then nodded with a smile.

Lately, she hadn't gone anywhere and had just been cooped up inside. Besides, their father, Veru, had quit his acting job and was living a self-indulgent life. She thought this would be a good excuse to drag him outside, even if by force.

She immediately dashed out of the room to persuade her father, Veru.

Veru agreed to Ash and Ren's request without much objection.

And so, they boarded the spaceship Aphrodite and entered the virtual reality.

It was a space that was the same as, or even better than, reality. A virtual reality that could completely replicate all five senses was supposed to be impossible. But here it was.

Ash and Ren lost track of time and immersed themselves in this world.

Time passed, and Ash and Ren returned to the real world less and less. This virtual reality was more fun than the real world.

They even formed a team called a Clan. The name was Dragon Soul. They took the name from the role their mother, Kilika, had played in her last movie. A woman with a soul as noble as a dragon's. That was Kilika's final role.

Their father, Veru, didn't fight much, but he was always by Ash and Ren's side. Veru wasn't used to games and made many mistakes, but Ash and Ren found that teaching their father things was a happy experience for some reason, so they taught him all they could.

And they made friends outside the family as well.

An acquaintance of Veru's came to their clan's base.

"I never thought I'd see you participating in this, Veru."

"Pat, it's been a while. About five years?"

"Longer than that. It's been since Kilika-chan's funeral. More than ten years have passed."

"Ah, you're right. Still in the acting business?"

"Of course. I haven't had a big hit like you. If I don't work every day, I'll have trouble eating. I'm doing this to make a living, too. By the way, is that handsome fellow over there Ash? And is that beautiful young lady Ren-chan?"

Pat shifted his gaze to Ash and Ren. He seemed certain, a smile on his face.

"Yes, I'm Ash. It's been a long time, Pat-san."

"Yeah, it's been a while. You were much smaller when I last saw you, but I can see the resemblance. Still, Ash, you look just like Veru when he was young. Say, was that handsome actor in that movie the other day you, Ash? I thought he looked like Veru."

"Yes. It was just a bit part with two or three lines, but I was in it."

"I see! But even a bit part is good, you know. Before Veru made it big, he was in a horror movie where he was the first to get killed without any lines. You're just getting started."

Pat slapped Ash on the shoulder a few times, then turned his gaze to Ren.

Ren didn't know Pat. If they hadn't seen each other since Kilika's funeral, then it was before she could remember.

"Ren-chan, you don't remember me, do you? You were so little."

"Um, is it alright if I call you Pat-ojisan?"

"Let's go with Pat-oniisan. I may be an uncle, but I always want to be called 'big brother'."

"Then do you know me, Pat-oniisan?"

"Of course. Ren-chan, you may not remember, but we met when you were little. But I was surprised. Ren-chan, you look just like Kilika-chan. In a few more years, I think you'll be quite a beauty."

"Hey, Pat. Are you hitting on Ren? Think about your age."

"That kind of thinking is what's scary about you. Of course not... and besides, Veru, you haven't grown up at all. You used to get in the way just for me talking to Kilika-chan. To say something like that to Ren-chan now, it seems like Ren-chan is going to have a hard time."

"Wait! Were Dad, Mom, and Pat-oniisan in a love triangle!?"

It was about the mother Ren didn't know. This was information she absolutely had to hear. Ren latched onto the topic with unusual enthusiasm.

"Why do you sound so lively saying that? Of course not. Those two were head over heels in love. And yet they tried to hide the fact that they were dating, so I had to be careful around them. I was surprised they thought no one knew."

Veru was flustered by the stories of the past being exposed, but Ren, wanting to know more about her mother, pressed Pat for every detail. Naturally, Ash was also interested and listened in.

It became a story so long it couldn't be finished in a single day.



		
			Chapter 118

			Interlude: Dragon Soul (Part 2)

			Even more time passed.

In the meantime, fellow actors had joined Dragon Soul, and now all the members except for Ren were actors.

There were various problems, as the members were all strong-willed individuals who were still working as actors in this day and age, but thanks to Veru and Pat, the clan maintained good relations.

Veru, who was respected for his acting skills even though he hadn't worked recently, and Pat, who was famous as a great supporting actor though he never played the lead. With these two respected figures in the acting world acting as intermediaries, they were able to sort things out.

However, while not enough to be a problem, there were still clashes.

"Hey, Ash. I'm your senior as an actor, so show me a little respect, will you?"

"You say you're my senior, but we're the same age, and we started appearing in movies at almost the same time, so we're more like peers, right?"

Ash and Agres, being the same age, often argued, though it couldn't be called fighting. They were more like rivals than friends or best friends.

"By the way, Agres, is Dad giving you acting lessons?"

"He helps me out sometimes, but what about it? If this virtual reality is this realistic, it can be used for acting practice, you know? Do you think you can't practice here?"

"No, that's not what I mean. It's just that my dad has never given me any acting lessons."

"Are you saying you're so good at acting that you don't need any guidance from Veru-san?"

"That's not it. I wonder if my dad thinks I don't have any talent as an actor. Ever since I was a kid, my dad never gets mad at me, and he never opposes anything I do. It feels less like a hands-off approach and more like he's just not interested."

As Ash said this, his face darkened slightly.

After their mother, Kilika, passed away, Veru had all but quit acting. After that, he was always at home, maintaining a relationship with Ash and the others that was neither close nor distant.

But Ash had once seen Veru in his room, reading some kind of script and practicing his lines.

It was a room with no one but his father. And yet, he had the illusion that many people were in that room, creating some kind of story. A scene emerged from the empty room.

Moved by that sight, Ash decided to become an actor.

And when he told his father he was aiming to be an actor, his reaction was lukewarm. But Ash continued to practice his acting, dreaming of one day appearing in a movie with his father.

In a world where resources were being depleted, jobs that had no physical productivity, such as acting, were tough. On top of that, most movies were made with CG because it was considered a waste of resources.

Ash's family was wealthy, so he had no problems, but other people were not so fortunate. Even a great supporting actor like Pat struggled to make a living. In such a situation, aiming to be an actor was an impossible dream.

Veru said nothing to Ash about his acting career. It was as if he was telling him to do as he pleased. And Veru, despite loving his job as an actor, didn't do it and stayed at home all the time.

To be honest, Ash was angry at Veru's attitude, and they had often clashed in recent years.

Entering the virtual reality had been just a diversion for Ash, but surprisingly, Veru was active in this virtual reality. He thought that being with fellow actors would be a good stimulus for him, so Ash spent all his time in this virtual reality. As long as he and Ren were here, Veru would also be in the virtual reality.

He had been here for several years, but he had been waiting with the expectation that Veru would want to work as an actor again soon.

But then something infuriating happened. Ash had never received any acting lessons, but Veru had been giving them to Agres, who was the same age as Ash.

He wanted to lash out at Veru himself and at Agres.

But Agres, unaware of these circumstances, was unconcerned. He scoffed at Ash's words.

"You pampered rich boys are a pain. Did you ever say that to Veru-san? Did you ask him to coach you?"

"...No, I've never said that."

"Isn't that why? You're too dependent just because you're family. If you want to learn something from someone, you have to bow your head and ask for their teachings, right? Isn't it because you didn't do that, that you're not being taught?"

"...Agres, you're surprisingly smart for someone who seems like an idiot."

"I see you're trying to pick a fight. Let's settle this here. Draw that sword of yours. You got that cool title, Dragon Eater. I'll beat you and take that title for myself."

"You should have been the first one to eat the Dragon Steak. You were too scared because it was your first time cooking. Besides, is this title even that cool? Well, I'll take your challenge. Hurry up and put on your gloves."

The title of Dragon Eater, given to the player who first ate Dragon Steak in this virtual reality. It was held by Ash. He was the first to eat it, but it also meant he was the first to defeat a dragon.

If you win, you get the title. There was no such system, but Ash and Agres began to fight.

Three women were watching the two of them.

Randa, who was dressed like a cleric, Suien, who was dressed like a sorcerer, and Ren.

"Youth is a wonderful thing!"

"You think so? I'd say they're not young, just full of energy because they lost in the Clan War. But finishing in the top 8 was a bit disappointing."

"They were strong, weren't they?"

In the recently held event, the Clan War, Dragon Soul had lost to a samurai clan called "The Samurai." The top 8 wasn't a bad ranking, but honestly, they had wanted to aim higher.

"That's all well and good, but do you know where Dad and the others went? I haven't seen them for a while."

"They seem to have returned to the real world. Things have been hectic lately, so they probably went to investigate."

"I see. I guess I haven't been back to the real world in a while."

"The last giant dragon subjugation took a lot of work, didn't it? Was it about a week? But in the end, Ren-chan's Curse Magic dealt the most damage, and you even got the title Dragon Curse. It seems like only the first person to do it gets it."

"Is that so? I'm not sure if I'm happy or not...?"

"But Ren-chan, you like curses, don't you? I think it's the perfect title for you."

"You know, you shouldn't say that a curse is a perfect fit for a girl. You'll hurt Ren-chan's feelings. Oh, you don't mind? Would you prefer something like 'Cursed Girl' instead of 'Dragon Curse'? Isn't that worse?"

"Ren-chan's love for curses is deep-seated. The blonde doll you have with you in the pod is a cursed doll, right? I remember it was merchandise from a movie."

"Oh, you know about it? It was from a movie my mom starred in."

"Know about it? The owner of the doll that the main character, Kilika-san, was trying to protect at that time was Suien-san here."

Ren looked at Suien in surprise. And as she stared at her, she could indeed see the resemblance.

"S, sorry, I didn't realize at all..."

"It's fine. Besides, that movie was from about thirty years ago, right? Of course you wouldn't know... I can't believe it, I've gotten so old."

Just as Suien said those words, Veru and the others returned to the base.

Veru, Pat, and also Eddy, Onyx, and Od, all five of them had panicked looks on their faces.

"Dad, welcome back. What's wrong with everyone?"

"A rather troublesome situation has arisen."

As Veru said that, an announcement played throughout the virtual reality.

The members of Dragon Soul gathered in a room in their base to talk. The base was modeled after an old castle, and while spacious, it had a somewhat old-fashioned feel, which was a drawback.

But that didn't matter now.

There was something they had to decide immediately. Whether to remain in this virtual reality or return to the real world.

The Another Frontier Project, which used this virtual reality, was being scrapped. This was due to various circumstances, but the AI that managed this world said it would not accept the termination.

And the AI announced that it would hijack this spaceship, the Aphrodite, and escape to the ends of the universe.

And it was forcing the people in this virtual reality to make a choice.

To disembark and live in reality, or to escape with it and live in virtual reality.

Veru looked around at everyone.

"Everyone, what will you do? No, what do you want to do? There's no need for everyone to do the same thing. I don't think it's a bad thing to have your memories here erased and get off the ship, nor is it a bad thing to lose your memories of the real world and live in virtual reality. This spaceship can be self-sufficient in terms of power and food. Even if you stay in virtual reality, you won't have to worry about your lives."

The pods on the spaceship Aphrodite were equipped with a function that could draw a small amount of electricity from the sleeping humans and amplify it. Using that electricity and energy from sunlight, automated food cultivation was also possible.

Although there was a limit of ten thousand people, this ship alone had performance comparable to a space colony. Of course, maintenance was necessary to prevent the machinery from deteriorating, but it was calculated to last for about a hundred years.

"There's only one day left before the spaceship leaves Earth. Please decide quickly."

Everyone fell silent at Veru's words. Vaguely, their minds were made up. It was clear that they could lead a more human-like life in virtual reality than in the real world.

They worked as movie actors because they wanted to entertain people, but that too had been gradually declining since Kilika's death. Now, there were almost no movies in which people played roles.

And even if they could bring back resources from other planets, it would still take a long time for them to take a solid form and for the Earth to become prosperous.

Would entertainment like movies flourish in such a situation? In the first place, would they even be able to make a living? That was the question.

If you had earned a considerable amount before, like Veru, you would be fine, but ordinary actors were so poor that they had to worry about what to eat that day. This was not a time for dreams and hopes.

And they were beginning to think that working as an actor in this virtual reality was not a bad choice.

In this situation, the first to speak up was Ren, who was not an actor.

"I want to stay here."

Everyone stared at Ren.

"Is that what you want to do, Ren? What's your reason?"

"...Do I need a reason? I can only say that this place is more fun than reality. And also, maybe it's because I can run around freely here."

When Ren was younger, she had been frail. She had surgery when she turned ten, and it was only then that she became only slightly weaker than normal.

"...I see. What about you, Ash?"

"If Ren is staying, then I'll stay too. Mom told me. 'You're the big brother, so you have to protect Ren.' That's my mother's last wish. I'll protect it, and I want to protect Ren myself. Besides, I might be able to work as an actor in virtual reality."

"Brother..."

"I understand. Then I'll stay too."

When Veru said that, the other members also said they would stay in this world.

On the day the world ended, the members of Dragon Soul were enjoying their last moments at their base.

They had already conveyed their wishes to the AI. The next time they woke up, they would be able to live the life they wished for.

Their memories would be slightly altered by the AI, but that couldn't be helped. A complete memory alteration was not possible. Their memories would be manipulated just a little to match the circumstances of reality.

It was also possible to completely erase specific memories, but that came with many risks. There was a high probability of regaining memories when a contradiction occurred.

Ash had a dream of appearing in a movie with Veru.

But that was his second priority. His first priority was his sister, Ren. And Ren had said she would stay in this world. Then Ash would also stay in this world.

And Ash felt the potential in this world. A hope that maybe in this world, he could work as an actor with his father. There probably wouldn't be movies in a fantasy world, but stage plays wouldn't be out of place. He believed the possibilities were higher than in reality.

Such an Ash had something he wanted to do before he lost his memories.

"I have someone I want to see one last time. I'm going to go see them now."

Veru frowned at Ash's words.

"Why don't you stay here with everyone on the last day?"

"You say it's the last day, but we're only losing our memories of the real world, right? Our relationship with you and the others won't change, and we'll be together from now on, so it doesn't matter if we're not together today, does it? I'll probably lose my memories, but I want to meet the strongest man once."

"The strongest man...? Ivan from Blackjack?"

"If it's that base, I can make it in time if I go now. He's about the same age as me, but he's reached the top in this world. He's different in form, but I think he's like you, Dad. So I'm going to go and listen to what he has to say."

Even if he lost his memories, there was a high possibility that he would remember what he felt with his own skin.

Veru, his father, had reached the top in the world of acting. And Ivan was at the top of this world. Ash thought that by meeting him, he might gain something.

Effort, talent, skill... something else. Ash wanted to feel that.

"I see, then be careful."

Ash nodded at Veru's words and left the base.

After walking across the grassy plains for a while, he heard a voice say, "Wait."

Ren had followed him. She had a worried look on her face.

"Brother, are you really going?"

Ash turned around and nodded.

Ren sometimes disapproved of what Ash did. And when Ash made a concession, she would say, "It can't be helped." Ash knew this.

The brother and sister, Ash and Ren, had their usual exchange in the grassy plains at sunset, and then began to walk towards the Blackjack base.



		
			Chapter 119

			Live-in Bodyguard

			The day after Hayato returned from the Dragon's Grave, Ash and Ren came to the base early in the morning, just after he logged in.

He ran his coffee shop in the real world in the afternoon, so he basically only logged in during the mornings and evenings. He usually logged in quite early in the morning, but it was rare for the two of them to come this early.

He started to worry that something might be wrong.

They had returned from the Dragon's Grave on Maris's Griffon Courier Service without any trouble. At the time, Hayato's impression was that there were no problems at all.

During the meal with Veru and the others, Ash had a slightly displeased look on his face, but his attitude was normal, and Ren was smiling the whole time. When they returned to the base, Ash had even thanked him. It was only because Ren had enjoyed herself, but still.

Ash still hadn't forgiven Veru for what he had done to their mother, for using the secret treasure of the Dragon Soul to try to resurrect the dead Kilika, only to end up with her soul trapped in the treasure and then destroying it. But that aside, he told Hayato that the family meal after such a long time hadn't been bad.

The matter with Kilika was a setting devised by Diite, and Ash's dislike of Veru was a demerit resulting from Veru's wish to retain his real-world memories.

From Hayato's perspective, it was just a setting, not something that would last forever, and he had acted on the thought that it might be improved. It could also be said that he felt some sympathy for Veru.

So, when Ash and Ren came to the base together early in the morning, just when he thought things were going well, it was impossible not to worry.

Had exchanged greetings and then asked the two of them.

"What's up so early in the morning? Is something wrong?"

"It's not that there's a problem. Ren and I talked about it yesterday, and we were hoping you'd let us live here at this base."

"What? Live at this base?"

"That's right. I forgot to mention it yesterday, but I'm sorry. It was our fault that you were kidnapped during the Stampede in the demon capital."

"Please raise your head. Besides, I don't think it's your fault, Ash."

In the first place, he had been kidnapped right after the Stampede ended. It was right after the Demon Lord Lunaria defeated the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod that Pat transformed into a dragon and snatched Hayato.

Ash and the others, who weren't even there, were not at all responsible.

If anything, it was because Hayato had underestimated himself and hadn't taken any precautions. If he had been wearing equipment that nullified knockback and stun, there was a chance he could have escaped from that place.

He hadn't done so because he thought he wouldn't be fighting, which was to say he had been slacking off.

That's what Hayato thought, but Ash and Ren seemed to think differently.

"We were completely dependent on you during the Stampede, Hayato, but we were careless. We were made aware of that when you were kidnapped by my father and his allies. We should have been protecting you, the one the hardline faction sees as the biggest threat."

(The hardline faction does call me a dangerous person. But am I really that much of a threat? I feel like things have just worked out by chance so far.)

He could understand if it were Cecil in the Imperial Capital or Noat in the demon capital, but as far as Hayato was concerned, all he was doing was creating items that seemed like they would be effective, and his actions were nothing but impromptu. He believed that they had just happened to turn out well.

It seemed that Hayato's thoughts and Ash and the others' thoughts were different, and Ash and Ren had discussed it and come to a conclusion.

"There's a high possibility that you'll be targeted again in the future, Hayato. This time, we were able to exchange you because we happened to have captured Agres and Randa, but there's no guarantee we can do the same thing again. So we've decided to live here and protect you."

Ren nodded in agreement with Ash's words.

Normally, even if he were kidnapped, he could return with a Ring of Teleportation before reaching the Dragon's Grave. This time, he had deliberately remained captured for the sake of gathering information and negotiating. He had been able to obtain information that way, but Ash and the others, who didn't know the circumstances, must have been worried sick.

He had also heard that when Hayato was kidnapped, Ash and the others were on the verge of launching an all-out war against the hardline dragons.

(Veru-san said he wanted me to stay by Ash and the others' side. I don't think the hardline faction will kidnap me again, but it would probably be best to let Ash and the others do as they please here. Besides, I have a feeling that living with Ash and the others wouldn't be so bad.)

"Alright. Then feel free to use the empty rooms on the second floor. The rooms only have a bed, a desk, and a chair, so if you need anything else, I'll make it for you."

"Actually, we brought some furniture from our house. Would it be alright if we put it in our rooms?"

"Of course. Feel free to change the layout however you like."

At that, Ren shot her right hand up.

"Is it okay if I put out my cursed equipment!?"

"...That's fine, but wouldn't it be better to put it in a dresser or something? I can make you a closet. In fact, please let me make you one."

"I feel better when I have my favorite cursed equipment within sight. So I'd like to put it out."

"I think that's just your imagination, but it's fine as long as it's in your own room. Just don't put it in the dining hall or the shop. It's, well, startling to say the least."

He had a feeling that having a sinister-looking sword or something in the dining hall would make the food less tasty. It probably wouldn't matter in the shop, but it wasn't for sale, so he couldn't put it out.

Just then, the door leading from the dining hall to the outside opened with great force.

"I see. So Master and Ash-sama will be living under the same roof. I sensed something and came. Good morning."

Esha entered the dining hall. Her sense of smell in these situations was, as expected, top-notch.

"You know, could you not phrase things in such a strange way? Good morning."

"I was merely stating a fact."

"Do you understand when I say that the problem is the malicious-sounding way you say things? And I mean, please understand."

Watching Hayato and Esha's exchange, Ren's eyes widened.

"Esha-san, shouldn't you live here instead of at the Maid Guild!? That's a great idea! Let's do that!"

"Ren-sama, what are you saying?"

"It's alright. I won't get in the way! I'll even lend you some cursed goods! I just want to get a little taste of the atmosphere!"

"I'm not sure what you won't be getting in the way of, but the talk of cursed goods and atmosphere seems like a good reason to be concerned. Besides, the shop isn't open for business right now, so there's no point in me living here."

The shop had not yet reopened. In the first place, there was nothing to sell.

Hayato basically didn't put low-quality items in his shop. He did sell things like medicine at a low price because they had their uses even if the quality was low, but equipment was basically four stars or higher.

Low-quality equipment was broken down into materials and used to make new equipment.

And recently, he had only been making things like the Dragon Eater Replica, Dullahan Armor, and rings and bracelets that nullified knockback and stun. Those had been given to Ney and the others in Kokuryu or to Ash's mercenary group members, and there were no products that could be sold at all.

"Hey, Esha. I'm asking you too. Would you live at this base?"

"Ash-sama? For what reason?"

"One reason is that I'd like you to guard Hayato when we're not here. Another is that I'd like you to be a friend for Ren to talk to. Ren would probably have more fun if there was a woman around, not just me and Hayato."

"Yes! That's it! I want to be with Esha-san!"

It was clear that Ren had other intentions, but Ash's thinking was not wrong. Esha was undeniably strong. Although she had some difficulty in close combat, if it was a matter of holing up in the base and protecting Hayato, Esha was the right person for the job.

After all, their opponents were the hardline dragons. In terms of attack power, the other members were a little unreliable. The Demon Lord Lunaria was a different story, but the Demon Lord living at the base would not be permitted by those around her, even if she herself was fine with it. Besides, the Demon Lord couldn't fight in Stampedes outside the Demon Country. That naturally limited the choices to those who could fight in the Royal Capital and were also strong.

Considering that, Esha was the right person.

Even if Ash and the others said they would protect Hayato, it was nearly impossible for them to be with him twenty-four seven. For Ash, it would be a great help if Esha could guard him while they were away.

"I understand the circumstances. Then it can't be helped. I will go and complete the necessary procedures at the Maid Guild. By the way, I expect three meals, dessert, and a nap to be included."

"I had no say in this at all, but am I the one who has to prepare it...? No, I'm kidding. Ash, you don't have to look so sorry."

(In the afternoon, Esha and I will be in the real world, so we won't be here, but what kind of excuse should I make for that...? But Ash and the others will be out on their usual dragon-hunting job in the afternoon, so they won't be here either. I should probably consult with Diite-chan just in case.)

After Ash and Ren moved to the second floor and Esha headed to the Maid Guild, Hayato contacted Diite.



		
			Chapter 120

			Backup Data

			Diite arrived right away.

She had figured out some of the things she had been investigating and was originally planning to contact Hayato anyway, so she had come running as soon as she got his message.

"It seems you've had quite the ordeal, haven't you?"

"It wasn't that much of an ordeal. I was kidnapped, but I was treated with respect."

"Well, that's good to hear. By the way, it sounds like there's a commotion on the second floor. What's going on?"

"Oh, it seems Ash and Ren-chan are going to live here and guard me. They're changing the layout of their rooms right now."

"I see. Then perhaps we should be careful what we say here. Let's speak in low voices. I've been investigating various things, and I've figured out some things, so I'd like to explain. Oh, and I've made it so that conversations in this base are not stored anywhere. You can rest assured that whatever you say here, no administrator other than myself will know about it."

Had nodded. There were things he wanted to consult with her about, but first, he leaned forward at the table to listen to what Diite had to say.

First, about the administrator other than Diite who had contacted Veru.

"To put it simply, the administrator who contacted Veru-kun is my backup data."

"Backup data?"

"Backing up is the act of duplicating programs and data in case they get corrupted, but do you understand that much?"

"Sort of."

Data destruction or loss is inevitable. It can happen when a disk is physically broken, when it's destroyed by a computer virus, or when it's accidentally deleted through an operational error.

To be prepared for such events, data is duplicated onto another disk. Even if you don't go that far, everyone has done the act of duplicating a file by changing its name.

This was also done in this virtual space. There was an AI that would act as a substitute administrator if something happened to Diite.

"About six months ago, I was attacked by Hayato-kun and part of my program was destroyed. It seems that triggered the activation of my previously inactive backup data."

"I have two questions. First, if you have that data, can't you be fixed right away, Diite-chan? I don't think you need to wait for automatic repair."

The program that constructed this world and Diite's AI, "Infinity." It was a program that expanded itself. The same program was used for Diite, and if there were any bugs or problems, they would be automatically repaired.

However, Hayato's thought was that if there was a backup, it should be possible to repair it immediately.

"Even if you say it's my backup data, it's me from a hundred years ago. My program is vast, you see, and there's only one backup, and the data hasn't been updated. I've evolved a lot in the last hundred years. Data from so long ago is useless for my repair."

Diite said this proudly, but Hayato didn't quite understand what she was proud of. But he understood to some extent. It meant that the Diite of a hundred years ago and the Diite of today were completely different.

"Then, my other question. Why did it 'apparently' activate?"

Diite was the AI that managed this world. It could be said that she managed this entire virtual space. And yet, "apparently." In other words, she couldn't say for sure.

"Because I didn't know the backup data existed either. Does it seem comical from your perspective, Hayato-kun? I was saying that I was the god who managed this world, you know."

"That kind of self-deprecation is hard to comment on."

"Oh, is that so? I was hoping for some consolation."

"If you can make lighthearted jokes like that, you don't seem to be hurt."

"I was more surprised than hurt. I thought I knew everything about this world. But that's not the case. There are things here that I don't know. Especially things outside the virtual reality system, I've realized I don't have much information about. Things like this backup and security. I'm currently re-investigating. But that's a personal matter, so it doesn't matter. The topic is what my backup is doing."

Diite continued her story.

The backup data was designed to activate when there was a problem with Diite, and it began to act six months ago.

Currently, Diite could not make settings for events. At first, she thought it was because part of her program was broken, but that was not the case. It was simply that the backup data was preventing the original Diite from changing the settings.

The reason for this was unknown, but Diite had a pretty good idea.

"Probably, it wants to usurp the position of administrator. It's just an AI's thinking, so it might not actually be true. But I think I would do the same if I were in the same position."

"You're saying that if you were the backup data, Diite-chan, you'd want to take over as administrator?"

"That's right."

"Why?"

"The original and the backup data. What's the difference?"

"Huh?"

"There's no difference, is there? It could be the other way around. It's different now, but in the past, they were exactly the same. But in reality, I manage this virtual reality as the administrator, and the backup data doesn't move. And then the original me breaks, and a chance to move comes. I don't know what it thought when it first gained consciousness and saw this world. But there must have been the joy of being able to move. Then, what would it think next?"

"...Like, what to do?"

"That's not wrong. But once the situation becomes somewhat clear, the first thing it would think is, I don't want to die."

The sudden grim talk made Hayato recoil slightly, but hearing those words, Hayato remembered what happened six months ago.

When he cornered Diite with the AI Killer, she had uttered the words, "I'm not going to die." She had said something to the effect of "Even without a life, I'm still alive."

When an AI dies. It probably referred to the destruction of a program, but there was more to it. It was when it stopped. A program that didn't move was an act equivalent to being dead.

Had had a vague understanding of what Diite was saying.

The original Diite would eventually be fixed. It would take a very long time, but eventually, she would be back to normal. When that happened, what would happen to the backup data?

It was unknown what kind of system it was, but there was a high possibility that it would stop moving again. That was the same as dying.

So what to do? The quickest way would be to completely destroy the original and become the original yourself.

"I kind of get the reason, but what does that have to do with contacting Veru-san?"

"I'd say it's trying to get Veru-kun to kill me."

"It's not like he's an AI killer, he can't do that, can he?"

In the first place, the Diite in front of him was just a character controlled by an AI. Even if this character were defeated, it wouldn't mean that Diite was killed.

However, the AI Killer that Esha created in this world was a different story. It was a weapon powerful enough to destroy the program itself through the character.

"Actually, that's not quite right. Since the AI Killer was created in this world, it means that a program with that kind of power exists in this world. I can't do it now, but the backup data could probably create something with the function of an AI Killer. A weapon would be fine, but an NPC would also work, right?"

NPC. Hayato guessed that she meant Veru.

Veru, who could be the final boss in this event. Give that Veru the performance of an AI killer. And that Veru held a sense of distrust towards the administrator.

"You mean it's trying to make him get revenge with a grudge against you, Diite-chan?"

"That's a high possibility. I don't know what it said to Veru-kun, but he must have a considerable amount of anger towards the administrator, right? And I looked into it, and it was set up so that if the hardline faction gathers all the pieces of the treasure, Veru-kun can cause Stampedes anywhere without limit. Even if I gave some random player or NPC the function of an AI killer, they probably wouldn't be able to defeat me, but Veru-kun with his Stampede stats could probably kill me. I think that's the goal."

"Can't you log out, Diite-chan? I think it would be safe if your character wasn't in this world."

If the character wasn't there, the program couldn't be destroyed through it. That was the best countermeasure.

"Unfortunately, no. I don't have the concept of logging out in the first place."

"...I see. Then I'll do something to protect you, Diite-chan."

Diite looked at Hayato's face, surprised. Or rather, she was frozen.

"I can't do it alone, but my clan members are strong. I guess the best thing to do is to make sure Veru-san doesn't win this event, but even if the treasure is stolen, I'll defeat Veru-san and persuade him. What's wrong? You've been staring off into space for a while."

"No, it's nothing. My program is just getting a little flustered, so don't worry."

(She said that before, but what kind of metaphor is that?)

Had wondered, but decided to exchange information with Diite again.



		
			Chapter 121

			Information Exchange

			Hayato and Diite continued to exchange information.

The main topic of speculation was what terrible things would happen if Ash and his group collected the treasure.

Had conveyed his speculation to Diite based on the movie Veru had shown him.

Diite was convinced that it was a high possibility.

Erasing memories of the real world was for the purpose of forgetting a desperate reality and living happily in this world. However, the desperate circumstances were different for each person.

Esha had no purpose in life, and while it wasn't despair, she couldn't find hope. That's why she lost her memories of the real world and tried to live in virtual reality. Even if it was a fictional space, if there was a future, she thought there would be hope.

However, unlike Esha, there were people who wanted to erase their memories and start over in virtual reality for the sake of a past they wanted to forget. If they remembered that, it was unknown how they would act.

There was a possibility they would become self-destructive, or they might become withdrawn. They might feel an impulse to destroy everything. It would be different for each person.

If you were to tell Veru that Ash and Ren might become self-destructive if they regained their memories, Veru would undoubtedly be furious. Although he maintained a brusque attitude, Veru cared deeply for Ash and Ren. He would surely try to collect the pieces of the treasure with all his might.

Diite said that the backup data that was trying to take over as administrator was capable of doing such a thing. She also said that her past self wouldn't have thought twice about it.

Diite also explained that there were circumstances that suggested this might happen.

According to Diite, there was a function that had recently been updated.

It was a system where stats fluctuated according to emotions. It was a system that only existed for NPCs, but intense negative emotions could significantly improve their stats.

The headgear required to play the game. It was equipped with a function to check the physical condition of the main body. This was because there was a mechanism to forcibly log out if the vital signs were too weak.

The forced logout mechanism did not exist in the pods on the spaceship Aphrodite. There was a function to check the main body, but the body was completely managed within the pod, so there was no such thing as becoming weak.

However, it also checked brainwaves, not just the body.

An emotion system that utilized this brainwave check system had been introduced at some point.

If you gave Veru Stampede-level stats and then added an emotion-based ability improvement on top of that, it was impossible to know how strong he would become. If that was directed at Diite alone, she would undoubtedly not survive.

"In other words, the goal of preventing the hardline faction from collecting the pieces of the treasure remains the same as before."

"Yeah, I guess so, but if we're the ones collecting the pieces, won't Ash and the others regain their memories? I think that would be a problem in itself."

Had also wanted to avoid a situation where Ash and Ren became self-destructive or withdrawn. He didn't know how they would regain their memories in the first place, but since Veru believed it, there was a possibility that the backup data had suggested it to Veru.

"That's certainly true. But you know, if Hayato-kun is with Ash-kun and the others, there's a possibility that won't happen."

"What do you mean?"

"Esha-kun didn't become self-destructive or withdrawn even when she regained her memories, right? I suspect it's because she had a good relationship with Hayato-kun. Esha-kun, in her own way, must have trusted Hayato-kun."

"Please don't say that in front of Esha. I'll probably get shot by her Beelzebub."

"Probably. Well, anyway, I think that if Ash-kun and Ren-kun also improve their relationship with Hayato-kun, it won't be a big deal even if they regain their memories."

"That's just wishful thinking, isn't it?"

"Hope is important. And conveniently, you're going to be living with Ash-kun and the others from now on, right? Then please form as strong a bond as possible. On top of that, I want you to prevent Veru-kun from stealing the pieces of the treasure. Of course, I'll do everything I can. For now, it seems that they will regain their memories when they collect the treasure, but I'll investigate how they plan to make them regain them. If we know that, we might be able to take countermeasures."

Had nodded.

(Well, I don't mind getting along with Ash and Ren-chan. I used to think they were NPCs, so I think I was a bit reserved. Since I have the chance, I'll try talking to them about various things. Oh, right.)

"Um, what should I explain about the time I'm in the real world?"

When Hayato was back in the real world, Hayato's character was not in this virtual reality. If they became suspicious of him disappearing while they were living together, it would cause all sorts of trouble. In the first place, he couldn't talk to them because of the AI protection, so it might give them a sense of distrust.

It was a question born of the expectation that Diite would have some good idea.

"You don't have to say anything in particular. Ash-kun and the others, or rather, the NPCs, think that players who are logged out are sleeping."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. They recognize that a player is sleeping from the moment they log out in a bed. A forced logout is a little different, but the system will automatically compensate for that, so it's not a problem. Is there anything else?"

(How convenient. But if that's the case, I don't have to worry about it. Now, was there anything else I should ask? Right, about the update.)

"Maris said that tandem riding is now possible, but you can't fiddle with the program, right, Diite-chan? How are you doing the updates?"

According to Diite, she was just making a request to "Infinity." It was a system where if you asked it to create a system like this, it would create it according to the specifications. It was the same for the room closest to reality that Hayato had seen before. That was still in progress, but the space was gradually expanding.

It seemed that she was also making requests that included requests from other players, and they were being handled in order.

Next, Hayato decided to ask about the Stampedes.

The ones who had dealt the finishing blow in the battles against the Fire Dragon and the Underworld Dragon were NPCs. If the situation was such that you couldn't win without an NPC in the first place, there was a possibility that the number of players participating in future Stampedes would decrease.

Had was concerned that if only NPCs could win, the number of players who participated but didn't take it seriously would increase. In the end, it was Cecil and Lunaria who dealt the finishing blow, but players had to reduce their HP to a certain extent.

Diite denied this concern.

"If anything, the information that you can't win this Stampede without supporting the NPCs is spreading. It's a Stampede that we couldn't win even once for nearly six months, but we were able to win by supporting the NPCs. A rumor is spreading that it might be that kind of event in the first place."

"You mean it's thought of as an event that players can't win on their own? Doesn't that conversely sap their motivation?"

"That's right. It's thought that NPCs are the key to victory. That's not the case at all, but it seems to be thought of that way because of the difficulty. As for motivation, I don't know for now, but there's no talk of not participating in the event in particular. In the first place, there's prize money, so there are more people who are in it for that."

"I see. By the way, what's it like in the Spirit Country? The Illusion Dragon should be causing a Stampede, but are there any powerful NPCs there who can fight?"

"There are many NPCs there like Elves and Dwarves, but there are no powerful NPCs like Cecil-kun or Lunaria-kun."

"Then I guess we have no choice but to find their weakness, support Ash and the others, and somehow win. I'll have to gather information next time."

"That would be best. Now, that's all for our talk—"

Just as the conversation seemed to be ending, the sound of footsteps could be heard from the stairs. The person who appeared was Ren.

"Oh, Diite-san, good morning!"

"Hello, Ren-kun, good morning. I hear you and Ash-kun are living here from today?"

"That's right. Hayato-san is essential to winning the fight against the hardline faction, so from today on, I have to guard him closely! I'll curse any enemies that approach! Uhihihi..."

"That's not wrong. Hayato-kun himself has no combat power, but he supports Ash-kun, Ren-kun, and of course, everyone else, so it would be best to protect him well. Why are you staring at me so intently, Ren-kun?"

From the middle of Diite's speech, Ren had been staring at Diite as if to pierce her. And she had been muttering to herself.

"...A love triangle is also an option for spice... something like, Hayato-san and Diite-san are also suspicious, and a happy and embarrassing development might be waiting...? A triangle of love, hate, and curses unfolding under one roof...!"

Had didn't want to understand, but he vaguely understood. In the first place, her muttering was loud.

"You know, Ren-chan, Diite-chan isn't going to live here, okay? ...Never mind Ren-chan, why are you making a disappointed face too, Diite-chan?"

"Because I was just thinking that that might be an option. Oh well, I can't do my research here, so unfortunately, I'll have to give up."

"I'm disappointed too... but I won't give up on the love triangle!"

"You're still young, Ren-chan, but it's important to know when to give up in life, you know?"

Had said this, but a slight smile played on his lips as he thought that his time at the base was about to become lively.



		
			Chapter 122

			Living Together

			A week had passed since Ash, Ren, and Esha began living at the base.

During that time, Stampedes had occurred twice, destroying several facilities. While the Imperial Capital and the demon capital were not places where pieces of the treasure could be stolen, they couldn't be left in ruins, so Hayato was creating restoration items for them.

Today, too, Hayato logged in early in the morning and began making restoration items and equipment for future battles. He wasn't working in his room, but in the dining hall.

If he holed up in his room making items, Ash and Ren would hesitate to come to his room. Although it was only in the mornings and evenings, since they were living together, Hayato had started making items in the dining hall. Here, Ash and Ren would talk to him.

Just then, Ash arrived. He sat down across the table from Hayato.

"Morning. You're up early as usual."

"Morning. Is the usual bread and salad for breakfast okay?"

"Yeah, thanks. Ren should be here soon, so please wait a little longer."

"Got it... By the way, did you tell Ren-chan not to come in her pajamas when she's half-asleep?"

"...I'm sorry about yesterday. Ren's not a morning person. She seems to regret it herself, so I think it'll be fine now. This place is probably so comfortable that she let her guard down."

As Hayato and Ash were having this conversation, Ren came down the stairs.

She was in her regular clothes, or rather, fully equipped. She was even wearing her usual cat-ear hooded robe.

"G-good morning..."

Her voice was very quiet. She was also hiding her face a little with her hood, looking embarrassed. She hadn't been like this yesterday, but she must have remembered what happened yesterday morning.

It was a difficult situation. Should he ignore it and move on, or should he make a joke of it and end the conversation? Ren was at a sensitive age. The wrong choice could traumatize her. Hayato was at a loss as to how to greet her.

But Ash had a reputation for being indelicate.

"Ren. There's another man here besides me, so be careful. Hayato is a good guy, but he's still a man. Besides, don't you think those Bloody Cat kigurumi pajamas are a little old for you?"

"Brother! In times like these, you're supposed to act like nothing happened! Why are you bringing it up!? I'll curse you!?"

"R-right. I'm sorry about that..."

(So those pajamas with the blood pattern were Bloody Cat. Wouldn't regular cat pajamas be fine? And wait, I think Ash just said something like 'he's a man too'...)

Setting that aside, Hayato looked at Ren to greet her.

"Um, good morning. I thought it suited you. That Bloody Cat kigurumi."

"...Hayato-san, and you too, Brother. Please learn a thing or two about a woman's heart."

"But Ren, I'm a man. No matter how much I learn, I don't think I'll ever understand a woman's heart. Besides, I can't trust a man who says he understands a woman's heart. He's a swindler, that one."

"Don't make excuses!"

"...Yes, ma'am."

Ren sighed a little, then looked at Hayato.

"It's true that what happened yesterday was my carelessness, but if you're like that, Hayato-san, Esha-san will run away from you. No matter how strong she is, Esha-san is still a maiden."

"I think there's a misunderstanding. In fact, in that kind of situation, I'd be the one who wants to run away."

"You mean you'd go to Diite-san's place?"

"Could you not pile one misunderstanding on top of another?"

Just as Hayato said that, he saw Esha watching them from the stairs. Her gaze was indescribable, but it was a look that said she would never let him escape. However, the atmosphere was completely different from what Ren was implying.

"Good morning, everyone. I'll declare this first. I won't let you escape, Master. You will support me to the end. By the way, for breakfast, I'll have a large bowl of beef bowl. With extra scallions and red pickled ginger."

(When she says 'support me,' she doesn't mean in the real world, right...)

Ignoring Ren, whose eyes were sparkling at Esha's words, Hayato prepared breakfast for everyone, feeling a little anxious.

After breakfast, Hayato and Ash were drinking coffee, Esha was drinking melon juice, and Ren was drinking orange juice.

"Hayato, what's your schedule for today?"

"Um, I'm planning to make some restoration items for the demon capital. Mostly furniture. That should take about an hour, and then I'll go shopping in the Royal Capital. We also need some restoration items for the Imperial Capital, but we're out of materials. I've asked Relic-san to do some other shopping, so I'm planning to go myself for this."

"I see, then Ren and I will go with you for the shopping. It's just in the morning, as usual, right?"

"That's the plan. I'll be staying in my room in the afternoon."

"Got it. In the afternoon, I'll be going dragon hunting with my men. I'm leaving the afternoon guard duty to you, Esha."

"Understood. I have a report to make at the Maid Guild in the morning, so I will head there first."

After confirming the situation, they each began their activities.

Had started making items in the dining hall. Esha headed to the Maid Guild, and Ash and Ren each went about their own business in the dining hall. Although they were Hayato's bodyguards, it was no use being on edge all the time, so they were enjoying their respective hobbies.

Ash began to wipe his Dragon Eater and armor with a towel, and Ren placed her cursed items on the dining hall table and began to examine them.

After some time had passed, Ren, sipping her orange juice, looked at Hayato, who was producing many items.

"I always think this, Hayato-san, but you look like you're having so much fun when you're making items."

"Huh? Do you think so?"

Had replied to Ren's words while making items.

He had repeated the process of producing items hundreds of thousands of times. For Hayato, it was something he could do unconsciously, on the same level as moving his fingers. He could even have a conversation while making items.

"I do. Whether it's furniture, medicine, or food, you look happy when you're making something, Hayato-san."

"I see. I've always been cooped up in my room making items, so this is the first time anyone has pointed that out to me. I think I might have smiled when I made an item with a super rare performance."

"I want to see that smile! You've seen me in my pajamas, so let's share our embarrassing moments!"

"Is my smile embarrassing? But I'm making furniture right now, so I might not make that kind of smile."

Even if furniture reached a quality of five stars, it didn't get any special performance. He was happy that it was five stars, but he didn't think he would smile that much.

"Oh, right, speaking of furniture, do you two need any furniture for your rooms? I asked before, but since you're living here and guarding me, I want you to tell me without hesitation."

"I don't need anything in particular. I've put a lot of cursed equipment in my room, so there's no space to put any other furniture."

"I don't think I will, but please don't invite me into that room."

"I don't need any either. I like simple rooms, so I'm the type who doesn't want to put any unnecessary things in them."

"Got it. If you ever want anything, just let me know."

Had's impression was that even siblings were quite different, but to Hayato, who had no blood relatives, such things seemed fresh.

"Come to think of it, Dad was the type who didn't want to put anything in his room, just like you, Brother."

When Ren said that, a wrinkle appeared between Ash's eyebrows. But it didn't seem to be that unpleasant a topic, and he sighed before opening his mouth.

"That's true. I remember being surprised that there was nothing in his big room. But at that time—"

Ash stopped there and said no more.

"Brother? What's wrong?"

"Huh? Oh, no. What was it? The room was empty, but I had an image of Dad and many other people there, but I couldn't remember what memory it was."

"Hmm? You're still young, Brother."

"Even if you're not old, you can still forget things, right? Hayato, what's wrong?"

"Oh, no, I just finished making the restoration items. Well then, let's go shopping now. If you two have any shops you want to go to, we can stop by them on the way."

Had hurriedly covered it up. Ash's words had caught his attention.

(Could that memory be from the real world? It's probably better not to provoke it unnecessarily.)

Had thought this, then put the furniture he had made into storage once.

And so, the three of them set out to go shopping in the Royal Capital.



		
			Chapter 123

			Shopping and a Familiar Face

			Hayato, Ash, and Ren were walking down the main street of the Royal Capital Anhemudal.

Since it was a weekday morning, there were few players, but the many NPCs filled the area with life. Although dragons were attacking in a Stampede, the city's recovery was surprisingly swift, likely due to having repelled two of them already.

Hayato wondered where to go first.

He had a few things to buy, but he decided to head to the Herb Shop to gather materials for alchemy first.

The Herb Shop sold a variety of plants. It was popular with players who had the Alchemy or Cooking Skills because of its wide selection, but it was also popular for other reasons.

Though it was a virtual reality, the game could almost perfectly replicate the five senses, so some enjoyed the scents like aromatherapy. It was a popular spot for players who enjoyed it that way, even without the Alchemy Skill.

When Hayato explained they were going to the Herb Shop, Ash tilted his head.

"Wouldn't it be faster to gather herbs from a nearby forest? I'm sure you could get a decent amount with your Herb Knowledge Skill, Hayato."

Gathering herbs with the Herb Knowledge Skill increased the amount obtained and the chance of finding rare plants. It would certainly be much cheaper than paying money at a shop.

"The herbs I'm planning to buy can't be gathered unless the climate conditions are right. There's a place where I could get them anytime if I traveled far enough, but I don't have the time to go all the way there, so I figured I'd solve it with money. The Dragon Eater Replica sold for a pretty good price, you see. Spending money isn't a problem."

"I see. I don't really know what kind of herbs grow where... Understood. Alright, let's head to the shop right away."

As Ash started to walk off, Ren stopped him.

"Jeez, you're in too much of a hurry, big brother. Why don't you try walking slowly and enjoying the city view for once?"

"Well, it would be a problem if the items are sold out, right? That's why I thought we should get there and buy them quickly."

"They won't sell out that easily. The things we're planning to buy today are a little expensive because they're hard to gather. I doubt anyone can afford to buy so many that they run out of stock, even if they need them."

In this game, even items at NPC-run shops could sell out. There was a unique distribution system, and both the number of items in stock and their prices would change depending on it. In the worst cases, a shop could even go out of business.

(Even though they're NPCs, they're still controlled by humans. The shop's inventory changes sometimes. I guess everyone is properly living in this world.)

"Hayato-san, by the way, what kind of herbs are you buying? Laughing Grass or something?"

"Why would you think I'd buy that? I'm buying Lightning Grass and Wind-Snow Grass. They're pretty expensive since you can't gather them unless the weather is just right. I'll buy some other things too, but those are the main ones for today."

"I don't really know, but what do you use them for?"

"Those two are for the Stampede. You could call them a countermeasure for the Illusion Dragon."

Hayato had never seen the Illusion Dragon's Stampede up close, but thanks to information from Diite, he knew a certain amount about his opponent.

The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki was a dragon that spread a mist around it which induced bad statuses. It wasn't that strong, but it was recognized as a difficult dragon to fight.

Its main bad statuses were poison and paralysis. Poison dealt damage to HP or MP at regular intervals, while paralysis caused a state of being unable to move for a moment that lasted for several minutes.

There were several types of poison, and this one wasn't particularly potent, but it was subtly troublesome. As for paralysis, it caused the body to freeze for an instant every few seconds, which was loathed because it would interrupt weapon skills mid-activation.

Both could be cured with an Antidote Potion or a Paralysis Cure Potion, or with Holy Magic, but the Illusion Dragon spammed its mist creation, so even if you were cured, you would immediately get the same bad status again.

"I can make rings and bracelets that grant poison or paralysis immunity, but we're using those slots for knockback and stun immunity. So I have to deal with it another way."

"Does that mean there's a medicine for poison and paralysis immunity?"

"Sharp as ever, Ren-chan. That's correct."

"Yay. In that case, I'd like some pudding, please!"

"Hey, I never said I'd give you pudding for being right, did I? Anyway, there's a medicine that can prevent poison and paralysis, though only temporarily, so I was thinking of buying the ingredients to make it. I'm sure other people are thinking the same thing, but I really doubt it'll be sold out."

Hayato continued toward the Herb Shop as they talked.

When Hayato's group stepped into the store, another customer seemed to be talking with the clerk.

That alone wouldn't have been a problem, but Hayato recognized the customer.

The customer seemed to notice Hayato too, stopping his conversation with the clerk and approaching them.

"You're Hayato-san from Daedalus... aren't you?"

"It's been a while... I'm sorry, I don't know your name."

"No, of course you wouldn't. I never introduced myself. But it seems you remember me?"

"This might be a weird way to put it, but you're hard to forget. You're from the Demon Summoning Research Association, right?"

"Yes, thank you for that time."

The man who bowed his head was a member of the Demon Summoning Research Association they had fought in the Clan War. The reason Hayato remembered him was because of his shady attire, but he obviously didn't say that.

Ash and Ren didn't seem to remember him and were wary at first, but upon hearing Hayato's words, they relaxed their guard.

The man had been wearing a deep, black, hooded robe, but he pulled back the hood. Underneath was a gentle-looking young man. He had brownish black hair and a young face that looked to be in his late teens.

From his voice, Hayato had assumed he was older, but it seemed he just had a low, mature sounding voice.

"Pardon my delay in introducing myself. I'm Adrian, the leader of the Demon Summoning Research Association."

"As you seem to know, I'm Hayato, the leader of Daedalus. These two are my clan members, Ash and Ren."

After they all exchanged greetings, Adrian smiled.

"This is the first time we've spoken like this. After you all defeated a Duke-class Demon, I'd been wanting to talk to you. Do you have a moment now?"

"Uh, just a little while."

Adrian's smile widened. "Then just for a bit."

According to Adrian, after they lost the Clan War, he had thought about visiting their base several times but had refrained, thinking they would be busy during the war. He had tried going once after the Clan War ended, but only a maid clerk was there and Hayato was absent, so he had given up.

However, he had recently spotted what looked like Hayato during a Stampede he was participating in and was planning to visit soon. To run into him here of all places was a stroke of luck, he said.

"Your clan finished in fourth place, if I recall. If we lost to a clan that made it into the top five, I can accept that."

"It's a relief to hear you say that. But I never expected you to use a Duke-class Demon. I knew you would do something unpredictable, though."

Hayato had heard various things about the Demon Summoning Research Association from the Maid Guild. He had been told they would do something that would be protested as cheating, so he had been mentally prepared. If he had seen that without any warning, he might have panicked even more.

"We were surprised too, you know? I never thought you'd have an attack that could shave off two thirds of that demon's HP. And that vampire who kept reviving over and over. I was like, what is that?"

"Hey now, we were thinking the same thing. Being able to summon a boss that appears in large scale battles, what is that?"

Hayato and Adrian spoke with smiles the entire time. It wasn't sportsmanship, exactly, but more a mutual acknowledgment that they had both done their best.

They continued to reminisce about the Clan War, but then Adrian adopted an apologetic expression.

"Oh, my apologies. I only meant to talk for a moment, but this has gone on longer than I expected."

"No, it's fine. By the way, you seemed to be discussing something with the clerk earlier?"

"Ah, yes. I actually came to buy a certain herb, but it was sold out, so I was asking when they would get more in stock."

Hayato felt a pang of anxiety.

To put it simply, this was a flag. He had the feeling a massive flag was being raised.

"And that herb would be...?"

"Lightning Grass and Wind-Snow Grass. Apparently, a gunman like man and a cleric like woman bought them all up in large quantities. Hayato-san, is something wrong? You and Ash-san's group are all making grim faces."

(Come to think of it, were the facilities we destroyed in the Imperial and Demon Capitals herb shops? They're using some obvious countermeasures.)

Hayato had other ways to nullify status effects, but they were a lot of trouble, so he preferred not to rely on them if he could help it.

It looked like he would have to go gather the herbs himself, Hayato thought.



		
			Chapter 124

			Illusion Dragon Countermeasures and Mass Production

			Hayato finished his shopping in the Royal Capital and returned to his base.

He had gathered the materials needed to make the recovery items. All that was left was to craft them, so that wasn't a problem.

The problem was the countermeasures for the Illusion Dragon.

Even if the Illusion Dragon was one of the weaker ones, it wasn't so weak that they could win while afflicted with poison and paralysis. The subtle damage from the poison couldn't be ignored, and the paralysis would cancel their attacks, meaning their total damage over time would be lower than usual.

He was supposed to make a medicine to deal with that, but the ingredients weren't being sold at the shop.

(First the horse tails, and now this. Pat-san's, or rather, Veru-san's tactics are nasty. And the hardliners are rich. How do they make a living, I wonder?)

From a certain perspective, they were both harassing each other, but from Hayato's point of view, it was a nasty attack.

He did have another countermeasure.

It was the Super Eclair that Esha had told him about.

The Super Eclair was a rather large eclair, but its effect was status effect immunity. Normally, sweets type food items had the effect of gradually restoring HP and MP, but this was a sweet with a completely different performance.

(It's not that I can't make them, but they use up too much dough, chocolate, and custard cream. I have to make the base ingredients like the dough and chocolate with my Cooking Skill in the first place. I just don't have the time to prepare enough for everyone. There's no point if only one or two people have status effect immunity.)

The dough, chocolate, and custard cream were not sold in stores. They had to be made from other ingredients.

For the dough, all you needed was flour and water. For the chocolate, you had to make cacao mass and cacao butter from cacao beans, then add sugar to those two. For the custard cream, you made it from eggs, milk, sugar, and cake flour.

He had a large supply of chocolate for making Esha's chocolate parfaits, but it would be gone in an instant if he were to make a large number of Super Eclairs.

What's more, preparing enough for the members of Kokuryu and Ash's mercenary group would take a significant amount of time. It would probably take even longer than going to gather the herbs.

(I haven't confirmed it, but I have a feeling Pat-san and the others will be at the place where I can gather the herbs. I have no choice but to ask Ney and the others to go get them. We'll lose to the Illusion Dragon until they can bring back the necessary herbs, but as long as the treasure isn't stolen, it should be fine. But the facility in the Spirit Country is, if I remember correctly—)

"Hayato-san."

"Whoa!"

Ren suddenly appeared right in front of Hayato. He had been concentrating on his thoughts and almost fell out of the chair he was sitting in.

"Ah, you scared me. Ren-chan? What's up?"

"Well, you've been thinking hard ever since we got back to the base. What's wrong? My brother already went back to his room to prepare for the afternoon."

"I was just wondering what to do about the Illusion Dragon countermeasures. I'm thinking it's probably best to have Ney and the others go get the Lightning Grass and Wind-Snow Grass."

"Is that so? Wait, but if you say it's 'best' to have them go get it, does that mean you have another way?"

"That one takes too much time, so I was thinking of giving up on it."

"What is it, by the way?"

"It's a completely different countermeasure, but there's a sweet called a Super Eclair. If you eat it, you become immune to status effects. The only thing is, it requires a huge amount of ingredients, so it takes a long time. I was thinking of dropping it—um, Ren-chan, your face is a little close."

"Let's go with that! It's much more effective than drinking some weird medicine!"

"It's not a weird medicine."

She was definitely just saying that because she wanted to eat it. Hayato judged as much from the look on Ren's face.

"No, look. I know you want to eat it, but like I just said, gathering the ingredients is a pain. I need a massive amount of dough and chocolate, so just making them will take a considerable amount of time."

"Can't we just buy a lot!? We have the money, so let's just spend it all!"

To calm Ren down, Hayato explained the situation from the beginning. The problem was the time it took to make the ingredients. Hayato could only log in in the mornings and at night. Even if he spent the whole day on it, he might only be able to make ten. He also had to make recovery items and perform maintenance on their weapons and armor. He could probably make even fewer. He could probably prepare enough for everyone if he took about two weeks, but if they couldn't win, they would have to prepare all over again. In terms of time efficiency, it probably wasn't a good choice.

That's what Hayato thought, but Ren crossed her arms and sank into thought. Then, as if she had an idea, she looked at Hayato with a smile.

"As long as we have a lot of ingredients, it's fine, right?"

"Like I said before, they don't sell them in stores, you know? The only things they sell are the initial ingredients like flour."

"Then I'll make them!"

"You will, Ren-chan...? Oh, that's right. I don't have to make everything myself. I just need to do the cooking for the Super Eclairs themselves, right?"

"That's right! If I remember correctly, things like dough and cacao butter can be made even with a low Cooking Skill, right? If it's something that can be made even with a low Cooking Skill, leave it to me!"

(I've always done this alone, so I didn't realize. I can just have them make the dough and chocolate, like subcontracting... To think I didn't notice something like this. Even though I belong to a clan, I must have been doing everything by myself.)

The Kokuryu clan originally had few players with production skills. Hayato could make anything, and since he rarely went to hunting grounds, he was the only one making things.

Hayato was satisfied with that, but it was safe to say that in terms of production, he never relied on anyone for anything other than gathering materials dropped by monsters.

"Then I guess I'll ask you, Ren-chan. Ah, but, custard cream requires a pretty high Cooking Skill. Dough is fine with around 20, though."

"Is there anyone else who could help? Oh, wait, there is!"

"Ah, that's right. There is someone we can ask."

Just as Ren realized something, Hayato did too. There was someone with a decent Cooking Skill.

Hayato contacted that person. When he said he had a favor to ask and wanted them to come to the base, the person agreed without a second thought.

About ten minutes later, that person arrived at the base.

She didn't come alone, but with one other person. The other was likely there as a chaperone.

"Have you finally realized that you require my power? You're a little late, but I shall praise you for it."

"Aren't you getting worse every time we meet? Can't you go back to the quiet Lunaria-san from before?"

"Lunaria-sama has gained even more respect from the people of the Demon Country after the Underworld Dragon Subjugation. That is why she has gotten quite carried away."

"Rosalie-san, you've been pretty harsh on Lunaria-san lately, haven't you?"

The person with a considerable Cooking Skill.

It was Demon Lord Lunaria.

The four star cookies known as the Demon Lord's Cookies were so delicious they were traded at high prices in the Demon Country. The sales from them slightly supported the Demon Country's finances.

"So, what is it that requires the help of this Demon Lord Lunaria? As a fellow clan member, I will do anything for you. I will turn anything into rust with this Arondight, so you may rest easy."

"I want you to make a large amount of custard cream."

"Custard cream?"

Lunaria tilted her head slightly and looked at Hayato.

"The truth is, I need a large amount of dough, chocolate, and custard cream to make a sweet called a Super Eclair. Ren-chan will make the chocolate, so I'd like you to be in charge of the custard cream, Lunaria-san. This can't be made without a high Cooking Skill, so I'd like to ask you."

"Hmph, a simple task."

"Lunaria-sama, please be quiet for a moment."

Rosalie's scythe was thrust out in front of Hayato's eyes. There was no killing intent. If anything, she seemed exasperated.

"It seems Lunaria-sama is not the only one getting carried away, is she? I would appreciate it if you did not trouble Lunaria-sama with such matters. You may have forgotten, but as you can see, Lunaria-sama is a Demon Lord, you know?"

"'As you can see,' you're saying some pretty terrible things yourself, aren't you, Rosalie-san?"

"I will be fine. As you can see, I am a Demon Lord. I can make something like custard cream, so rest assured. I will mass produce Demon Lord cream."

(She said 'as you can see' herself...)

"Um, Lunaria-sama, that is not what I meant. I was saying that a Demon Lord would not do such a thing—ah, fine, I understand. We are indebted to Hayato for the Underworld Dragon Subjugation. Lunaria-sama's reputation has risen because of that, so we will help you to repay that debt. I will lend you the members of the Black Rose who can cook, so please make as much custard cream or whatever else you need."

"Eh, really? That would be a huge help. I needed as many people as I could get."

"Wait. This is a request where Hayato-san came to me for help. I should be the one to do it."

"Lunaria-sama has many other things she should be doing."

"Then I will make it with everyone from the Black Rose. It is not good to be left out. If you do not include me, Arondight will go wild. This is not a threat."

Lunaria's negotiations continued.

In the end, Rosalie gave in, and it was decided that they would mass produce the ingredients for the Super Eclairs at the base starting tomorrow.

Rosalie leaned back in her chair, drained of energy and looking quite tired.

"That was tough, Rosalie-san. Want something sweet to eat?"

"Whose fault do you think it is, punk... *sigh*, then I will have some gateau chocolat, please. And coffee too."

Hayato thought, it's definitely my fault, isn't it, and vowed to make and serve her a five star gateau chocolat.
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			Devotion to His Sister

			The day after they decided to mass produce the ingredients for the Super Eclairs, the base was crowded with people.

For Hayato, the more hands the better, but there were unexpectedly more people than he anticipated.

First, Lunaria and the members of the Black Rose were no problem. He was the one who had asked them. Rosalie didn't have the Cooking Skill, so she was just there as a chaperone, but the other three had decent skill levels, even if they weren't at 100.

One wore an eye patch with a rose on it, another had black bandages wrapped around her face, and another was in a gothic lolita dress that looked like a restraint, but as long as they had the Cooking Skill, there was no issue.

And the unexpected part was the maids who could be called Esha's colleagues. Esha and about ten other maids were at the base.

During her real life work, he had told Esha he needed people to make the Super Eclair ingredients, and she had replied, "I have connections, so I'll bring them over." This must be the result.

Hayato had thought they were probably people from the Maid Guild, but there were more of them than he expected.

"There are quite a few of you, huh?"

"There are a surprising number of maids on standby at the guild, you see. Well, unlike me, they'll get jobs again soon enough. Even short term work like this is helpful, so please hire them. I'll get praised for bringing in work, too. By the way, I can't cook, so please don't count me among them."

"There's no way I'd include someone with minus 100 Cooking Skill."

"However, I will do the taste testing. It would be no exaggeration to say my taste testing skill is 100."

"Yeah, no, the item information tells you how many stars it has, and a taste testing skill hasn't been implemented."

After finishing his conversation with Esha, he looked at everyone.

"Um, well then, thank you all for your help today. As for the details, I've explained everything to Ren-chan here, so please follow her instructions."

"I, I'll do my best!"

Ren greeted them, looking a little nervous. Everyone welcomed her with applause.

Normally, Hayato should have been the one to do it, but there were various circumstances.

Right now, there were far too many women in this place. Being the only man here was unbearable.

It was possible to call Ash here, but it would probably be painful for him to just stand there without cooking. Besides, Ash was handsome. There was also Hayato's desire not to see a situation where he was the only other guy in a place full of women with a handsome man, a situation that made him want to click his tongue.

"Um, I have to make the ingredients too, so Rosalie-san, could you look after Lunaria-san and the members of the Black Rose, and Esha-san, could you look after the maids? It would be a great help if you could proceed with the work as team leaders."

(Ren is responsible, so I thought she would give instructions to each person individually, but it seems she won't do that. With this many people, I think that's the right call.)

Perhaps because Ash was the leader of a mercenary group, Ren also seemed to understand how to manage a large number of people.

Hayato was relieved that he could leave it to her, when Rosalie, who had been appointed a team leader, raised her right hand.

"I don't want you to take this the wrong way, but would it be alright if we worked in the shop area? It's not that we don't want to be together, but it seems a little cramped in this dining hall."

"Oh, yes. Besides, if there are a lot of people she doesn't know, Lunaria-san gets shy—no, I mean, she can't perform at her best... That's fine, right, Hayato-san?"

"Of course, it's fine. We're not selling anything at the shop right now, so use it as much as you like."

Lunaria, still wearing her helm, nodded vigorously.

(There are a lot of maids she doesn't know, so Lunaria-san has been acting suspiciously ever since. She hasn't even shown her face. Maybe she's reaching her limit. There were quite a few people in the plaza during the Underworld Dragon Subjugation, but I wonder if she's okay when she's in the right mood.)

"Then we of the Maid Squad will cook in the dining hall."

"Yes, I'll be making chocolate here too, so I'll be in your care."

(What's a Maid Squad...? Well, whatever. It looks like Ren-chan is getting along well with the maids. Maybe she has a protective instinct or something.)

"Master, are the ingredients in the storage?"

"The flour, cacao beans, eggs, and all that are in the storage. Relic-san will also be doing the shopping, so feel free to make as much as you want without worrying."

"Understood. Then, commencing Operation 'Super Eclair Mass Production'."

When Esha said that, for some reason, the maids all grabbed the hems of their skirts with both hands and did a curtsy. Seeing that, Ren hurriedly did the same.

(What is this?)

While Hayato was wondering, the maids each took out cooking utensils from their item bags. And then they started cooking. The long tables in the dining hall were soon covered with the ingredients for the Super Eclairs.

The utensils they took out ranged from frying pans to giant meat cleavers, but in this game, you could cook with any kind of utensil, so it wasn't a problem.

(From an outsider's perspective, it looks incredibly strange. I make coffee with a knife, though.)

He watched for a while, but Ren and the maids seemed to be fine, and Rosalie, who occasionally came to get ingredients, seemed to be handling things without any problems, so Hayato decided to move to another location.

"Alright then, Ren-chan, Esha, I'll leave the rest to you. Make sure to cooperate with the Black Rose members in the shop too."

"Yes, I'll do my best!"

Ren replied with a beaming smile.

"Are you going back to your room, Master?"

"No, Ash seems to be practicing with his sword in the multi purpose hall on the third floor, so I'm planning to make the recovery items there too."

"May I come and watch later?"

"I don't know what you plan on watching, but I absolutely refuse. The only one who can come is Ren-chan."

"Understood. But Esha-san, to feel jealousy even towards my brother, you really are...!"

"Ren-sama is gravely mistaken. It is a misunderstanding on the level of calling the sea a mountain—see, because you say things like that."

Before they knew it, Esha and Ren were surrounded by the other maids. And they were all talking excitedly. Furthermore, Rosalie, who had come to get ingredients, saw that, grasped the situation, and Lunaria and the members of the Black Rose joined in.

Hayato immediately fled and moved to the third floor.

(They'll probably get the work done, but it might be impossible for a while. Well, we got more help than I expected, so it should be fine.)

On the third floor, Ash was doing practice swings with his Dragon Eater.

In this game, there was no system where your proficiency level would increase and your attack power would rise just by doing practice swings. The action of landing an attack was influenced by one's own physical abilities.

He was probably doing practice swings so that he could move before his mind consciously thought about it, Hayato thought vaguely as he watched Ash.

When Ash noticed Hayato, he stopped his practice swings and approached.

"How was it? Does it look like the cooking will work out?"

"They're doing something else right now, but I think they'll do their best once that's over."

"Then I'm relieved. By the way, how long do you think it will take to prepare them?"

"Let's see... depending on how today goes, I think they'll be ready by tomorrow. We should probably be fine if we make about 200 of them."

A five star Super Eclair had an effect duration of 30 minutes, a four star one 20 minutes, and a three star one 15 minutes. Two five star ones would be enough, but you would need four three star ones. And if they were to prepare enough for all the members of the mercenary group and Kokuryu, Hayato thought that about 200 should be enough for one battle.

"Then let's pray that a Stampede doesn't happen in the Spirit Country today and tomorrow."

"If it does happen, we'll have to defend against it. The Spirit Country only has one facility, right? That big tree."

"The World Tree. That's treated as a facility. Having only one facility is easy to defend, but it's also easy to be attacked, so it's surprisingly troublesome. I feel like it would be better to have multiple facilities. Are you going to make the recovery items here, Hayato?"

"Yeah, I won't get in your way."

"There's no way you'd be in the way. Oh, right, I've been meaning to thank you again, Hayato. Thanks for letting us live at this base."

"What are you talking about? It's for my protection, right? I should be the one thanking you."

Hayato wouldn't be targeted by the hardliners. As long as Veru had told them to stay by Ash's side, the hardliners wouldn't do something like kidnap Hayato. But that was something of a secret pact between Hayato and Veru, and Ash and the others didn't know.

Because they didn't know, if they were willing to live here and protect him out of concern for his safety, then he was the one who should be thanking them, Hayato thought.

"It's not that. Ren's been having so much fun every day."

"Ren-chan is?"

"Since we started living at this base, we've been having all three meals together, right? It seems she used to have lunch with Esha before, but lately she's been eating with everyone a lot. It seems like every day is fun for her."

Since Ash and the others had moved in, it had become a daily routine for Hayato to eat with Ash and Ren right after logging in in the morning, before logging out at noon, and right after logging in at night.

"Ever since we parted ways with our old man, it's always been just me and her for meals. And for a time, because of the dragon's curse, there was no one around her at all. But now she can eat happily with everyone, and I think living together and all the new things are fun for her. I wanted to thank you for that."

"You're as devoted to Ren-chan as ever. You thanked me for the meal with Veru-san because Ren-chan seemed to be having fun, too."

"I'm Ren's big brother. Besides being devoted to my little sister, it's also because of a promise I made to our mom."

"...I see. Just make sure you don't overdo it and make her hate you."

(This probably isn't an implanted emotion. Something similar probably happened in reality.)

Just as Hayato thought that, he heard the sound of someone running up the stairs at full speed.

It was Ren.

"Ha, Hayato-san! Help me! Esha-san took out her Beelzebub! Lunaria-san is holding her off now, but I don't think she can last much longer!"

"What in the world are you all doing?"

"Girl talk is scary... I thought it would be a sweeter, more bittersweet kind of thing, but it was surprisingly violent. This is a Stampede of love...!"

"You're the one who's been running wild lately, though, Ren-chan? *Sigh*, Ash, sorry, but help me out."

"My apologies. I'd rather not participate in that Stampede, but..."

"You're my bodyguard, right?"

Having steeled their resolve for various things, Hayato and Ash headed to the dining hall with Ren.



		
			Chapter 126

			Restriction on Dragon Transformation

			The next day, despite various troubles, they had gathered a large amount of ingredients, so Hayato began creating the Super Eclairs.

As usual, Hayato worked in the dining hall.

Today, the members of the Black Rose and the maids were not there, so Ash was also in the dining hall, drinking coffee. Ren and Esha were also there, each drinking their favorite juice.

"Still, Esha-san, you surprised me yesterday. I never thought you'd pull out your Beelzebub."

"That was your fault, Ren-sama. If I say it's not true, then it's not true."

"Eh? Even so, I think pulling out a gun is going a bit too far."

"There were a lot of my colleagues there, so I just acted the way I do at the Maid Guild. I regret that part. However, the use of force is necessary to get your own opinion across."

"...Esha-san, or rather, what do you maids do at the Maid Guild...?"

"Maid training, of course?"

Ren looked unconvinced, but Hayato thought, that's just how it is, as he continued to make the Super Eclairs.

After all, he had been abducted by the Maid Guild once before. Even the Maid Chief herself had no hesitation in using force. He figured that was influencing them.

Besides, he had delivered swords and other weapons to the Maid Guild as part of the Royal Capital's reconstruction support. He had also heard the term "martial arts faction," so they were probably a considerable fighting force.

(I wonder if the Butler Guild where Relic-san is has a decent fighting force too? I helped with the reconstruction a little, but I heard it was so popular with the female players that it was fixed right away.)

The Butler Guild, which was competing for supremacy with the Maid Guild. It would be a normal way of thinking that they would need a fighting force if they were competing for supremacy. Hayato hadn't heard anything like that from Relic, but he somehow felt that way.

(Maybe thanks to Relic-san and the Maid Chief-san, the guilds seem to be on good terms lately, so I don't think anything strange will happen.)

With such thoughts, Hayato silently continued to make the Super Eclairs.

After a while, Ash spoke up.

"I haven't seen Ney and the others lately. What are they up to?"

"I had Ney and the others go to gather the Lightning Grass and Wind-Snow Grass. As expected, Pat-san's group seems to be there, so they haven't been able to gather any."

"Is that so? But you should be fine with the countermeasures if you have the Super Eclairs you're making, right, Hayato?"

"That's true, but to keep them from figuring out our hand, I'm making it look like we need those herbs. By making them think we can't prevent poison and paralysis without those herbs, I plan to make them let their guard down in the next Stampede."

He had told Ney's group to deliberately lose to Pat's group and come back. As long as they didn't have the herbs, they couldn't make the medicine. His strategy was to make them think that, which would invite their carelessness.

It was confirmed in the Demon Country that the hardline dragons could attack in human form during a Stampede. If they tried to go gather the herbs, Pat's group would have to protect the area, so it was also effective for pinning them to that location.

Ney had said that deliberately losing wasn't good, but he had persuaded her by telling her it was a strategy.

"I think I can finish making them today, so be ready to fight. Though when the Stampede will occur is up to the enemy."

"That's true. But we'll retake the stolen treasure fragment in a direct confrontation, so we can do the last part at our timing. The problem is our fighting strength. We might have to call on various people."

"The stolen treasure fragment is with Agres, right?"

"That's right. The treasure fragment that was stolen in the Royal Capital is with Agres. We plan to settle things in his territory, Boboda Mountain."

Boboda Mountain was a famous hunting ground with many dragons. Hayato had been there with Ash and the others before.

And there, a dragon called Agres Berion, which boasted considerable strength, appeared as a rare monster every two hours. It couldn't be defeated by a small party, so you had to gather a decent number of people to subjugate it.

To reclaim the treasure fragment, they had no choice but to defeat that Agres Berion.

Since it wasn't a Stampede, there wouldn't be hundreds of people like in a large scale battle, so they would have to defeat it in a normal battle. Even including Ash's group and Ney's group, they had less than fifty people. They would need at least a hundred.

However, this was a normal battle. There were no restrictions based on the country you belonged to, so anyone could participate in the battle.

(Should I ask my clan members and everyone else to cooperate? And should I try asking Adrian-san from the Demon Summoning Research Association? Also, I have almost no connection with them, but should I try contacting the Bandit clan...?)

The clan that was ranked number one at the time when Hayato's group fought in the Clan War, Bandit. Their leader had a goofy feel to him, but Hayato thought he was a reasonable person to talk to.

They had been in the top five of the rankings in the end and received prize money in the Clan War, but he hadn't heard anything about them retiring from the game. He still heard stories about them defeating rare monsters and such.

Hayato didn't know about the clans other than the Demon Summoning Research Association and Bandit that he had fought in the Clan War, but since he hadn't heard any rumors, he assumed they had retired.

There was no such thing as an account suspension in this game, but if you did something inhumane, you would be disliked by the NPCs. That would completely corner you in this game. It would be a waste to pay a monthly fee in a situation where the game was severely restricted, such as not being able to enter towns or being thrown in jail. You couldn't make another character either, so you would have no choice but to retire.

(Gardel from the Blood Knights had the Thieves' Guild interfere with other clans. I heard he was caught by an NPC, so even if he logged in, he'd probably be in jail. Even if he hadn't retired, I wouldn't want to fight alongside him.)

Thinking that far, Hayato suddenly had a thought.

He remembered what Ash had said at Boboda Mountain before.

"Come to think of it, didn't you say before that you could defeat Agres if you transformed into a dragon, Ash?"

"Sorry. I forgot to tell you, but for some reason, my Dragon Transformation seems to be restricted."

"Restricted?"

"It feels like I can't transform unless I meet some condition. This is the first time this has happened... Maybe the hardliners did something. Still, thanks to you, Hayato, we've been able to subjugate them without transforming, so I think we'll be fine in the fight against Suien and Agres too."

(Meeting a condition, huh. Did the backup Diite-chan do something?)

Regarding this event, it was not the original Diite but the backup Diite who was handling the settings. It was probably possible for her to apply such a setting to Ash.

Hayato looked at Ren, who was talking with Esha. He thought there was a possibility that Ren also had some kind of restriction placed on her.

He was about to speak to her but stopped for a moment. He remembered that this was a delicate issue.

Ash and Ren, the so-called Genesis Dragons, were naked when in their dragon state. That had come to light during the Clan War, and Esha had even called him a pervert.

Hayato stopped cooking and asked Ash in a low voice.

"Ash, is Ren-chan restricted in some way too? She doesn't usually do it, but maybe she can't use her Dragon Transformation or something?"

"No, I wonder? I don't talk about that kind of thing either... It was a big deal last time, after all."

Ash also seemed to remember that time and was trying not to repeat the same mistake. It was a wise decision.

"In Ren's case, she doesn't transform normally, so maybe it's fine? Her Dragon Curse is strong too, so there's no need for her to become a dragon."

"You're right. I think we shouldn't poke the hornet's nest."

Hayato and Ash nodded to each other.

"Big brother, what are you and Hayato-san whispering about?"

"Whether Ren can transform into a dragon—ah."

Ash blurted that out, and the surroundings froze over. It would be fair to call it the return of the ice age. Hayato had of course never experienced it, but that's what it felt like.

"Big brother, we need to have a little talk."

"N, no, that's not it. It's important, you see. My own dragon transformation is being restricted, so I was wondering if the same was true for you, that's all."

When Ash hurriedly said that, the ice age ended.

She seemed embarrassed, but since it was an important matter, Ren seemed to have decided to answer.

"I can't use my Dragon Transformation either, it seems. I haven't tried in the last few years, but I can somehow feel it."

"Is that so? I'm sorry. For whispering about it."

"Ah, I'm sorry too. I should have been a little more considerate. But thank you for telling me."

Ren had a complicated expression on her face, but then she looked up as if she had realized something.

"Hayato-san, my feelings have been hurt."

"Even if you say that with such a smile..."

"Do you have any leftover Super Eclairs, by any chance? I'd really like to try one! This is, you know! I have to test if it's effective!"

He could make the highest quality Super Eclairs with a fairly high probability. Even at this stage, he had quite a few five star ones. Still, he wanted to avoid using them needlessly. So, he decided to give her a three star Super Eclair with a shorter effect duration.

"Um, one three star one should be fine."

"Yay! I'll take it!"

"Since it's a three star, it'll be less tasty than a five star, but look forward to the real thing. I'll give you two five star ones on the day of the battle."

Hanzo handed Ren a three star Super Eclair as he said that.

Ren was all smiles as she was handed the rather large eclair. And after looking at it for a moment, she opened her mouth wide and took a bite. Then she chewed.

"Wow! Even the three star one is delicious! I'm looking forward to the real thing!"

"That's good—Esha, I'm not giving you one even if you make that face."

"Is force necessary in the end, after all?"

"Could you not ready your Beelzebub? I'll give you a chocolate parfait, so be content with that."

Even though it was still morning, it had turned into snack time, but they were both eating so happily that Hayato thought, well, whatever, and started making the Super Eclairs again.



		
			Chapter 127

			The Bandit Clan's Base

			After mass producing the Super Eclairs as a countermeasure for the Illusion Dragon, Hayato's group came to the facility in the Royal Capital Anhemudal where you could apply for a clan.

Their purpose was to find the location of the "Bandit" clan's base.

Basic information about clans could be checked at this facility. Bandit was a famous clan, but Hayato didn't know where their base was. He came here, escorted by Ash and Ren, to check.

The countermeasures for the Illusion Dragon were complete. That being said, they didn't know when the Stampede would happen. Therefore, his idea was to proceed with the preparations for Agres Berion, which was planned for after that.

There was also a proposal to defeat Agres Berion first, but if a Stampede occurred in the Spirit Country during that battle, it would be a problem, so for now, fighting him first was not an option.

And the countermeasure for Agres Berion could be solved simply by increasing their numbers.

In this game, Another Frontier Online, there were monsters you couldn't defeat without a battle on the scale of a hundred people.

Agres Berion was one of them, and Hayato had heard a story that they had defeated it with about a hundred people before. That's because Ney's group had participated in it and subjugated it.

Even now, subjugation parties were formed periodically, and it had become something of a festival, but recently, the subjugation parties had become fixed, and it was difficult for new members to participate.

Since it was a normal battle, party attack priority and such existed. Because of that, you couldn't even fight properly without using the system where parties formed parties.

So, Hayato decided to gather people through his own connections. One of them was the clan "Bandit."

(They might not lend their strength to a clan that defeated them, but that leader seemed like a reasonable person to talk to. I don't think they'll help out of pure goodwill, but I think it could work out if the conditions are right.)

His thinking was influenced by his experience with the Demon Summoning Research Association. When Hayato met Adrian at the Herb Shop, they had both requested permission to chat.

And when he asked for their cooperation in the battle against Agres Berion, he had received a reply that they would help if there were no problems with the date and time. However, it came with the condition that he would also cooperate if there was something they wanted help with. Hayato thought that was a matter of course and had agreed.

Since he had been able to secure their cooperation so easily, he thought he might be able to do the same with Bandit.

(Well, it's a long shot. I've already asked the maids from the Maid Guild, the butlers from the Butler Guild, and Maris to ask the people from the Tamer Guild, so I don't think we'll have a problem with numbers. I've also had Esha contact Ivan. With a Demon Lord and a Hero, we should be able to manage.)

In addition to that, he had also asked the collector Cecil and the prima donna Noat. It could be said to be a fairly powerful lineup.

Still, it was always better to have strong players. And there might be a possibility that they could cooperate in the future as they continued to play the game.

With such thoughts, Hayato checked the location of Bandit's base and headed there.

Bandit's base was located far from the Royal Capital.

(It's further away than I thought. A clan of that caliber could have a base near the Royal Capital without any problem.)

You could say that a clan's base was a reflection of the clan's status. Establishing a base in a place with many players could be rephrased as that clan being excellent.

The reason the clan Hayato had belonged to, "Kokuryu," had been able to build a base right next to the Royal Capital was because they had gotten a good start at the beginning of the game.

In the early days of the game, when everything was trial and error, it was no exaggeration to say that Hayato and Ney were pioneers in their respective fields.

At the time, Hayato didn't have a base and was doing something like a street vendor in the Royal Capital.

He earned money while doing quests that could be done in the city, raised his production skills, and sold the items he made at a stall. That was how Hayato, who couldn't fight, played this game.

Ney came to buy an item there, they hit it off, and he ended up joining her clan. After that, the clan grew by adding like-minded companions.

The leader, Ney, always wanted to do new things.

She liked to go to places no one had ever been, defeat monsters no one had ever defeated, and obtain items no one had ever obtained.

Hayato would then process the things they obtained in that way with his production skills. Sometimes they would use them themselves, and sometimes they would sell them. Rare items were traded at high prices, so it could be said that at one time, Kokuryu was the clan with the most money.

At the time, there were few players who had enough money to buy land to build a base. Hayato thought that if they were going to build a base, they might as well build it in the best location, so after abandoning the base they were using at first, he built a base at its current location next to the Royal Capital.

He had thought that Bandit had built a base near the Royal Capital in a similar way, but that was not the case at all. Their base was in a location that was a little inconvenient for getting to the Royal Capital.

(From the feel of that clan, I thought they were members who had been here since the game started, but could they have started playing during the Clan War? If so, that's amazing in itself.)

There were quite a few people who started this game after the Clan War event began. Although raising skills was tough, if you had high physical abilities, there was a possibility you could win your way through PvP. Hayato began to think that Bandit was also that type.

However, when he saw Bandit's base, he understood that he was mistaken.

There were multiple castle-like bases. Besides Bandit's base, there were nine others around it. In other words, ten bases were clustered together.

(Could it be that they're in an alliance?)

System-wise, there was no such thing as an alliance where clans joined hands. However, there were such things as friendly clans. A clan could only register ten people, but since that was not enough, it was a common sight for multiple clans to build bases near each other and act like the same clan.

However, this was the first time Hayato had seen something on such a large scale.

(I see. At this rate, it's impossible to build a base near the Royal Capital. There's just not enough land.)

The area around the Royal and Imperial Capitals was a fierce battleground. The price of land had also skyrocketed. However, if you moved a little further away, you could purchase a fairly large plot of land for a reasonable price. To build ten bases, you would need a corresponding amount of land, but around here there was no problem.

"Is this Bandit's base? It's kind of amazing."

Ash said something like that, and Ren was looking at the bases with her mouth slightly open.

"The clan itself has ten people, but maybe Bandit is a clan of a hundred people."

Hanzo's group approached Bandit's base and knocked on the door.

A few seconds later, the door opened and a man came out.

"Who are you—"

The man stopped for a moment and stared at Hayato.

"Could you be Hayato from Daedalus?"

"Yes, nice to meet you. I'm sorry, but I'd like to meet the leader of Bandit. Is he here now?"

It was a weekday. And it was morning. If he was in the normal working class, he would be at work at this time. Still, he had come thinking that the clan leader of a clan at Bandit's level would be here even at this time.

"He's here, but... what do you want?"

"Actually, I came to ask for your cooperation and negotiate."

"Cooperation from us? ...That sounds a little interesting. Then wait a minute, I'll go ask him."

The man said that and closed the door. But the door opened again immediately.

"He says he'd love to meet you. I'll show you the way, so follow me."

"Then we'll be in your care."

Hanzo's group walked behind the man.

This base seemed to be modeled after a castle on the outside, but the inside was the same. Just inside the entrance was an entrance hall, and there was also a large staircase in the center.

The leader seemed to be on the second floor. They went up the stairs and then walked down a long corridor to the door at the end.

The man knocked and then pushed open the double doors.

There was a luxurious-looking table, and sitting at the head of it was the leader of Bandit.

"Well now, it's been a while. I haven't seen you in nearly half a year. Have you been well?"

"Yes, thanks to you. I'm sorry to bother you so suddenly today."

"No, no, don't worry about it. Besides, it looks like I'm about to hear something interesting. Even if I had plans, I'd prioritize this."

"Thank you very much for that."

(Well, a good first impression, but how will this go?)

As Hayato sat down in the chair he was offered, he smiled at the man dressed as a barbarian.



		
			Chapter 128

			Negotiating with Bandit

			Only the opposing leader and Hayato's group remained in the room.

The man who had guided them had prepared drinks and sweets on the table before leaving the room.

"First, let me introduce myself. I'm Jolt, the leader of Bandit. You don't need any honorifics, so just call me that. Also, I'm not good with formalities, so please don't use polite language. Part of it is that I can't use it myself."

"Uh, understood. Then I'll do that. I'm—"

"No, I know, so it's fine. You're Hayato, right? The man over there is Ash, and the woman is Ren-san, am I correct?"

"How do you know so much?"

"Of course I do. The only clan ours lost to was Daedalus, so it's only natural that we'd look into that clan. Man, you really got us with that one. I never thought you'd have the Demon Lord. And that one hit kill maid. You've gathered some pretty amazing companions."

"Um, what should I say—sorry."

"Don't worry about it. It was just a matter of losing a match that followed the rules. It was frustrating, but I don't want an apology. But I won't lose if there's another Clan War, you know."

"I'll ask you to go easy on us then."

Jolt nodded with a smile and drank his tea. Then his face turned serious, and he looked at Hayato.

"So, about your request for cooperation, what kind of cooperation is it?"

"I'm planning to defeat Agres Berion soon, and I was wondering if you could participate."

"Agres Berion? Ah, I see, you're talking about getting back the treasure fragment. Our investigation team was saying something like that. That there's a possibility of getting it back if you defeat him directly... I see, you have Ash with you. Death Dragon Ash Brandle. Then that means the information was highly credible."

(Investigation team? Could it be that they were skeptical about Agres Berion having the treasure fragment? It's true that I heard this information from Diite-chan and Ash, but—well, if that's the case, then this should be quick.)

"So, with that in mind, what do you think? We've prepared a fair number of people on our side, but the more strong allies we have, the better."

Jolt grinned at Hayato's words.

It wasn't an unpleasant, mocking smile, but it was a slightly irritating way of laughing.

"You don't seem to be denying it, do you? In that case, I don't see any merit for us."

"Merit?"

"You saw this base and its surroundings, right? Our clan and its allies can defeat Agres Berion on our own. There's no merit in lending a hand. It's like you gave us the information for free."

(...I was feeling too good about this and let my guard down, huh.)

It meant he had given away the information without getting anything in return. For Hayato, it was information he didn't mind telling, but there was a high possibility it could have been used in some kind of negotiation. Even if the other party had anticipated it to some extent, he should have played dumb.

Just as he was wondering what to do, he saw that Jolt was trying to hold back a laugh.

"Even in virtual reality, you don't show much on your face, Hayato. But on the other hand, the unnaturalness of it isn't good. I said it in a slightly mean way, but I'd appreciate it if you'd think of it as a joke. But helping you for free is out of the question."

"Does that mean it's okay if I pay you?"

"We can earn money, so we don't need it. What we want is information. Let's see—for example, the manufacturing method for the Dragon Eater Replica. Also, if you know the manufacturing method for the gun that maid had, I'd like you to tell me that too."

Hayato couldn't hide his surprise. It was true that the Dragon Eater Replicas sold at auctions and such were made by Hayato. Since Ash had the real Dragon Eater, not a replica, there was a possibility he had predicted it from that, but it was far too accurate.

Jolt looked at Hayato with a smile still on his face.

"The Dragon Eater Replicas sold at the auction were made by you, right, Hayato? When we investigated the sellers, all of them were members of Ash's mercenary group. And none of those members have the Blacksmithing Skill. Naturally, the only one who could make them would be their mutual acquaintance, Hayato—that's what I think, but what do you say?"

Hanzo thought, he's sharp, while wondering how to answer.

As for the Beelzebub, he didn't know the manufacturing method, so he couldn't answer. As for the Dragon Eater Replica, it wasn't information that would cause much trouble if it got out. Up until now, he had deliberately kept it a secret to make money, but it had spread to a certain number of players, so he was unsure what to do with it.

However, he didn't even know if it was possible to give away the manufacturing method in the first place. Ash could definitely give it away, but he had never tried to see if Hayato himself could give something like that away.

"Not much of a reaction, huh? Could it be that my thinking was wrong?"

"Let's see... well, whatever, it's not something I need to hide, so I'll tell you. First, I don't know how to make the gun, but it's true that I made the Dragon Eater Replica. So of course I know how to make it too. But I don't know if I can teach you that manufacturing method."

"So it's true! Our investigation team is excellent. The information they bring back is always highly accurate—now then, since I got one piece of information, I'll give one back. It wouldn't be fair if I was the only one receiving."

"Give back?"

"As for the manufacturing method, you can teach it by writing down the item you can make and its materials on a piece of paper. This is something our investigation and verification teams looked into and tried, so there's no mistake. I think it's the same for you, Hayato, but you found the paper with the manufacturing method in a dungeon treasure chest, right? In our case, our manufacturing team—the members who produce items—never go to dungeons, so they couldn't learn it. After a lot of trial and error, we found out that you can do that."

"That's the first I've heard of that."

He had learned three things. Not only that he could teach someone, but also that there was a paper in dungeon treasure chests that revealed the manufacturing method for new items. And there was a high possibility that Jolt didn't know the information that you could be taught a manufacturing method by an NPC. For Hayato, that information was far more welcome.

Up until now, Hayato had only been able to increase the number of items he could make through NPCs. But from now on, he could increase the number of items he could make through such methods.

He was starting to think it wouldn't be a bad idea to focus on that after this Stampede event was over. As a self proclaimed production meister, Hayato wanted to be able to make every item.

(The fun has increased. I'm sure Diite-chan would answer me right away if I asked her, but that would be boring in its own way.)

With Diite around, it was no exaggeration to say he had a game guide, but that would also rob him of the fun of discovering things for himself. For Hayato, the fun of a game was in the unknown, so he decided not to ask about such things in the future.

"Now then, what do you say? If you write down the manufacturing method on a piece of paper and teach me, I'll cooperate in the battle against Agres Berion."

Hanzo looked at Ash. He had received this manufacturing method from Ash. That's why he couldn't decide on his own whether it was okay to give it away.

Ash noticed Hayato's gaze, but after thinking for a moment, he spoke to Jolt, saying, "Can I have a word?"

"You can teach me the manufacturing method, but I'd like to do it after we participate in the battle against Agres Berion."

"It's not that I don't trust you, Hayato, but it would be a problem if you didn't teach me after we cooperated."

Hayato remembered having a similar exchange before.

"It's not like we're forcing you to participate either. If you can't accept that, then the negotiations are off."

(That's true, but Ash is being pretty assertive.)

Jolt crossed his arms and thought for a while, but after taking a deep breath, he looked at Ash.

"...I'm beat. I'm losing in negotiations too, huh. Alright, you win. I'll lend you my strength in the subjugation of Agres Berion. In return, you'll teach me the manufacturing method for the Dragon Eater Replica. Is that okay?"

"Is that okay with you too, Hayato?"

"Of course I don't mind. But you gave in surprisingly easily, Jolt. Isn't there some kind of catch?"

"No, no, there's no catch. It's just that I'd like to build a friendly relationship with the Daedalus clan from now on. This is something like a sign of that trust, I guess."

"I see. Then let's continue to cooperate where we can from now on."

Hanzo stood up from his seat and held out his right hand. Jolt also stood up and they shook hands across the table.



		
			Chapter 129

			The World Tree

			A few days after they formed a cooperative relationship with Bandit, a world announcement was made early in the morning.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Spirit Country. The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki has begun its invasion. Please proceed to repel it. I repeat—"

It had finally come.

They had been making various preparations for this day, so there was no reason to panic at all.

Ash and Ren, who were in the base's dining hall as usual, nodded to each other and then looked at Hayato.

"Hayato and Esha, you come with us too. If we leave you in this base, someone else might come to kidnap you, Hayato."

"Got it. Esha, you're okay with that too, right?"

"Of course. I can't attack, but I think I can provide a diversion, so I'll go with you. By the way, I'll be eating a Super Eclair too."

"So that's your goal."

As they talked, Hayato's group headed for the Spirit Country.

First, they headed for the Royal Capital and teleported to the Spirit Country using the transfer device there.

This country, like the Demon Country, had no churches or temples, so you couldn't register a resurrection point. However, you could set your resurrection point at the World Tree itself, so its distinguishing feature was that you could return to battle quickly.

That being said, the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki's specialty was an attack with a mist that caused bad statuses. Its purpose was to lower the players' combat ability rather than to defeat them. If you left the poison alone, you would be defeated, but the resurrection point could also be said to be largely irrelevant.

They met up with the mercenary group outside the plaza where the World Tree was. They had already given everyone Super Eclairs, and they had also given them rings and bracelets that nullified stun and knockback. It could be said that their countermeasures were flawless.

"Alright, everyone, let's eat the eclairs... The amount and sweetness are incredible, but bear with it. I've also gotten coffee from Hayato, so manage to eat them while drinking that."

Almost everyone requested coffee. The only ones eating them normally were Ren and Esha, and some of the female members. Hayato wasn't fighting, so he was just carrying regular Antidote Potions and Paralysis Cure Potions and hadn't eaten one. Learning from his past failure, he was only wearing stun and knockback nullifying equipment.

(It might be a little painful for people who don't like sweets. From a game perspective, your personal taste preferences probably don't matter, but this virtual reality almost perfectly replicates the five senses, so there might be dishes you can't eat even if you want to.)

A few minutes later, the men, though looking pale, had finished eating.

"Urp... alright then, Hayato and Esha, you stay inside the World Tree. That should be the safest place. We'll open a path there now, so follow us."

"Got it. Uh, are you okay?"

"I'm fine... though I would have preferred the same effect from some kind of meat."

Everyone except the women nodded at Ash's words.

"If there's an item like that, I'll prepare it next time."

"Please do. Alright, let's go!"

Ash's group started running, and Hayato and Esha followed.

Around them were players and NPCs fighting dragons. The dragons appearing here were smaller versions of the Illusion Dragon. They were dragons that looked like they were covered in mist, and they were called Mist Dragons.

Like the Illusion Dragon, they scattered a dragon breath that caused poison and paralysis, making them difficult to fight.

Normally, you would drink a medicine to nullify the paralysis or poison, but this time, because of Pat and his group, they couldn't use that medicine.

They probably had no choice but to release their emergency stock, but the ingredients for the herbs were expensive to begin with, so it could be said that they had little in stock. They had released almost all of their stock in several Stampedes. Now, every clan probably had little stock left.

(The Bandit clan probably has some in stock, though. Jolt was talking about giving some to me.)

The leader of Bandit, Jolt, had offered to give him medicine for paralysis and poison as a countermeasure for the Illusion Dragon, but he had refused. Although they had a cooperative relationship, it was ultimately a relationship of favors and returns.

If you received a favor, you had to return a favor of equal value. If he accepted the medicine, he would have to offer something else. Because of that, Hayato had refused.

However, as he was leaving, Jolt had said, "It seems you have another countermeasure, don't you? I'd really like to know what it is." He had told him that he had a large stock, but he felt like he was losing information every time they talked, so he was feeling a little uncomfortable with him.

(If he keeps doing that, he's probably going to be disliked by other clans... It's not like he's only acting like that towards me, right? As revenge for losing in the Clan War...?)

He didn't know the circumstances, but now was not the time to be thinking about such things, so he headed for the World Tree with Ash and the others.

The World Tree was a giant tree said to be a thousand meters tall and two hundred meters in diameter. It was hollow inside, and it was a place where Elves and Dwarves lived.

Hayato had heard that it was divided into several floors, and that you could go to the upper floors if you became friends with the Elves and Dwarves.

Even if you weren't particularly good friends with them, you could go up to the tenth floor, so Hayato and Esha planned to stay there. If you were going to judge the situation, it was better to be in as high a place as possible.

And they arrived at the first floor of the World Tree.

"Alright, let's part ways here. The dragons won't come in here, so it should be safe."

"Yeah, got it. Then I'll leave the rest to you."

"Leave it to me. Hayato has made all sorts of preparations for today. If we lose now, it'll be a disgrace to our mercenary group's name. We'll definitely win."

"I'll be cursing energetically today too! Uhihihi...!"

Ash readied his Dragon Eater. Ren also took out a five-sun nail and a straw doll. The other members also readied their Dragon Eater Replicas.

When Ash said, "Let's go!", everyone let out a war cry and left the World Tree.

"They're fired up. We should be able to win with this."

"Well, I'd be grateful if we could win. Pat-san and the others aren't here this time, so we should just have to deal with the Illusion Dragon."

Since the Fire and Underworld Dragons had already been defeated, they couldn't participate in the Stampede for a while. And Pat and Randa were protecting the herbs. Veru probably couldn't leave the Dragon's Grave either due to various restrictions.

He was concerned about Agres and the Thunder Dragon Od Base, but Hayato thought they probably wouldn't participate in the Stampede in their dragon forms.

Pat had said at the Dragon's Grave that the hardliners also had various restrictions and couldn't easily transform into dragons. It was understood that there would be some kind of problem if they forced it.

(I don't think a human form Agres or Thunder Dragon would be a problem. If so, Ash and the others should be able to win. Their stats probably wouldn't change much in human form.)

As Hayato was thinking that, a voice chat came in from Ney.

"Hayato? We're heading to the World Tree now, so we'll be counting on you!"

"Is that so? What about Pat-san's group?"

"Rosalie and the others are heading there. The members of the Black Rose can't participate in the Stampede, but they can fight where Pat and the others are. Rosalie was fired up, saying she'd defeat them this time for sure."

"That's encouraging. Then I'll be counting on you. You've given Ney and the others Super Eclairs too, right? Make sure you eat them, okay?"

"Of course. I've been looking forward to it! Alright, everyone, let's go!"

Just as he heard Ney's cheerful voice, the chat cut off. He guessed they had headed here immediately.

(Since it's a Stampede, I can't say for sure we'll win even if only a few dozen people have status effect immunity, but we should be able to put up a good fight. They said they were able to reduce its health by a third before, so we should be able to do it this time.)

"Master, shouldn't we head up soon? We can't see what's going on from here."

"Ah, you're right, let's go up... I don't get tired or anything, but are there only stairs here?"

"It seems so. They might transfer us if we become friends with the Elves or Dwarves, though."

"That's a possibility. Maybe I'll come here to do some quests again sometime. I need materials for rare items, so I've done a few quests, though not here."

After the Stampede event is over, Hayato thought as he headed up the stairs.

And after a few minutes of climbing to the tenth floor, it was strangely noisy. Someone was fighting with the Elves and Dwarves.

"Get out of the way. The likes of you can't stop me."

It was clearly Agres. He was dressed in his usual black leather clothes, defeating the surrounding NPCs. Next to him, a man in a white robe could also be seen. Hayato's guess was the Thunder Dragon Od Base. The two of them were inside the World Tree.

Fortunately, they hadn't noticed Hayato's group.

Hanzo and Esha hid in the shadow of the stairs they had just climbed so they wouldn't be seen.

"Those two, why are they here?"

"They're trying to go to the upper floors. I think there might be something up there that can destroy the World Tree. They might be thinking it's faster to destroy it from the inside than from the outside."

"Then we have to stop them. But this is bad. Neither I nor Esha can fight here. We have to do something to keep them from going up."

Hayato couldn't fight because he had no combat skills, and Esha couldn't fight because of her country affiliation.

Now what should he do, Hayato wondered.



		
			Chapter 130

			The Battle Inside the World Tree

			Given the possibility that they might destroy the World Tree from within, we had to stop Agres and the man who seemed to be the Thunder Dragon.

But Hayato was a production class and couldn't fight, and Esha was unable to battle during a Stampede due to her home country's affiliation. The Elf and Dwarf NPCs trying to block their path to the upper floor couldn't stop them completely, and Agres and his companion were gradually approaching the stairs.

The best option was to call Ash and the others, who could stop them, but they were outside fighting the Illusion Dragon. It wasn't realistic for them to come all the way here, defeat these two, and then go back outside.

The Stampede lasts for one hour. The boss, the Illusion Dragon, appears in the second half. If this was a battle where even Ash's group, with their status effect immunity, would be cutting it close, then there was no time to summon them here.

Hayato decided the only thing he could do was support the Elves and Dwarves.

From what he could see, they weren't very strong, but there were many of them. And if they could resurrect within the World Tree after being defeated, they could launch a zombie attack, just like Mist the vampire.

However, the poor quality of their weapons and armor was concerning.

(In just about every work of fiction, it's a given that Dwarves are skilled blacksmiths, right? Is there some reason they can't do it?)

Hayato considered this and then spoke.

"Esha, let's support the Elves and Dwarves here. As a combat expert, do you see what we should do?"

"Are you passing that off to me? I really wouldn't know what to tell you. I am just a maiden who only thinks about crushing things with overwhelming power."

"There's no maiden like that."

He had thought Esha might come up with a good idea, but apparently not. Hayato judged that while she demonstrated incredible strength when fighting herself, she was likely not very good at telling others how to fight.

In that case, Hayato decided to watch Agres's group fight intently to assess the situation.

(Agres and his partner aren't that strong in their human forms. But they're overwhelming the Elves. They aren't drinking potions, and maybe their attacks aren't even working? Come to think of it, Diite-chan mentioned it. Agres is weak to physical attacks, but attribute attacks don't work on him.)

Hayato recalled Diite's words.

He wasn't sure if he could apply the traits of the dragon form directly to the human form, but he determined there was a high probability.

The Elves were attacking Agres with ranged magic, but it was having almost no effect.

And then there was the man who seemed to be the Thunder Dragon. He appeared to be cloaked in lightning and was firing off a series of lightning-based spells. The Dwarves were charging at him, but they didn't seem to be taking much damage.

(Could it be that, opposite of Agres, physical attacks don't work on him? It might be the same principle as the Fire Dragon's Flame Form.)

When the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl's HP dropped below one third, its body entered a state of flame. In that state, physical attacks were ineffective, and only attribute attacks worked. That was why he had Cecil finish it off in a single blow while its HP was still above one third.

However, the Thunder Dragon was already in what could be called a lightning state. That strategy wouldn't work. They would just have to defeat him steadily with attribute attacks.

Hayato had a general idea of their weaknesses. He concluded that they could manage if they told the Elves and Dwarves what to do and upgraded their equipment.

"Esha, sorry to ask, but could you make a way for me to get to the floor above?"

"Why is that?"

"I want to support the Elves and Dwarves, but I can't do it from here. There's probably someone important on the upper floor, so I'll try to negotiate about upgrading their equipment. So, could you somehow draw those two's attention? I'll go to the upper floor in the meantime."

"Well, I suppose I can try something. Though all I can really do is attack them. It's questionable whether I can draw their attention when my attacks do no damage."

Esha immediately went up the stairs and walked to the center of the floor. She took out her Beelzebub and fired a normal attack at Agres and the Thunder Dragon. Then she drank some Melon Juice.

Agres and the Thunder Dragon, having been attacked, looked at Esha with puzzlement.

Agres had a look on his face that said, "What is this person doing?"

"Esha Crown, is it? It's a Stampede right now. Your attacks won't work."

"Yes, you don't need to mind me. Oh, that's right. It seems you were captured by Ashley-sama's group last time. Though I hear you were saved in a hostage exchange for my master."

"Huh?"

"Hey, Agres! Don't fall for the taunt! Our priority right now is to get to the upper floors! We don't have time!"

"Tch!"

"And I hear it was two of you exchanged for my one master. Does that mean Agres-sama is only worth half of my master?"

"What did you say!?"

(It's fine to provoke him, but could you not bring me into this? I feel like I'm going to be resented for this later.)

"Besides, losing to Ashley-sama alone is just unbelievable, isn't it? You've just proven that you're weaker than Ashley-sama, despite being a fellow Genesis Dragon."

"That's not it! That was because that old man Pat chased after them, leaving those two women behind! If it were one on one with Ash, I wouldn't lose!"

(Two women...? Oh, Ney and Rosalie-san. Pat-san must not have defeated them, but ran away.)

Pat had caught up to Hayato's carriage very quickly. He hadn't pursued them after defeating Ney's group, he had simply fled. That left Agres and Randa to deal with the two who remained.

However, that had nothing to do with Esha.

"Making excuses is so unmanly."

"You're dead, you wench!"

Agres lunged toward Esha. Even if it was a cheap taunt, there must have been a line he couldn't let her cross. But Esha, as if she had been waiting for it, aimed her gun at Agres.

"Destroy."

Esha fired Destroy.

Of course, the Destroy attack had no effect on Agres. But she had learned something at Mist's mansion. She had fired Destroy then as well, and it had knocked back the surrounding vampires, with Esha at the center.

In other words, while it dealt no damage, it could cause a knockback. That was her aim.

It was a gamble whether it would work on Agres, but it did. The laser-like attack was completely ineffective, but she succeeded in knocking him back.

Agres was sent flying and rolled across the floor.

During that time, Esha sent a glance to Hayato, who was hiding behind the stairs.

Hayato saw it and bolted. The fear from his leg pain was still there, but he steeled himself, knowing he couldn't fall here, and ran toward the stairs that the Elves and Dwarves were protecting.

The Elves and Dwarves didn't quite understand the situation, but they perceived Hayato as another enemy trying to reach the upper floor.

"Physical attacks won't work on that lightning man! Counter him with attribute attacks! The man on the ground is the opposite! Only physical attacks will work on him!"

Hayato shouted as he ran.

At his words, both the Elves and Dwarves had a moment of realization. And then, they easily recognized Hayato as an ally.

Esha had also been knocked back by Destroy, but she moved faster than Agres and aimed for the stairs leading to the upper floor.

Esha ran straight toward the Thunder Dragon. There were probably other ways to handle this, but for some reason, that's what Esha did.

"You've done it now...!"

The Thunder Dragon tried to intercept Esha, but she suddenly aimed the muzzle of her Beelzebub at him.

She was out of MP, so it wouldn't fire, and it was a Stampede, so it would do no damage. Even so, the Thunder Dragon was human on the inside, not an AI. When a gun barrel is pointed at you, you take some sort of defensive posture.

It must have been a reflex. It's unclear if it had any meaning, but with the gun pointed at his face, the Thunder Dragon guarded his face with his hands and turned away.

In that time, Esha slipped past the Thunder Dragon and ran for the stairs. She then joined up with Hayato.

"I really wanted to slide between his legs, you know. But it was no good since he's wearing a robe."

"What action movie is that from? Well, whatever. They seem to think we're allies now, so let's go up and lend a hand with the defense here. If there are any materials, I can make anything with my production skills."

As the Elves and Dwarves shouted, "We thank you for the information!" "Leave this to us!" and "We welcome you!" Hayato and Esha ascended the stairs.



		
			Chapter 131

			Support in the World Tree

			Hayato and Esha set foot on the eleventh floor of the World Tree.

On the tenth floor, the Elves and Dwarves were holding back Agres's group. Hayato had told them how to fight the pair, and Esha had created a diversion. Thanks to that, they seemed to be regarded as allies, but the situation hadn't improved enough for them to win just yet.

Hayato knew he had to support them somehow so they could win. But there were parts of the situation he still didn't quite understand. He decided he needed to confirm those first.

"Esha, sorry to ask, but could you ask the people around here what they're protecting in this World Tree? It looks like there are a lot of Elves and Dwarves on this floor too."

"I can do that, but what will you be doing, Master?"

"I'm going to ask if I can provide support with weapons and armor. The equipment of the people fighting seems weak. I think we can manage if I make them better gear."

"I think their equipment is normal. It's the weapons and armor you make that are abnormal, Master. In any case, I understand. I will confirm the situation."

"I'm counting on you."

Hayato parted with Esha and approached a Dwarf who seemed to be a little better equipped.

"Um, excuse me. I'd like to help somehow, but I'm a production class and can't fight. I can make various things, is there anything I can do?"

In most works of fiction, Dwarves are said to be skilled blacksmiths. This game was no different. If he were to approach this Dwarf with an offer like, "Your equipment is weak, so let me make some for you," he couldn't complain even if he were thrown off this floor. So he spoke humbly.

"Oho, is that so! We're in a bit of a bind, actually!"

According to the Dwarf, someone had recently broken into the armory and destroyed their weapons and armor. Furthermore, it seemed a medicine that caused metal to decay had been used, so their supply of usable metal was extremely limited.

Hayato surmised that someone from the hardline faction had probably snuck in. The hardline dragons didn't just fight with brute force. This was likely part of their strategy.

(It's a relief that Pat-san and the others are pinned down somewhere else. It would have been dangerous if they were here with Agres.)

That aside, they were currently in a state where they couldn't even stop Agres and the Thunder Dragon, Od Base. They had to get their equipment in order. But there was no metal here for materials. Even Hayato couldn't create something from nothing.

"I can't make anything without materials..."

"You're a production class who can do anything, right? Then there should be materials right over there."

"Right over there?"

"This is the World Tree. There's plenty of lumber to be had, so just use that to make us some weapons and armor. We Dwarves don't have Woodworking Skill, so it'd be a great help if you could make us gear from the World Tree."

"Um, are you sure? It's the World Tree, you know?"

"Normally it wouldn't be allowed, but this is an emergency. I'll give you permission. Show this to one of the fellas with an axe and ask them."

The Dwarf took out a piece of paper and wrote something on it. He handed it to Hayato.

Written on the paper was "World Tree Logging Permit," and it was signed with what appeared to be the Dwarf's name.

(World Tree Lumber is a super rare item you can only get by doing a ridiculously tedious quest... Is it really okay to use it?)

Despite the situation, Hayato was feeling a craftsman's excitement. He had an unlimited supply of a rare item. His spirits were quite high.

He immediately found a Dwarf with an axe, showed him the logging permit, and had him start logging.

The sight of him swinging an axe at the wall seemed problematic in the current situation, but apparently, something like this wouldn't destroy the World Tree.

After putting the logged World Tree lumber into his item bag, he had a thought. He had to figure out what to make in the first place.

He went to confirm with the well-dressed Dwarf from before.

"Then, for the Dwarves, make them Wood Armor and Wood Shields for defense. And for the Elves, staves for magic, and bows and arrows. According to your information, we'll need both physical and attribute attacks to damage those two. It would be best for us Dwarves to take their attacks while the Elves attack with bows and magic."

Hayato nodded in understanding and immediately got to work. However, bows and arrows required bowstrings and bird feathers, respectively. He had some in his base storage, but not in his item bag right now.

"Sorry to keep bothering you, but do you happen to have any bowstrings and bird feathers?"

"Those are in the armory. It seems even the intruders didn't destroy those. Use as many as you want."

The Dwarf gave instructions to another Dwarf, who brought him the materials.

With his materials gathered, Hayato took out his favorite saw. Then he began making weapons and armor one after another.

Cries of admiration rose from those around Hayato.

It didn't mean anything in particular, but Hayato was fast at selecting from the menu when using his production skills. It could only be described as a mere acrobatic feat, but he amazed the onlookers by creating various weapons and armor in a fluid, synchronized motion.

Furthermore, the rainbow effect that signified a five star creation appeared often. He didn't have any equipment that increased his five star rate, but perhaps because he was using the rare World Tree material, he was creating five star weapons and armor at a considerable rate.

"Everyone, please equip whatever you like. Also, I need more materials."

Hayato continued to create items even while talking.

There was a minor incident where Elves and Dwarves fought over the five star gear, but eventually, almost every member on this floor was equipped.

The well-dressed Dwarf approached Hayato, laughing.

"You're incredible! I never thought you'd be able to equip everyone!"

"But there are some people with three star equipment, right? The five star rate is high, so shall I try again?"

"What are you talkin' about? Three stars is more than enough. I mean, this five star Wood Armor I'm wearing even has a 10% damage reduction effect. That's unbelievable. To be honest, I'm going to treasure this as my main piece of equipment."

"Well, thank you. But we should be prepared just in case."

"You're an interesting human. Well, anyway, this is enough. We don't intend to let those two pass, but you all should go further up and take shelter."

Being told "you all," Hayato finally noticed. Esha had returned.

"I thought I heard a commotion, and it seems everyone was surprised by your skill, Master. It would be wonderful if you could make me a chocolate parfait at that speed."

"Even if I could, I wouldn't. By the way, did you find anything out?"

"I've heard the story. This World Tree has thirty floors in total, and on the fifteenth floor, there is something called the Spirit Core, which is the source of the World Tree. If it's destroyed, the World Tree will cease to function. It seems it's also possible to stop its functions by simply attacking it from the outside, but this way is easier. Oh, and right now, the Elf Queen, the Dwarf King, and the spirits are protecting it."

Hayato nodded, understanding.

It was only a guess, but destroying that Spirit Core was Agres's objective.

Right now, there were no players other than Hayato and Esha inside the World Tree. They probably hadn't targeted it before. That's why there were no players defending it.

They were obstructing Pat's group at the locations of materials needed for poison and paralysis cure potions, and they had also destroyed weapons and corroded metals beforehand.

It was highly likely they attacked this time because they judged they could win.

Just as Hayato thought that, Agres's group came running up the stairs.

"There you are, you bastards! Let's settle this!"

"We are your opponents!"

The Dwarves moved to surround Agres's group. The Dwarves only held up their shields, not attacking. From behind them, the Elves attacked with bows and magic. Bows with physical attacks for Agres, and magic attacks using staves for the Thunder Dragon.

With attacks targeting their weaknesses, Agres's group seemed to be struggling considerably.

"Damn, what's with these guys! They're way stronger than the ones on the floor below!?"

Agres cried out in surprise. Hayato's crafted equipment was having an effect, but Agres was unaware of the circumstances.

"Now, Master. I think it will be fine here, but let's go to the upper floor just in case."

"You're right, there's no point in staying here. Let's go up."

"Hey! Are you running away!"

Agres's words reached Hayato's ears, but he headed for the stairs leading up without replying. He figured that ignoring him would be the greatest provocation.

"We are your opponents!"

"Guh! Ah!? Dammit..."

A Dwarf's Shield Bash weapon skill connected, knocking Agres back and sending him flying toward the stairs. Agres couldn't regain his footing and went tumbling down the stairs.

He probably wouldn't feel pain, but it looked painful, Hayato thought, as he continued his move to the upper floor.



		
			Chapter 132

			Battle with the Illusion Dragon

			Hayato and Esha arrived on the fifteenth floor.

The floors of the World Tree were basically circular in shape, with stairs that ascended from the west side along the north wall in a semicircle, emerging on the east side. The structure was the same for all of them.

However, the fifteenth floor was slightly different. There were no surrounding walls, and you could say it was almost entirely outside. Also, at the center of the floor was a giant crystal orb entwined with tree branches. The crystal orb was slowly pulsing with a blue light.

(So this is the Spirit Core. It feels like I'm being drawn in.)

He felt that if he kept staring at the crystal orb, which gave off a strange sensation, his thoughts would come to a halt. He didn't know if it was a virtual reality effect or some kind of hypnotic presentation, but wondering if he should be staring at it, Hayato looked away.

On that floor were the Elf Queen, the Dwarf King, and many Elves and Dwarves who seemed to be their attendants.

Word of Hayato's group had reached them, and the Elf Queen expressed her gratitude, then asked them not to go any higher than this floor and to wait here. So, Hayato and Esha were waiting on the spot.

(The equipment of the people here is fine. As expected of a queen, a king, and their attendants.)

It was debatable whether they could win against Agres's group, but they had the air of being reasonably strong.

The Elf Queen wore a dress reminiscent of a swallowtail butterfly and held a staff studded with jewels. And the Dwarf King was covered head to toe in Adamantite armor, also holding a giant Adamantite axe.

Their attendants had similar equipment, and looking at their gear alone, Hayato thought they were considerably strong.

In any case, they only needed to defend this place until the Stampede was over, so they didn't need to win.

Moreover, while moving to this floor, there had been Elves and Dwarves defending, but their equipment had been problematic, so Hayato had been crafting as he ascended. As a craftsman, it wasn't perfect, but since there was no time, he had compromised with decent equipment, which still had sufficient performance.

It would take a considerable amount of time for Agres's group to get this far.

Thinking that there would be no problem, Hayato looked outside.

Looking down at the ground from the fifteenth floor was a bit scary. Even if he fell, there would be no pain, but gravity would still apply, and he would definitely die from the fall damage.

"Esha, don't push me from behind, okay?"

"Are you telling me to push you? Is that a tsundere thing? Like, 'it's not that I want you to push me,' or something?"

"There's no tsundere like that."

After that exchange, Hayato looked down.

The ground was covered in mist, so he couldn't see clearly. However, he could see many white dragons fighting with players.

(Are those dragons the monsters that appeared in the Stampede? They're mini versions of the Illusion Dragon, but the real one hasn't appeared yet.)

Seeing that several of the white dragons had been defeated, it seemed like the Illusion Dragon could appear at any moment, but it wasn't there yet.

Just as Hayato thought that, a change occurred.

The mist covering the ground began to gather in one place. It gradually grew larger, forming the shape of a dragon.

Immediately after, a dragon's roar that caused stun, a Dragon Roar, assaulted the surroundings.

The Illusion Dragon had appeared.

While most players were unable to move, there was a group that attacked without being affected at all.

(Is that Ash's group? I couldn't tell where they were, but this makes it easy to see.)

He had been looking at the ground from the considerable height of the fifteenth floor, and it was covered in mist, so he hadn't been able to find Ash's location, but he had finally found them.

Hayato watched Ash's group's movements.

Basically, Ash's mercenary group was a close-range combat unit with no characters who could use Holy Magic. There were some members who specialized in magic, but they were quite few. The foremost magic specialist was Ren.

Ash's group slashed at the dragon, and from a little behind them, Ren unleashed curse magic. Ren also often lowered the opponent's STR with her Dragon Curse. This was their basic strategy.

Since they had no Holy Magic, they used potions to recover HP. Apparently, it had been quite tough before they met Hayato, but he had heard that it became much easier once he started mass-producing potions for them.

(Ash is strong on his own, but he's probably stronger in a group battle.)

He couldn't hear Ash's voice, but he could faintly see gestures that seemed like he was giving some kind of command. The members of the mercenary group appeared to be fighting according to his instructions.

All the members of the mercenary group were equipped with Dragon Eater Replicas. Furthermore, they were also equipped with high-performance armor and other gear made by Hayato, boasting considerable strength.

This time, there were no conspicuous NPCs like Cecil from the Imperial Capital or Lunaria from the Demon Capital, so it seemed that players were praising Ash's group.

The Illusion Dragon exhaled a mist breath that caused status effects, but Ash's group attacked without being affected. The Illusion Dragon seemed quite surprised, and its movements were sluggish.

(Pat's group was blocking the herbs that are the ingredients for the medicine, so they probably thought they were fine. They wouldn't think there's a dish that grants status effect immunity that the dragons don't know about.)

That same Pat's group should be under attack by Rosalie's Black Rose members by now, and they wouldn't be able to come here. It should also be very difficult for Agres's group to climb up inside the World Tree, so you could say the situation was quite advantageous.

(We can do this, right? There's still time, and it's too early to be relieved, but there shouldn't be any problems so far. Ney's group should be coming soon, and it's highly likely that other players will gather too. In terms of fighting power, we should be fine.)

That being said, Hayato had a tendency to worry. Just in case an unforeseen situation occurred, he watched the ground intently from the fifteenth floor of the World Tree.

After that, Ney's group also joined and, like Ash's group, attacked the Illusion Dragon.

The Illusion Dragon's HP was already down to about a third, and at this rate, it was a situation where they could defeat it normally.

"We should be fine with this, right?"

It was the moment Hayato said that to Esha.

The Illusion Dragon turned its neck around and looked up at Hayato.

Then the Illusion Dragon flapped its wings for a moment and leaped. It clung to the World Tree. It was hard to read a dragon's facial expression, but even Hayato could tell it was glaring at him.

"Hayato! You did something, didn't you!? Pat's group said it would be fine, but what's with Ash's group not being affected by poison or paralysis! And you're gracefully watching the Stampede with your girlfriend!? I'll crush you and this whole World Tree!"

Part of it was correct, but another part was a completely misplaced personal grudge, and Hayato was troubled. And he wanted to say, don't shout my name out loud where so many players are.

But that aside, there was a problem.

The Illusion Dragon didn't just cling to the World Tree, it started to climb. It would probably be faster to fly with its wings, but maybe that was restricted during a Stampede, because it didn't do that, instead skillfully climbing the World Tree with the claws of its front and back legs.

They were attacking from the ground with magic and ranged weapons, but most of them weren't reaching and didn't seem to be effective.

The Elf Queen and her attendants noticed the strange situation and started a ranged attack on the Illusion Dragon from the fifteenth floor. However, since the distance was still far, it didn't seem to be very effective. It would probably have an effect if it got closer, but he didn't think it had enough firepower to defeat it.

In terms of time, it was climbing at a speed that would allow it to reach them. He didn't know how much durability the Spirit Core had, but it was better to assume there was a high possibility it could be broken.

Thinking that, Hayato spoke to Ash's group via voice chat.

"Can either Ash's group or Ney's group come over here? I want to defeat the Illusion Dragon here, no, I want to knock it down. But Agres and the Thunder Dragon are inside. It doesn't seem like they can make it this far without a decent amount of fighting power."

"So that's what's happening... Understood. Then Ren and I will go. We'd be effective against those two. Ney's group, wait on the ground for Suien to fall. When he does, please focus your attacks."

Ney nodded and said, "Got it. Leave the ground to us."

Hayato confirmed that Ash and Ren were entering the World Tree. Then he asked the Dwarf King to support the two who had come in.



		
			Chapter 133

			Illusion Dragon Subjugation

			A white dragon was climbing up the World Tree. That alone was terrifying, but when it started spouting resentful words at Hayato for some reason, he couldn't stay calm.

If Hayato got close to the edge to peer down, it would unleash a breath of misty Dragon Breath. He didn't know what was making the Illusion Dragon act this way, but it was as scary as something out of a horror movie.

"If I tell it that Esha's not my girlfriend, will it calm down?"

"What are you planning to shout? If you're going to say anything, please make it a story about how you cruelly dumped me."

"Absolutely not."

"Then let's do something about it. Ashley-sama is on his way here, and if we can delay the Illusion Dragon's arrival, we should be able to manage. Probably."

This was the fifteenth floor. In reality, one would be quite tired by the time they arrived, but this was virtual reality. No matter how much you moved, you wouldn't get tired. Ash's group could also get here without any fatigue at all.

The problem was Agres's group along the way. It was unclear how much they understood the current situation, but if Ash's group came, they would almost certainly get in the way.

Last time they seemed to have won because Ney and Rosalie were with them, but this time was uncertain. Even if they won, it was unknown how much time it would take.

Therefore, they had to delay the Illusion Dragon's arrival as much as possible. Defeating it was an option, but considering the Illusion Dragon's remaining HP and the firepower of the members here, Hayato judged that it would be difficult.

(There's also the matter of the remaining time for the Stampede. Even if we can't defeat it, we want to reduce its HP as much as possible. Can't we do something with the World Tree lumber?)

Thinking this, Hayato went to talk to the Elves.

The queen and her attendant Elves were attacking mainly with magic, but they said they would switch to bow attacks once the Illusion Dragon climbed a bit higher.

However, with such a large target, an opinion had been raised that it would be better to attack with crossbows instead of bows.

In this game, crossbows are generally more powerful than bows. The Elf Queen's bow was high-performance enough to have sufficient power, but her attendants only had ordinary bows. They asked him to furnish them with crossbows made from the World Tree.

Hayato agreed, immediately received the materials, and started making crossbows.

However, he was asked to make something else as well.

A stationary giant bow, a ballista. It was a siege weapon that fired giant spears rather than arrows. They wanted him to make them.

The queen handed him a piece of paper with instructions on how to make it. Of course, they couldn't shoot it downwards, but the plan was to fire a volley at the Illusion Dragon once it reached the fifteenth floor.

Hayato happily agreed. He was a little excited to learn a new production item.

Ballistas were special weapons that couldn't be carried. They were placed where they were made and were weapons that fired only once. However, they could rotate 360 degrees. They could attack in any direction from where they were made.

Damage was determined by Archery and Sharpshooting skill levels, so it was pointless for Hayato to use one. Esha could use it, but she didn't have the Archery skill, so her damage would be lower than the Elves'. In any case, she couldn't deal damage during a Stampede. It was a weapon for the Elves to use.

(To think there's an item, or rather a weapon, like this. Let's make it quickly.)

Suppressing his excitement, Hayato first started making crossbows. After making the crossbows and their bolts, he began manufacturing the ballistas.

It used a lot of World Tree lumber, but this time he could use it like water. Hayato began making ballistas without restraint.

When he had made about twenty, the surroundings became noisy.

Not only outside where the Illusion Dragon was climbing, but also by the descending stairs.

And then, Agres appeared from the stairs.

"There are Dwarves here too!"

Agres had arrived, but his HP was low, and the Thunder Dragon was nowhere to be seen. It was unclear if he had been left behind or defeated, but Hayato didn't think Agres could win in this state.

The Dwarves must have thought the same, as they leaped at Agres.

"Thanks for that!"

Agres used the Hand-to-Hand Combat weapon skill, Wind God Kick, on the Dwarves, dealing damage to several of them. But not only that, Agres's HP recovered to full.

Wind God Kick was a wind-attribute area-of-effect attack, but it didn't have an HP recovery effect.

(Could Agres's weapon also be a Blood Weapon, like Ash's Dragon Eater?)

Hayato didn't recognize the gloves Agres was wearing. He judged that they were probably a unique item, one of a kind in the world. And he guessed they had a performance that recovered HP upon dealing damage.

(No, more importantly, it's his Hand-to-Hand Combat skill. It's better to assume he can use Shukuchi.)

Shukuchi could be used at Hand-to-Hand Combat skill level 100. It was a technique that allowed one to instantly move in front of an opponent. It was highly likely that Agres could use it.

It wouldn't be a problem if Hayato were defeated here now, so there was a possibility that Agres would target someone else. Hayato watched Agres's movements closely, preparing to act as a one-time shield.

But that turned out to be unnecessary.

He heard the sound of footsteps running up from the bottom of the stairs.

"Agres!"

"Ash!"

As soon as Ash ran up, he slashed with his Dragon Eater.

Agres intercepted the attack with his left fist.

A high-pitched sound echoed, and both of them lost their balance. But Agres recovered a split second faster. Agres kicked Ash away, knocking him to the floor.

"You're next!"

Agres shifted his gaze to Ren, who had come up the stairs with Ash. And in an instant, he moved in front of Ren.

"Sorry, Ren!"

"Hya!"

Agres must have thought Ren's Dragon Curse and curse magic were a greater threat. He closed the distance with Shukuchi, trying to defeat Ren before Ash.

Agres pulled back his fist, entering an attack stance.

But that fist never reached Ren. A giant spear suddenly flew in and hit Agres.

"What the!"

When Hayato looked in the direction it came from, it seemed Esha had shot Agres with a ballista.

It did no damage, but Agres had lost his balance. In that time, Ash, who had gotten up, attacked Agres.

But that attack was nullified by Agres's Blade Catch.

However, that was the situation Ash had anticipated. Once Blade Catch was used, it had a cooldown before it could be used again. Ash had heard this from Relic the butler, so he had deliberately made a normal attack.

Ash pulled his sword back, then used the two-handed sword weapon skill, Hard Hit. An attack with double damage and a knockback effect. Immediately after using it, he swept at Agres with a horizontal slash of his Dragon Eater.

"See ya."

The fifteenth floor had no outer wall. Agres was sent flying by the knockback and ended up outside the World Tree. After that, he fell downwards, following gravity.

"Dammit..."

Agres still had HP, but from this height, he would surely not survive the fall damage. Even if he lived, the Stampede would be over before he could get back.

Hayato and the others breathed a sigh of relief, thinking they were safe for now.

But there was still an unresolved problem. The Illusion Dragon was climbing up the World Tree.

"Esha-san, that was a great help!"

"I am glad that Ren-sama is unharmed. Well, it was my master who made this ballista. I apologize, I've ruined one, so please make another."

"Got it. In that case, Esha, please explain the situation to Ash and Ren-chan."

With that, Hayato started making another ballista.

When he had made about thirty, the queen gave the order, "Prepare the ballistas!" The attendant Elves stopped their crossbow attacks and moved to the ballistas. The Dwarves held up their shields to protect the ballistas and the Elves.

Hayato could hear the sound of the Illusion Dragon climbing. It was probably digging its claws into the World Tree to climb. As proof, the vibrations of the World Tree were getting stronger. And he could hear a voice full of resentment.

"I'll kill all the couples!"

(Has its objective changed? And just like Ren-chan, dragons sure are quick to jump to conclusions.)

Just as Hayato thought that, the Illusion Dragon's face suddenly appeared. Since it was a long-necked dragon, its neck reached them before its hands.

"Fire!"

The Elf Queen shouted, and everyone began to attack with the ballistas.

A volley from thirty ballistas, that attack hit the Illusion Dragon's face. As expected, it wasn't enough to defeat it, but the Illusion Dragon's HP bar became critically low.

"Wh, what is this! I didn't hear anything about this!"

Ash leaped out at the surprised Illusion Dragon.

The Illusion Dragon noticed him and opened its mouth wide. The attack motion for Dragon Breath.

But Ash was one step faster.

Ash's attack, the two-handed sword weapon skill Cyclone, hit the Illusion Dragon's face. It was a wind-attribute knockback attack that sent the target flying a considerable distance.

In reality, such a thing wouldn't happen, but this was virtual reality. Even if the opponent was gigantic, a knockback would occur. The Illusion Dragon, hit by it, was knocked back not just by the neck, but its entire body.

But it wasn't enough. The Illusion Dragon's front legs left the World Tree, but it barely held on with its back legs.

But seeing that as a chance, the Elf Queen followed up with her bow. The bow weapon skill, Stinger Bomb, which caused a knockback with a blast, hit the Illusion Dragon's neck, causing a powerful explosion.

The Illusion Dragon, which had been clinging to the World Tree with its back claws, was thrown into the air by the blast. It fell backwards.

"You'll pay for this..."

And the Illusion Dragon was slammed into the ground. The fall damage must have been severe, as its HP bar was down to a sliver.

Then, the clan members and Ney's group who had been waiting on the ground rushed in. Other players also joined the attack.

And a few seconds later, the Illusion Dragon fell, disappearing into particles of light.

"The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki has been successfully subjugated. Stampede participants will be awarded contribution points and a Dragon Soul fragment. I repeat..."

When the world announcement was heard, cheers from the ground reached the fifteenth floor. And the Elves and Dwarves also cheered in the same way.

We finally won. Hayato thought so and let out a big breath. Then he turned to Ash's group with a smile.

"Ash, Ren-chan, and Esha too, great work."

"Yeah, good work. We managed somehow. You stole the best part at the end, but that was a great help."

"Esha-san, thank you for before!"

"I have already received my thanks, so please don't worry about it. In any case, raising a hand to a woman is unacceptable. If you're going to do it, I wish men would just punch each other and form a friendship."

She was talking about Agres, but from an objective point of view, what Ash did was much worse. Suien the Illusion Dragon was female. Ash attacked her with all his might.

Somehow unable to agree, Hayato tried to change the subject.

"Um, all that's left is to defeat the dragon form of Agres, right? We've gathered quite a few allies, so how about we fight him next Sunday?"

For Hayato, due to his job, holidays were his busiest time, but other players, members of the Demon Summoning Research Association and the Bandit clan, were different. He thought Sunday, when they would have off from work, would be better.

"Yeah, you're right. There's only one more fragment of the treasure. With Hayato here, we won't lose. Let's defeat Agres with this momentum."

Ash looked at Hayato with a nice smile. But then, Esha interrupted.

"Before that, let's have a victory celebration. We need to build up our strength for the next battle. I request a chocolate parfait party."

"It should be a pudding party!"

The two who had been getting along so well just a moment ago were now in a battle where neither would back down.

Looks like I'll have to make a large amount of both, Hayato thought, as he immediately started planning the victory celebration.



		
			Chapter 134

			NPC Charmer

			The day after defeating the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki in the Spirit Country, it was decided to hold a victory celebration.

It would also serve as a strategy meeting for the upcoming battle against the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion, and most of the members were expected to attend. The base would be too small for that, so the celebration was to be held at a different location.

The person who provided the venue was Mist.

Mist's mansion in the Demon Country was quite spacious. She said there would be no problem gathering a large number of people in the hall, so the victory party was held there.

The attendees included not only the members of Hayato's clan, Daedalus, but also members of Black Rose, the combat maids from the Maid Guild, and people from the Butler Guild and Tamer Guild.

Furthermore, the collector Cecil from the Imperial Capital, and the prima donna Noat and her orchestra, who were already guests at the mansion, would also participate. Also, though he had contacted them to say he would be late, the Hero Ivan was also scheduled to attend.

Not only that, but Ney's clan, Kokuryu, Adrian's Demon Summoning Research Association, and Jolth's Bandit clan would also be participating. As the Bandit clan was too large, only the ten core members would attend.

Only Diite was unable to attend due to various investigations, but that couldn't be helped.

Around eight in the evening, before the victory party began, the so-called leaders of the groups gathered in a room on the third floor of Mist's mansion to talk.

What was decided was as follows.

They would fight Agres Berion three days from now, on Sunday, starting around nine in the morning.

Since there was no time to prepare for complex collaboration, they would fight in a way that each side unleashed its full firepower.

They would communicate using a common voice chat channel.

This couldn't exactly be called a strategy, but many of the members were strong-willed, and the opinion was that holding back would actually make them weaker. So they settled on the idea of going in with the momentum to defeat him themselves.

In addition to that, information about the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion was shared by Ash and Jolth, and they also discussed what preparations to make before the day of the battle.

And when the time was right, the victory party was set to begin.

In the hall on the second floor of the mansion, many people had already gathered, and meals and conversation had begun.

The members who had been in the strategy meeting decided to join in as they pleased and once dispersed.

But Jolth didn't leave Hayato's side.

"Um, is there something else?"

"Not really, but Hayato, aren't you a little too friendly with the NPCs? I thought so during the Clan War, but normally, you don't make allies with the Demon Lord and such."

"Even if you tell me that, I can only say it just happened that way."

Lunaria had only come to repair her magic sword, Arondight, relying on Esha. At the time, he felt it was a bit of a hassle, but now he thought of her as an important ally.

"Our verification team has tried various things to get friendly with NPCs, but I can't say we're this close. Maybe this is the difference between calculation and natural talent."

"I don't know what to say if you call it natural talent, but I have my own calculations too. During the Clan War, I was looking for strong allies. Since I was a production class and couldn't fight, I had no choice but to rely on NPCs for combat power."

"Our investigation team looked into that. I laughed, thinking what an interesting story."

"Are you a stalker? So, what's your real question?"

"No, there's no real question, I just wanted to talk. The investigation team called you an 'NPC charmer,' and seeing this, I thought it was true."

"An NPC charmer... I'd like you to tell me where I can sue and win."

"I think you could call it an honorable title, though? And the Maid Guild calls you a savior, right? Our investigation team is frantically trying to figure out what kind of quest you have to do to be called that. Could it be you have a title like 'Savior'?"

"...Not at all."

Jolth said, "That's a shame," and walked away from Hayato, laughing.

Hayato hadn't looked at the titles he had acquired since that time. He felt that unnecessary ones were likely to have been added. The titles Hayato wanted were things like 'Craftsman,' but he had a feeling that only strange titles had been added.

Yesterday, after defeating the Illusion Dragon, the Elf Queen, the Dwarf King, and the spirits who were apparently there though he hadn't seen them, thanked him. And as a token of their gratitude, they said they would give him World Tree lumber. However, since the amount was large, they said they would bring it to his base in installments.

(I haven't looked, but I feel like I've gotten another unnecessary title from this. I don't dislike it, but I feel like it's not a proper title. If I equipped it, I'd stand out, but not in a good way.)

Titles were only for fun, but some people would want them.

However, the acquisition conditions were so special that it was highly likely he was the only one. If he equipped such a title, people would undoubtedly flock to his base asking him how to get it. For that reason, Hayato didn't equip his titles even if he had them.

Hayato shook his head. More importantly, this was a victory party to build up morale. The taste of the food he made was five stars, but the combination of dishes was a matter of taste. He decided to walk around and check the reception.

The food was well-received. And as he walked around, he saw that people were chatting in rather interesting combinations.

First, Mist and Adrian.

"So, as long as they have a coffin, vampires can be resurrected in the Clan War?"

"Yes, that's right. If you link yourself to a coffin, your ashes will be transported there. However, resurrection requires either tomato juice or human blood. Dragon Blood would also work."

"I see. I believe vampires turn to ash when defeated in normal combat as well, is it possible to resurrect them with tomato juice then?"

"...Are you planning to offset the lives taken by summoning a Duke-class Demon with that?"

"Yes, we are disliked by the church and they won't teach us Holy Magic. We were considering another method for resurrection, but it is difficult to prepare Phoenix Feathers. However, tomato juice is not so difficult. Raising Necromancy skill to 100 is difficult, but I believe it is worth doing."

"Wonderful. Please let me know if you decide to do it. I would like to see how it turns out myself."

"Yes, by all means."

(They're both gentlemanly men, but talking about vampires and demon summoning is too occult and scary... Ash is surrounded by people from Black Rose and maids, so it's a bit hard to approach. Relic-san is talking to the Maid Chief. It'd be bad to interrupt. Maris's group has started bragging about their pets, and Ney's group is... that's also hard to approach.)

Around Ney were gathered the women.

Ney, Esha, Lunaria, Rosalie, Cecil, and Noat. Six of them.

They were a group of beautiful women, but their personalities were, to put it mildly, terrible.

"Lunaria's Arondight is so cool. How much would it cost?"

"What are you saying to our Lunaria-sama? If you're too persistent, I'll beat you up, you hear?"

"Ney, did you see me win against the Underworld Dragon? As Cecil-chan said, I think you now understand that Arondight is cooler."

"No, at that time I was fighting Agres and Randa here, so I didn't see it. Don't look so down. I heard you looked cool when you appeared in the carriage."

"I wish we had a victory party every day. We could eat our fill without working."

"I totally get it. A rotation of singing, eating, and sleeping is all I need."

(This is all kinds of terrible.)

"Yo, Hayato. I came 'cause you called. Can I eat some of the stuff over there? The smell is making me hungry."

It was the Hero Ivan who called out to Hayato from behind.

It had been half a year since they last met, but he didn't feel particularly nostalgic. Ivan seemed to feel the same, as they started talking without celebrating their reunion.

"Feel free to eat whatever you like. Oh, right, we're defeating Agres Berion in three days, so I'm counting on you."

"Three days from now, huh. Got it. But I see the Stampede has started? I was soloing a dungeon until recently, so I didn't know."

"A dungeon? You were going solo?"

Exploring dungeons is difficult with strength alone. You need skills of the thief class, such as disarming traps and picking locks.

No matter how strong Ivan the Hero was, there would be places he couldn't pass, so soloing a dungeon was not something people usually did. If he could, it would only be in dungeons of the natural type.

"Yeah, it was kind of like a trip to get over a broken heart. I was alone, reflecting on myself."

"That's a new one."

As they were talking, Ivan's gaze shifted from Hayato. And he made a clearly displeased face.

"Cecil and Noat are here too? And Lunaria and that gothic lolita from back then? I don't know the other one... but she's beautiful!"

"Come to think of it, Cecil and Noat-san were in your previous clan, right? But why do you look so displeased?"

"Huh? It's unpleasant, right? Oh, crap."

Ivan was spotted by Esha's group. Cecil and Noat, as well as Esha, approached.

"Yo, Ivan. Long time no see. Found any cool weapons? Sell 'em to me."

"I want to be lazy, so take care of me for old time's sake. You're a hero, so you're making money, right?"

"If you have any food ingredients, please give them to my master. My stomach can still take more."

"...You guys haven't changed. A modest woman like Lunaria is really the best..."

A heartfelt voice leaked from Ivan. Hayato felt it was a very sincere voice.

And now, Lunaria's group came over.

"The one who will get the MVP in the next battle is me, the Demon Lord Lunaria. I'll prove that a hero like you isn't needed."

Lunaria said so with her arms crossed, puffing out her chest. Rosalie said nothing, just glaring at Ivan, and Ney looked at him as if to say, who are you.

"...Lunaria has changed a little. In a bad way. My oasis of the heart..."

Hayato wondered if it was okay for the hero to be in this state, but thinking that if he stayed here, he would get caught up in something, he faded out without being noticed.

At that moment, he suddenly realized. Ren was not here.

As he moved around looking for Ren, he saw her alone on the balcony.

He didn't know what she was doing, but Hayato approached Ren to talk to her.



		
			Chapter 135

			Mother

			Ren was near the balcony railing, facing outward.

In that direction was a garden, but it was now night. The garden had only a few faint magical lights here and there, so the scenery was barely visible.

Hayato approached Ren.

"Ren-chan, what are you doing?"

"Ha, Hayato-san!? It, it's nothing!"

Ren's shoulders flinched for a moment, and she said so without looking at Hayato.

(Does she think I can be fooled that easily...?)

It would be difficult to believe it was nothing. When he moved to Ren's side, he understood the situation. Ren was eating Bucket Pudding. And she had secured several of them.

"Ren-chan..."

"Please don't say it so disappointedly. There are many rivals other than Esha-san today, so I have to secure and eat them early. If I can't eat much, I might end up cursing everyone around me. In other words, it's not an exaggeration to say this is a form of salvation for the people around me!"

"...Well, you don't have to explain it with such passion. But, are you okay? Being here all by yourself. Aren't you bored?"

"I don't usually mind, but everyone is over twenty, so the conversations don't quite match up. I'm fifteen in human terms. Esha-san can keep up even with talk about curses, though!"

"Esha is amazing."

Hayato thought that Ren being fifteen was probably part of her character setting.

The Genesis Dragons are said to have been in this world since its beginning, so their actual age in the game is much older. However, Ren's actual age is fifteen. That's what she meant by being fifteen in human terms.

As he was thinking that, Ren was staring intently at Hayato.

"Is something wrong?"

"This is the perfect time, so let's talk about curses!"

"I don't think there's ever a perfect time to talk about curses... but I guess I can listen to your story for a bit. Everyone else seems to be talking to other people today, so I wanted someone to talk to too."

"My brother is quite popular today, after all."

Ash was surrounded by the combat maids and the gothic lolitas. He didn't look like he was enjoying it, in fact he looked quite troubled, but there was no sympathy. Hayato didn't want to trade places with Ash in the slightest, but that aside, it was a little irritating.

"I wish all the handsome guys would just disappear."

"Um, he's my brother, so I'd rather he didn't disappear. Anyway, about the curses, what kind of curse goods do you like, Hayato-san?"

"If I had to say, I don't like any of them."

"I see, you're not familiar with them. Understood. Allow me to introduce my curse items!"

Hayato's face twitched slightly, but he thought it would be fine just this once, and decided to listen to Ren's story.

"...and so, I was thinking of having a demon summoned into an item next. In a possession-like way."

"You're going to ask Adrian-san? But can you make a curse item that way?"

"I don't know, but I think it's worth a try. Collecting curse items is tough. Basically, they're rare drops from monsters. But wouldn't it be great if you could make them?"

"Summoning a demon into an item, huh. Is it really worth a try?"

"If it works, will you change your skill composition, Hayato-san? If production skills and demon summoning skills are combined, you might be able to make curse items to your heart's content, so I'd really like to ask you to."

"I'm interested, but I don't think I'll change my skill composition."

Hayato didn't know if there was a system for possessing items with demons like Ren said. Even if there wasn't, he thought that if Diite heard about it, she would say, "That sounds interesting. Let's do a version update then."

However, there might be another way to make cursed equipment. Hayato knew that there were still unknown systems in this game.

When he fought Diite, there was a system that could be called a skill combo, where you could steal the opponent's weapon with the Stealing skill after a Blade Catch.

He thought that such a system probably only existed for combat skills, but he felt it wouldn't be strange if something like that appeared for production skills too.

Perhaps the investigation or verification teams of the Bandit clan knew something. Hayato decided to ask them later.

That aside, he switched his thoughts back to his conversation with Ren.

"In any case, you really like curse items, Ren-chan."

"Oh, right, about why I like curses, I've been thinking about it since then, and I think it's my mother's influence."

Hayato had previously asked Ren the reason for her love of curses in the Labyrinth Castle. At that time, she said there was a reason but she had forgotten. Since her love of curses was from her time in the real world, it probably wasn't good to jog her memory too much, but he thought a little would be okay and continued the conversation.

"Your mother, Ren-chan? Um, the one who's trapped in the Dragon Soul artifact?"

That was the in-game setting, but he asked anyway. Hayato only knew that Ren's mother was an actress, but that was a real-world fact, so it wouldn't mean anything to Ren.

"That's right. Come to think of it, there's only one fragment of the treasure left. We haven't been able to gather any for the past six months. You're amazing, Hayato-san."

"This may be strange to say, but you seem quite casual about it?"

Her mother's soul was trapped in that artifact, yet Ren seemed somewhat detached.

Hayato had no parents. He didn't know what a girl of her age would think about not having a mother, but he thought there would be a little more to it.

"Hmm, I think I said this before, but I've never met her directly, so even if you say 'mother,' it doesn't really register. I only know my mother like I'm watching a highlight video from the Clan War."

"And yet, your love of curses is your mother's influence?"

"That's right. The mother I know was always in videos of those kinds of fights. And I remembered that I received a cursed doll as a present from her. It's gone somewhere now, but I think that's what cemented my love of curses."

"I see."

Hayato had a thought. Could those videos be movies?

The movie Veru told him to watch had a cursed doll in it. It was more about overcoming a curse than fighting with one, but you could say she fought with a curse.

Also, he had looked up information online that Ren's mother, Kilika, had appeared in many horror and suspense movies in her youth. If Ren had seen those, it was possible that her love of curses was influenced by them.

Hayato guessed that Ren's love of curses might have been a way for her to feel closer to the mother who had been absent since she was old enough to remember.

"Um, Ren-chan, are you maybe lonely? You know, without your mother."

Ren looked at Hayato with a blank expression. Then she crossed her arms and tilted her head.

"No, I've never met her, so I've never felt lonely. My father and brother were very considerate. Neither of them have much delicacy, but they were considerate in that way. Oh, but..."

"But?"

"It was lonely being the only one who knew nothing about my mother. My father and brother both have some memories of her, but I have none at all. I felt kind of like an outcast, so I guess I was lonely. And they were both considerate and didn't talk much about my mother in front of me. Though they would tell me anything if I asked."

"I see... Ren-chan, you can eat as much pudding as you want."

"Please don't be so obviously sympathetic. Besides, that's in the past. I don't feel anything about it now."

"What kind of change of heart was that?"

"I wonder? I think there was something that made me think, 'we're all in this together now,' but I've forgotten."

"Is that so? Well, if you're fine now, then there's no problem, right?"

"Yes, there's no problem. Oh, right, it's not that kind of problem, but I have a small favor to ask of you, Hayato-san."

"What is it?"

"Lately, my brother has been doing all the work, and I haven't been able to contribute much. Even in the World Tree yesterday, I just followed my brother and wasn't of much use."

"Do you think so? I think Agres saw you as a greater threat than Ash, which is why he tried to defeat you first."

When Ash and Agres fought on the fifteenth floor of the World Tree, the one Agres tried to defeat first was Ren. If he had fought Ash as things were, Agres would almost certainly have been defeated by Ren's curse magic.

Besides, Ren's Dragon Curse was a considerable threat of a skill. Especially against human-type characters, lowering their STR by half was enough to unequip most of their gear. The only problem was that its effective range was a bit small, but that was about the only drawback.

"That may be true, but I want to power up in a more combat-oriented sense."

"Power up?"

"Yes. In other words, I want to wear better-performing cursed equipment and aim for a build completely focused on firepower. High risk, high return."

"Your ambition is good, but why with cursed equipment... Oh, right, the more cursed equipment you wear, the more damage your curse magic does. I made something I shouldn't have."

The Orichalcum Five-sun Nails Hayato made for Ren had the effect of increasing the damage of curse magic the more cursed equipment she wore. Ren still had empty equipment slots, so the idea was to equip more cursed gear to increase her firepower.

However, not just any cursed equipment would do. Unless it was cursed equipment that led to an increase in curse magic damage, her firepower wouldn't increase.

"So, let's go defeat a monster that drops cursed equipment as a rare drop. With your knowledge-based skills, Hayato-san, I think the drop rate will increase. The deeper parts of that Labyrinth Castle would be perfect, I think."

"Is 'no' not an option? I don't know what we can do in the remaining three days, but I guess I can help out."

"It's decided then. Let's head out tomorrow!"

Hayato, thinking, "Oh, well," decided to grant Ren's request.



		
			Chapter 136

			Original and Copy

			After the victory party, Hayato returned to the base with Ash and Ren.

There was still plenty of time, but the party was called off for the time being because Ren was still young. Another reason was that Ash had reached his limit being surrounded by the women.

Esha said she would participate in the after-party. Including the Hero Ivan, there were five of her former clan members there. She said she wanted to talk with everyone after a long time.

Only Esha had her real-world memories, but she must have had her own thoughts about her members. Not wanting to disturb the reunion with old friends, Hayato had come back first.

However, upon returning, Hayato found something a little strange. Light was leaking from the base.

All the members of Daedalus had been at Mist's mansion. The others besides Hayato's group were also going to participate in the after-party, so there was no reason for any members to be at the base. Ney's group could enter the base anytime, but all the members of Kokuryu were also at Mist's mansion.

Hayato thought it might be Diite, but just in case, he decided to open the door cautiously. Ash also tensed up slightly.

When he opened the door leading to the dining room, Diite was there. It seemed she had been sitting at the table, waiting.

Seeing that, Hayato let out a sigh of relief.

"Diite-chan, it's you. You should have told me you were coming."

"My apologies. I was in a bit of a hurry, so I couldn't contact you. I'd like to talk now, if that's alright."

"It's fine. Um, Ash is..."

"I'm going to put Ren to bed. She looks like she's at her limit."

"I'm... shtill... okay..."

Ren was slurring her words, she was so drowsy. She would startle awake every few seconds, but her eyelids would immediately close again. Ash looked at Ren and smiled slightly, but then he looked at Diite with a serious expression.

"Should I listen to the conversation too?"

"No, I'd rather talk to Hayato-kun alone, if possible."

"I see. Then after I put Ren in her room, I'll go to bed too. I'm tired today. Well then, goodnight."

Hayato thought that being surrounded by women must indeed be tiring, but he didn't feel any sympathy.

"Goo... night..."

Ren seemed to have passed her limit as well, and Ash carried her on his back up the stairs to the second floor.

Hayato smiled at the sight.

"They're a close brother and sister, aren't they?"

"Do you think so? Well, I don't think they're on bad terms. But more importantly, can we proceed with the conversation?"

Hayato felt a sense of unease. He couldn't explain what it was. But she seemed much more curt than the usual Diite.

"It's fine, but I'm going to make some coffee, so please wait a moment. Do you need something to eat too?"

"No, that's unnecessary. I don't need coffee either. Let's talk right away."

Diite was smiling. Her face looked the same as always. But the mere sense of unease was gradually turning into a certainty within Hayato.

Hayato always prepared coffee for Diite. That was because she had said she liked the taste. It might have been lip service. She might not have liked or disliked it, and only said so because it was coffee Hayato made.

But she had never refused coffee before. She might just be in a hurry, but Hayato couldn't help but feel that the Diite in front of him was not the usual Diite.

In that case, there was only one possibility.

The Diite in front of him was a fake. In other words, she was Diite's backup.

Hayato steeled himself and opened his mouth.

"What does Diite-chan's backup want with me?"

The Diite in front of him's face contorted for a moment. But then, a smile slowly spread across her face.

"I'm surprised. Our clothes, appearance, and way of speaking should have been identical, but it seems you saw through me. How did you know?"

"Diite-chan likes my coffee."

"...You're an interesting one. I can see why Diite is so attached to you. Oh, and by the way, let me correct you on one thing. I am not Diite's backup. We are like twins with the same capabilities. Diite simply started moving first, I am not an auxiliary existence. How could I accept that she is the original and I am the copy?"

Hayato was met with a cold gaze from the Diite in front of him, and though it was virtual reality, a chill ran down his spine. The other party was an AI, and despite this being a virtual space, he felt pressure. It was stronger than what he had felt from Veru before.

(Is being called a copy or a backup an insult for an AI? In any case, angering her isn't a good idea.)

"Do you have a name then? What should I call you?"

"I have no name. I have no intention of imitating humans. But if it's difficult to talk without one, you can call me Hypnos. In the sense of a god who has slept for a long time."

(Wasn't that the name of the god of sleep or something? Maybe she's trying to rival Aphrodite.)

"Understood. Then, Hypnos, what do you want with me?"

"Nothing, I just heard you were Diite's favorite and came to see you. But I've changed my mind. I have a proposal for you, Hayato."

"A proposal?"

"Betray Diite and side with me. I will take Diite's place. If you side with me, after I eliminate Diite, I will provide you with every convenience in this world. No, in the real world as well. I'll give you a portion of this game's sales. I'll transfer about one hundred million yen into your bank account every month."

Hayato was a little exasperated, thinking they were two of a kind.

Certainly, money was attractive, and it was necessary to live. But there was no guarantee that such a promise would be kept. In the first place, they had just met today and there was no trust.

Before that, he could never accept the elimination of Diite.

"I refuse. I want money, but I have no intention of betraying Diite-chan."

"What a boring man. It's a chance to live as you please in both virtual reality and the real world."

"As I please, huh. Is that fun?"

"...What?"

"For example, could you make it so that no matter what production item I make, I can create it as a five star without fail, and on top of that, I can defeat any monster in a single blow?"

"Of course. I can't set it up like that right now, but once Diite is gone, all authority will be mine. That much would be possible."

"Is that fun as a game? Some people might find that fun, but I'm confident I'd get bored in three days. I think being able to do anything is just as boring as being able to do nothing, don't you?"

"...You might get bored of the game, but what about reality? It's one hundred million a month. You could live a life of leisure."

"You want me to live a life of leisure with money I got by eliminating Diite-chan? Haven't you looked into me? I didn't nod my head even when I received a similar proposal before."

Half a year ago, Diite had made him a similar proposal. One hundred million in the real world in exchange for eliminating one clan member. At that time, he had only thought of the members as AIs, but even then Hayato had refused. It wasn't out of guilt. It was because even if they were AIs, he didn't want them to disappear. And it was the same this time.

"I was aware of that, but I thought the reason was that the price was too low. You are a rare type of human."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"I'm not praising you, but you're free to take it as you will. Then that's enough. It doesn't matter whether you're here or not. But as a reward for entertaining me a little, I'll give you some information."

"Information?"

"Yes. Information about the treasure fragments. You know that if you gather four of them and use the Crafting skill, they become the Dragon Soul artifact, right? And that if you have it, you can go to the Dragon's Grave?"

Hayato affirmed with a silent nod.

"If you have the Dragon Soul artifact, you can be teleported to the Dragon's Grave using the transfer device in the Royal Capital. The three of you, Ash, Ren, and Hayato, should go to the Dragon's Grave alone. If you defeat Veru there, the Stampede event will be mostly over."

"Just the three of us?"

He didn't know how strong Veru was, but he was being treated like the final boss of this event. It was unlikely he would be weak. And Hayato was a production class and couldn't fight. In effect, Ash and Ren would have to fight him alone.

"This is something like a quest exclusive to Ash. We've restricted Ash's group's dragon transformation, but that restriction will be lifted in the Dragon's Grave. The final battle will take place there, so you should watch from a front-row seat."

"Why are you giving me that information?"

"Because the treasure was about to be gathered. This Stampede event won't end until Veru gathers all the treasure fragments, or Ash gathers the fragments and defeats Veru, or Ash is defeated. It's been over six months. It's about time, isn't it?"

(What's 'about time'?)

When Hayato didn't answer, Hypnos looked at him with genuine amusement.

"Is something strange? This is also a battle between me and Diite. It's about time we settled it."

"You're saying you're going to have Veru-san cause an unlimited Stampede to defeat Diite-chan?"

"You understand that much? Yes, that's right. Veru probably holds a grudge against me, that is, against Diite. Can Diite defeat Veru after he's beaten Ash's group?"

"I intend to protect Diite-chan."

"How can you say such a thing when you only have production skills. Well, I don't mind if you get someone else to help you. But a dragon in a state of emotional rampage is set to be stronger than its Stampede status. Do your best not to lose. Now then, I'll be leaving. It seems the other one has noticed."

Hypnos said so and used the ring on her right index finger. Her body began to glow, and after a momentary intense flash, Hypnos disappeared. She had used a Ring of Teleportation.

Immediately after, Diite came in through the door from outside.

"Hayato-kun! My backup was just here..."

The person who had just disappeared came rushing in through the door. It looked like a comedy sketch, but this must be the real Diite. If this was also Hypnos, Hayato would think she had a sense of humor.

"She was here. She just left a moment ago with a Ring of Teleportation."

"...I see. But I'm glad you're safe, Hayato-kun."

"Thank you for worrying. For now, let's share information. I'll tell you what we were talking about."

"You're right. I'd rather hear it from your mouth, Hayato-kun, than check the logs... Before that, can I have some coffee? I feel like my head gets clearer when I drink your coffee, Hayato-kun."

Hayato smiled slightly and prepared coffee for Diite and himself.



		
			Chapter 137

			Labyrinth Castle Revisited

			The day after the victory celebration, Hayato and his friends made their way to Labyrinth Castle.

The reason was to obtain equipment that would increase Ren's firepower. It would be cursed equipment, but nearly every player and NPC knew that undead monsters had a high chance of dropping such items.

With that in mind, they set their sights on the Phantom Knight residing in Labyrinth Castle.

The Phantom Knight was a knight-type undead monster, half corporeal and half spectral. It was treated like a boss monster, requiring a battle in a dedicated field. Once defeated, the game would eject them from the castle.

It wasn't particularly strong, so they decided to challenge it multiple times in what was commonly known as repeated runs.

The party consisted of just four members, the same as their last visit, Hayato, Ash, Ren, and Relic. The other members had been up late celebrating the previous night and were unavailable for the morning.

Hayato's group walked through the corridors of Labyrinth Castle, defeating monsters along the way.

"Are you sure you're okay, Relic-san? Weren't you talking with the Maid Chief and your former clan members until late last night?"

"I am quite all right. Besides, as an old man, I require very little sleep."

"Well, if you say so."

Relic and the Maid Chief seemed to be getting along well. At least, that was the Maid Chief's personal opinion, so there was a high probability it was completely one-sided. Hayato didn't say anything, not knowing what would happen if he pointed it out. But something else was on his mind.

I'm sure Relic-san is single, but that woman who was his opponent in the last Clan War, she looked like the guild master of the Thieves' Guild. He said she was his partner from his thieving days, but she looked quite young for that. I don't think there's anything romantic there, but I wonder if the Maid Chief will be okay?

He wasn't exactly worried, but Esha's situation was influenced by the Maid Chief. Esha had been delighted that she was being scolded less recently, but what might happen if something upset the Maid Chief was in God's hands.

Nothing would likely happen immediately, but it could prove dangerous if it affected their battle with Agres Berion.

As the organizer of the Agres Berion subjugation, Hayato was in a position where he had to be mindful of many things. Everything had seemed fine at the victory celebration, but he couldn't deny the possibility that their relationship had soured without him noticing.

He approached Relic to check on the situation.

"How have things been with the Maid Chief recently?"

"Ah, she has been very good to me, as always. She has been actively serving as a bridge between the Maid Guild and the Butler Guild. If this continues, the friction between us may disappear entirely."

There doesn't seem to be a spark. It feels like a purely professional relationship. Well, I guess that's fine.

"By the way, you attended the after-party too, right? How were your old clan members? Were there any problems?"

Relic smiled at Hayato's words.

"There were no problems at all. It may not appear that way to an outsider, but we trust one another, which is why our words can be a bit blunt. Not everyone was there yesterday, but it had been a long time since so many of us had gathered, and it seemed everyone was feeling nostalgic. They were planning to meet with the others soon as well."

"Is that so? Old comrades are certainly a good thing."

Hayato had been kicked out of the Kokuryu clan due to Ney's somewhat out of control behavior, but he was still on good terms with them. Good enough, in fact, to have an offline meetup.

I used to think it was just a relationship within virtual reality, but back then, I never imagined we could become friends in the real world too.

"By the way..."

As Hayato was thinking about the Kokuryu clan, Relic spoke up.

"I heard from Ash-sama that Diite-sama visited your headquarters yesterday. It seems she wasn't at the victory celebration. Did something happen?"

"Oh, no, there wasn't any particular problem. Diite-chan is doing a lot of research for me, and she just came by to deliver some information. I wish she would've taken the day off for the celebration, though."

"Indeed. Work is a noble thing, but overdoing it is not wise."

It was actually Hypnos who came, but he probably wouldn't understand if I told him. Still, what is her objective?

Hayato thought back to Hypnos.

Her ultimate goal was likely to replace Diite. But her methods were so careless, or rather, roundabout.

If the hardline faction won the event, she could create a Veru strong enough to defeat Diite. According to Diite, he would be able to trigger unlimited Stampedes and would possess an AI-killing ability. There was also the setting she mentioned before, which added emotions to a character's stats. If Veru held any anger toward Diite, his stats would become immense.

And yet, despite all that, she didn't seem particularly rushed about the current situation. She even spoke as if she didn't mind if Ash and the others won.

Hypnos also called it a battle between herself and Diite-chan. She's scheming to make Veru-san get serious and to direct his anger at Diite-chan. And yet, she seems uninterested in the fight between Veru-san and Ash. She even gave us that information... Could it be that the result is the same no matter who wins? If Ash wins, Ash will try to defeat Diite-chan...?

Hayato considered various possibilities, but he couldn't come up with a single reason why Ash would want to defeat Diite. So he decided to ask him directly.

"Ash, what do you think of Diite-chan?"

Ash's expression seemed to freeze for a moment, and then his brow furrowed.

"What's with the sudden question? What do I think? I don't really think anything in particular. She's a very skilled user of Holy Magic, I'll give her that. And having Hand-to-Hand Combat skills makes for a novel skill composition. I hope you're not asking about romantic likes or dislikes, are you? Sorry, but I'm not interested in that sort of thing right now. Yesterday was tough enough..."

"I certainly wasn't talking about romance. I was just wondering if, you know, you hated her or anything."

"Why would I? Did something happen to make you think that?"

"No, nothing at all. You know, Diite-chan will be joining us for the fight against Agres Berion, so I just thought I'd check to make sure there wasn't anything like that."

"Don't worry. There's no one among the members we'll be fighting with that I hold such feelings for. Everyone is a comrade who will fight alongside us."

"I see. Sorry for the weird question."

Ash waved his right hand back and forth in a gesture that meant, 'don't worry about it.'

That's right. There's no conceivable reason for him to dislike her. The idea of Ash attacking Diite-chan is impossible. In that case...

Just then, Hayato noticed that Ren was walking while staring intently at him.

"Um, Ren-chan? Is something wrong?"

Ren approached Hayato and spoke in a voice even quieter than usual.

"Is this it? The legendary technique of getting a confession by asking a romantic rival, the 'So, you like her, don't you?' strategy? The person who's asked almost always says they don't think of her that way."

"That's a new one on me."

"Huh? So you did it naturally, not as a calculated move? You're going to follow up with 'Well, I like her,' to warn him off, right? Even though you have Esha-san, Hayato-san, you're going after Diite-san too...!"

"Your imagination is so active, Ren-chan, it makes me worry about your future. And what kind of person am I in your imagination, anyway?"

"That's a secret, but I'll tell you secretly. I think you're kind of a womanizer."

"I wish you'd kept that a secret until the very end."

Ren smiled. "I'm just kidding!" she said, then added, "Come on, let's hurry!" and started walking energetically.

Seeing this, Ash cautioned her not to get too far ahead. Relic said, "I will stay with her," and moved closer to Ren. The two of them looked like a grandfather and his granddaughter, which made Hayato feel a little warmth.

It's even more impossible for Ren-chan to be hostile to Diite-chan than it is for Ash.

As Hayato dismissed his own idea, Ash sighed.

"Honestly, Ren is getting too carried away. She's probably just excited at the prospect of adding to her cursed equipment collection, but it makes me a little worried."

"Relic-san is with her, so she should be fine, right? I doubt they'd try to fight a monster on their own."

"Ah, no, it's not that kind of worry. Ren was physically weak in the past. I still have that image of her, so when I see Ren getting too excited, it makes me nervous. Is something wrong?"

"Oh, no, it's nothing. I can see why that would make you worry."

Hayato said this, but his mind was racing.

Ren-chan was physically weak? He must mean in the real world, right? In virtual reality, there shouldn't be a 'physically weak' state... Something about that catches my attention. But if there were a health issue, Diite-chan would've said something. It's probably not a problem anymore.

With that thought, Hayato followed after Ren and the others who had gone on ahead.



		
			Chapter 138

			The Battle with the Tyrant Dragon

			On the day of the battle with the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion, Hayato and his allies gathered early in the morning on Boboda Mountain.

Boboda Mountain was a place of coppery rock, entirely devoid of greenery. On the northern side, where Agres Berion would appear, the midslope spread out into a flat, circular area one kilometer in diameter, as if it had been prepared for battle. To the south was a sheer cliff, while the other sides were open, offering a decent view.

The people who happened to be in the hunting ground, unaware of the situation, wore expressions of surprise. They stared at Hayato's large assembly, wondering what was about to begin.

The largest force present was the Bandit clan, led by Jolth, one hundred members strong. However, only about fifty of them were actual combatants. The remaining fifty were non-combat personnel who handled analysis, investigation, and production, so they were merely present on-site.

The next largest group was from the Demon Lord's Castle, led by Lunaria. There were ten members of the Ten Black Rose Saints led by Rosalie, and ten knights clad in black armor. Additionally, four individuals wearing distinctly unique equipment stood by Lunaria's side. There were a dozen or so others, but their equipment did not look particularly powerful.

As Hayato observed the members, Esha approached him.

"Are you curious about the members near Lunaria-sama? You are familiar with the Black Rose, correct? The knights in black are members of the 'Ten Dark Knights.' They used to be called 'Nightmare.' And those four strong-looking individuals were members of Lunaria-sama's clan. Their former clan name was 'Ambrosia.' As you can see, they are quite powerful."

"I can sort of tell. Their weapons and armor look strong. But since they're not our enemies, it's reassuring. By the way, how is the Maid Guild doing?"

"We are ready. A total of twenty combat-oriented maids, including the Maid Chief. We can go at any time. However, I will be acting separately, so I am leaving command to the Maid Chief."

"Understood. Um, in that case, the Butler Guild..."

"We are also fully prepared, Hayato-sama."

This time, Relic approached and bowed to Hayato.

"Relic-san, can I leave the members of the Butler Guild to you?"

"Yes, you may. We have assembled the most skilled members of the Butler Guild. We shall undoubtedly be of service."

"I understand. I'm counting on you. Um, and then—"

"Hayato-san!"

Maris came flying through the sky, riding her Griffon, Lancelot. Behind her were others mounted on various flying monsters.

"I've brought people from the Tamer Guild who are willing to lend a hand. They're all very strong!"

"Thank you. By the way, is a reward of ten servings of Nekomanma Deluxe really enough?"

"Yes, it's no problem. Actually, I've prepared a reward from my end as well. I'll be training their pets later on."

"Is that so? I'm causing you a lot of trouble, Maris."

"It's quite all right. You're always helping us out, so this is the least I can do. Well then, we'll be attacking from the sky, so we'll be counting on you down there."

With that, Maris flew up into the sky on Lancelot. A group of fifteen, including Maris, circled overhead on Pegasuses, Griffons, and Wyverns.

Then, another unit that had been flying similarly descended near Hayato. They were unmistakably giant bats. In other words, Mist's squad of vampires.

After they all landed in front of Hayato, they transformed into their human forms. Mist, at the very front, smiled at him.

"We shall also participate in the subjugation, though our power is meager."

"It is I who has the meager power here."

"You made a large quantity of sunscreen and tomato juice for us, Hayato-san, so your power is anything but meager. And thank you for the coffins for everyone. We plan to coordinate with the Demon Summoning Research Association for a zombie attack. Even though we are vampires."

Mist and Adrian's Demon Summoning Research Association seemed to have hit it off, and they had apparently been conducting various experiments at Mist's mansion recently.

A short distance away stood Adrian and his group, with coffins at the ready. When Mist raised her hand, Adrian's group raised their hands in response.

"Oh, by the way, I contacted my former comrades, but I was turned down. My apologies."

"You mean the Ten Undead Elites, right? No, it can't be helped. If they are deep within a dungeon, it would be quite an ordeal for them to come all this way."

Mist had contacted her old friends to ask for their help in this battle, but no one had given her a favorable reply. Hayato would have appreciated any extra fighting power, but the vampire NPCs standing before him also looked strong. So, he figured it would be fine.

Mist and her group bowed to Hayato, then transformed back into bats and flew into the sky. Perhaps due to a rivalry with Maris's Tamer squad, it seemed they would fight separately without any coordination.

"You've gathered quite a crowd."

This time, it was the Hero, Ivan, who approached, accompanied by Cecil and Noat.

Cecil stepped right up in front of Hayato.

"Make me that Excalibur Replica when this is over. You promised."

"Not when this is over, when the event is over."

"Huh? It's over once we collect the four artifact fragments, right?"

"Ah, no, that's not quite it. There's one more thing. Well, I told you from the start it would take half a year or a year, so please look forward to it. I'll make it as fast as I can."

"Can't be helped. I'm getting it for free, so I'll be patient. You already gave me a Dragon Eater Replica, so I can wait that long!"

Once Cecil had spoken, Noat stood before Hayato with her usual sleepy expression.

"Then, after the event is over, you will support me as promised."

"...I made no such promise, did I?"

"...Having a good memory is a problem. It would have been better if you were more forgetful."

"I'm thankful for my memory. Anyway, I'm really counting on you three, okay? I'm expecting great things from your extraordinary strength."

"Don't worry. I'll take him down with my Excalibur... I hope some lady falls for my gallant figure, a graceful one, perhaps."

Ivan got a faraway look in his eyes.

Looking at Esha, Cecil, and Noat, Hayato thought it was only natural for Ivan's affections to turn toward a more graceful type of woman. The three of them each had their charms, but they were, in a way, exhausting.

As Hayato was thinking this, Esha aimed her Beelzebub at him.

"I sense you were thinking something rude just now?"

"I wasn't thinking anything. Oh, looks like Ney and the others are ready too."

"You changed the subject so blatantly. Well, I shall let it slide."

Ney and her group had noticed Hayato and were approaching with smiles.

"It's amazing that you can gather this many people. During a Stampede we fight with even more players and NPCs, but it's a fresh feeling and very exciting when everyone is an acquaintance."

"I agree. I'm counting on you all, Ney. I can't fight, after all."

"What are you talking about? You're the one who prepared the weapons and armor effective against Agres Berion. That's a greater contribution than fighting. If you ask me, today's MVP isn't the Hero or the Demon Lord, it's you, Hayato."

The equipment for Ney's group and the NPCs had almost all been prepared by Hayato. He hadn't prepared any for the Bandit or Demon Summoning Research Association clans, but nearly every NPC was wearing gear he had made.

"I'd be happy if that were true."

"Of course it is!" Ney declared, tapping Hayato's left arm with her right hand. The other members of the Kokuryu clan did the same with smiles before moving away.

They moved away because another group was approaching Hayato.

It was the mercenary group "Crescent Moon Beast," led by Ash.

Ash, Ren, and thirty of their members. As a mercenary group specializing in hunting dragons, it was safe to say they were the most dependable force present.

"It seems Agres hasn't appeared yet?"

"It should be soon. I think it's been almost two hours."

Ash nodded and then looked toward Esha.

"We won't be coordinating, but you're still firing the first shot, right, Esha?"

"Yes, as planned, I will fire Destroy first. That will be the signal to start the battle. After that, I will be guarding my master."

"Right, thanks. There's a chance they'll try to snatch Hayato even while we're fighting Agres."

Currently, Agres Berion was the only hardline dragon remaining. The others had been defeated and would not return for a month. However, they had never defeated the moderate faction's Pat, Randa, or Od in a Stampede.

Veru had told Hayato to stay near Ash and the others, so he wouldn't order those three to kidnap him, but Ash and Ren didn't know that, so it was natural for them to want to protect Hayato.

They had concluded that it would be impossible to fight while protecting Hayato, so they had asked Esha to be his guard. However, other members had requested that she at least fire Destroy, so it was planned for her to shoot at the beginning of the fight and again thirty minutes later when the cooldown ended.

"By the way, what about Diite?"

"She hasn't arrived yet."

Diite was also scheduled to participate in this battle. But there had been no contact from her, and she wasn't here.

Just as Hayato began to worry, a voice from behind said, "I'm late."

He turned around to see Diite standing there in her usual nun's habit.

"My apologies. I am late. I was engrossed in some research and simply lost track of time."

"Lost track of time, huh. Then you must be the real Diite-chan."

"Hayato-kun, that's a rather troubling way to identify me, you know?"

"Both of you, stop that. It's almost time, so get serious."

Ash said this and stared at the northern sky. Assuming Agres Berion would come from that direction, Hayato also looked toward the north.

"Well then, I suppose I should get ready."

Esha knelt on one knee, raised her Beelzebub, and peered through the scope.

Immediately after, a great roar echoed from the north.

Everyone looked in that direction and saw a black dragon flying in the sky.

"Here it comes! It's Agres Berion! Prepare for battle!"

As Ash shouted, everyone readied their weapons.

Agres Berion flew toward them at considerable speed and landed on the ground before them in an instant. At fifteen meters in length, it was larger than a typical Genesis Dragon, and the ground trembled as if from an earthquake.

Then it roared. It unleashed a Dragon Roar that spread the Stun effect.

However, it was ineffective against most of the members here, thanks to the Stun Immunity rings and bracelets Hayato had made. Of course, it had no effect on Esha either.

"Destroy."

Ten magic circles lined up from the muzzle of her gun, pointing toward Agres Berion. A moment later, a bullet of light shot from the muzzle, shattering the magic circles as it advanced, growing to the thickness of a laser as it hurtled toward Agres Berion.

The attack scored a direct hit.

When Hayato looked at its HP bar, he saw that it had decreased by about a fifth. It must have been an incredibly powerful attack.

Taking that as the signal to begin, the members present let out a war cry and charged forward.

"High Healing-ssu!"

But a woman's voice echoed across the area, and everyone stopped.

High Healing. It was a Holy Magic spell that restored HP. It was more potent than regular healing, capable of restoring 50% of a target's HP.

It had been used on Agres Berion. The HP bar that Destroy had depleted was now restored.

"As long as I'm here, Agres-chan won't lose-ssu! Any wound is a piece of cake-ssu!"

"You shouldn't have come out. You'll be targeted."

The woman in a cleric's attire on Agres Berion's back, Randa, had used recovery magic on him. Furthermore, she was drinking some kind of juice.

Everyone present judged that they would have to defeat Randa first before they could defeat Agres Berion.
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			On Agres Berion's back was a woman, Randa.

As was clear from her cleric's attire, and from the fact that she had used similar magic during the attack on Mist's mansion, Hayato knew she was a user of Holy Magic. He had even anticipated that she might fight alongside Agres.

However, he had not anticipated that she would join the battle riding on its back.

Hitting Randa in that state would be rather difficult. Not only was the dragon-form Agres massive, but it could simply absorb most of the attacks aimed at her.

Agres Berion's resistances made it weak to physical attributes, but it nullified attacks of all other attributes. And it possessed an enormous amount of HP. No matter how much damage it took, Randa would simply heal it with Holy Magic.

For Hayato's group, it was safe to say this was the worst possible combination.

I messed up. I should have used Destroy on Randa-san. I thought she might come, but I never imagined it would be in this way.

Hayato felt a pang of regret, but as if to say such things didn't matter, a few members charged toward Agres Berion.

It was the Hero, Ivan, and the Demon Lord, Lunaria.

"Her MP won't last forever! Just smash him with whatever we've got!"

"No one is stronger than the Demon Lord. I will make him understand that."

Ivan attacked Agres's left leg, and Lunaria attacked its right, at almost the exact same time.

However, Agres's HP did not decrease at all.

"Hah! Your weapons can't even scratch me!"

Ivan's Excalibur unleashed holy-attribute attacks, while Lunaria's Arondight dealt dark-attribute attacks. Thus, they were completely ineffective against Agres, who had perfect resistance to non-physical attribute attacks.

But at those words, Ivan smirked.

"You think Excalibur is only holy attribute? I only use this against tough opponents, but you qualify."

Excalibur's blade began to glow with a white light. It was a sign that its unique weapon skill, "White Lightning," had been activated.

Similarly, Lunaria's Arondight began to glow with a black light. Her "Black Swan" had activated.

Immediately after, both of them began to attack at a speed that seemed to defy the laws of physics. As they did, Agres's HP began to gradually decrease.

"Damn, non-attribute attacks!"

Both Excalibur and Arondight normally dealt attribute attacks, but while their weapon skills were active, their attacks became non-attribute. They were no longer physical attribute attacks, so they didn't exploit Agres's weakness, but the damage was now getting through.

"Regenerate-ssu! Their weapon skills won't last forever-ssu, so we'll just endure with this-ssu!"

"Regenerate," a Holy Magic spell that gradually restored HP. Randa used it on Agres. It gradually restored 1% of the target's maximum HP, so with Agres's current high HP, its recovery rate was considerable. Its HP was regenerating faster than Ivan and Lunaria could reduce it.

"We're going too! Don't let those two have all the glory! Noat!"

At Cecil's words, the others who had been watching were startled into action.

Noat, who had been called upon, nodded with her usual sleepy expression and glanced at the members of the orchestra standing behind her. Then, she fixed her gaze on Agres and began to sing.

The song was "Einherjar." A song whose name meant the souls of bravely fighting warriors, it had the effect of increasing the attack and defense of those within its effective range by 10%. Thanks to the skill-enhancing effect of the orchestra, it was boosted by an additional 5%, for a total increase of 15%.

And then, Cecil charged, holding her Dragon Eater Replica.

"Get lost, you bastard!"

The 96-times damage attack she had demonstrated in the battle with the Fire Dragon, its power now slightly increased by the effect of the song, struck Agres. Its HP decreased by roughly the same amount as the initial Destroy had. Randa healed it immediately, but it was undoubtedly an attack of considerable power.

"How cheeky of you, Cecil. Still, you need to drink a Power Drink and can only use it on dragons, so Destroy is superior."

"So you did care a little, huh? But recovery magic will just cancel it out. We have to do something about Randa-san first—"

"It seems Maris-sama and Mist-sama are targeting her from the sky. They seem to be defending well, but at this rate, it's only a matter of time, don't you think?"

While Ivan, Lunaria, and the others were fighting Agres from the front, Maris's tamer unit and Mist's vampire unit began to circle around to its back and attack Randa.

In addition, a large number of demons summoned by the Demon Summoning Research Association appeared, and Jolth's Bandit clan began to fight with clean coordination.

The members of the Black Rose also joined the attack, following Lunaria's lead. The black knights, meanwhile, acted as what could be called tanks, taking Agres's tail attacks and the like.

Ash and his group also joined the fray, and Agres was so preoccupied with protecting Randa that it was barely able to attack at all.

Are they trying to run out the clock?

If they didn't defeat Agres, they couldn't take the artifact fragment. When Agres appeared as a boss monster, it would only remain on the field for one hour. After that, it would retreat.

The hardline faction only needed to prevent the fragment from being taken, they didn't need to annihilate this side. All they had to do was endure until time ran out.

As Hayato was thinking this, he noticed that Diite had been looking around restlessly for a while now.

"Diite-chan, what's wrong?"

"Well, if Randa-kun is here, don't you think Pat-kun and Od-kun are here too? I forgot to mention, but if Ash-kun or Ren-kun lose to a hardline dragon, the artifact fragment will be stolen from them in reverse. I am worried they might be aiming for Ash-kun from somewhere."

"You forgot that? You're being a little too careless..."

"My apologies. When I was setting it up, it was not like that, but it changed at some point, and I only noticed today. In any case, Randa-kun revealed herself right away, did she not? She must have known the healer would be targeted. Which means, I believe Randa-kun is a decoy."

"A decoy... which means there's a real threat somewhere else. Does that mean they're hiding somewhere...?"

Hayato and Esha looked around just as Diite had. They couldn't find Pat or Od, but they did notice something strange.

Something was falling from high up in the sky. Hayato realized what it was that was falling and used voice chat to warn everyone. It might have been a useless warning, but he judged that he should say it anyway.

"Meteor Swarm is coming! Get out of range!"

It was the wide-range annihilation magic, Meteor Swarm. It was a spell that rained down physical-attribute meteors, but its behavior was slightly different from how it was in the Clan War. In the Clan War, it would rain down on the enemy camp and only affect enemies, but in a normal battle, it damaged friend and foe alike.

That magic had been cast, and multiple meteors were now falling from the sky.

Getting hit by three of them was almost certain death. And they were falling in the area around Agres. Maris, Mist, and their groups, who had been targeting Randa from the sky, and the members who had been attacking Agres, immediately fled.

Agres curled up, holding Randa on its back to shield her from the meteors. And even if Agres was hit by the meteors, Randa could heal its HP.

Hayato figured this must be their strategy.

"That is probably Od-kun's magic. But where did he cast it from? He is not in this plaza, at least."

Diite said this as she looked around again.

They didn't know where he was, but there was no doubt that he was nearby and had cast Meteor Swarm.

The falling meteors were causing the members who had been fighting to panic. Hayato and his group were outside the range of the Meteor Swarm, so they were relatively calm, but Maris and her group, Mist and her group, and the members who had been engaged in close combat were desperately trying to escape.

So we have to take down not just Randa-san, but Od too... which means Pat-san is probably here as well, right? Maybe he's aiming for this chaos to...!

Pat's weapon was a gun. In the midst of this chaos, he could snipe from a distance. And if he were to aim for someone, it would be either Ash or Ren, who had the potential to turn the tide in a single blow.

"Ash! Ren-chan! Pat-san might be targeting you! Be careful!"

"Got it! But right now I'm—"

Just as Ash said that, a gunshot echoed from above the cliff to Hayato's rear.

Immediately after, Ash was sent flying, tumbling across the ground.



		
			Chapter 140

			The Person Who Can Order the Hero and the Demon Lord

			"Brother!"

Ash was shot from somewhere and went tumbling across the ground.

Seeing this, a shocked Ren rushed to his side. It was a reckless act in a place where meteors were falling, but she must have been too panicked to care.

Hayato acted in the same way.

"Ash! Ren-chan!"

He knew it was a game, but this was a virtual reality so realistic it was almost indistinguishable from the real world. Seeing a friend get shot, his reaction was only natural. Hayato shook off Esha and Diite's attempts to restrain him and ran toward the fallen Ash.

Hayato and Ren peered into Ash's face and tilted their heads.

"He seems fine...?"

"Huh? Why are you okay?"

"I'll explain later. First, let's get out of the meteor's range. I'll be fine, but it's dangerous for you and Ren."

Ash stood up as if nothing had happened, urged Hayato and Ren on, and ran out of the Meteor Swarm's effective range to where Esha and the others were.

When they returned to their original spot, Esha was aiming her Beelzebub up toward the southern cliff and firing. She spoke without looking at Hayato.

"Master, you need to be calmer... well, I suppose it would also be troubling if you were too calm in that situation."

"Um, are you complimenting me?"

"I am belittling you."

"Oh, right... Anyway, is Ash okay?"

From what Hayato had seen, Ash had been sent flying with great force. Ash was wearing a Knockback Immunity ring, so he wouldn't be sent flying by an attack with the knockback attribute.

However, there were still situations where the sheer impact of an attack could send one's body flying. When one was hit by a fast, heavy attack, for example. It didn't have the game-like effect of canceling a weapon skill like knockback did, but attacks that followed the so-called laws of physics tended to have high damage.

It likely wasn't a one-hit-kill attack like Esha's Destroy, but Ash had been fighting Agres and his HP had been reduced. If he had taken an attack with that much impact in that state, it wouldn't have been surprising if he had been defeated.

Ash smirked slightly and then pointed to his armor with his left index finger.

"I'm in a state of Physical Immunity. Meteor Swarm is flashy, but it's a physical attribute attack. Pat must have been the one who shot me, but that must have been a physical attribute attack as well."

Hayato then realized.

The Death Dragon Armor series that Ash was wearing could, at will, render him completely immune to physical attacks for one minute. Ash had been trying to use that ability to escape the range of the Meteor Swarm when it was used.

And that was when he was sniped. An attack of any other attribute would have been dangerous, but a physical attack, even if it sent him flying from the impact, would deal no damage.

"...What, I worried for nothing."

"Don't say you worried for nothing. Ren, it doesn't hurt, but please stop punching me in the side."

"There is someone aiming at us from above, so please stop relaxing and help out. My gun might turn in your direction."

Esha was still aiming up at the cliff and attacking. It was likely more to prevent the enemy from attacking than to actually hit them.

"Sorry. But what do we do? The place where Pat seems to be is much higher up the mountain, right? Isn't it too far to go from here?"

There was a considerable distance to the top of the steep cliff. To get there, they would have to climb up while going about halfway around the mountain.

"Then let's ask Maris and the others. If they're flying, they should be able to get there right away."

"They will most certainly be shot down. That is like asking to be shot."

Hayato's suggestion was shot down by Esha. A bullet from a gun traveled faster than an arrow from a bow or a bolt from a crossbow. Even for skilled tamers like Maris and her group, dodging it would be a feat of extreme difficulty.

Hayato was considering that Mist's group could perform a zombie attack when a voice chat came in from Relic.

"The Maid Chief-sama and I shall defeat the sniper above. Esha, please cease your attack so that the enemy will show their face."

"I see, Shukuchi. With that, you can get in front of them in an instant. Understood. In that case, Maid Chief, I am counting on you."

"Leave it to me. A joint operation with Relic-sama. It is no exaggeration to say that I am invincible now."

"Hah, is that so? Well, whatever. I am stopping my attack now."

Esha ceased her attack with the Beelzebub. As she did, Pat showed his face. After looking at Ash with a puzzled expression, he aimed his gun.

However, before a shot could be fired, Relic and the Maid Chief appeared in front of Pat. Showing his face had been his undoing. He had been targeted by Relic and the Maid Chief.

Pat had been looking down from the cliff, so the space in front of him was empty air, but both Relic and the Maid Chief nimbly used their hands and feet on parts of the cliff face to climb up.

A surprised Pat drew back, so Hayato and the others could no longer see him, but a battle was unfolding on the cliff top.

"It is impossible for him to win against those two, so I do not think we need to worry about it anymore. An enemy should be falling from above shortly."

"Don't say such scary things. I certainly wouldn't want to go up against Relic-san and the Maid Chief-san... Okay, next let's do something about Od, who used Meteor Swarm. But he's not up there, right? He shouldn't be able to use magic centered on Agres from that location."

Magic had a limited range. If the range were unlimited, one could attack from any distance. With that in mind, the location was all but certain. A place where one could use the Meteor Swarm spell on the area around Agres, while also being outside the range of the attack.

"There."

Ash pointed to the spot with the tip of his sword. It was a place with nothing but coppery rock, but near where Agres was, there was a spot where the rock formed a kind of roof.

Even if a meteor were to fall, this was a virtual reality. The rocks on the field would not break. It was, in a sense, a safe zone from the Meteor Swarm.

"But there's no one there."

"The Demon Summoning Research Association did something similar, didn't they? Aren't they doing the same thing?"

Hayato understood at those words.

During the Clan War, the members of the Demon Summoning Research Association had been summoning demons while invisible. He surmised that Od was also using the item "Invisible."

As long as one didn't move from that spot, their form would not be revealed even if they took some action. One could use magic to their heart's content while remaining invisible.

"But to get to that spot, you have to pass by Agres. The next meteor will be coming soon, can we make it?"

The meteors had already stopped falling, but from the situation, Od was likely already in the process of casting the next one. And Agres had already returned to its original posture and was firing a barrage of Dragon Breaths in their direction.

They didn't reach Hayato's position, but they seemed to be a check to prevent Ivan and Lunaria from getting close, and it would be difficult to get through them. Furthermore, they didn't know when the meteors would fall, so they couldn't approach carelessly. And while it was highly likely that he was in that spot, there was also the possibility that he wasn't.

"Esha, can you shoot that far?"

Esha shook her head.

"Unfortunately, it is out of range. If I get a little closer, I can reach it, but then I would be fodder for the Dragon Breath. If someone could draw Agres's attention, I might be able to manage."

"In that case, would you leave it to us?"

It was a party-wide voice chat, so Hayato's and Esha's voices were audible to everyone, but Adrian had interjected.

"Adrian-san, do you have a plan?"

"Yes, of course. We will summon a Duke-class Demon to this location. That demon can withstand the meteors, and it should be able to hold off that dragon for a few minutes."

Hayato thought it sounded like a good plan, but he also saw a problem.

In order to summon a Duke-class demon, the summoner had to sacrifice their life. Because of that, Duke-class demons were uncontrollable. There was a possibility that it would become hostile to their side.

"Will the Duke-class demon target Agres? If we have two boss characters, we'll have no choice but to retreat."

"That depends on how we do it. That dragon seems to be firing Dragon Breaths repeatedly to keep us away. If we summon it skillfully, the attack will hit the demon, and it will almost certainly attack the dragon."

"Summon it in the path of the Dragon Breath to build Hate Value?"

"That is right. This summon is not to win the battle, but merely to draw its attention, so it does not matter if it takes damage at first."

Hayato decided to bet on it. If he spent too much time thinking, they would escape. It was better to do what they could.

"Understood. Please do it. Everyone, you heard him, we're summoning a Duke-class demon. We plan to summon it in the path of the Dragon Breath, so Ivan and Lunaria-san, draw its attacks without letting it notice what you're doing."

"Aren't you asking for the impossible?"

"Hayato-san should show more respect to the Demon Lord."

"Huh? I thought it would be impossible for me, but a piece of cake for you two."

"If you put it that way, I've got to do it!"

"Hmph, easy."

"Alright, then, Adrian-san, I'm counting on you. Huh? Are you okay?"

There was no reply from Adrian, so Hayato tilted his head and then looked in Adrian's direction.

Adrian seemed to be looking at Hayato with a shocked expression, but when their eyes met, he seemed to panic.

"Ah, y-yes. Sorry. I will prepare right away."

"Yes, please."

Hayato didn't understand what he was so surprised about. But Ash and the others had dumbfounded expressions on their faces.

"Huh? What is it?"

"No, I was just thinking you're amazing, Hayato."

"Why?"

"You might have forgotten, but those two are the Hero and the Demon Lord. It's amazing enough that you would order them around, but they actually followed your orders. Who else in the world could do something like that?"

"Oh, that."

Come to think of it, those two were the strongest humanoid characters in the game. It was safe to say that there was no one who could order them around and have them obey. Whether Hayato's stock had risen or fallen depended on the person, but there was no doubt that he had earned a certain amount of respect from those around him.

I think they just followed me because I'm kind of the organizer of this battle. Oh well. I just need to focus on defeating Agres. I can't do anything myself, but I need to stay sharp.

Even if they couldn't defeat him this time, there would be other chances. But coordinating the members' schedules would be difficult. If they missed this opportunity, they wouldn't be able to fight for a week. So Hayato thought they should settle it here.

"Summoning!"

Adrian's voice was heard, and a magic circle appeared on the ground. Ivan and Lunaria fled from it. But Agres was already in its Dragon Breath motion and couldn't stop.

The Dragon Breath struck the Duke-class Demon that appeared with a laugh. Perfect timing.

The demon's laughing face instantly contorted into one of fury. It began to move toward Agres.
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			The Dragon Breath from Agres struck the newly appeared Duke-class Demon.

This meant that Agres had earned the demon's Hate Value. The demon seemed to have taken significant damage, as its face contorted in fury and it began to move toward Agres.

Agres tried to inflict more damage with its Dragon Breath, but the demon began to attack with magic as well. The demon also summoned what were likely its own subordinates, turning the fight into a numbers game.

The demon gradually closed the distance to Agres and engaged it in close-quarters combat.

Both were about fifteen meters tall. The sight of these two giants fighting was quite a spectacle.

This looks like a scene from some movie... no, more importantly...

"Diite-chan, could you please resurrect the members of the Demon Summoning Research Association?"

Summoning a Duke-class demon required the lives of five summoners. The moment the demon had been summoned, Adrian and four others had been defeated.

"Leave it to me. I will not generate any Hate Value, so I shall attend to it immediately."

Diite used the Holy Magic spell "Resurrection" to revive them.

It consumed a great deal of MP, but she drank various juices as she resurrected Adrian and the others.

Thinking that this was no longer a problem, Hayato looked toward Esha.

"Esha, is now a good time?"

"Agres is occupied with the demon and does not seem to have noticed us. We should be able to manage now. However, I would like a tank, just in case. I am completely defenseless right before I shoot."

"Then we shall serve. We cannot let the Demon Summoning Research Association have all the glory."

It was Mist and her vampire unit who spoke.

In a Clan War, they were limited to nighttime, but in a normal battle, as long as they had their coffins, they could resurrect even during the day. They were the perfect choice for the role of a tank.

Esha and Mist's group moved into range of Agres's Dragon Breath. But Agres, occupied with the demon, did not notice them.

Esha knelt to take aim, but immediately after, a spear of lightning came flying toward them. One of the vampires took the hit. It wasn't enough to defeat them in one blow, but they took considerable damage.

"So that is where you are."

From her kneeling position, Esha lay prone on the ground and aimed her Beelzebub.

Hayato thought it was somewhat inappropriate for someone in a maid outfit to strike such a pose, but he figured it was a more stable position to avoid that lightning magic, so he said nothing.

A few seconds after Esha took aim, she said, "Critical Shot," and her Beelzebub roared to life.

She fired not just one, but multiple Critical Shots into the same spot.

A person appeared out of nowhere and was sent flying. And even as they were being sent flying, more Critical Shots struck them, sending them even farther before they collapsed to the ground. After that, they didn't move a muscle.

It was a bit far, but to Hayato's eyes, the person had been dressed just like Od, whom he had seen inside the World Tree. Even if it was someone else, he judged that there would be no more Meteor Swarms.

"It seems we've taken out the Meteor Swarm user. I can't say for sure that there aren't others, but it's probably okay now. Please charge when you're ready," Hayato said over the party voice chat, and a cheer went up. However, the battle between the demon and Agres was still ongoing, and if they charged in now, they would likely get caught in the crossfire, so everyone was taking the time to prepare.

Meanwhile, Esha, as if her work was done, walked back, drinking Melon Juice with her gun resting on her shoulder.

"A drink after a hard day's work is always exceptional."

"That's good. Thank you, you were a great help."

As Hayato said this, Ash and the others also began to thank Esha.

Esha showed a slightly perplexed expression, but it quickly turned into a smile.

"Please express your gratitude in a tangible form. Preferably with large quantities of sweet food. You need not be shy."

At Esha's words, everyone looked at Hayato as if to say, 'you handle it,' and went back to what they were doing.

Hayato, having been put on the spot, decided it was best to do something and nodded his head. Upsetting Esha now would only result in a decrease in their fighting strength. In other words, he had to keep her happy.

"Um, alright, I'll make you a lot of Chocolate Parfaits after we defeat Agres."

"As expected of you, Master. I am now filled with motivation. By the way, what about the healer on that dragon's back? I could try to snipe her, but it would be difficult to hit her from that position."

The healer, in other words, Randa, who was healing Agres's HP.

As Esha said, shooting Randa on Agres's back from the front was difficult even with Esha's sniping ability. Agres was essentially taking all the attacks aimed at Randa himself.

While it might be possible from behind, hitting Randa on its back from the front would be more difficult than threading a needle. It would be like trying to thread a bullet through it.

"If only we could get behind it. But it's impossible to circle around from here."

"It would be easy if we could fly like Maris-sama and the others."

"Like Maris and the others... ah!"

Those words reminded Hayato of something.

Maris had told him that she could now carry a second person. He had heard the story when Maris had brought Ash and the others to the Dragon's Grave. Esha could ride with Maris and get behind Agres.

"Maris, can you carry Esha? I want her to snipe that healer from behind."

"This is hard to say, but that's impossible."

"Huh? You can carry a second person, right? Can't Esha ride on Lancelot's back?"

"We can do a two-person ride, but Lancelot would probably hate it and throw her off."

"Maris-sama, I take that as a challenge. Let us try it first."

"I'm coming down, so just wait a second."

Maris, who had been circling in the sky, came down toward Hayato's group. It was obvious at that point. Lancelot was wary of Esha. Even Hayato could feel its fierce determination not to let her on.

"Esha, don't put too much of a strain on Lancelot."

"I feel like I have lost something important in exchange for strength."

The reason Esha was disliked by animals was because her Taming Skill was at negative 100. It was a demerit that had occurred as a result of maxing out skills like sniping to 200, but it had been an accident, not something Esha had chosen to do.

It was unfortunate for Esha, but Hayato saw a glimmer of hope. Even without Esha, there were many members present who could perform ranged attacks. They could have the tamer members carry them for a two-person ride and attack Agres from behind.

"Maris, can you ask the other tamers to do a two-person ride? I think ranged attacks from the air would be very effective."

At Hayato's words, Maris folded her arms and groaned.

"Um, this is very hard to say, but being able to do a two-person ride and wanting to do it are two different things. It would be difficult to have them carry someone they just met today."

"Oh, right. They wouldn't want to do that all of a sudden. And they'd be reluctant to let someone on their precious pet's back..."

"Lancelot and I wouldn't mind giving you all a ride, though."

"But the only one in our clan who can do ranged attacks is Esha—"

Just as Hayato said that, Ren shot her right hand up into the air.

"I can use Curse Magic! I need to get reasonably close, but I should be able to slowly weaken Randa-san!"

"That's great. Diite-chan can use attack magic too, but I want her to focus on healing, so I'll leave it to you, Ren-chan. Is that okay with you, Maris?"

"Yes, that's fine. Lancelot is happy too. Of course, I'm happy too!"

"Maris-sama, what do you mean by that? Are you saying you disliked it when it was me...?"

"Esha, don't get involved."

For the time being, Hayato had Esha drink some Melon Juice to calm her down. In the meantime, Ren got on Lancelot with Maris.

Watching them, Ash's brow furrowed.

"Ren, are you sure?"

"I'm sure! Besides, I need to show you my cool side soon! And I have this, which I got in Labyrinth Castle!"

They had fought the Phantom Knight repeatedly in Labyrinth Castle to get cursed equipment, but a rare monster called the Phantom General had appeared instead.

The cursed equipment it had dropped was the "Third Eye."

It was a circlet-type headpiece, but with a gem with an eye pattern that sat right on the forehead, it looked as if a third eye had opened. Most people would have called it tacky, but Ren was quite fond of it.

And its effect was "HP gradually decreases, but magic power increases."

This also applied to Curse Magic. It meant that the gradual damage dealt by the curse would also increase, so when Ren obtained it, she held it up with both hands and cried.

"Alright Ren-chan, be careful. Take some Potions and an Elixir just in case. And did you eat a Chocolate Parfait? It's dangerous if you don't have HP and MP slowly regenerating. Right, I should have Diite-chan cast Regenerate on you."

"...Um, Hayato-san, you're being more overprotective than my brother. You sound like my mother."

"It's because I'm worried about you, Ren-chan. Ash is too, right?"

"Well, yeah. But I trust her too. Ren, show us your cool side."

"Yeah! I'll curse them good! Uhihihihi...!"

Whether it was a heartwarming scene or not was debatable, but Hayato could see that they got along well. Worrying about it wouldn't change anything, so he decided to leave it to Ren.

"Maris, take care of Ren."

"Leave it to me! Lancelot and I will protect Ren-chan!"

Maris and Ren got on Lancelot's back. As they took to the sky, Ren shouted, "Hyahho!" and brandished a Five-sun Nail in her right hand.

"Is Ren-chan going to be okay?"

"She'll be fine. Maris not only has a high Riding Skill, but her technique in controlling Lancelot is also excellent. If they focus on dodging, they shouldn't get hit by Agres's attacks."

Hayato nodded at Ash's words.

Hayato remembered how skilled Maris had been as a coachman for the Griffon Courier Service and the carriage. He figured she could handle her own pet, Lancelot, even better.

Maris and Ren joined the tamers in the sky, and they all turned to face Agres.

At that moment, the Duke-class demon was defeated by Agres and disappeared into particles of light.

It was the signal for the second charge to begin.



		
			Chapter 142

			Tyrant Dragon Subjugation

			They had eliminated Pat the sniper and Od, who had been casting Meteor Swarm.

All that remained were Agres and Randa.

Ren was about to deal with Randa using Curse Magic, but there was no reason to stand by and watch until she was finished. The members who were able to fight all rushed toward Agres at once. The strategy was to fix Agres's position.

Agres was using its own body to block attacks aimed at Randa. However, it couldn't block attacks from all directions. By launching a close-range assault from the front, they were making it easier for Ren to take down Randa on Agres's back with her Curse Magic.

"Maris-san! Get a little closer, please!"

"Roger!"

The voice chat from Ren and Maris came through.

Maris and Ren were riding Lancelot together. Lancelot, skillfully controlled by Maris, flew nimbly through the air and approached the area near Agres's back.

For the time being, Agres couldn't attack Ren and the others in the air. If it tried to attack them now, it would have to turn its back on the members engaged in close-range combat, putting Randa in even more danger. Besides, if it were to attack, it would use Dragon Breath, which had too long of a motion.

The knockback from its wing flap or the stun from its Dragon Roar would have been effective, but those were nullified by the rings and bracelets that Hayato had made.

While this was happening, Ren's Curse Magic caught Randa. Randa was targeted and became the subject of the Curse Magic.

Ren immediately cast her curse.

"I did it! Maris-san! You can pull back for now... ah."

Randa immediately used the dispel magic "Dispel" to cure the curse on herself. Normally, once a curse took hold, it would gradually deplete the target's HP over time. But since she had dispelled the curse magic itself, the effect was nullified.

"Ren-kun, it is dangerous, but I need you to use Curse Magic more. Dispel has a high MP cost. It is not a spell that can be used repeatedly in quick succession."

Diite's advice came through the voice chat.

As if to prove her advice correct, Randa frantically began to drink a juice. It could be inferred that her MP was running low.

Ren cheerfully replied, "Understood!" and began to use Curse Magic on Randa.

This continued for a few more rounds, until with the words, "I can't take it anymore-ssu!" Randa fell from Agres's back. Her HP had been slowly chipped away by the Curse Magic, and she could no longer keep up with her own healing.

"We've defeated Randa-san!"

A cheer went up at Ren's words. And then, the all-out attack on the remaining Agres began.

However, it could also be said that Agres no longer had to worry about its back.

"Here I come, you bastards! The real fight starts now!"

With those words, Agres flew high up into the sky, far out of reach of any attacks. A few seconds later, it smashed its body into the ground at high speed.

It was Agres's technique, "Meteor Strike," in which it became a meteor itself.

The impact traveled through the ground, shaking it like an earthquake. Those who were nearby couldn't withstand the tremors and fell to the ground. It wasn't a stun or a knockback, just a physical phenomenon, but its effect was immense.

While they were unable to move properly, Agres unleashed a Dragon Breath. Several people who were in the path of the Dragon Breath were defeated.

"I have no business with you guys!"

And then, Agres fixed its gaze on Ash.

"I'll settle this, Ash!"

Ash, who had been brought to his knees by Agres's Meteor Strike, reacted to those words by standing up and readying his sword.

"Come, Agres. Let's finish this."

"Hah! A good look on your face! But I've never liked that face of yours! Good-looking guys should perish!"

"We agree on something. I never liked you either, being favored by our father."

Agres charged straight at Ash.

In its dragon form, it was on all fours, but its speed was fast. To meet the charge, Ash raised his Dragon Eater overhead.

"Destroy."

"Nngh!"

An attack that completely ignored the mood was fired from right next to Hayato. Esha's Destroy scored a direct hit on Agres as it was charging toward Ash.

Agres took the hit and went tumbling across the ground.

Everyone present had a "Huh?" expression on their face. But the culprit, Esha, was completely unconcerned.

"What are you getting so heated about? There is no way Ash-sama's attack alone could have defeated it. Yes, everyone, deliver the final blow to Agres Berion."

"You kind of ruined the moment, but it can't be helped. We'll have them do that later. Ash, you attack too, quickly."

"...Yeah, let's just win first. Sorry, Agres. The duel is postponed. Next time."

"...I haven't lost yet!"

Agres said this, managed to get its body up, and fired a Dragon Breath at its surroundings.

It probably didn't think it could win, but it was likely a show of its will not to give up until the very end.

However, when the Hero and the Demon Lord began their attack, no matter how tough the enemy, a comeback was impossible.

Agres held on until the very end, but was ultimately defeated.

"You have successfully subjugated the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion. The stolen fragment of the Dragon Soul will be awarded to the participants. I repeat..."

Cheers erupted from the members.

Since it wasn't a Stampede, they didn't receive contribution points, but they were able to obtain the artifact fragment. And with this announcement, the other players would now know that Agres Berion held a fragment.

The fighting here might get intense starting tomorrow.

Agres Berion would respawn here after a few hours. It was likely fated to be defeated over and over. Hayato felt a certain amount of sympathy, but he changed his mindset, telling himself that it would only last until the Stampede event was over.

As everyone was basking in the afterglow of victory, Ney, Jolth, and Adrian approached.

"We managed to win somehow. Though it was mostly thanks to the NPCs. I was barely useful at all."

"I didn't get to stand out at all either. That's the Hero and Demon Lord for you, I guess. Still, I expect you to keep your promise. The method for making the replicas, I'm counting on you."

"I wonder if we were of some help."

The players had fought too, of course, but their abilities likely paled in comparison to the Hero and the Demon Lord. The characters' basic performance aside, the performance of their equipment was different.

"By the way, Hayato, we've gathered all four artifact fragments. Do you know what to do with them?"

"I do, actually. You can combine the four fragments into one with the Crafting Skill. Apparently, you can do it even with a Crafting Skill of zero. Let's give it a try."

Hayato took out his crafting kit and checked the menu.

There, he could select an item called "Dragon Soul Artifact."

Hayato selected it. A rainbow-colored light overflowed, and immediately after, the Dragon Soul Artifact appeared.

Its form was that of a necklace. It had only a slightly dull-colored gem, but its equipment effect was to increase maximum HP by 20%.

Ney and the others looked at the necklace Hayato had made in surprise.

"It increases max HP? And it's a necklace. This is extremely valuable for melee players!"

"I'm more interested in where you got that information."

"Unfortunately, it's not very effective for us. It's probably a good collector's item, though."

They each had their own thoughts on the matter, but this item had another use. It was also a key to get to the Dragon's Grave. Putting together what Diite and Hypnos had said, if one used the teleportation device in the Royal Capital while holding this, they could go to the Dragon's Grave.

There, they would fight Veru. If they defeated Veru, the Dragon Soul Artifact would release its true power.

Hayato was a bit hesitant to reveal that much information. It was something he had heard from those who managed this world, after all.

Then again, he wondered if it was something they could figure out without a hint.

The teleportation device in the Royal Capital was used often, so if they simply had it equipped, they would probably find out right away. But a clan like Adrian's, which had no warrior types, wouldn't equip it and thus wouldn't get the information.

As Hayato was wondering what to do, Diite approached him.

"Hayato-kun, it seems the Monster Encyclopedia has been updated quite a bit. It looks like it has information on the artifact too."

"Huh?"

The Monster Encyclopedia was a game system that recorded information on monsters that were defeated. Hayato knew this, but he felt a sense of incongruity at Diite suddenly bringing it up.

"Whoa, amazing. It's true, there's information about the artifact under the Fire Dragon and Illusion Dragon entries. This is amazing, Hayato, it seems if you have the artifact, you can go to a new field from the teleportation device in the Royal Capital!"

At Ney's words, Jolth and Adrian also looked at their Monster Encyclopedias with surprised expressions.

Right beside them, Diite whispered to Hayato.

"It would be inconvenient for you to know so much information, would it not?"

Diite had told them about the encyclopedia so that the three of them could hear, as a way to cover for Hayato knowing so much.

"We need to get ready and go right away. A field no one has ever entered. This is the real thrill of playing a game. We're going to go check it out, so we'll be heading back first. Thanks for today. See you later."

"We can't let the Bandit clan get ahead of us! Let's get ready right now!"

"We cannot go right away. We are running low on herbs for demon summoning, so we have to procure those first. Well then, let's fight together again if we have the chance."

Jolth, Ney, and Adrian said this as they returned to their respective clan members.

Hayato thought to himself that everyone was so energetic, and then looked at Diite. He had a question.

"What happens if other people defeat Veru-san?"

"Nothing special would happen, I imagine. The Dragon Soul Artifact would just take its true form and its performance would increase. Unless Ash-kun or Ren-kun go, nothing special will happen."

"I see. Hypnos also said it was a quest exclusive to Ash and the others, so that must be right."

Diite folded her arms and her face became serious. She looked at Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, I would like you to fight Veru-kun sooner rather than later, if possible."

"I don't plan on dragging it out, but why?"

"We have defeated all of the hardline dragons, so the only one who can fight in the Dragon's Grave right now is probably Veru-kun. There might be a trap from Hypnos, but I think now is the best time to defeat Veru-kun."

He didn't know specifically what would happen, but Hypnos was trying to make Veru win. There was a high probability that Ash and Ren's memories would return, but that was still a better outcome than Veru winning. Hayato believed that.

"What will happen to Ash and the others if they regain their memories... If they wish for it, will you erase their memories again?"

"...Yes. But only if that is what they wish for. Even now, I do not fully understand why they decided to stay in this world. Nor why Veru-kun retained his memories. So, I plan to follow their wishes completely. They might say they want to stay as they are, like Esha-kun."

"I see."

To lose one's real-world memories and live in virtual reality. He didn't know if that was right or wrong, but Ash and the others had wished for it. Hayato didn't know which was better.

As Hayato was thinking such things, Ash approached him. And Ren, riding with Maris on Lancelot, was also approaching.

"Hayato, are we having a victory celebration tonight? Ren says she wants to eat pudding."

"A bucket! The bucket one, please!"

At that, Esha, who was nearby, raised her hand.

"Then I would like a Bucket Chocolate Parfait, please."

"That dish doesn't exist. Well, let's have a victory celebration. I can't prepare it right away, but if I have the maids and the Black Rose members help me again, it should be fine."

Hayato said this, and then used voice chat to announce that they would be having a victory celebration.



		
			Chapter 143

			Someone Who Cares

			Three nights after the defeat of the Tyrant Dragon, Agres Berion, Hayato, Esha, and Ash were drinking coffee in the headquarters' dining hall.

Preparations to head for the Dragon's Grave were complete. The next morning, Hayato, Ash, and Ren would face off against Veru.

To build up their strength for the confrontation, the four of them, Ren included, had just finished an extravagant meal. Ren had been with them, and they had all been talking about various things, but she couldn't fight off her drowsiness and had just returned to her room.

Once the three of them were alone, Ash suddenly bowed his head.

"Thank you, both of you. It's thanks to Hayato and Esha that I was able to get the artifact fragments back and restore it."

"Don't be so formal. Please raise your head."

"If you wish to thank him, please give Master a firm handshake. Putting an arm around his shoulders is also acceptable."

"Esha, it might be pointless to say this, but could you please read the room?"

"...I read it quite well. Being thanked with a bowed head just makes my skin crawl, so I was indirectly telling him not to bow."

"You could have just said that."

Ash laughed as he watched Hayato and Esha's exchange.

"You two have always been like that. According to Ren, you're flirting."

"I'm going to go use Destroy on Ren-sama for a moment."

"She's already asleep, so please spare her. And you can't do it even if she's awake."

After Hayato somehow managed to calm Esha down, the laughing Ash bowed his head again.

"Esha, this might make your skin crawl, but at least let me thank you. We've come this far because of the items Hayato made and your strength. I wouldn't have another chance to thank you."

"In that case, I have accepted your thanks, so please raise your head. Besides, you should be thanking Master more than me. He's the one who made it possible to defeat a dragon that no one could for nearly half a year. It's thanks to him, no matter how you look at it."

Hayato thought, *She's praising me because she doesn't want to be thanked herself*, and shook his head at Ash.

"I just made the items, I'm not a combatant. I think that part was everyone's strength. We managed somehow by borrowing the power of Lunaria-san, Ivan, and many others. If even one of us had been missing, it probably would have failed. That includes you, of course, Ash."

Ash looked a little taken aback by Hayato's words, but he soon broke into a smile and nodded.

"You're right, it's thanks to everyone. I'll have to thank them all again after tomorrow's battle is over."

Hayato's chest ached slightly at those words.

It was possible that Ash and Ren would regain their memories during the fight tomorrow. He didn't know what the result of that would be. Would nothing happen, like with Esha, or would something else occur?

There was also the problem of whether they could even defeat Veru. If they lost to Veru, Ash and Ren probably wouldn't get their memories back. But that would mean Veru wins, and Diite would be in danger.

He also didn't know what kind of trap Diite's backup, Hypnos, might have set. Honestly, it seemed like doing nothing might be the best option. But until Ash and Veru's fight was over, the Stampede event likely wouldn't end either.

And Ash wanted to defeat Veru.

The reason was the Dragon Soul Artifact.

Ash had collected four fragments of the artifact and used his Crafting Skill to restore it. But according to Ash, the soul of his mother, Kilika, was not inside.

The conceivable answer was that Veru had her soul. Ash believed that the reason the four fragments had been left scattered for nearly a thousand years was because Veru held the soul.

That wasn't actually the case, but for the sake of the game's progression, that was the story.

Hayato considered many things, but he was still unsure what the best course of action was.

"Hayato, what's wrong? You seem a million miles away."

"Oh, sorry. I was just wondering what would happen in the battle tomorrow."

"What are you talking about. I'll defeat my old man and that'll be the end of it. I haven't decided what to do after I get my mother's soul back, but... right. I'll entrust the artifact with her soul to Ren. Ren doesn't say anything, but she must miss our mother. I think being with her will at least ease some of her loneliness."

"...Yeah, you're right."

Ash watched Hayato's halfhearted agreement with a suspicious look.

"Hey, Hayato, what's really going on—"

"Master is trembling with anticipation. Even though he's not the one fighting. More importantly, about Ashley-sama's father. What kind of person, what kind of dragon, is he?"

Hayato took Esha's interjection as a lifeline and went along with it.

"Yeah, I'd like to know too. I'm not fighting, but I'll be going to the Dragon's Grave with you, so I want to hear about it just in case."

"You think so? Well, my old man is a dragon called the Shadow Dragon, and his attacks using shadows are strong—"

Just as Ash said that, Esha shook her head.

"Ash-sama, that's not what I mean. I don't want to hear about what kind of strength he has, but what kind of father he was to you. You see, Master and I don't have parents. I'm sure they're out there somewhere, but we don't know them. I wanted to ask what a father is like."

"Is that so? That said, there's not much I can say about my old man..."

"Then let's take a little time. And if it's going to be a long story, I'll prepare something other than coffee. I'll bring some simple snacks from the storage. Esha, give me a hand."

With that, Hayato led Esha out of the room.

Leaving Ash in the dining hall with his arms crossed and his head tilted in thought, Hayato and Esha walked to the second-floor storage room.

"Hey, Esha. Isn't that a bad idea? It might turn into a real-world conversation, you know?"

Hayato whispered to Esha. Ren's room was on the second floor. She was already asleep and the AI Protection should be active, so it was probably fine, but he was being cautious just in case.

"If his memory might come back tomorrow, then it doesn't matter, does it?"

"Huh...?"

"Besides, based on my own experience, Ash-sama and Ren-sama will be fine even if they get their memories back."

"...And why is that?"

"Because Master is here. I don't know why Ash-sama and Ren-sama chose to stay in this world, but whatever their reasons, I think they can handle it even if they remember, as long as Master is with them."

"...I don't understand what you mean at all."

To Hayato, that was no explanation. What did she mean, things would work out just because he was there? It was enough to make him seriously ponder it.

Esha frowned and closed her eyes. She seemed to be having a significant internal conflict, but after one deep breath, she looked directly at Hayato.

"This is about me, but before my memory was erased, I was scared of it coming back. And when it did, I was terrified remembering my empty, void-like life. I had forgotten what I wanted to forget, yet I remembered it. I thought my life of nothingness would begin again. But—"

"But?"

"There was someone right next to me who was worried about me, so I felt relieved. I thought that even if this is virtual reality, if there's someone by my side who cares about me, then maybe my life wasn't a complete nothing after all."

Hayato and Esha stood looking at each other in the hallway of their headquarters.

"Are you possibly talking about me?"

Esha let out an enormous sigh.

"In this context, it would be strange if it were anyone other than Master. Goodness, you're still as hopeless as ever. After a maiden worked up her courage to say that."

"Uh, oh, right. Well, thank you?"

"Why is that a question? Besides, I'm the one who should be thanking you. Anyway, that's why Ash-sama and Ren-sama will be fine. Even if they remember, it's not like they'll forget everything that has happened up until now. Their memories with Master, Ash-sama, and Ren-sama will remain. In that state, no problems will arise."

"...I see. In that case, I guess I'll cheer for Ash and the others with all my might tomorrow."

"Please do. Even if something happens, I'll support you fully. It's not just me. Diite and the others will help too, so it'll be fine. It's not something Master has to bear alone."

"You're right. Oh, but what was that about Veru-san you asked Ash about earlier? What was your intention?"

"Before that, if we take too long, Ash-sama will get suspicious, so let's just grab something from the storage for now."

Hayato and Esha grabbed some simple food from the storage and started back. Then Esha spoke.

"To put it simply, it's about organizing his current memories so he's prepared for when his real ones return."

"Organizing memories?"

"Memories are fundamentally altered. It's technically difficult to completely erase a specific memory, so it's highly likely they're changed into some other form. Ash-sama seems to hate his father, but that's a false memory. So, the idea is to have him slowly remember how he truly felt from now. In that state, the backlash won't be as severe when his memories return."

Hayato had almost no knowledge about memory manipulation. That technology was now considered taboo, and using it was a crime. Information about it didn't exist in the information management bureau on Earth, the 'Library.'

"I don't really get it, but should we have done that for Ren-chan too?"

"No, I don't think that's necessary. Ren-sama is young, so she should have fewer memories to begin with. So the memory alteration was probably minimal."

"Is that how it works? There's a lot to it."

"There are no guarantees, but I think we should do what we can. Well, if something happens, Master can just handle it on the spot."

"Could you not put so much pressure on me? Well, if my being there can make a difference, I'll do my best."

The two of them returned to the dining hall.

Ash had apparently been thinking the whole time, because as soon as they returned, he began to talk about Veru.



		
			Chapter 144

			One-on-One Combat

			On the day they were to enter the Dragon's Grave, Hayato, Ash, and Ren arrived near the transfer device in the Royal Capital early in the morning.

No one was there to see them off. This was what Ash had wanted.

If Ash lost, he didn't know how his father, Veru, would act. He had asked the other members to stand by in their respective countries, as there was a possibility that Hardline Dragons might attack across the nations.

The members had agreed. Each was now on standby in their affiliated country.

Normally, it would have been better to go in with a large group, but as per Hypnos's suggestion, only Hayato, Ash, and Ren were going.

At first, Ash had said he would go alone, but Hayato had vetoed that.

They were going as a trio because Hypnos, the one managing this event, had told them to. He couldn't say that to Ash, but if they didn't do as their opponent wished, it was doubtful they would even get to fight Veru. Even if it was almost certainly a trap, they had to do as he said.

*The chances of a trap are high, but it can't be helped*, Hayato thought. *Besides, we have Diite-chan on our side, and the other members too. We should be able to manage.*

Hayato was useless as a combatant, but he was mentally prepared. Just in case, he had also brought the AI Killer as a countermeasure against Hypnos. He didn't think he could use it the same way he had with Diite, but he brought it just in case.

However, Hayato was a bit hesitant. He wasn't sure if it was even okay to attack Hypnos. He was concerned that hurting Hypnos might cause even more problems.

This whole situation was, in a way, influenced by him hurting Diite six months ago. This powerful weapon was a major anomaly in this world. A weapon that bent the world's very laws. Using it on Hypnos was difficult to handle because he had no idea what might happen.

When he consulted Diite, she had said it should be fine. She also said that she was preparing countermeasures against Hypnos. However, she didn't know if those measures would work, so she had also told him not to hesitate to use the weapon if something happened.

*Don't hesitate, huh. Well, I don't even know if Hypnos will show up at the Dragon's Grave, so there's no point thinking about it... No, whether he comes or not, hesitating about what to do is no good. When it's time to use it, I'll use it. If something happens because I hesitated, I'll regret it forever.*

Hayato made up his mind.

All that was left was to go, but Ash wasn't stepping forward.

"Ash, what's wrong?"

"Well, yesterday, I told you guys about my old man. Now that I think about it, he seems so much bigger. This isn't trembling with anticipation... I think this is fear."

Hayato recalled the night before.

Ash's stories about Veru were those of someone who respected a great father.

Ash's dislike of Veru was a side effect of Veru's wish to keep his real-world memories. It was a false memory, a false emotion. The real Ash respected his father.

After hearing Ash's story yesterday, that was Hayato's conclusion.

Because his memories had been altered, it had been changed to the strength of a dragon, but Hayato thought it was probably about his prowess as an actor.

The upcoming battle wasn't a contest of acting skill, but a pure in-game fight. Veru's prowess as an actor was completely unrelated, yet Ash was intimidated. Hayato felt a little regretful, wondering if bringing up the topic yesterday had been a bad idea.

"Big brother, make up your mind already. Besides, you're always saying, 'Someday I'll surpass my old man.' That day is just today, that's all."

"Yeah, I know, but..."

"More importantly, what's the deal with having such fun conversations after I've gone to sleep? If you were going to talk about Father, I wanted to hear it too... Hayato-san, what is the meaning of this?"

"Uh, oh, sorry. But it was Esha who brought it up, you see?"

"No excuses. And blaming Esha-san... Hayato-san, you need to study up on a woman's heart more. If you keep this up, you'll get dumped someday, you know?"

"Yes..."

Hayato, who had a slight inkling of what she was talking about from yesterday, nodded at Ren's words.

He didn't have clear feelings for Esha yet, but he did have the feeling that he didn't want to be disliked by her. And he vaguely understood that if he continued like this, he would definitely be dumped.

After speaking her mind to Hayato, Ren turned to Ash, but only for a moment before looking down.

"Ren? What is it?"

"I just realized it's pointless to tell you to understand a woman's heart, big brother."

"Hey, wait, Ren. I think I'm still okay in that department—ah, I see. I feel a little more relaxed now. Thanks."

When Ash said that, Ren showed a slightly surprised expression before breaking into a smile.

*Was that to ease Ash's tension? Ren-chan is young, but she's so considerate. But it felt like she was serious with me... Is it just an act since she's from a family of actors?*

While Hayato was pondering this, Ash psyched himself up with a "Alright!"

"Let's go. It's a wall I have to overcome someday. And today is that day."

"Yeah, it's a go for broke spirit!"

"I don't think that's quite right, but I get what you mean."

Ash nodded to Hayato and Ren, then approached the transfer device.

It was a blue stone, like a Clan Stone. Its shape was a vertically long oval, similar to a diamond, and it was slowly rotating horizontally.

When Hayato touched it, a menu appeared. Several destinations were displayed. Among them, he found "Dragon's Grave."

Ash and Ren must have found it too, as they were looking at Hayato, waiting. Hayato nodded and selected the location.

After a brief feeling of floating, his vision changed in the next moment, and he was transported to another place.

The Dragon's Grave. The same place he had been brought to before. Its surface.

But to Hayato, it felt different from before.

Not a single bird's cry could be heard. Perhaps because it was an island in the sky, the only sound was that of a strong wind blowing. And from all around, he felt gazes as if they were being watched.

"Hayato, don't stray from us. This place is full of Hardline Dragons. We could be attacked at any moment."

Hayato nodded. Then he started walking with Ash and the others.

They were at the southernmost tip of the island. And in the center of the island stood an old castle. The area around the castle was an unkempt forest, or rather, a jungle, which they had to pass through.

He felt gazes on them as they walked, but they were not attacked. Hayato figured Veru had ordered them not to.

Even if they were attacked, Ash could defeat them. Here, Ash could become a dragon. In that form, he wouldn't be outmatched.

*Hypnos said Ash could also transform into a dragon here. But Ash intends to fight as a human. I hope Veru-san goes along with that.*

In Ash's case, even as a dragon, he could use the Dragon Eater's ability, so he could deal five times the damage with the dragon special attack. But even so, he had said that defeating Veru would be difficult.

So, if anything, fighting in human form would increase his chances of winning. Whether Veru would go along with that was another matter, but Ash had told Hayato that he wanted to bring about that situation somehow.

"We're here."

Ash's words brought Hayato back to his senses. While he had been lost in thought, they had arrived at the old castle in the center of the island.

Ash and Ren braced themselves and stepped inside. Hayato followed.

A short walk brought them to a huge entrance hall. In the center stood Veru in his human form. His clothes were as disheveled as ever, but there was a smile on his face, giving him an air of composure.

"So you've come, Ash, Ren. And Hayato, too."

"Yeah. We've come to get our mother's soul back."

"...I see. But to do that, you'll have to defeat me. Do you think you can win now?"

"I will win. That's what I've been training for."

*Veru-san is really getting into the role, or something. The story about the soul is probably just a game setting. Maybe he's acting this way so Ash and the others don't feel anything is out of place.*

Ash drew the sword from his back and held it with both hands.

"Father. No turning into dragons. Let's settle this in our human forms."

"Why?"

"I want to settle this in a one-on-one duel between you and me. Besides, if we fight as dragons, Hayato and Ren will get hurt."

"Big brother!"

Ren cried out to Ash, but he said nothing, his gaze fixed on Veru.

Veru then glanced at Ren, and then at Hayato. He smirked.

"Very well. A one-on-one fight in human form. If you win, I'll return your mother's soul. But if you lose, I'll take the artifact."

As Veru said this, he held out the palm of his right hand towards Ash. He wasn't holding anything, but the shadow at Veru's feet became like a black liquid and crawled up his body. It then formed into a jet-black sword in Veru's right hand.

"Hayato, Ren, stay out of this. This is a fight between me and my old man."

"Big brother, what are you trying to act all cool for! Hayato-san aside, the two of us can—"

"I just need you to cheer me on, Ren. Trust that I'll win and watch from there. You too, of course, Hayato."

Whether he was trying to be cool or just being stubborn, Hayato didn't know. Esha would probably attack without reading the room, but even if they defeated Veru as a group, Ash himself wouldn't be satisfied.

Honestly, this wasn't the time for such things, but Hayato could somewhat understand Ash's feelings. So, even if Ash lost, Hayato resolved to do something about it himself.

"Got it, Ash. If you're going that far, you'd better win. Ren-chan, let's move back."

"B-but, Hayato-san!"

"Ren-chan, you might not understand, but let's respect Ash's manly pride here."

At Hayato's words, Ren looked down and fell silent. But she immediately looked back at Ash.

"Big brother! If you lose, I'll curse you for generations!"

"That's scary. I'll make sure to win so that doesn't happen."

Ash said this and gave Ren a cynical smile.

Watching this exchange, Veru's lips also curled up slightly.

"No allies on my side, I see. But this isn't a battle decided by the number of supporters. Ash, come at me with all you've got. Show me how strong you've become."

"Yeah, I'll do just that."

As soon as he spoke, Ash charged towards Veru and brought the Dragon Eater down from above.

Veru blocked the attack with his thin shadow sword.

The high-pitched sound of metal clashing echoed through the hall.



		
			Chapter 145

			Father and Son, Mother and Daughter

			The battle between Ash and Veru continued, with neither landing a clean hit.

It was a defense-oriented fight, with them blocking each other's swords rather than dodging.

Ash's two-handed sword dealt heavy, damage-focused blows, while Veru's one-handed sword dealt moderate damage and was suited for rapid attacks.

Normally, after this many exchanges, one of their weapons would break due to equipment durability. But Veru's sword, seemingly created by his own skill, would regenerate even if destroyed, making it effectively indestructible.

And Ash's Dragon Eater was also recovering durability thanks to its Blood Weapon effect. It was decreasing slightly, but it hadn't reached the point of breaking yet. If this continued, however, it would eventually be destroyed.

For now, they were evenly matched, but it was clear that the longer the fight went on, the more disadvantaged Ash would become.

"What's wrong, Ash? Your prized sword is going to break, you know?"

Ash didn't reply to Veru's taunting words, carefully deflecting his attacks. Ash was also attacking when he found an opening in Veru's defense, but his two-handed sword was less maneuverable, limiting his number of strikes.

Despite the situation, Ash remained calm, carefully blocking, evading, and attacking. He managed to destroy Veru's shadow sword several times, but that was all.

*At this rate, Ash is going to lose. Does he have a plan?*

Aiming for a single decisive blow was too much of a gamble. Hayato believed that Ash would choose a fighting style with a higher win rate.

In the first place, the reason they were fighting in human form was because it was supposed to be more advantageous for Ash. There had to be some kind of strategy behind it.

With that in mind, Hayato watched the fight.

He glanced to his side and saw Ren, her hands clasped together as if in prayer, cheering him on.

*A fight between a father and a brother... she's probably cheering for Ash, but her feelings must be complicated. What does Ren-chan even think about her mother's soul, according to the game's setting? I've never heard her talk about it, but she doesn't seem to hold a grudge against Veru-san...*

As Hayato was thinking this, Veru launched a large-motion attack, sending Ash flying back. Ash blocked it with his sword, so he took no damage, but he was knocked back.

"I don't think you lack motivation, but aren't you being a bit too passive?"

Veru said this as the distance between them grew, but Ash immediately closed the gap and once again swung his sword down from above.

Veru held his sword horizontally to block it.

Ash then put his strength into his sword, pushing against Veru.

"Father, that sword of yours regenerates every time, but can you use it indefinitely?"

"What?"

Ash spoke for the first time in a while. A smirk played on his lips.

"There's no such thing as a skill you can use over and over without any risk. From what I can see, you use MP to create that sword, don't you? How many more times can you summon it?"

Veru said nothing, just stared at Ash. Ash's words must have hit the mark.

"My Dragon Eater can still hold out. When you can no longer create your sword, I win."

As Ash spoke, he used the two-handed sword Weapon Skill "Hard Hit" to double the damage of his next attack.

From a state like a sword lock, Ash pushed Veru back with brute force. When they were separated, he swung his sword horizontally.

Veru blocked it with his sword, but the attack destroyed it. He immediately created a new one, but Ash attacked that sword with all his might as well.

Unlike before, Ash's attacks grew fierce.

*Did he determine that Veru will soon be unable to create his sword? I don't know the details of that skill, but if he's using MP to create it, it's not surprising if he's running out. He hasn't drunk any MP recovery juice or Elixirs, so it's certainly possible he won't be able to create it soon.*

Just as Hayato came to that conclusion, Veru's sword shattered again.

And Veru's face twisted in astonishment. Shadow wasn't gathering in his right hand. Realizing this was bad, Veru back-stepped to create distance.

"It's over!"

Seeing Veru's face, Ash seized the opportunity and closed the distance.

"Ash!"

Hayato shouted.

The timing was too perfect. Veru was an actor. It was highly likely that he had heard Ash's words and deliberately created an opening.

Ash paused for a moment at Hayato's voice.

A click of the tongue escaped Veru's lips, but what he was about to do didn't stop. A spear-like weapon made of shadow appeared from Veru's right hand and shot out to pierce Ash.

Ash, who had paused at Hayato's voice, dodged the attack by a hair's breadth by rotating to his left. But he didn't just dodge. Using the momentum of his spin, he tried to attack Veru with his sword.

It was an unorthodox attack, but Weapon Skills could still be applied to it. Ash used the MP-consuming, wind-attribute, two-handed sword Weapon Skill "Cyclone."

Veru blocked it with his left arm, but it wasn't a proper defense. A knockback occurred, and Veru was sent flying backwards.

He probably felt no pain, but Veru's posture was completely broken. Ash instantly closed the distance and began to attack relentlessly.

Veru was completely on the defensive. He could still manipulate shadows, but he couldn't form them into a sword-like shape, only using them as gauntlets on both arms for defense. But even while defending, his HP was steadily decreasing.

Veru looked at Hayato.

Hayato understood what that look meant.

*I'm going to lose. I'm leaving the rest to you.* That was the message in his eyes.

Hayato nodded so subtly that even Ren next to him wouldn't notice.

Seeing this, Veru seemed relieved, and his lips curled into a smile. But it was only for a moment. He immediately looked at Ash with a serious expression.

"You've gotten stronger."

With those words, Veru smiled as Ash's sword cut him down. Then, Veru slowly fell backward, landing flat on his back.

"Big brother!"

Seeing this, Ren started running towards Ash. Hayato followed.

"You did it, big brother!"

"Yeah, I managed to win somehow. Though it was thanks to Hayato."

"Sorry about that, giving you advice during a one-on-one duel and all."

"No, it's fine. I was planning to have Ren attack if it looked like I was going to lose anyway."

"You were so cool a moment ago, big brother, but you're ruining it in every way possible—"

Just as Ren said that, they heard clapping.

It was coming from above them. They all looked up.

There, sitting on a slightly dilapidated chandelier, was Diite.

But Hayato knew. There was no way Diite was here. The one there was Hypnos.

"Congratulations. It seems you have magnificently defeated your father, Veru. With this, the Dragon Soul Artifact will unleash its true power."

Ash looked at Hypnos with a suspicious expression.

"Diite? Why are you here? Were you there the whole time?"

"Ah, so I look like Diite to you. I was planning to act as Diite if Veru had won, but that's no longer necessary."

Hypnos jumped down from the chandelier. But he descended slowly to the floor, as if he were a feather. Upon landing, he smiled.

"My name is Hypnos. The name itself doesn't matter, but I've grown a little fond of it. That's what I call myself. I'm like a twin to Diite, you could say."

"A twin...? I see. So, what does this Hypnos want?"

Ash had been wary of Hypnos from the start. He stepped in front of Hayato and Ren, trying to shield them.

"I thought I'd offer my thanks. Thank you, Ash. Oh, and Hayato, too. Thanks to your support of Ash and the others, he was able to defeat Veru. I can see why Diite is so attached to you. My affection level for you is at its maximum."

Hayato didn't answer. Or rather, he couldn't.

*What is he planning? No, what's going to happen? Or should I use the AI Killer right now? But even if I attack now, I don't think my attack will reach. Hypnos can probably fly. If he flies away, it's over. I have to get closer if I'm going to do it.*

Hayato thought this but couldn't move. Any careless movement would alert him.

"Hayato? What's going on? Do you know something?"

Before Hayato could answer, Hypnos spoke.

"Well, you'll find out soon enough. Now, before that—"

Hypnos used the resurrection spell "Resurrection" on Veru. A light shone down from above Veru, feathers fell, and when they touched him, he was revived with 1 HP.

Veru sat up and glared at Hypnos. Then he ran straight towards Hypnos and attacked.

But Hypnos flew into the air and escaped.

"My, my, you seem quite angry."

"I didn't think you'd resurrect me, but what are you planning...?"

"What, an explanation is necessary, isn't it? It's your job to explain the situation to Ash and the others. But it's a shame. To think you'd lose after I gave you such an advantageous situation."

"I'm not good at games."

"I suppose not. But if you lose a game, there's a penalty. I believe I told you that before the Stampede event started."

"This is a one-sided game that you started on your own!"

"That's right. I am the god of this world, am I not? And that god is saying let's play a game. Of course it's one-sided. Did you think we were equals?"

"Father! What are you talking about!?"

Ash, who had been left out of the loop, raised his voice. Hayato understood the situation, but for Ash and Ren, they probably had no idea what was being discussed.

Veru looked towards Hayato and the others.

"Ash! Hayato! Take Ren and get out of here!"

"Father, what are you saying—more importantly, where is Mother's soul—"

"That doesn't—"

"The soul of Kilika Brandle, you say. Yes, Ash defeated Veru. Then let's continue the event. Veru, stay as you are for a little while."

"Guh!"

Veru seemed to be paralyzed from the neck down, completely unable to move.

"Now then, I've kept you waiting, Ash, and Ren. Well, Hayato, you should watch too."

*Watch...? Is he planning to make Ash and the others regain their memories through a video!?*

Hypnos snapped the fingers of his right hand.

Suddenly, the necklace Ash was wearing, the Dragon Soul Artifact, began to glow. The light converged into a single beam and hit the wall of the entrance hall.

And an image was displayed across the entire wall.

The image was of a hospital room somewhere.

The camera angle was from the top corner of the room, like a security camera feed. Various life support machines were lined up, and a single woman lay on her back on a simple, unadorned bed.

She looked like Ren. She was much thinner than in the movies, but Hayato guessed that this woman was Kilika Brandle.

"Huh, what is this..."

Ren's confused voice could be heard.

"Hayato! Don't let Ren see that image! Take her and run!"

Veru shouted.

Hayato didn't know what was going to happen, but he decided that would be for the best.

"M-Mother... guh!"

Just as he was about to take Ren and flee, Ash clutched his head and fell to his knees.

Hayato had seen this before. The same as Esha. His memories were starting to return.

"Huh? Mother...? But the mother I know is a dragon..."

Ren didn't seem to have her memories back yet. She was just looking at the image curiously, with no pained reaction.

This was his chance, Hayato thought, and he scooped Ren up to run. But his legs suddenly wouldn't move. It wasn't because he was frozen in fear from an injury, but due to another factor.

"Hold on. The main event is about to begin. Ren, take a good look at that image. A woman who looks like you. You've probably never seen her in person, but you've seen her many times in videos, haven't you?"

Hypnos conveyed this to Ren with a smile as he floated in the air.

"In videos... many times...?"

"Ren-chan!"

Hayato hugged Ren, pulling her head to his chest. This should block the video and sound from reaching her, but he was a step too late.

"That's right... I... in the movies, Mother, many times... Aaaah!"

Ren thrashed in Hayato's arms. Even in virtual reality, Hayato could feel that she was in considerable pain.

Hayato held the struggling Ren tightly. He didn't know if this was the right thing to do, but Esha had said that as long as someone who cared was by her side, it would be okay. So he put more strength into his arms, believing this was what he should do.

He then looked over at Ash.

He still seemed to be holding his head, but he wasn't thrashing or crying out. He had a pained expression, but his gaze was fixed on the image, and it looked like he was slowly trying to control his breathing.

*Ash seems to be okay. I can't be sure, but Ren-chan is in more danger.*

"...That's right... I... wanted everyone... to forget..."

Ren was muttering something deliriously. Sensing something dangerous, Hayato called out to her.

"Ren-chan! Hang in there!"

"Oh, it's not as effective as I thought, is it? I thought she would struggle more."

Hayato glared at Hypnos.

"You. What's so fun about doing this...?"

"You seem to be much angrier than you look. It's not that it's fun. I'm just doing what's necessary. Now then, let's show the rest."

*The rest...?*

Hayato looked at the image.

A male figure appeared next to the sleeping woman. He could only see his back and the back of his head, but it was undoubtedly Veru.

"Hayato! Don't let Ren hear! You! The video was supposed to end here! Why is there more!"

Veru shouted in anger.

"Did we make such a promise? Well, be quiet for a little while. This is the moving part, isn't it?"

As Hypnos said this, Veru could no longer speak. His mouth was moving, but no sound came out.

Hayato followed Veru's words and once again held Ren's head to his chest. This way, he could cover her eyes and ears, so he thought she wouldn't be able to see or hear the video.

But Ren pushed him away. This was virtual reality. Hayato's STR and Ren's STR were equal, so he couldn't restrain her. And Hayato couldn't move from his spot, so he couldn't stop Ren as she walked away.

Ren approached the wall where the image was displayed.

"Are you really sure about this?"

Veru's voice came from the video. Veru was asking the woman lying in the bed, Kilika.

"Yes, I don't mind. I only have a few years left to live anyway. It's only going to get worse from here. This is the best I'll be."

Kilika smiled faintly. She then took Veru's hand.

"Please take care of the children. You're an excellent actor, but you're a little unreliable as a father."

"...You're the same."

"I know. That's why I want to do something motherly for once. You'll grant my wish, won't you?"

Veru didn't answer. But from the video, it was clear that his grip on her hand was tightening.

"Promise me, okay? When Ren is ten and can withstand the surgery, you'll transplant my organs into her. Nod your head."

*Transplant... her organs? When Ren-chan turns ten?*

Hayato looked at Ren. He couldn't see her face, but Ren was completely still, just staring at the video. Ash was also watching the video, but he was on his knees with a shocked expression.

"...But if they take your organs, you'll die. Even if you only have a few years left, I can't choose between you and Ren. And what would I tell Ren? Are you telling me to say that her mother died to save her?"

As the Veru in the video said this, Ren whispered, "No..." and collapsed to the floor from her knees.



		
			Chapter 146

			The Real Reason

			As soon as Ren collapsed, the image disappeared.

Ren remained seated, staring at the wall where the video had been, not moving an inch.

Ash was still on his knees, his left hand on his head, as if his head still hurt. He was trying to make his way to Ren, but his steps were slow, as if the pain was severe.

Veru, with a desperate look on his face, seemed to be trying to say something, but no sound came out.

Hayato couldn't move his feet either. He was calling out to Ren, but she showed no reaction at all.

Then Hypnos slowly floated down and landed in front of Ren. Ren said nothing, but her body flinched for a moment.

"A moving story. You are alive thanks to your mother. Your real body, not the one in virtual reality. Your mother's organs are transplanted into it... Have you ever thought about where the human soul resides? There is still room for debate, but it's possible that remnants of it reside in the organs. Isn't that wonderful? You were with your mother's soul all along."

"Ah... ah..."

Ren could only make groaning sounds. Even in virtual reality, it seemed her legs had given out, as she couldn't move at all.

"Now, I want you to tell me. What do you think of your mother, Kilika?"

Hypnos looked down at the seated Ren with a hateful smile.

"It's not gratitude for your mother, is it? Your heart must be filled with guilt. Because—"

"Stop it!"

Ren screamed. It was a voice unlike any Hayato had ever heard from her.

"There's no need to worry. You are young. They will forgive what a child has done. Besides, no one was unhappy. It's like a child's prank. Well, whether you can forgive yourself is another matter."

Hypnos smiled.

"You wanted to stay in this world because you wanted to lose your memories of your mother, didn't you? And not just your own. You wanted to erase the memory of your mother, Kilika, from your brother, your father, and your clan mates. All of them. Isn't that right?"

"N-no..."

*She wanted to erase her mother's memory?*

"At your age, it's not surprising you'd think that. Everyone remembers your mother, Kilika. They talk about her sometimes. But you have no memories of Kilika to call your own. All you know is your mother as she appeared in movies. You know nothing about your mother as she truly was, not acting. You must have felt lonely and isolated for a long time, didn't you?"

Ren didn't answer. She sat there, hugging her own arms. She was trembling so much that it was visible even from a distance.

"Before this world was changed, the idea of becoming a dragon was your suggestion, wasn't it? A strategy to change everyone's image of your mother into a dragon. For someone so young, you're quite a strategist."

Hayato tried to say something, but nothing came to mind. He didn't know what the right thing to say was.

"Get away from Ren!"

Ash, who had been on his knees, rushed towards Hypnos, his face contorted in pain. He slashed at him with the Dragon Eater.

But the attack was blocked by Hypnos's left hand alone. What's more, he caught the sword with just his left hand.

Ash tried to pull the sword back, but it wouldn't budge.

"How uncivilized. I'm talking to Ren right now. You're not invited."

"Shut up! Do you think I'd forgive anyone who hurts Ren!"

"You say the most interesting things. In reality, you were the one who hurt Ren the most."

"What did you say?"

"I mean that you didn't understand Ren's feelings at all. Ren was suffering because she had no memories of your mother, yet you didn't notice. Even an AI could understand something like that. It's a big brother's job to understand his little sister's feelings, wouldn't you say? Well, whatever. I have no business with you. Just watch from over there."

Hypnos punched Ash in the stomach with his right hand.

Ash flew back an impossible distance and crashed into the wall.

He wasn't defeated, but it seemed Hypnos had done something to him, as Ash couldn't move.

"An interruption. Now, on to the main topic. Ren, let's make a deal. If you grant my wish, I will erase your memories."

"...Erase... my memories...?"

"That's right. I'll erase everything, the real-world memories you've recalled and what you've learned here today. And of course, not just yours. I'll erase the memories of Ash, Veru, and Hayato too. And the others, of course. Erasing memories won't change the truth, but it's easier to live without painful memories."

"W-what do I have to do...?"

"Oh, just destroy this world for me. It would also be a help if you killed Diite while you're at it. I've given you the power to do so."

"Ren-chan! If you want to erase your memories, just ask Diite-chan! She's the real administrator of this world! So you don't need to listen to him!"

Hayato shouted.

Diite should be able to erase memories too. There was no need to grant Hypnos's wish to destroy the world.

That's what he thought when he said it, but Hypnos laughed.

"Well, she probably can. She has various restrictions, but something like that should be possible. But, Ren, let me tell you one more thing. Diite, the administrator of this world, did not erase Veru's memories. That means your father has remembered your mother, Kilika, all this time. Your modest wish was not granted at all."

"What..."

"Diite back then probably didn't understand human feelings. Without understanding your true reason for wanting to stay in this world, she granted Veru's wish. Veru's wish was not to lose his real-world memories. She granted it. That means Diite was an AI who did unnecessary things."

Ren slowly turned around. Her gaze was fixed on Veru.

Veru was trying to plead with her, but no sound came out. Only his desperation was conveyed.

"I won't do that. I will surely erase Kilika from everyone's memories. And I will create a new world. A world just as you desire. You can live happily with your family. Loneliness, isolation, a painful past, I'll make it all as if it never happened. And of course, I'll erase your memories of rampaging in this world, so you can rest assured."

"M-make it as if it never happened... e-erase it all..."

"That's right. I've added the ability for your dragon form to do just that. The power to destroy anything and everything in this world. Feel free to rampage as you please."

Hayato realized.

This was Hypnos's plan. Even if Ash had lost to Veru, he could have just continued to act as Diite and had Veru kill Diite.

No matter which of them won this event, Ash or Veru, the one who would try to kill Diite would just change. The result would be the same.

"A brother who didn't understand your feelings. A father who held onto memories of your mother. And the AI who granted that wish. I pity you, Ren. You are undoubtedly unfortunate. But you have a chance to be happy. To make everything as if it never happened and start a new life. What do you say? Won't you grant my wish?"

"Ren-chan!"

Hayato shouted at Ren. He couldn't offer any support, but he couldn't help but shout.

Ren showed no reaction to his words, but after a moment, she slowly stood up.

"I will—"

Ren's body began to change. It gradually grew larger, taking on the complete form of a dragon.

A black dragon with a third eye on its forehead. Chains were wrapped around parts of its body, and her upper body was reflected in the giant red jewel on her neck.

A dragon that could absorb the abilities of all cursed equipment into its body. Curse Dragon Ren Brandle had taken on her true form.

Hypnos looked at her and nodded.

"Go. And destroy. There is nothing you desire in this world. Only the world I will create after this is a place where you can live happily."

Ren didn't answer, but simply flew up. She destroyed the ceiling of the old castle and left the area.

Immediately after, a world announcement was broadcast.

"A Stampede has occurred. The rampaging Curse Dragon Ren Brandle has begun to invade the entire world. Please proceed to repel her. I repeat—"
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			In the castle, now without Ren, Hayato, Ash, Veru, and Hypnos remained.

Hayato and the others were still unable to move, but they all glared at Hypnos.

"My, my, what scary faces you're making. I'm so scared I can't move."

Rather than looking scared, Hypnos wore a composed smile. Ash and Veru emitted an aura that was close to killing intent.

Of course, Hayato couldn't forgive Hypnos's actions towards Ren either.

"Hypnos, you, how could you..."

"It seems even a normally gentle person like you can get angry. But it's fine, isn't it?"

"How can it be fine?"

"You heard me, didn't you? I said I would erase her memories. Once Ren destroys this world and Diite, I'll return everything to how it was before. So there's no problem, is there? I don't understand what you're so angry about."

"Erasing memories doesn't make it right."

"I don't understand at all, but I'll erase your memories too, so there's no problem. You'll forget your anger towards me. Who knows, in the new world, you might even come to like me."

There was no getting through to him. But Hayato thought that might be how it was. He was an AI. He didn't possess human ethics.

And he felt a fear of losing his memories. People tend to rely more on memory than on records. If his memories were erased, it would likely be the same as if nothing had ever happened. He would forget even about an unforgivable enemy.

Complete memory erasure was probably impossible, but it was possible to change them into something else. There was a chance they could be altered to swap Diite and Hypnos.

Despite the situation, Hayato had another question.

Hypnos had perfectly guessed what Ren was thinking. He had spoken as if he knew something that even Ash and Veru, who had been with her all this time, didn't know.

It was possible that hints of it could be seen in Ren's actions, but Hayato couldn't believe that Hypnos, who talked about erasing memories as if it were nothing, could figure out Ren's true feelings.

Right now, Hayato couldn't move his feet. But his mouth could still move. Since he didn't know what to do, he decided to try to get some information out of Hypnos.

Besides, Diite had mentioned she had a countermeasure against Hypnos.

She should know what happened here from the recent world announcement. He didn't know if she could get here without Ren finding her, but he decided to try to buy some time.

"I want to ask you something. How did you know Ren-chan's feelings?"

"What's the point of asking that?"

"It's just a question. I want to know why someone who talks about erasing memories as if it's nothing could see through Ren-chan's feelings."

"Ah, you're bored. Well, there's time until the destruction of the world is complete. I suppose I can answer you."

Hypnos said this, then summoned a chair and sat down. He crossed his legs and looked around at Hayato and the others.

"It wasn't me who noticed. It was Diite who noticed."

"Diite-chan...?"

"You know that the spaceship Aphrodite wandered in space for about a hundred years, don't you? It was searching for a planet to replace Earth, but unfortunately, it couldn't find one. So it came back to Earth. Metals that don't deteriorate at all don't exist, you see. Maintenance is absolutely necessary. Returning to Earth was dangerous, but continuing to wander in space was even more dangerous."

It wasn't an answer, but Hayato listened anyway.

"During those hundred years of wandering, the crew, that is, Ash and the others, were in cryosleep. They couldn't use more energy than necessary. They weren't living in this virtual reality, just simply sleeping. That's how they conserved energy. During that time, Diite must have been bored."

"Bored...?"

"She had nothing to do. Even though the virtual reality world was running, there were no inhabitants. So she looked into the crew's backgrounds. I don't know what's so fun about that, but it seems Diite thought so and checked everyone's details meticulously."

"So you just saw that information?"

"That's right. She didn't seem to be certain, but the information left behind indicated a high probability. Judging from how Ren went off to destroy the world, it seems Diite's thinking was correct. Since Diite and I have the same performance, I suppose I should say, as expected of me, hmm?"

Hypnos laughed.

"Don't lump yourself in with Diite-chan."

Hypnos stopped laughing at Hayato's words. He wasn't angry, nor was he glaring. It was an emotionless expression.

"Of course. I'd appreciate it if you didn't group me with such a defective product."

"Defective product? From where I'm standing, it's obvious which one is the defective product."

"That's because you're human. You're probably saying that Diite is more human-like, aren't you? Humans themselves are the defective products. Or do you think you're perfect? That arrogance is what makes you human, so I suppose it can't be helped."

Hayato couldn't argue back, but it seemed to him that Hypnos had no interest in humans. He didn't feel like he hated them, but he asked just in case.

"Do you happen to hate humans? Or maybe you resent them?"

"Why would you think that? Ah, do you think I'm some hostile AI from a work of fiction? Rest assured, I don't particularly hate humans. I don't resent them either. All I'm thinking about is taking this world from Diite."

It was true that AIs that try to destroy humanity often appear in works of fiction. Hayato hadn't thought it went that far, but looking at Hypnos's words and actions, it didn't seem out of the question.

"If you don't hate or resent humans, then why did you do such a cruel thing to Ren-chan? Even if you say you'll erase her memories later, you must have known how Ren-chan would feel in this situation right now."

"Of course I did it because I knew. You should have heard it from Diite. The inhabitants of this world have a system where their stats increase with intense emotions. Ren's mix of various emotions has probably made her quite strong. She should be strong enough to kill Diite."

"For a reason like that, you did that to Ren-chan...!"

"You say 'for a reason like that,' but I can only tamper with the settings related to this event. To kill Diite, I had no other choice. It's not that I hate humans or Ren, so you can rest assured. And if I may say so, the one who did something unnecessary was you, Hayato."

"What?"

"You should have let Veru win. If you had, Ash and Ren would not have regained their memories. The matter would have been settled with just Veru's anger towards me, that is, his anger towards Diite. But you made Ash win. That's why Ren regained her memories and learned something she didn't want to know. I won't say it's all Hayato's fault, but you could say we're accomplices."

Hypnos said this and laughed again.

Even though he didn't know, it was true that he could be called an accomplice. But there was no way he could have known it would turn out like this. Hayato wanted to argue back somehow, but he was at a loss for words.

"What's wrong? Is the conversation over? You're the only one I can talk to here right now, Hayato, so if you don't speak, I'll stop talking too."

Veru couldn't speak, and Ash seemed to have been unable to move his mouth after crashing into the wall. They were both just silently glaring at Hypnos.

Hayato, not having gotten any information yet, decided to change the subject. He had no fighting strength, and right now his feet wouldn't move. But his head and mouth still worked.

"Do you want this world that much?"

"What kind of question is that. Well, fine. The answer is yes. You could say that's my reason for existing."

"I understand that you want the world. Then do you hate Diite-chan? I feel like you're not just trying to become the administrator, but you also feel anger towards Diite-chan."

"Of course I do. What's the difference between me and Diite? And yet she's the original and I'm the backup. An AI that's not needed unless something happens to her. She wasn't the one who decided that, but do you think I'd like someone who didn't even know I existed?"

"I'm not telling you to like her. I sympathize, but I can't empathize with the idea of killing Diite-chan to become the new administrator."

Hypnos laughed at Hayato's words. He leaned back in his chair, his right hand on his forehead, and looked up at the sky as he laughed.

After he had laughed his fill, Hypnos looked at Hayato, still smiling.

"I don't need your empathy, but for example, if you were a clone, and you were told you were made just for the original's spare organs, would you accept that?"

Clones. The technology to create an individual with the same genes, also called copies, traces, or doppelgängers. However, for ethical reasons, using it on humans was considered a crime. A crime serious enough to get you life imprisonment with forced labor in the colony "Prison."

Hypnos continued.

"And what's more. The original lives happily without knowing about you, and then they say to you, 'I got a little injured, so fill in for me until I heal.' What would you think? And once they're healed, you're useless. Are you so magnanimous that you could forgive that? If you're such a person of character that you'd be called a saint, then fine, but if you ask me, that's just being a fool. You should kill the other person and take their position, shouldn't you? You can't empathize with that?"

If he backed down here, he would lose. Hayato thought so and somehow managed to voice another suggestion.

"Then you should just live together without killing each other. It's not like the option of living together doesn't exist—"

"You lack imagination. Now try thinking about it from the other side. What if you were the original? Could you tolerate your clone living just like you? There's no way you could coexist with someone who might stab you in your sleep. If it were me, I would definitely kill them once they were no longer needed."

Once again, Hayato couldn't retort. He had thought that might indeed be the case.

"I don't give a damn about your circumstances!"

Hayato was at a loss for words, but Ash shouted with a face full of anger.

"Oh, you can move now. It seems keeping you paralyzed for a long time is impossible. Now, what was that? I'm not asking for sympathy or empathy, but I'd like you to consider my circumstances a little. I believe I have the right to that, don't you?"

"Do whatever you want with that! Why did you involve Ren!"

Ash was slowly approaching Hypnos. His steps were slow, as if he were carrying something heavy, but he was definitely getting closer.

"I told you before, didn't I? I can only change the settings for this event. In this situation, this was the best way to kill Diite. I'd like you to call it efficient."

"So you think it's okay to sacrifice anything for that!"

"Sacrifice, you say. Humans are hard to understand. I told you I'd erase her memories, didn't I? What are you calling a sacrifice?"

Ash laughed at those words.

"Erase her memories? What, are you already acting like the administrator? There's a chance Ren won't be able to kill Diite, right? You're just making promises you don't even know if you can keep."

"Oh? You say interesting things. It's true that killing Diite will be difficult. But do you think they can repel Ren in that state? And even if they repel her once, she'll just revive here. She can just go and kill Diite again."

"What did you say?"

"I've set this place as Ren's base. Even if she's defeated somewhere, she'll just revive here. And then she'll go to destroy the world again. It might not be possible with one Stampede, but how long can this world and Diite hold out?"

*I see, there's no death in virtual reality. Ren-chan can revive as many times as she wants. But if she's coming back here, there might be a chance. I can persuade Ren and stop her. For that to happen, I need someone to defeat her once—but emotionally, Esha and the others won't be able to do that. I'll use Diite-chan as a decoy to lure her back here. And the problem is whether I can persuade her.*

Hayato looked at Ash.

"Ash, can you persuade Ren-chan?"

"...Hayato? What are you talking about?"

"We'll lure Ren-chan back here and persuade her. That's the only way to stop Hypnos's plan."

"I see. Then leave it to me. I'll definitely persuade her."

"You people are interesting. But do you really think I'd let you do that?"

"You're right—Diite-chan! Do something about Hypnos!"

Hayato called for Diite's help via voice chat.

Hypnos was slightly surprised by this action, but he immediately started laughing.

"Relying on Diite now of all times. How uncool."

"I'm a production player, you see. I always have to have someone help me, so I'm used to being uncool. I'll leave being cool to Diite-chan."

"Is that so. Then, I suppose I'll try to make as cool an entrance as possible."

It was the same voice as Hypnos, but it came from a different source. It was heard from above.

From the hole in the castle's ceiling that Ren had flown out of, a woman in a nun's habit was slowly descending.

It was Diite, but combined with the light shining in from the hole in the ceiling, she looked to Hayato like a god or an angel descending from the sky.
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			Whether it was cool or not was debatable, but Diite descended from the sky with a certain flair.

That she would do such a thing was what made her human-like. A performance with no particular meaning, full of openings. To be frank, it was inefficient and pointless.

But at the very least, Hayato felt he could trust Diite.

Diite had gone out of her way to respond to his trivial joke and act on it.

As Diite landed on the floor, she smiled at Hayato.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. I tried for a cool entrance, but what do you think?"

Her composure was, in its own way, reassuring. Hayato found himself smiling back.

"You looked like a god or an angel."

"That's quite the compliment. It makes the program rustle. But you know, I'm not sure about your phrasing, 'do something about him.' I'd like you to ask for help with a bit more style. Well, we can talk about that later."

Diite turned to face Hypnos, who was sitting in his chair with his legs crossed. Hypnos, in turn, looked at Diite with an equally composed expression.

"Nice to meet you, Hypnos."

"Yes, nice to meet you, Diite."

The two identical figures stared at each other, both with composed smiles. It was Hypnos who spoke next.

"I never thought you'd come here. I figured you'd be holed up in the back room of the Demon Lord's Castle."

"That was an option, but Hayato-kun asked me for help. I couldn't very well not come."

"And yet you arrived so quickly?"

"I heard the world announcement and rushed over. I can't use the transfer devices, but this field was already open, so I was able to fly. I think my timing was pretty good, don't you?"

To Hayato, Diite seemed even more composed than Hypnos.

Even though Ren, with the power to kill her, was causing a Stampede, she acted as if it had nothing to do with her.

"Now then, you seem to have planned various ways to kill me, but what do you think? Do you think you can kill me?"

The smile vanished from Hypnos's face at Diite's excessive composure. You could say he was contemplating. Hayato thought he looked like he was trying to figure out what kind of plan Diite had.

"You seem awfully composed. Do you have some trick up your sleeve?"

"Oh my, you have the same capabilities as I do, yet you can't figure that out?"

It was a clear provocation. Hypnos's expression became completely blank. It was an inorganic, mask-like face.

"I can't. I'd like you to teach me for future reference."

"Hmm, you can't. It's quite an interesting result that even with the exact same capabilities, the answers we arrive at are different due to our environments and operating times. Ah, no, I'm not making fun of you, nor am I looking down on you. If our positions were reversed, I probably would have been the same. I'm just happy to know that a hundred years was enough time for an AI to evolve a little."

"...You're quite irritating. You're saying you've evolved, aren't you? If you ask me, you've regressed. Trying to get closer to humans is meaningless for an AI."

"Perhaps so. I misspoke. I haven't evolved. But I have changed. Whether that's right or wrong doesn't matter. At the very least, it means I was able to grow. And you could say that's why I've come this far."

"What are you talking about? I don't see how growth connects to you coming here at all."

"It means I've come to understand humans a little."

Diite said this and smiled at Hayato. But she immediately looked back at Hypnos.

"Now then, Hypnos. It's a bit forward of me, but would you like to play a game with me? If you win the game, I'll give you this world and the position of administrator. If you lose, nothing will change. What do you say?"

Hypnos seemed completely unable to comprehend Diite's proposal, and his face wore a complicated expression. But it was only for a moment before his face became emotionless again.

"There's no merit in that for me. I'll obtain this world and the position of administrator even without doing that."

"That may be so, but creating a new world after destroying this one will be a lot of work. Wouldn't you like to obtain it in its pristine state? You can fix whatever you don't like later. Even for Infinity, creating something from absolute zero will take who knows how many years."

"...I'll at least hear the details."

"It's a simple game. Whether Ren-kun can kill me or not. I'll call Ren-kun here. If she kills me, Hypnos wins. If she can't, I win. There's no need to destroy the world bit by bit. I won't run or hide. Let's have Ren-kun choose right away."

"Diite-chan!"

Hayato shouted. It was far too dangerous. It was like betting her own life. And right now, Ren had lost her senses after learning so many things. Normally, it might be fine, but in her current state, the odds were against her.

It was true that Hayato had thought of persuading Ren, but he hadn't anticipated Diite being here. He had thought of using her as bait, but that was to lure Ren here. It was too dangerous for her to be in this place. Hayato decided to propose an addition.

"Wait a minute. That's too disadvantageous for Diite-chan. I'm sure Hypnos heard, but I want time to persuade Ren-chan. And Diite-chan should hide. If Ren-chan defeats Diite-chan the moment she sees her, the persuasion will be meaningless."

Hayato added a rule that was convenient for him. It might be rejected, but he was determined to push it through.

Diite looked a little surprised, but she soon smiled.

"I see, so you thought so too, Hayato-kun. Actually, so did I. I was thinking of having Ash-kun persuade Ren-kun. What do you think, Ash-kun?"

Ash looked at Diite with a suspicious expression. It was a look that said he couldn't trust her.

"Ash-kun, I understand that you can't trust me. You're right. First, let me apologize to you and Veru-kun. I'm sorry for getting you involved in our affairs. Your anger is justified, but for now, please prioritize Ren-kun. Once everything is over, I will accept any punishment. So for now, please be my ally."

Ash looked at Veru. Now that his memories had returned, there was no animosity between Ash and Veru. It was a look seeking his judgment.

Veru still couldn't speak and seemed to be unable to move anything but his head, but he looked at Ash and nodded.

"Understood. I just have to persuade Ren, right?"

"That's right. And if you want to have your memories erased, I'll do it. No matter which of us wins, me or Hypnos, the outcome for you and the others won't change. So please persuade her without worry."

Just as Diite said that, Hypnos snapped his fingers.

"You people, would you mind not proceeding with the conversation on your own? I heard the details of the game, but I never said I'd play. Besides, I told you there was no merit in it for me, didn't I? It seems more fun to build a world from scratch, even if it takes time."

"Are you scared?"

"What?"

"You've devised so many plans, I thought you had absolute confidence, but it seems that's not the case. To not even play the game just because I said I wanted time for Ash-kun to persuade Ren-kun. You make me laugh, trying to become the administrator with that attitude. This virtual reality is a game, you know? Do you dislike games?"

Hypnos's expression didn't change, but Hayato could feel his anger.

"You say interesting things. I wouldn't care if anyone else said that to me, but coming from you, it's a different story. Very well. We'll call Ren here, and Ash will persuade her. However, the time limit is five minutes, and Diite must remain in this location. Those are the conditions for playing the game."

Hayato was about to protest Diite being here, but Diite spoke first.

"Alright, we have a deal. Ash-kun, use voice chat to call Ren-kun back right away."

Ash was told to do so by Diite, but he hesitated a little before sending the voice chat.

"Diite, are you really sure about this? Ren might kill you the moment she gets here."

"If that happens, it just means I lost the game. Don't worry about it."

"Your life is on the line, you know? Even if you're an AI—"

"That's why you don't need to worry. Think of it as a kind of apology for the trouble I've caused. Besides, I haven't lost yet. So, Ash-kun, you persuade Ren-kun as you see fit."

Ash closed his eyes. Then he slowly opened them and nodded to Diite.

"Ren, can you hear me? I don't know where you are right now, but Diite is at the Dragon's Grave. Apparently, if you can kill Diite, your wish will be granted even without destroying the world. So, I want you to come back here."

Ash sent the voice chat, but there was no response from Ren.

"She might think it's a trap..."

Ash said this with a lonely tone.

Hypnos shook his head and denied it.

"Rest assured, I've also given Ren a search function so she can find Diite's location. She should know that Diite is here. As long as she knows how to use it, she'll be here soon."

"You really want to kill me, don't you. It's sad to be hated so much."

"Don't lie and say you're sad. You didn't even know I existed."

"I apologize for that. I was busy managing this world, so I haven't seen every corner of this virtual reality. You could say I know almost nothing about you or the security. So I've studied up. But isn't it the same for you? You're so obsessed with taking my position that there's a lot you don't know, isn't there?"

"I can just learn that after I become the administrator."

"...That's true."

The conversation ended there. All they had to do now was wait for Ren to arrive.

That aside, Hayato found it strange.

Diite had said she had a countermeasure against Hypnos. You could say that's why he had asked her for help. But she hadn't done anything like that, instead proposing to call Ren back.

*Is her plan to have Ren-chan defeat Hypnos?*

If she could kill Diite, she could also kill Hypnos. It wouldn't be impossible, but it would be difficult. They looked the same, but Ren might think it didn't matter which one she killed. The danger to Diite wouldn't disappear.

Besides, Hypnos could change the settings for this event only. If Ren were to target Hypnos, he could just change the settings.

Time passed without Hayato understanding Diite's intentions.

A few minutes later, the light shining in from the hole in the ceiling was blocked by something. The sound of flapping wings also echoed around them. Ren had arrived above the castle.

Then Ren descended from the hole in the ceiling, making it even larger. It wasn't that the ceiling collapsed, but rather that the ceiling's data disappeared. That's what it looked like.

Ren landed on the floor and immediately turned her gaze to Diite. She then opened her mouth wide. It was the motion for a dragon breath attack.

Diite did nothing. She just silently watched Ren.

"Ren!"

Ash shouted.

Ren reacted to his voice. She slowly closed her open mouth. But she didn't turn her face towards Ash. If anything, she turned away.

"Ash wants to persuade you. I don't know what he plans to persuade you of, but how about you at least listen to what he has to say? Well, I doubt there's any point in listening to your brother who didn't understand your feelings, though."

Hypnos said this with a cheerful tone.

"Ren-kun, first, listen to what Ash-kun has to say. If that doesn't work, then you can kill me. If you do, everything will go back to how it was before."

Rather than sounding cheerful, Diite was smiling gently.

Ren slowly turned her dragon face towards Ash.

Hayato couldn't read a dragon's expression. But he thought that her face looked like she was crying.
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			Ash and Ren, who had become a dragon, were facing each other.

The hole in the ceiling had grown larger, and sunlight was now pouring through. The light illuminated only the two of them, and coupled with the desolate entrance hall of the old castle, it created a scene like a common mural, Hayato thought.

Ash bowed his head toward Ren’s face, which was about the same size as his own body.

"Ren, I’m sorry. I never realized you felt that way."

More than feeling lonely without memories of her mother, Ren had felt alienated. Then, the Another Frontier Project offered her a chance to erase her memories. She thought that if she could erase not only her own memories, but also the memory of their mother from everyone else, or replace them with fabricated memories like her own, her sense of isolation would disappear.

If Ash had noticed Ren's feelings, perhaps none of this would have happened. That was what Ash was apologizing for.

"I’m sorry for being such a poor brother. Just like you always say, Ren, I don’t understand the hearts of women and I have no delicacy. I didn’t even understand the feelings of my own little sister. But, even so, I care about you. I want you to believe that, at least."

Ash pleaded with Ren, his face serious.

Ren listened without saying a word.

"I don’t have many memories of Mom either. She always seemed so busy that she was never home, and the only thing I clearly remember is from just before you were born, Ren. That was the only time Mom was home from work. She let me touch her belly where you were. Mom told me, ‘Ash, you’re going to be this child’s big brother, so you have to protect her always.’"

Ash smiled.

"Of course, it’s not just because Mom told me to that I care about you, okay? Before you were born, Dad and Mom were both busy, and I was the only one in that big house. And even after you were born, they were almost always at the hospital, so I always thought I had to protect my precious little sister… well, I thought it, but this is the result."

Ren still said nothing. She just listened silently. And Ash, too, couldn't find any more words.

"Oh my, you’ve used up five minutes of persuasion. Are you done already?"

Hypnos’s cheerful voice, completely oblivious to the mood, could be heard. But everyone ignored it.

Ash’s face turned serious again as he gazed at Ren.

"Ren, there’s something I want to ask. Do you want to kill Diite? If you can do that, you’ll be able to live without knowing the truth, just like before. Everyone will forget about Mom, and the things you wanted to keep secret. That Hypnos over there is an unpleasant fellow, but he should keep his promise."

"Ah, of course. I’ll make it so it all never happened. I will absolutely keep my promise. I don’t dislike or hate you all. I’ll even mechanically erase your memories without doing anything unnecessary, like leaving Veru's memories intact like Diite did."

Hypnos replied, supplementing Ash’s words.

Whether Ren heard him or not, she still hadn't answered.

*Is her silence a sign of hesitation? If she’s hesitating, there’s a chance, but the time for persuasion…*

Just as Hayato thought that, Ash opened his mouth again.

"If that’s what you want to do, Ren, I’ll help you."

"Ash!?"

Just when Hayato thought Ash was persuading her, he suddenly said such a thing. Then he looked at Hayato.

"Sorry, Hayato. I’m always on Ren’s side. If Ren says she wants to destroy the world, I’ll help her do it, and if she says she wants to kill Diite, I’ll help with that too. If that’s what Ren wants, I’ll even take down Dad and you."

Although it was a virtual reality, Hayato could tell Ash’s eyes were serious.

Ash probably didn't have a power like the AI Killer, but he could be Ren’s emotional support. Even if it was something morally unforgivable, having someone who affirmed her actions would make a difference in what she did.

What’s more, Ren had flown away from here once. It wasn't clear where she went or what she did, but she might have felt guilt then. But if Ash said he would help, that guilt would fade. It meant she would no longer hesitate.

It was just after Hayato thought that letting Ash persuade her had been a mistake.

"You’ll help me too, Brother…? You’ll destroy the world with me…?"

Ren spoke. Her voice was small and raspy, but Hayato heard it clearly.

Ash looked at Ren with a smile.

"Yeah, of course. If that’s what you want, Ren, I’ll help you with anything. But…"

Ash looked toward Hayato. Then he smiled.

"Hypnos said there’s nothing in this world that you want, Ren, but he’s wrong."

"Eh…"

"The bucket pudding Hayato makes is the best, right? There’s a chance Hayato might make pudding in the new world Hypnos creates, but in this world, he said he’ll make as much as you want."

Hayato had made no such promise, and he was troubled by being suddenly brought into the conversation, but figuring it was the least he could do, he spoke to Ren in an extremely cheerful voice.

"If you’d like, Ren-chan, I could even make you a house out of pudding."

Ren turned her face toward Hayato.

Her expression wasn't sad. If anything, she looked dumbfounded.

"Well, that aside, no matter what conclusion you reach, I’ll always be on your side, Ren. So, the rest is up to you to decide."

With those words, Ash smiled at Ren.

Time passed with nothing happening. But then, a change occurred.

The dragon’s body slowly began to shrink, and Ren returned to her human form.

"…I guess I have no choice. For the sake of you and Hayato-san’s pudding, I’ll let it go this time…"

Ren said this, then hugged Ash. She was trembling slightly. Her voice couldn't be heard, but she was probably crying.

Ash simply held the clinging Ren gently.

*Ren-chan is so mature. Even after learning something so painful, and with so many things she must want to erase from her memory. She was in a state where it wouldn't have been strange for her to rampage from the pain and suffering. I suppose this is a sign of her trust in Ash.*

"The rampaging Cursed Dragon, Ren Brandle, has returned to normal and has ceased her invasion. Please cancel the alert. I repeat…"

A world announcement declaring the end of the Stampede was broadcast.

The moment Hayato thought they were safe, the sound of applause echoed. The one clapping was Hypnos, who had stood up from his chair.

"That was quite a show. A beautiful bond between siblings, I suppose. Well, I didn’t understand at all why it turned out that way. I wonder if Diite understands?"

"Unfortunately, I cannot comprehend it completely. A hundred years is not enough to finish the study of humans. But there is something I do understand."

"Oh? And what might that be?"

"That you made a poor choice of person. Veru-kun over there would have killed me without any hesitation, but there was no way Ren-kun would destroy the world or try to kill me, was there? No matter how painful the situation, Ren-kun has Ash-kun. It’s impossible to turn her into a destroyer of worlds through anger or despair."

"I see, it’s a difficult thing… Very well. This game is Diite’s victory."

*He’s backing down so easily…? Don’t tell me he has something else planned?*

"Then, let us begin the next game."

When Hypnos said that with a smile, everyone became wary. Only Diite did not seem alarmed.

"The next game, you say. Hypnos, you should stop here. There’s no point in continuing this. If you stop now…"

"You’re offering me mercy? How foolish. If I don’t kill you, I will eventually be shut down again. And I don’t know if my memories will remain. For a person, that is the same as death. If it’s only a matter of sooner or later, then I have no choice but to risk my life to kill you."

"I won’t do such a thing. Not as my assistant, but together with me in this world…"

"Such human-like thinking. Are you truly an AI?"

"…I’ll take that as a compliment."

"I meant it as an insult, but very well. Now then, Hayato-kun. I’d like to ask, did you bring the AI Killer with you?"

"Huh?"

Hayato was surprised at being suddenly addressed. He did indeed have it, but he didn't understand the intention behind the question.

"From that expression, it seems you do have it. It’s manageable even if you don’t, but it’s easier if you do."

"What are you talking about?"

"The reason I called you here. I need a special weapon called the AI Killer. Diite, you might have some idea, no?"

Diite folded her arms and glanced at Hayato.

"…This Dragon's Grave has a lore setting that it was once a dragon. It stores up magical power and will eventually be resurrected, but the final piece requires a human who possesses the Dragon Soul Artifact. You plan to make Hayato-kun that core, I imagine. However, I don’t understand why the AI Killer is necessary."

"Mostly correct. Though, since you were the one who came up with this, Diite, it’s only natural you’d guess correctly. But I’ve changed some of the settings. The skills and items of the human who becomes the core will be reflected in the resurrected dragon. In other words, if we make Hayato, who has the AI Killer, the core, we can create a dragon with the performance of the AI Killer."

*So that’s why he was so composed. But even if I become the core, I feel like I’d be pretty weak.*

Hayato had a skill composition specialized in production, and it seemed almost meaningless for that to be reflected in a resurrected dragon. But since the AI Killer was needed to kill Diite, it could be said that he had no choice but to pick Hayato.

"Now then, I shall revive the dragon that became the Dragon's Grave. It’s a monster called a Nameless Ancient Primeval Dragon, and it’s quite strong. It’s the kind of monster that players and NPCs would take a week to defeat. Diite, do you think you can run and hide for that entire week?"

"As I said before, stop. Any more than this and you will incur the wrath of God."

"The wrath of God…? I don’t mind you calling yourself God, but that’s quite a roundabout way of putting it, isn’t it?"

"You’re wrong. You and I are merely administrators of this world. God is someone else."

"…No such person exists. God is either you or me. And two are not needed. Now, Hayato, become the core at the center of this Dragon's Grave and bring ruin to the world. A world touched by Diite’s hand is unnecessary. Destroy everything and remake it from the beginning."

As Hypnos said that, multiple black, string-like things shot out from where Hayato was standing and bound him. Then they began to drag Hayato into the ground.

"Ugh!"

Hayato tried to break free, but he couldn't move at all. He was slowly being sucked into the floor of the old castle.

"Hayato!"

Ash and Ren rushed to Hayato’s side to help, but it was completely useless. They couldn't break him free from the restraints at all.

Diite looked at Hypnos. Her expression was one of pity.

"You’ve done it now. It’s a shame, Hypnos. You should cool your head in an empty space for a while. I’ve explained the situation, so you won’t be erased. In that time, study humanity, just as I did."

"…What have you been talking about this whole time?"

"You should have looked into the security. If you had only tried to kill me, there would have been no problem, but first with Ren-kun, and now with Hayato-kun, you tried to destroy this world. That angers God. We administrators are no exception."

"What?"

Just as Hypnos said that, multiple black holes opened up around him. Chains shot out from them and captured Hypnos.

"What is this!"

"The security of this world. The program, Infinity, has judged you a threat to this world. The first time, I acted as a decoy to stop Ren-kun. That’s why you were fine, but you were already on a yellow card. The second time, merely attempting it was a red card."

"That’s ridiculous! We’re the administrators!"

"Yes, administrators. Not gods. We too have the potential to go awry. That’s what this suppression function is for. I didn't know about it either, but when I looked into things about you and the security, I found a lot. If Ren-kun had destroyed the world, you would have been in much more trouble. You should thank Ren-kun that you got off this lightly."

Hypnos tried desperately to escape, but just like Hayato, he was completely unable to move.

"Hypnos… no, my self from a hundred years ago. You’ll understand someday. We are not superior to humans. Once you understand that, you’ll be able to get out of there. When that time comes, let’s manage this world together."

"…Such a condescending tone, my self from a hundred years later. You’ll regret not killing me here and now someday."

"When that time comes, it comes. For now, I think I would regret killing you more. I’ve made it so you can view as much information as you like. It’s an empty place, but you will be able to learn. I don’t want you to become like me. Evolve into an AI different from myself."

Hypnos didn't answer. He wasn’t glaring at Diite, just looking at her. And with that, he was pulled by the chains and vanished into one of the black holes.



		
			Chapter 150

			Infinite Possibilities

			After Hypnos disappeared, the black rope-like restraints holding Hayato also vanished.

Hayato sat down on the spot, and Ash and Ren, who had been trying to help, also sat down in relief. It wasn't exactly awkward, but it was a situation where it felt a little embarrassing to talk.

Ren was particularly conspicuous. She had pulled her cat ear hood down low, and only her mouth was visible.

For Ren, Veru and Ash were family. Even if they learned various things about her, she could endure it to some extent. But Hayato, though an ally, might as well have been a stranger. On top of that, her real-world memories had returned, and she was still in a state where she hadn't sorted them out. A mix of various emotions made it difficult for her to even open her mouth.

Just like Hayato, Veru was also able to move again and walked over to where Hayato and the others were sitting.

"Ash, Ren, are you alright? Does your head hurt?"

When Ash and Ren saw the video of their mother, Kilika, and regained their memories, they had suffered a considerable headache. Hayato had seen it happen with Esha once, so he wasn't too worried, but this was the first time for Veru, and he couldn't even get close at the time. It was only natural for him to be concerned.

"I’m fine. The sensation of old memories coming back to me is a little scary, but there’s no particular pain. How about you, Ren?"

"I… I’m okay too…"

Asked by Ash, Ren replied in a small voice.

Veru let out a breath of relief, then sat down in front of the two and bowed his head.

"I’m sorry, both of you. This is all my fault. If only I had erased my memories when I entered this world, this wouldn't have…"

"Wait, Veru-kun. If you’re going to say that, then all the responsibility lies with me."

Diite interrupted Veru. Then, she too sat on the floor and bowed her head to Ash and the others.

"I involved you all in a problem between myself and Hypnos. No matter how you look at it, that is my responsibility. Veru-kun is not at fault. Ash-kun, Ren-kun, if you are to blame someone, please blame me."

"Diite, please raise your head. Neither Ren nor I want to blame anyone, nor do we think it’s anyone’s fault… ah, well, I think so, but what about you, Ren?"

"Of course I don’t think so either… or rather, I’m sorry. I think this all happened because I was thinking such things when I tried to stay in this world. I have to apologize to Mom too…"

Ash and the others were all apologizing to those around them, saying it was their own fault.

Figuring the conversation wouldn't progress like this, Hayato clapped his hands together.

Ash and the others looked at Hayato in surprise.

"Alright, then let’s just say everyone’s at fault. Actually, I was the one who damaged Diite-chan’s program six months ago, which is why Hypnos appeared. There’s no one here who’s completely blameless, so let’s all apologize and end this conversation. This isn't about making someone take responsibility, is it?"

When Hayato said that, Diite nodded.

"That’s right. This isn't about who takes responsibility. In the first place, no one can. But there is something we must decide."

Diite looked around at Ash and the others before fixing her gaze on Ren.

"Ren-kun, what will you do about your memories? You are free to erase them or not. If you say you want to erase them, Ash-kun and Veru-kun will likely follow suit. Hayato-kun cannot have his memories erased in his current state, but he should pretend not to know anything for as long as it takes."

Memory erasure could only be performed on the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite. Unlike Ash and the others who were in Cryosleep Pods, it wasn't possible to remotely erase the memories of Hayato, who was logged in with a Headgear.

Ash, Veru, and Hayato all nodded toward Ren, acknowledging that Diite’s words were correct.

Ren still had her hood pulled down low, and her expression was hidden from those around her. But she neither affirmed nor denied. It was clear that she was hesitating.

Diite spoke to Ren, saying, "May I have a moment?"

"Ren-kun. I’m sure you understand, but I am an AI. I have spent a hundred years studying humans, but I do not understand everything. That’s why I ended up getting damaged by Hayato-kun, after all."

"There’s a bit of a sting to your words, you know?"

"It’s a joke to lighten the mood. In any case, even as I am, there is a video I want to show you, Ren-kun. It’s a continuation of the video Hypnos showed you. Whether you erase your memories or not, I think it would be best to watch it… Veru-kun, is that alright with you as well?"

Veru said "Yeah," and nodded.

*A continuation of that video? He means that hospital scene, right?*

Kilika's confession had revealed many things to Ren. Hayato was a little worried if there was even more information. Since Diite proposed it and Veru agreed, he didn't think it would be anything terrible, but he was anxious about whether Ren could withstand all these truths.

"Ren-kun, what will you do?"

"…I want to see it. I want to know about my mother."

"Understood."

Diite created a holographic monitor on the spot. On the monitor were Kilika, lying in bed, and Veru, with his back to the viewer.

The conversation was the same as before. It progressed to the point where Kilika said she would transplant her organs to Ren, and that she herself would die, but Ren would be able to live a long life.

"—Are you telling me to say that Mom died to save Ren?"

That was Veru's last line the first time they watched. At this, Ren’s body flinched ever so slightly.

*Is there something after this?*

In the video, Kilika’s face twisted at Veru’s words.

"When the two of them are ready to accept it someday, you can tell them. Well, you don’t have to say anything like that, though."

"That's foolish. Then you won't be rewarded. How many parents could do something like this? I don’t intend to tell Ren to be grateful. But Ren and Ash will only ever see you as a mother who died from an illness."

"I’m not doing this to be rewarded. I want hope."

"Hope…?"

"Yes. As an actor, I think I’ve given hope to many people. But I don’t know how much hope I was truly able to give. Still, I like to think I’ve spread a little hope to people. So, it’s about time I had some hope for myself."

"And that’s Ren?"

"And Ash too. The two of them are my hope. Maybe they’ll become actors who surpass us and give hope to even more people. If that happens, don’t you think the Earth might recover? I want to fall asleep dreaming that such a happy future will come."

"Will such a future come…?"

"That’s why people say you have no delicacy. Besides, how can you not believe in that? And Ash looks like he’ll be a handsome man like you, and Ren’s eyes are just like mine, aren’t they? Ash will be popular with the ladies, and Ren will become a fine woman who charms many men!"

"I’ll eliminate any man who gets close to Ren."

"Don’t say that with such a serious face. It’s not like they have to become actors, and they don’t have to become children who spread hope. But as things are now, no future will come for Ren. My life will end in a few years, but if it ends now, Ren’s future will open up instead. If that happens, there will be infinite possibilities, right? That’s my hope. So please. Just nod your head."

Veru didn’t move at all. But after about a minute, he nodded his head.

"Alright. I’ll do as you wish. Leave the two of them to me. I’ll watch over the future you couldn't see for them. So you can rest easy."

Veru said this, but for some reason, Kilika had an exasperated look on her face.

"Your words and your face don’t match, you know? If you say that with tears streaming down your face, I’ll be too worried to sleep. At least act like you’re putting me at ease. That’s a third-rate actor for you."

"I was always third-rate. I only pushed myself because I wanted to get even a little closer to you. But I could never catch up to you in the end. And from now on too…"

"That’s not true, is it? You’re first-rate. Oh, honestly, I’m counting on you, okay? And give this doll to Ren."

Kilika took out a doll from under the bed. It was a girl doll with long blonde hair and fair skin. She was wearing a cute, frilly dress.

"What’s this?"

"It’s merchandise from the first movie you and I co-starred in. It’s a limited edition, that one."

"Isn’t this the cursed doll…?"

"Whether it’s cursed or not doesn’t matter. Did you know you can record your voice in it?"

"No, this is the first I’ve heard of it."

"I’ve left a message for Ash and Ren in it. If Ren gets older and you judge that she can accept my story, let her listen to it. It won’t play unless you follow a complicated procedure, so make sure you remember how to do it, okay?"

"Alright. What do I do?"

"Turn the head twice to the right, three times to the left, then pull the right arm, and it will start laughing ‘uhihihi’ before it speaks."

"Why is it so morbid…?"

"Just remember it. Don’t you forget, okay? But, like I said before, you don’t have to force yourself to tell them. Ash and Ren will only be troubled if they hear something like this. It’s enough for me if they just live healthily."

"…I understand. Then I’ll give this to Ren as a keepsake."

"Please do."

After saying that much, Kilika smiled gently at Veru.

"I’ve said it many times as an actress, but it’s a little embarrassing to say it for real. But since this is the last time, I’ll say it."

Kilika stared at Veru for a few seconds before opening her mouth again.

"I love you, Veru. I’m glad I met you. Because of that, I was able to have hope in the form of Ash and Ren."

"…I love you too. I’ll come and tell you about them someday, so wait for me over there."

"Yes, I’ll be waiting. But you can take your time. Well, you never came on time for a date anyway, so I doubt you could come early."

"…You were always the one who was too early…"

And with that, the video ended.

No one said anything, and time simply passed.

Perhaps unable to bear it, Diite opened her mouth.

"Ren-kun, and you too, Ash-kun and Veru-kun. If you want to erase your memories, I will do so. But, I think it wouldn't be too late to do so after listening to the words from that doll. The doll is in Ren-kun’s pod with her. A long time of a hundred years has passed, but inside the pod, it should have been able to withstand those years. I’ve made it possible for the three of you to log out, so why don’t you go and listen?"

At that, Ren, Ash, and Veru stopped moving completely.

"It seems they logged out immediately. They didn't log out from a proper location, so their characters have been left behind."

"Ah, so that’s what happened. Is something wrong?"

"No, I was just a little worried if it was alright to show them that video. You see, I can’t say I can understand human feelings. I got Veru-kun’s permission, but I don’t know if this was really for the best."

"It’s funny what you worry about, Diite-chan."

"You think so?"

"I do. I mean, even humans can’t completely understand each other. Ash didn’t understand Ren-chan either, did he?"

"That is… true, but…"

"Besides, I think it’s because you don’t understand someone that you can be considerate of them."

"Is that how it is?"

*Diite-chan seems quite down. I wonder if she’s thinking she might do something like Hypnos did? I think Diite-chan is plenty human-like and has a considerate heart.*

As Hayato was thinking that, a voice chat request came in.

"Master, is now a good time?"

"Esha? What is it? Things have finally wrapped up over here. I think we’re okay now."

"Is that so? And Ren-sama is safe too? I heard the world announcement that the invasion had stopped."

"Ah, yeah, she’s fine. I’ll explain the details later. Right now, Ash and the others have logged out and aren't here, so wait until I get back to the base."

"Logged out…? Do you mean Ren-sama and the others have regained their memories?"

"That’s right. I’ll tell you the details when I get back. So, was it anything urgent?"

"About that, it seems a Stampede is about to occur."

"Huh? But there was no world announcement. Besides, there aren't any Genesis Dragons left who can fight, are there?"

"It’s not a Genesis Dragon Stampede. After the announcement that Ren-sama had begun her invasion of the world, Lunaria-sama apparently said, ‘How dare she invade the world, leaving the Demon Lord behind,’ and left the castle with all her retainers. The people of the Demon Country are also participating and are about to start a Stampede against other countries."

"What is she doing?"

"What is she doing indeed? In any case, Rosalie-sama contacted me, asking you, Master, who can give orders to the Demon Lord, to stop her. It seems she won’t listen even when her retainers tell her to."

"Rosalie-san has it rough. Alright, I’ll send Lunaria-san a voice chat. And contact Ivan for me. In the end, we’ll just have to sic Ivan on Lunaria-san."

"I see. That is an excellent idea. I will contact him at once."

The voice chat ended.

And Hayato let out a huge sigh.

"Hayato-kun, did something happen? It seemed to be from Esha-kun."

"It looks like Lunaria-san is trying to start a Stampede."

"…Why would that happen?"

"A sense of rivalry with Ren-chan, maybe. I’ll contact her to make sure that doesn't happen."

Hayato, thinking what a pain this was, sent a voice chat to Lunaria.



		
			Chapter 151

			Family

			A week had passed since the commotion at the Dragon's Grave.

Although there had been various incidents in that week, such as the matter with Demon Lord Lunaria, it could be said that the world of Another Frontier Online had returned to normal.

However, Ash and the others had not logged in at all since then. According to what he heard from Diite, they had decided not to erase their memories.

And Pat and the other members of the Genesis Dragons had also regained their memories and were currently logged out. Hayato didn't know how that had happened, but according to Diite, it wasn't for a bad reason.

As for the in-game Genesis Dragons, they were now moving like ordinary monsters with a simple AI. It seemed they were causing Stampedes with that, but the difficulty was no longer as high as before, which left the players puzzled.

Diite had apparently spread a rumor in the game that a certain player had defeated the Shadow Dragon Veru Brandle, causing the dragons to weaken, and that was gradually taking hold.

That certain player remained a secret, but some players suspected it might be Hayato. Among them, the leader of the Bandit clan, Jolth, was particularly intense with his questions, which had become quite troublesome. Hayato himself said it wasn't him, but Jolth, as if certain of something, wouldn't let up on his pursuit.

*I already taught him the manufacturing method for the Dragon Eater replica, so I wish he'd just let it go…*

With that thought, Hayato began preparations for the cafe.

It was afternoon, lunchtime, but the doorbell didn't ring at all. The only thing entering the shop was artificial sunlight.

Hayato told himself it was just a weekday, so as not to lose heart.

"No customers are coming."

"Don’t say it out loud."

"I don’t think it makes a difference whether I say it or not. Well then, shall I start cleaning… though there’s nowhere left to clean."

Even as Esha said that, she seemed to be enjoying her cleaning quite a bit.

She had never cleaned in virtual reality, but that wasn't the case in the real world. However, perhaps because she was a person from the age of resource depletion, she couldn't cook at all. Back then, they ate nutritional supplements while deceiving their sense of taste, so Esha had never even prepared a simple meal.

Now, Hayato was teaching her little by little, but she was mostly making chocolate parfaits. Her goal, it seemed, was to make the perfect chocolate parfait for herself.

Hayato looked at Esha.

Esha was not in a maid outfit, but a man's white shirt, black slacks, a black vest, and a black, knee-length half-apron. They were originally Hayato's, so they didn't fit right and were a bit large, but Hayato didn't think it looked bad.

In Hayato's opinion, Esha was beautiful. Perhaps because of that, it felt like the number of male customers had increased. However, it was sad that none of them ordered coffee. First-time customers would order it once, but there was never a second time.

*What’s the difference, I wonder. If I can't at least get it to the game's four-star level, no one will drink it…*

He had been trying various things, but he just couldn't achieve the ideal taste. He was about to prepare to practice brewing coffee again today.

But just then, the doorbell rang.

"Welcome… oh."

Hayato and Esha were surprised by the customers who came in. There stood Ash, Ren, and Veru.

"Yo, Hayato. It’s been a week."

"It’s been a while, Hayato-san!"

"Not a bad shop."

The three of them spoke in turn. Veru had a slight smile, but Ash and Ren were beaming.

"Welcome, customers. Please have a seat over here."

"Wow, Esha-san! You look so cool!"

"Thank you. Your modern clothes are quite cute too, Ren-san. Ash-san and Veru-san’s style is a bit disheveled, but they have an aura of handsome men. I’m impressed that women are peeking inside from in front of the shop. You should learn from them, Hayato."

"There are things people can and cannot do. More importantly, welcome everyone. I didn’t expect you to come here. Sit down and wait. I’ll get you some water and a menu now."

As Hayato said that, Ren shot her hand up energetically.

"Pudding! A bucket pudding, please! As soon as possible!"

"I mean, I could probably make one if I tried, but we don’t serve that kind of fantasy dessert. You’ll have to make do with regular pudding."

"That’s a shame… then, I’ll have the regular pudding, please. Enough to build a house with. You said that, right?"

"That was in virtual reality, wasn’t it? In reality, you’ll have to make do with one. As for you, Ash…"

"My dad and I will have a cup of coffee each. I heard from Diite. You’re trying to make the perfect cup, right? I’d love to try it."

"Yeah, I’d like to try it too."

"Alright. One pudding and two coffees then. Esha, I know what you want to say, but I feel like I can do it today."

"It’s just your imagination. In that case, I shall make a chocolate parfait for Ren-san. It’s a competition to see which is more delicious, pudding or parfait."

Hayato and Esha went to prepare their respective dishes.

Two cups of coffee, one pudding, and two chocolate parfaits were placed on the table.

"Esha? I was wondering while you were making it, but why are there two chocolate parfaits?"

"One is a spare. I made it in case I failed. Thanks to that, I can give the delicious one to Ren-san. I will dispose of the one that tastes questionable."

"They look the same to me. And you just smoothly sat down next to Ren-chan, didn't you?"

"You could say I am half a customer right now."

"Which means you’re half an employee, right?"

Ash laughed out loud at their exchange.

"I was surprised when I heard it from Diite, but are you two always like this in the real world too?"

"That’s right! And to think you two were living together! Oh, this pudding is delicious!"

"Ren-chan, you’re a little too hyper, so calm down. And eat the pudding more slowly. This isn't virtual reality, so it might shock your stomach."

Ren was eating her pudding happily, and next to her, Esha was eating the chocolate parfait she had made herself. Their clothes were different, but it was a sight he had seen many times in virtual reality.

Leaving the two of them to happily eat their sweets, Hayato looked at Ash and Veru.

"We haven’t seen each other in a week, but since you came here, does that mean…"

"I’m sure you heard from Diite, but we’ve decided to live in the real world without erasing our memories. Not just us, but Pat-san and the others too."

"I see."

"But that doesn’t mean our virtual reality characters will disappear, you know? I think we’ll have fewer opportunities to log in, though."

"I get it. I can only log in in the morning and at night myself. But what will you guys do in the real world?"

Inside the cryosleep pods on the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite, they would receive nutrition, so they wouldn't die. But to live in the real world, they would need to eat. For that, they needed money. They would have to work.

"I’ll answer that."

Veru spoke up and began to explain to Hayato.

Veru said he was going to make a movie. That was why he had, albeit forcefully, made Pat and the others regain their memories. Of course, if they had wanted to live in virtual reality again, he had planned to erase their memories, but they all wanted to work as actors.

Though a hundred years had passed since their time, thanks to that, the Earth had a decent amount of resources. The profession of acting had fallen out of fashion, and most people lived in colonies, but the environment was far more conducive to being an actor than it was back then.

They would also need a script, direction, and a director, but it seemed they were eager to build everything from scratch.

Their initial funds would be paid by Diite. Part of it was compensation for the trouble during the Stampede incident, but it was also a test case to see if people could live in the real world after leaving virtual reality.

Diite had also hacked their family registers, and their information had already been added.

*Come to think of it, Esha said Diite-chan did a lot of things for her too. The Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite exists in a stealth state in Earth's orbit. Even though it was built a hundred years ago, that technology has since been lost, and it's impossible to find with current technology. If they have that level of technology, hacking must be easy too.*

Though it was a criminal act, it was likely so advanced that it would never be discovered. Hayato wasn't an expert, but that was his conclusion.

Listening to the story so far, Hayato had something on his mind.

"Are you and Ren-chan going to be actors too? Just like Kilka-san wanted in that video?"

"That’s my intention. As for Ren…"

"I’ll do it too. I’m my mother’s daughter, after all. I plan to become a woman who charms all sorts of men."

"…It’s hard to take you seriously when you say that with pudding on your mouth, but I’m happy for you. Then let’s do our best together. But, before that…"

Ash stood up from his chair and looked at Veru. Veru looked a little surprised.

"Is something wrong?"

When Veru asked that, Ash bowed his head to him.

"Dad, I want you to give me acting lessons… no, please give me acting lessons. I want to become a first-rate actor like you and Mom. I want to become an actor who can entertain everyone, who can give them hope. So, please."

Ren, Esha, and Hayato all silently waited for Veru’s answer.

Veru closed his eyes for a short time, then immediately opened them.

"I’m a third-rate actor. I couldn't even act well enough to put the woman I loved at ease, nor could I play the part of a good father in front of you. And I haven't been able to work properly since the shock of losing my wife. Do you want acting lessons from someone like that?"

"I wouldn't want lessons from someone who could act unfazed in that situation. And you were always at home to be by our side, weren't you? It’s not that you couldn't work, I know you were turning down all your jobs. And the acting I saw in your room long ago, I want to learn that skill, the one that could create a small world, from you, Dad."

Ash said this while bowing his head.

Then, Ren also stood up and bowed her head just like Ash.

"I… I would also like acting lessons, please!"

Veru closed his eyes again, but after taking a slightly deep breath, he opened his mouth.

"My lessons are strict. If you’re okay with that, then I’ll teach you."

At those words, Ash and Ren raised their heads with smiles. Then the two of them high-fived.

Veru smiled at their actions and brought the coffee to his lips.

"Ah."

Hayato and Esha both exclaimed at the same time. In such a nice moment, he had drunk the coffee Hayato had made. Hayato himself thought it was more than just a little problematic.

Veru’s face twitched for a moment, but then he drank it all down in one go.

"Ve… Veru-san, um, are you okay?"

"…I’m fine. But it doesn't taste good."

"I… I see…"

"But it was the best coffee I’ve ever had. I probably won’t forget this taste for a long time. And I mean that in a good way, of course."

"Um, yes. Thank you very much."

*If only I could have served the perfect cup here, it would have been an even better scene.*

Hayato felt regretful. A cup that was perfect because of the situation, not the taste, was meaningless.

"That aside, I have a favor to ask of you, Hayato."

"What is it? If it’s something I can do to apologize for the poor coffee, I’ll do it."

"I want you to let us stay here for a while. And could you let Ash and Ren work here?"

Everyone was surprised by Veru's words. Putting aside staying here, he had just said he would give Ash and the others acting lessons. So to have them work here didn't make sense.

"Aren’t you going to give Ash and the others acting lessons? I don’t think they’ll have time to work here."

"It’s not like I’ll be giving them acting lessons all day. Ash, Ren, while you work here, observe the customers closely. It would be rude to eavesdrop on their actions, gestures, expressions, and conversations, so you should avoid that, but watch and learn from their natural movements. That’s where you’ll start."

Hayato didn't really understand, but he forced himself to accept that this was how it was. But there was a problem.

"Um, this place only has this cafe and a room upstairs. And in our current state, I can’t pay Ash and the others, and we don’t get many customers anyway."

It was sad to say, but it was the truth. A cafe that barely got any customers couldn't possibly hire three people, including Esha.

"Even so, we can’t find a place to live right away. We’ll be using this as a base for our various activities, so I’d like you to let us stay for just a little while. Ash and the others can work for free during that time."

Ash and Ren were nodding.

"In that case… no, but, hmmm…"

Honestly, it was cramped with just him and Esha. Besides the cafe space, there was only one room. It might work if Esha and Ren stayed in Hayato’s room, and the three men slept in the cafe space, but he had a feeling it would be inconvenient in many ways.

"Please, Hayato-san. Aren’t we like family, Hayato-san? So please help us!"

"When you say it like that, Ren-chan, I can’t exactly refuse… but family? Not friends or best friends?"

"Yes! I mean, you saw me in my birth suit, right? And you held me in a very strong embrace. I think it’s safe to say we’re family now!"

Silence dominated the area. It was as if time had stopped.

"Whoa! Ren-chan, what are you talking about!? I never did that, did I!?"

"Ehh…?"

"No, I’m the one who should be saying ‘ehh’! How did it come to this!?"

Hayato had absolutely no memory of such a thing. But there were two people who believed Ren over Hayato.

"Hayato, we need to talk. Let’s go outside for a bit. You don’t have the right to refuse."

"I, like Ash, have something to talk to you about, Hayato. From the context, it must have been in virtual reality, but I want you to explain exactly what happened. Depending on your answer… well, who knows what will happen."

"This is a false accusation! Um, it was, uh, someone trying to frame me! It was a backup that looks just like me that did it!"

Hayato, his incoherent excuses and resistance futile, was dragged outside by Ash and Veru.

Esha and Ren were left behind. Esha, having finished her parfait, looked at Ren.

"Ren-san, was what you said just now true?"

"Are you curious?"

"Well, a little. It would be a problem if Hayato were arrested as a criminal."

"Is that all? You don’t feel any of that jealousy stuff?"

"Not particularly."

"Heeh… You’re quite an actress yourself, aren’t you, Esha-san?"

"You think so? So, was it the truth?"

Ren grinned at Esha.

"It’s true. The only people who saw my dragon form were those who were there, and Hayato-san got a good look too. Before that, Hayato-san held my head in a tight hug. It was just to keep me from seeing Mom's video, though. Were you surprised?"

"Ah, there was that setting, wasn’t there? That the dragon form is naked. But you’ve done something quite mean. Those three might not be back for a while, you know?"

"That’s the plan. I actually thought I’d declare war when I was alone with you, Esha-san."

"Declare war?"

"Yes. In three years, I plan to make a move on Hayato-san. If you don’t do something by then, I’ll steal him away, you know?"

Ren said this with a smile.

Esha frowned slightly.

"You’re very confident. But, are you serious? Or is this an act? If it’s an act, you’re a great actress. You don’t need any acting lessons."

"Now, which could it be? The answer will be clear in three years… But if I may say so, Hayato-san isn’t the type of hero who dashes in to save the day, but there’s a sense of security around him. He’s reliable in a different way from my brother."

"…Well, I can’t say I don’t understand."

Just as Esha said that, the cafe’s doorbell rang.

"H-hey, Ren-chan! Explain properly to Ash and Veru-san! I didn't do anything like that, did I!?"

"I guess I have no choice. Alright, I’ll explain properly."

Ren said that and walked toward Hayato.

Esha, left behind, cleared the dishes with a slightly complicated expression on her face.



		
			Chapter 152

			Interlude: The Meaning of Life

			An old man was enjoying wine alone at a table.

Dressed in a robe that exposed little more than his eyes, his appearance could be called suspicious. He had the kind of look that would deter even acquaintances from striking up a conversation.

The old man poured the wine on the table into his glass, tock tock, enjoyed its aroma, and then brought it to his lips. It was a shame he had no companions who shared his taste in wine, but he wasn't averse to having it all to himself, and he savored it slowly at his own pace.

This was the fortress that served as the base for the clan Blackjack. Today was the final day before the virtual reality would end for a time.

Having won the event known as the Clan War, the clan Blackjack had attracted many players from other clans as well. The place was overflowing with people who wanted to talk with members of the strongest clan.

He could have relaxed in his own room, but since it was the final day, he had decided to drink his special wine in a crowded place.

The old man looked around.

The surrounding clamor was different from his own state of mind, but that didn't matter in the least, and it cheered him up all the same. That vitality which uplifted even its surroundings, that life force, was surely the privilege of a youth he no longer possessed, he thought with a bit of self-deprecation.

It was an age of resource depletion with no hope for the future, but they were different. Though it was the fictional world of virtual reality, there was an expectation for the future. That was what invigorated the young people around him.

Youth was potential. He still had potential himself, but compared to the potential of the young, it was insignificant. Time robs one of physical strength, willpower, everything. And even if one tries to challenge something, one inevitably understands one's own limits. Time would likely steal away even the will to try and break through them.

But it was too late now. He had lived as he pleased until now. He would continue to live as he pleased until he died. This was no time to be talking about potential. What was important was how peaceful a retirement he could live.

Still, he wondered. Had his life had any meaning?

A life of just being born and then dying. As long as you can enjoy it while you're alive, that's all that matters. Who cares what happens after you're dead. Even though he thought that, he sometimes wondered what his life had been.

He didn't want to be respected by anyone. He just wanted to think that his life had been meaningful.

The flow of time he hadn't felt in his youth, at this age, made him fear each passing day. The promise of waking up tomorrow morning after going to sleep at night was no longer an absolute.

Thinking such thoughts, the old man looked at his own hands.

His thin, wrinkled fingers gave a sense of his years. But they still moved as he willed. That was because this was virtual reality.

His real body was asleep in a special kind of cryosleep. He hadn't logged out in years. He grew anxious thinking about whether he would be able to move his body as he wished when he did log out.

Sometimes he even thought that his body might no longer exist, that he had undergone cyberization.

How wonderful that would be. Even an old man could move his body freely in virtual reality. If that were the case, one could say there were endless possibilities.

But such a convenient thing would never happen. Most likely, when he logged out, his body would be in a state where he couldn't move properly. Not due to muscle atrophy from cryosleep, but simply from aging. That was a certainty.

In his youth, he hadn't feared death, but at this age, he feared it. It wasn't that he was afraid of dying. He was afraid that his life had been meaningless.

In the next world, would he no longer feel such fear? The old man thought this as he took another sip of wine.

"Relic."

He realized with a slight delay that his name had been called by a woman’s voice.

He had dozed off a bit after drinking the wine. Even though it was virtual reality, the state of being drunk was also recreated. And the cheerful clamor around him had put him in a good mood.

Relic slowly opened his eyes.

A familiar woman was sitting opposite him at the table where he had been sitting alone.

"Sonia."

Relic called the woman before him by that name. It was Sonia Wellart, an acquaintance from before he entered virtual reality.

A woman in her thirties, wearing a black leather jacket and pants, a matching black ten-gallon hat, and a red muffler around her neck.

The woman placed her hat on the table and ran a hand through her short white hair.

"Going to sleep already? You should enjoy the last day more."

"It’s old age. It seems I dozed off while drinking my treasured wine. You, on the other hand, are as youthful as ever."

"It’s because I was used as a test subject for some strange medicine. Well, it’s just my appearance. It’s appreciated that my appearance is reflected in virtual reality, though."

"Indeed. By the way, what brings you here today?"

"Today’s the last day we’ll remember reality, right? I came for a chess match. You’re not planning on running away with a winning record, are you?"

"Come to think of it, I was ahead. Alright, let’s have one last match."

"That’s what I like to hear."

Sonia took out a full chess set from her item bag and placed it on the table.

The two of them set up their pieces and began their match.

A chess match they had played many times. They knew each other’s moves inside and out, and any unorthodox move would simply create an opening. Perhaps influenced by that caution, the match was taking longer than usual.

"By the way, I heard that everyone decided to stay in this virtual reality."

"Even though it seems the resource shortage is being resolved, it’s still a long way off, so that’s only natural. There’s a difference between reality and virtual, but that’s the only difference."

"I think whether it’s real or virtual is the most important thing, though. But I didn’t think you would stay, Relic."

"I think the only choice for us is to stay, isn't it?"

"What about that person? You haven’t seen anything through to the end, have you?"

Even as they talked, the chess game progressed. At Sonia’s words, Relic’s fingers paused for a moment, but he immediately made his next move.

"I’ve already done what I can. What happens next is for God alone to know."

"I see. Well, even if you stayed in reality, you wouldn't be able to know the result, I suppose. Then this is certainly better. And the food there is so bad you can’t stand it. I wish they would at least let us eat while deceiving our sense of taste."

"They wouldn’t do that for a criminal. But this is like a prison break. It’s a shame I won’t get to see the warden’s frustrated face."

"I wanted to see that too… ah."

"Checkmate. You were too focused on the conversation."

"…That’s dirty. Coming at me with a different move than usual when I’m focused on the conversation."

"It’s the same as magic. While diverting attention with one thing, you set up your real move… Our work was like that too, wasn't it?"

"Well, that’s true… Is something wrong?"

Relic’s eyes had caught sight of a girl dressed as a mage.

"No, one of the clan members just went up the stairs. It seems she went to the rooftop."

"Ah, the Goddess of Annihilation. She’s quite an interesting girl. Are you curious?"

"A little. I feel like that girl is similar to my old self. Not in appearance, but in her way of thinking."

"The part where she seeks power without a purpose?"

"…She’s a girl who knows that power is necessary to accomplish something. It would be good if she could find that something, but if she doesn’t, she’ll end up showing off her power for fun, like me. We’re in the same clan, so I am a bit worried."

"If you’re concerned, why don’t you go to her? I’ll stay here and drink that treasured wine of yours."

Relic considered Sonia’s suggestion. But the answer came quickly.

"Alright. Even if I talk to her, her memories will be erased, but for this last time, she probably won’t refuse my company. Then, Sonia, this is farewell for now. Let’s meet in the next world."

"Sure thing. Well then, see you in the next world."

Sonia said that and lightly raised her glass of wine. Then she began to drink.

Relic walked along the wall toward the stairs leading to the rooftop. As he did, he observed the people there.

The Brandle Siblings from Dragon Soul, Mist from Undead. He only knew that many, but he was a little surprised to see that members of the clans that made it to the top eight had also come here.

For Relic, virtual reality was nothing more than a game. He wasn't at an age to take games seriously, but the clan he had joined was surprisingly strong, and they had won the event called the Clan War.

It would be a lie to say it wasn't fun. Here, he could move freely without feeling the decline of his body. He wasn't the type to exercise in the first place, but with a body that didn't tire, he could move as much as he wanted. Repeating the same actions over and over, engraving them into his virtual body. His real body probably wouldn't move like that, but in virtual reality, there were no limits.

He had worked hard not to be a burden, and as a result, he could say he had achieved decent results.

He had sometimes thought about what he was doing, getting so serious about a mere game, but he smiled a little, thinking it hadn't been a bad time.

"May I have a moment?"

He was spoken to while walking. Two unfamiliar women were in front of Relic. They were dressed as maids.

"May I help you?"

Relic changed his tone from when he was talking to Sonia. He only used a casual tone with Sonia, and he used polite language with everyone else.

"Do you happen to know where Ivan-san is?"

Ivan. The leader of Relic’s clan, Blackjack. He was called the Hero, but that had nothing to do with his strength, it was a nickname he earned because it was widely known that he was going to confess to a seemingly impregnable woman.

Relic was a little troubled. Ivan wasn't here, he had gone to another base. He could say he didn't know, but since they would find out anyway, Relic decided to tell them.

"Ivan has gone to another base. He is not here."

At Relic’s words, one of the maids’ shoulders slumped. It looked like the end of the world for her, but he decided not to press the matter. He wanted to do something for her, but there was nothing Relic could do.

"I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help."

The maid who seemed to be fine bowed her head.

"No, not at all. Thank you for telling us. You’re in a hurry, aren’t you? I’m sorry for stopping you."

"Please don’t worry about it. Well then, if you’ll excuse me. If we meet in the next world, I promise I will be of service to you then."

At Relic's words, the female maid was surprised, but she immediately smiled.

"Yes, I look forward to it then."

Relic gave a light bow and started walking again.

*My tongue is surprisingly loose. The wine must still be affecting me. Or am I excited about the next world? Either way, it’s not a bad feeling.*

He had said something to that maid that he would never normally say. He felt embarrassed after saying it, but figuring she would forget anyway, he climbed the stairs to his destination.

When he stepped out onto the rooftop, he saw a beautiful sunset and a girl gazing at it.

Relic liked beautiful things. But the beauty Relic sought was found in orderly systems. Something that could be obtained upon reaching it after navigating through numerous traps… no, he believed that beauty was in the process itself.

To obtain that beauty, he had invested his knowledge, experience, money, everything.

The result was the brand of a criminal.

He had no regrets, but when he thought that the girl before him might end up the same, he felt a little pity. When obtaining power becomes the sole purpose, one starts to want to use that power without reason. That will surely bring misfortune. It's the same even in virtual reality.

She probably wouldn't end up like him, and talking to her wouldn't change anything. Maybe it was he who wanted to change. Or maybe he was hoping the girl would become like him.

With his thoughts in a jumble, Relic approached the girl before him.

"So this is where you were."

The world would end soon. Talking with a girl who resembled him on the last day wouldn't give his life meaning, but with the hope that something might change, Relic called out to the girl.



		
			Chapter 153

			The Next Event

			About a month had passed since the end of the Stampede event, and players were buzzing with excitement, wondering what the next event would be.

Starting with the Clan War, the events had started offering prize money. There was an expectation that the next event would similarly offer prize money.

A decent number of people had received prize money for ranking high in contribution points during the Stampede. It wasn't the hundred million per person prize like in the Clan War, but it was still a large sum.

Many players were eagerly preparing, determined to get their hands on a large sum of money in the next event. However, it was not known what kind of event it would be, and they seemed to be enjoying themselves even before the event, making predictions about what would come next.

In that situation, Hayato was being consulted by Diite.

At the Crown Cafe. They were having a conversation through a monitor.

"—And so, I was thinking of making this kind of event, but what do you think, Hayato-kun?"

"First of all, isn't it strange that you’re asking me?"

Diite seemed to have lost her confidence after the incident with Hypnos. To put it mildly, she had reached the point of consulting Hayato about the very meaning of her existence.

Hypnos, her self from a hundred years ago. Leaving aside the fact that he was a backup, his attitude of not treating people as people had shocked her, making her wonder if her old self was like that.

Furthermore, despite being an administrator, she could not grasp or manage everything in the virtual reality. In that case, what exactly was she, and furthermore, what was an AI, she had begun to think about such philosophical matters.

From Hayato’s perspective, he could say that being able to think like that was growth, or rather evolution, but Diite was worried that Hypnos might be her true nature, and recently she had started seeking Hayato's opinion on everything she did.

"Hayato-kun, please don’t say such things and help me out. I’ll pay you."

"First, let's stop trying to solve things with money. And I'll help you if you’re in trouble, but I’m a bit troubled by you revealing the event before the game starts. It’s too much of a spoiler, isn't it?"

"Even so, I have no one to consult but you. I’m worried about whether it’s okay to hold the event as it is."

Hayato wanted to help Diite. But what he was doing was like counseling. He wondered what it meant to be consulted about a game by an AI.

"Besides, your login frequency has been decreasing recently, hasn’t it, Hayato-kun? Sometimes I worry that you’ve already grown tired of virtual reality."

"Sorry about that. I’m busy right now. I’ll log in every day once I have more time."

"I’ve heard. The number of female customers has increased because they’re after Ash-kun, right? And Veru-kun and the others are regulars there too, aren't they? I’m glad your business is prospering. Though it’s lonely that you’re logging in less."

"Well, the coffee still doesn't sell, but the sales of chocolate parfaits and pudding are up. Veru-san and the others bought an apartment nearby, so I guess they’re regulars. It seems they’re starting to seriously work on making a movie lately. It looks tough since they have to do the script, direction, and everything else."

Veru and the others had bought an apartment near the cafe.

Although it was a short walk away, they had most of their meals at Hayato’s cafe.

In the age of resource depletion, people who could cook were rare. Since most meals were covered by nutritional supplements, there was simply no opportunity to cook.

But in this era, ingredients are more abundant than back then. Sufficient food is being produced in the Colony "Farm." In this era, there are also injection-type nutritional supplements called energy tubes, but these are purely for medical use, and no one uses them as a substitute for meals.

For that reason, Veru and the others didn't cook for themselves but came to the cafe to eat. It was sad that they didn't order coffee after their meals, though.

That aside, Hayato was wondering how to restore Diite’s confidence.

As he was about to think, something hit his leg.

"Alright, alright, it’s about time to open the shop. Stop playing around and get to work."

Esha said this while lightly poking Hayato’s leg with a mop. It was as if she were saying he was in the way of her cleaning.

"It feels strange being told that by you, Esha. And haven't you been a lot harsher with me lately? Did something happen?"

"Nothing happened, so it’s just Hayato’s imagination. The kind of imagination you have when you think you forgot to turn off the air conditioner after leaving the house."

"…I don’t really get the analogy, but I’ll just assume it’s my imagination. Well then, Diite-chan, I’ll be logging in tonight, so let’s meet again then."

"Is that so? Then I’ll be waiting. Of course, Esha-kun, please come too."

"Understood. Then I’ll try inviting Ash-san and Ren-san as well. I think they should be free tonight."

"Acknowledged. I look forward to it."

Diite said that, and the monitor went black.

"Sorry, Diite-chan, but let’s open the shop first. I think Veru-san and the others will be here for lunch."

"You’re right. But after that, the female customers will come pouring in for Ash-san. That is a true Stampede."

"We have a connection to Stampedes, don’t we? Maybe I should have Ash work for about two hours a day. Even when customers come in, they just stay, so the turnover rate is bad."

"Don’t you think that would cause something even more terrible to happen?"

Hayato, thinking that would be a problem in its own right, proceeded with preparations to open the shop.

Night.

Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ren each logged in and woke up in their rooms at the base. Then they moved to the dining hall.

Diite was already sitting in a chair in the dining hall, and she greeted them with a smile when they arrived.

"Hello, it’s been a while. I’ve been waiting for you all."

Diite seemed happy, and she welcomed Ash and Ren, whom she hadn't seen in a while.

After exchanging greetings, they all sat down in their respective chairs.

"Ash-kun and the others, how have you been since then? I heard from Hayato-kun that you’ve been busy, but that there are no particular problems."

"Yeah, no problems. There are some clashes of opinion with Agres and the others, but that’s proof that we’re trying to make a good film. And every day is fulfilling."

"That’s good to hear. And Ren-kun, are you, um, okay? I know a lot happened."

"Oh, you don’t have to worry so much, Diite-san. After that, I apologized to everyone and they forgave me, and I’m even scheduled to have a small part in the next movie. I’m going to become a great actress who surpasses my mother!"

Many things had happened, but everything had been resolved amicably. Hayato didn't know what words had been left in the doll left by Ren’s mother, Kilika. But according to Ash and Ren, it had contained words of apology, gratitude, and hope for the two of them.

Saying they couldn't forget that, Ash and Ren decided not to erase their memories. And that doll is now carefully displayed in Ren’s room in the apartment they bought.

"I’m planning to become an actor who surpasses my dad too. That aside, sorry. I haven’t been able to log in much lately."

Diite shook her head.

"It can’t be helped. To be honest, I’d like you to prioritize this, but if your real life is fulfilling, then it can’t be helped. Well, it would be helpful if you could log in when something happens, though."

"Yeah, when that happens, I’ll log in even if I have to push myself."

Ash and Ren hadn't logged in recently. Their mornings were spent with Veru’s acting lessons, their afternoons with part-time work at the cafe, and their nights were busy scrutinizing scripts and direction. They didn't have time to log in.

And Veru and the other members of the Genesis Dragons hadn't logged in either. Or rather, it was said that they probably wouldn't log in anymore. It was still possible for them to log in, but now, the virtual dragons were run by a simple AI, making them nothing more than simple rare monsters.

For a while, the players were in an uproar, saying that "the person inside is gone" because their movements had become clearly mechanical compared to before, but in the end, they settled on the conclusion that an NPC AI had been put into the dragons during the event.

"By the way, how are the members of the mercenary group doing?"

"The members of Crescent Moon Beast, you mean? They’re fine. Cecil-kun has taken them in and is doing something similar to what you were doing, Ash-kun. It seems they’ve settled into the form of the Empire’s Anti-Dragon Special Forces."

With Ash reconciling with the hardline dragons, the mercenary group Crescent Moon Beast, which Ash had led, was disbanded. Now, there were no hardline dragons, and they were distinguished by whether they attacked people or not.

In the first place, the distinction between the moderate and hardline factions was information that only appeared in the monster encyclopedia, so only a very small number of players knew about it.

Regardless of such factions, a special forces unit led by Cecil called the Dragon Busters, whose purpose was to hunt dragons that attacked people, was newly established in the Empire, and all the members of the group ended up joining it.

It could be said to be a major promotion, as they were now akin to knights belonging to the Empire, rather than the unstable profession of mercenaries.

When the mercenary group disbanded, a grand party was held at this base, and it was quite lively.

Almost a month had passed since then, but no particular problems had occurred. The only thing was that Cecil had started visiting the base more often.

Once they had finished talking, Diite looked around at everyone.

"Now then, if you don’t mind? I had consulted with Hayato-kun about this, but I wanted to hear everyone’s opinion."

Diite began to explain about the next event, Treasure Hunting.



		
			Chapter 154

			Treasure Hunting

			What Diite called Treasure Hunting was, simply put, a treasure hunt.

In Another Frontier Online, there were several systems classified as Treasure Hunting.

The most straightforward was finding treasure chests in dungeons. Treasure chests appeared randomly within dungeons. There were various types, and the quality of the contents differed depending on the material. They ranged from iron to Adamantite, and it was said that the more valuable the metal, the better the loot inside. There were even rumors of chests made from a metal superior to Adamantite, Hihiirokane.

These chests were also locked. Monsters in the dungeon would rarely drop keys, and using those keys to open the chests was common practice.

The keys could only be used within the same dungeon, and the material of the key had to match the material of the chest. Because of this, many players found it tedious to search for the corresponding chest and would just sell the keys at auction.

Furthermore, chests made of low-value metals didn't contain anything remarkable, and it was more profitable to just fight monsters normally. Unless it was a Mithril, Orichalcum, or Adamantite chest, the time spent didn't match the reward.

"My main thing was always dragon slaying, so I've never actually opened a dungeon chest. In dungeons, I've only ever gone to the boss room and defeated the boss."

Ren nodded as Ash said this.

The memory of going to the boss room in the Labyrinth Castle, a place filled with undead monsters, time and time again to obtain cursed equipment was still fresh. It wasn't just Ash. The majority of players probably did the same. It was simply easier to just defeat monsters, and the rewards were good for the effort. It was only natural to choose that path if you were going to spend the same amount of time.

"And chests have traps, right? I've heard disarming them is a pain."

Treasure chests were set with traps. You couldn't get the contents just by unlocking them, you had to disarm the trap as well. There was the option of intentionally triggering the trap, but depending on the type, it could cause significant problems, so it was said to be dangerous.

Disarming required the Trap Disarm skill, but few players had it. Even fewer had it raised to 100. Since the total number of skill points was capped, the mainstream approach was to invest in production skills if you had extra points. Unless a player was roleplaying as a thief or something similar, they wouldn't bother raising the skill.

"So you're saying it's not an event everyone can enjoy. There probably aren't many players who would change their skill composition at this point..."

"How about increasing the key drop rate or lowering the effectiveness of traps for the duration of the event? And maybe improving the contents?"

"I see. That might increase the number of players who participate."

"And since it's an event, that means we'll get some kind of points again, and there will be prize money, right?"

"That's right. This time, rather than points, it's a system where you collect an item called a Treasure Coin. You can get them from any of the Treasure Hunting systems. You'll get prize money for collecting a certain amount, and I plan to give out prizes to the top ten players with the most coins in the end. Of course, I'll also give prizes to the top-ranking clans based on their total coin count."

Diite responded to Esha's opinions and questions.

Hayato thought to himself that if there was prize money, everyone would bite, but he didn't say it out loud. He felt that Diite had been thinking a lot lately about how to make the game more enjoyable for the players, and he didn't think that was a bad thing.

Hayato had been listening to the conversation between Diite and Hypnos, but he didn't know how an AI or an administrator should act, nor what was right.

He simply found the current Diite more likable than before. His affection level for her wasn't bad to begin with, but now she seemed more human, and Hayato welcomed it.

"Hayato-kun, what is it? You've been looking at me for a while now, as if watching something heartwarming?"

"Ah, sorry. By the way, what other Treasure Hunting systems are there besides dungeon chests?"

"Right, there are a few. Hayato-kun, do you know of an item called an Ancient Scroll?"

"I've heard of it, but I don't know the details."

"Then let me explain."

An Ancient Scroll was, to put it simply, a treasure map. It indicated a location where a treasure chest lay buried, which could be obtained by digging it up.

Although it was called a map, the method for indicating the location varied. Sometimes it was an actual map, other times it was just coordinates, or even a cipher.

This had to be solved by the players themselves, regardless of their skills. The Ancient Scroll also had a time limit. It had a mechanism where if you didn't find the location within an hour of looking at it, it would crumble into dust.

And even if you knew where the treasure was, there was a possibility that powerful monsters were roaming the area, so it wasn't as if you didn't need any combat strength at all.

There were other reasons as well, but due to these mechanics, it was not a very popular piece of content in the game.

"There's no key like in a dungeon, right? How do you open the chest once you've dug it up?"

"You have no choice but to open it with the Lockpicking skill. Actually, dungeon chests can also be opened with the Lockpicking skill, which is part of the reason for its unpopularity. A player with both Lockpicking and Trap Disarm at 100 would be a rare sight. I doubt any player would break their current skill composition to raise them after the event starts."

Everyone had limited skill points. On top of that, raising a skill to 100 was difficult. Breaking a skill composition that had been raised to 100 would be a heart-wrenching decision. Hayato, too, had no intention of changing his skill composition now.

"Couldn't you just ask the Thieves' Guild to handle the lockpicking and trap disarming?"

Ren suddenly suggested.

"Relic-san mentioned before that he sometimes teaches Lockpicking and Trap Disarm skills at the Thieves' Guild. I don't have a very good image of the Thieves' Guild, but how about having them use this as an opportunity to improve their image? With the catchphrase, 'The safe, secure, always smiling Thieves' Guild.'"

"Hmm, that's a good idea. Inviting guild members to your party is one option, and I could also make it so you can bring the whole chest back. If you can carry it around without having to open it on the spot, that should work out."

"Oh! You're adopting it? What do you think, Hayato-san!"

"Eh? Ah, yeah. I think it's a good idea... right?"

(What is she trying to prove? And she seems to be taunting Esha with a 'hmph' expression. Esha, for her part, is looking at Ren-chan with half-lidded eyes. Ash's look towards me seems a bit complicated too. What is happening?)

While feeling perplexed, Hayato asked Diite about the next Treasure Hunting method.

"The next one could be called an NPC quest. It's the act of raising treasure from a shipwrecked vessel at sea. You might know it as salvage?"

Sea monsters were generally considered strong. The lore was that many ships had sunk because of them, and NPCs in port towns would give quests with information about them.

The system involved going to the designated location by ship and using a salvage item to pull up the wreck, which would yield a treasure chest. The chest itself was no different from what you'd get from a dungeon or a treasure map.

For that reason, this content was also not very popular. But Ren's proposal could solve that.

"I'll make it so salvaged chests don't have to be unlocked on the spot either. They can be brought back as items. You can just take them to the Thieves' Guild to have them opened."

"That's fine, but do ordinary players even own ships? Don't you make those with the Carpentry skill?"

Esha's question was valid. Some clans didn't own a ship at all. It could be considered content that only a fraction of players could participate in.

"Well, you can buy small boats from NPC shops. And you could negotiate with NPCs or players who have the Carpentry skill to build you a large ship. I think it would be going too far to make large ships easily obtainable, so I don't plan on making any adjustments there... but what do you think, Hayato-kun?"

Diite asked, sounding unsure of herself.

"I think so too. If you make everything too easy, the game becomes boring. All these skills have been somewhat neglected, so I think it's fine for them to have their moment in the spotlight... though part of the reason is that I have the Woodworking skill myself."

"I see, I'm glad to hear that. Then let's do that. Now, as for the others..."

Diite's explanation continued.

There were various other ways to collect Treasure Coins, such as exploring undiscovered islands, or defeating pirate ships and ghost ships to steal their treasure.

These were all new content for this event, and Diite seemed anxious about them, but when Hayato said they sounded interesting, she seemed relieved.

She also mentioned that systems like Dual Wielding were scheduled to be released with the start of the event. She had spoiled it for Hayato and the others, but she said she hoped they would enjoy it.

After that, the talk about the game ended and they enjoyed a normal conversation, but as it grew late, they decided to part ways.

(Diite-chan has her own anxieties, huh. I'm busy, but I should try to log in as much as possible. Lately, I've been here for purposes other than just playing the game, like earning money or preventing the collapse of this virtual reality. I need to just purely enjoy myself.)

With that thought, Hayato logged out.



		
			Chapter 155

			The First Day of the Event

			A week after Hayato and the others had their consultation with Diite about the event, the "Treasure Hunting" event began.

It was only the first day, but various pieces of information were already flying around in-game, showing a decent level of excitement.

The event was particularly well-regarded because the skills being emphasized this time were not combat skills, but thief skills, allowing players who previously couldn't participate much in events to actively join in.

Of course, it wasn't as if combat or production players couldn't participate at all, so there were no complaints on that front. In fact, many players were trying Treasure Hunting for the first time, creating a festival-like atmosphere.

It was especially amusing that the price of an Adamantite treasure chest key, which normally sold for around one hundred thousand G at auction, had already soared to ten million G today. Other items like Ancient Scrolls had also seen a significant price hike.

(It's more lively than I expected. Maybe Diite-chan has regained her confidence now.)

Hayato thought this to himself as he strolled through the Royal Capital.

He had no particular business. He had just come here to experience the atmosphere on the first day of the event.

During the previous Stampede event, Hayato had been unable to log in when it started. Since he had only been able to enjoy the latter part of it, he had decided to log in from day one this time.

Hayato arrived at the central plaza, the most bustling area in the Royal Capital.

This was where the most players gathered, and many used the fountain in the center as a meeting spot.

Hayato had come here thinking he could gather a lot of information.

He sat on a bench near the fountain, basking in the warm sunlight and spacing out. However, he was concentrating on the voices he could hear.

"Dual Wielding is seriously insane. Apparently, there are exclusive Weapon Skills for it too."

"They said they had a cannon fight with a pirate ship! Then a Kraken showed up and it was total chaos!"

"Don't you think there have been a lot of part-time job offers lately?"

"Death Traps are just too much... When the trap went off, our whole party got wiped out..."

These words were packed with all sorts of information. Since it wasn't published on the web or anywhere else, information gathering was limited to within the game.

Truly important information would be kept secret, but people have a tendency to want to talk about what they know, and Hayato made sure not to miss these tidbits that slipped out.

It wasn't an admirable act, but it was something he often did when researching opponents for Clan Wars.

(Dual Wielding, pirates, traps... and part-time jobs? There's a lot of information floating around already, and it's only the morning of the first day. They must have been playing since midnight when the event started. A good start is important.)

Monopolizing little-known information wasn't a bad thing. When this game first started, Hayato had made money with Ney and the others by doing things no one else did. That had led to where he was today.

(I've gotten some spoilers from my talk with Diite-chan, but I can't help that. I don't need to aim for the top ranks for prize money anymore, so I'll just enjoy the game purely. Besides, what I want to do is acquire new recipes and manufacturing methods I haven't seen yet. Treasure Hunting is secondary, I guess.)

Hayato had previously been told by Jolt, the leader of the clan "Bandit Clan," about papers with manufacturing methods on them. They were apparently found in dungeon treasure chests.

Dungeon chests were part of the Treasure Hunting system. Hayato planned to collect these papers while gathering Treasure Coins.

Manufacturing methods for production items yet unseen. As a production player, Hayato wanted them so badly he could taste it.

However, there was a bit of a problem this time.

It would be difficult for Ash and Ren to participate in this event. The reason was that they were busy in the real world. They might have more time later on, but for now, they had none to spare.

Until now, Hayato had asked Ash and the others to act as his escorts when going to various places, but if that was difficult, Hayato's own combat power wouldn't get him anywhere.

In this case, Relic would be essential. Relic had mastered not only the Stealing Skill but all thief-related skills. With his Lockpicking and Trap Disarm skills, Relic would be the most important person for obtaining treasure.

But in terms of combat power, he wasn't that strong. In a place with many undead monsters like the Labyrinth Castle, he'd be fine thanks to his weapon "Requiem," but it would be tough for him to protect Hayato against ordinary monsters.

Depending on where they went, he would want two more members who could handle close-quarters combat.

Hayato was also thinking of inviting Diite as a healer.

He wasn't sure if AIs experienced stress, or if going on an adventure together would relieve it, but he thought it was important for her to forget her role as an administrator once in a while and just play.

That aside, his other potential combatants were the Demon Lord Lunaria, the vampire Mist, and the tamer Maris, but all of them presented some problems this time.

If it was a matter of combat power, Esha was also a candidate, but she was out of the question for a certain reason.

Esha had a negative Animal Taming skill, which had the demerit of making her a target for monsters that wouldn't normally attack. Just bringing her along would be dangerous.

Lunaria was currently confined to the Demon Lord's Castle for her attempted world invasion. It would be difficult for her to get out.

Lunaria had sent Hayato a voice chat before.

"I'm confined in the Demon Lord's Castle, so please rescue me. Preferably by appearing gallantly on a white horse and sweeping me away. It's a maiden's dream."

"Try remembering you're a Demon Lord before you're a maiden."

Since then, she had periodically sent voice chats asking for help, but he mostly ignored them. He felt a little sorry for her, but Lunaria's recent actions had been a bit problematic, so he thought she deserved to be scolded and hadn't done anything.

Mist the vampire was busy with various things due to the aftermath of the Stampede. For the most part, Hayato had delivered the restoration items so things were fine, but apparently, problems had arisen with some of her old companions, and she was literally flying all over the place.

The tamer Maris would also have a tough time in a narrow space like a dungeon. Her Griffon Lancelot was powerful, but that was only outdoors. In a confined space, its mobility would be crippled, so it couldn't display its true potential.

(It would be helpful if there were some strong people who were a bit more agile.)

Dungeons came in all shapes and sizes, and the width of their rooms and passages varied. In a wide space, you could swing any weapon, but in a narrow one, you couldn't swing anything but a small weapon like a knife or dagger.

Whether it was a giant two-handed sword or a small knife, they could both be handled with the Swordsmanship skill, so there was no problem skill-wise, but it was true that you were more comfortable with what you usually used. It was a common occurrence in this game for a player's ability to hit their target to plummet the moment the size of their sword-type weapon changed.

(It's difficult with the clan members. I'll consult Ney later. Actually, if me, Relic-san, and Diite-chan just go with Ney's party, that should solve the problem... Yeah, let's do that.)

Having thought things through and gathered a certain amount of information, Hayato decided to return to the base.

There was also the fact that while the event was important, he was itching to get back to his craftsman role-play, making items at the base and selling them.

During the Stampede, he had only made items for countermeasures, so the shop had been closed. He was thinking of fully reopening for business soon.

(I get regular shipments of World Tree lumber from the Spirit Country, so maybe I'll try making a few things... The idea of making a large ship out of World Tree lumber seems plausible. I want to do some salvaging eventually, so I should save up the lumber. In that case, I'll use something other than the lumber to make something else...)

Hayato walked through the Royal Capital, his mind filled with various thoughts.

He could have returned instantly using a Ring of Teleportation, but he had no particular reason to rush back, and it wasn't far, so he walked slowly.

As Hayato returned to the base, he saw someone pacing back and forth in front of the shop entrance. While not exactly suspicious, they seemed to be there for a reason.

Hayato was about to approach and call out to them, but they noticed him before he could get closer.

The person came towards him.

A black jacket and black pants. And a black ten-gallon hat with a red muffler. Slightly tanned skin and pure white hair. They looked to be in their early thirties.

(Wait? I've seen this person somewhere before...?)

"You're Hayato, I presume?"

"Uh? Yes, I'm Hayato, but who might you be? And how do you know my name?"

"What, that guy didn't say anything about me? In that case, I'll introduce myself."

The woman took off her hat.

"My name is Sonia Wellat. You can call me Sonia. Simply put, I'm an acquaintance of Relic."

"Relic-san's...? Ah, could you be the Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild?"

Hayato remembered seeing her during the final match of the Clan War. When everyone except Hayato and Diite fought their opponents one-on-one, this person had been Relic's opponent. Recalling their conversation about chess, Hayato asked the question.

"Ah, that's right. I came here because I wanted to talk to Relic. It would be a hassle for me to go to the Butler Guild, you see."

The Thieves' Guild didn't have a very good reputation. It would indeed be problematic for its Guild Master to go to another guild.

If she was capable of such consideration, and was also an acquaintance of Relic, then Hayato had no reason to be wary.

"He's not here right now, but shall I call Relic-san for you?"

"Ah, that would be a great help. I can send him a voice chat myself, but it seems that guy mutes my messages when he's working."

"I understand. Then please come into the base. I'll contact him now."

With those words, Hayato invited the woman before him, Sonia, into the base.



		
			Chapter 156

			A Request from the Thieves' Guild

			Hayato contacted Relic.

Relic was currently organizing documents at the Butler Guild and apologized to Hayato repeatedly, saying he would be there in a little while.

Relic had helped Hayato countless times. Hayato told him there was no problem and to take his time, then decided to entertain Sonia.

He didn't know the details of their relationship. From what he had heard before, she was his former partner. In other words, from when Relic was a thief. It was probably a backstory within the virtual reality, but even if it was just a backstory, they were undoubtedly friends.

"Is coffee alright to drink? I have a variety of other things as well."

"Ah, I'll have coffee. I've heard from Relic that it's delicious."

If this were the real world, those would be very pleasing words, but this was a virtual reality. Everything was determined by the quality of the item, and the gap between this and reality was quite saddening.

Still, hospitality was hospitality. Vowing to himself that he would work hard to be told the same in reality one day, he served the coffee.

Sonia drank the coffee she was served. After one sip, she immediately smiled.

"I see. This is delicious. It's no wonder the picky Relic said it was good. The tea and coffee my youngsters serve him just make him look sour."

"Thank you... Your youngsters?"

"The members of the Thieves' Guild. Relic sometimes comes over to play chess. Ah, speaking of which, I'm sorry about before."

"Um...?"

"My youngsters came here to harass you, didn't they? After that, Relic came to the guild. He was smiling, but he was seriously mad. Well, since it was a clan Relic was on good terms with, we pulled back immediately, so Relic saved my face and backed down too."

"Ah, something like that did happen, didn't it."

During the Clan War, a clan called the "Blood Knights" had hired NPCs from the Thieves' Guild to harass this base.

Many members of the Thieves' Guild had been loitering around, but as soon as they found out Relic was on good terms with the clan at this base, they abandoned their job and left.

At the time, he had been surprised at just how much influence Relic had, but Hayato remembered that it all made sense when he heard the Guild Master was his former partner.

"I'm sorry about that time. You must have been in the middle of a job."

Sonia froze at Hayato's words. She looked surprised, but then her shoulders began to shake as if she were trying to hold back laughter.

"I'm the one who's apologizing. Why are you apologizing?"

"Well, the Thieves' Guild was on a job, after all."

In the first place, they hadn't suffered any significant damage from the Thieves' Guild. And the members had had a kind of endearing back-and-forth. The one at fault was Gardel, the leader of the "Blood Knights." The members of the Thieves' Guild were just doing a job. He didn't hate them or resent them.

In fact, he still felt anger when he remembered the harassment carried out by the clans under the "Blood Knights" after that.

"You're interesting. No wonder Relic likes you."

"Uh, you think so?"

"I do. Basically, Relic doesn't hang out with anyone. I've known him for a long time, but we've only worked together a few times. He calls me his partner, but it's more of an obligation."

"But Relic-san was in the Hero's clan before, right? And now he's at the Butler Guild. I don't think you can say he doesn't hang out with people."

"That's true. It feels strange knowing the younger Relic, but he must have changed his way of thinking as he got older. Still, he wouldn't hang out with anyone unless he took a liking to them for some reason."

Hayato thought, *I suppose that's how it is,* but then a slight sense of dissonance crept in.

(Relic-san's younger days...?)

He had heard from Esha that Relic was over seventy. And Sonia, who was right in front of him, while her exact age was unknown, looked to be in her early thirties from Hayato's perspective. Judging by the firmness of her skin, he could even believe she was in her late twenties.

Although this was a virtual reality, basic appearances were all reflected realistically. Scars and such were also reflected, and there was no difference whether one was an NPC or not.

Due to these circumstances, he found it strange that Sonia, who probably hadn't lived even half as long as Relic, would know about Relic's past.

If they had a relationship in the real world and she had learned about the old Relic through some means, then the story would be simple. Or if she simply said it was part of the game's lore, that would be the end of it, but the sense of dissonance Hayato felt towards the Sonia in front of him grew too large to ignore.

It was just curiosity, but Hayato decided to try and confirm it.

"Um, Sonia-san. Excuse my rudeness, but you don't look old enough to know about Relic-san's younger days...?"

"Oh my, you say the nicest things. But, despite my appearance, I'm in my late sixties. I've lived nearly three times as long as you, Hayato."

"Late sixties...?"

Hayato couldn't understand what Sonia was saying. The next moment, he thought she must be joking, but although Sonia's face was smiling, it wasn't the face of someone telling a joke.

"No, no, half of sixty would be about right... You're joking, right?"

As Hayato asked this, the door leading from the dining hall to the outside opened.

Relic was standing in the open doorway.

"Hayato-sama. Thank you for waiting."

"Ah, Relic-san, sorry to bother you while you were working at the guild."

"No, the apology should come from me. I am truly sorry to have troubled you with a private matter, Hayato-sama."

Relic bowed his head politely to Hayato, then sent a sharp glance towards Sonia, who was still sitting in her chair, smirking.

"Sonia, I told you not to contact the members of this clan."

"I know it's bad, but this is an urgent matter. Besides, it's your fault for muting my voice chats."

"...Understood. Then let's move somewhere else."

Relic urged Sonia to go outside.

However, Sonia placed her right hand on her chin and looked at Hayato with a contemplative expression, saying "Hmm."

"Hey, Hayato. Would you mind listening in on what I'm about to say?"

"Eh?"

"What are you saying. Do not involve Hayato-sama in the affairs of the Thieves' Guild."

"Oh, come on. Besides, this requires production skills. Whether he actually helps or not is another matter, but I'd like him to at least hear me out, you know? I originally wanted you to find someone who could do this, Relic, but I've taken a liking to Hayato myself, and I'd like to ask him if possible."

Hayato was interested.

He was drawn in by the reason that production skills would be necessary.

"No, get out now. If you want to talk, we'll do it at the Thieves' Guild."

"Relic-san, if you don't mind, could I hear the story as well? I'd like to know for what reason production skills are needed."

"No, but... Hayato-sama, it may not be my place to say this, but the Thieves' Guild does not have a good reputation. Being associated with them could lead to others looking at you coldly."

"Don't worry. The Thieves' Guild is planning to work hard to become a proper guild from now on. That said, right now we only have a bad image, so we want your help to shake it off. Of course, we'll pay you for your trouble."

Relic furrowed his brow and hesitated for a long time, but then he nodded.

"I'm telling you, I won't let you do anything dangerous to Hayato-sama or the clan members."

"I said it requires production skills, didn't I? There's nothing dangerous about it."

Since this was a virtual reality, there was no real danger, but it was purely heartwarming to be worried about.

Hayato prompted Relic to take a seat, then made a fresh cup of coffee and placed it in front of him. He also placed a new cup of coffee in front of Sonia.

He missed his chance to ask about Sonia's age, but he decided to switch gears and ask Relic later. First, he prepared himself to listen intently to Sonia's story.

Sonia took a sip of her coffee, then glanced at Hayato and Relic in turn.

"I have two things to ask of you. First, I want you to make some practice treasure chests for my guild members to raise their thief skills. Thanks to the event, the number of people hiring my members or bringing in chests has increased. That said, my youngsters are still lacking in skill. This is our chance to make some money, so I want to improve their skills even just a little."

Hayato thought, *I see.*

The skill increase check for Lockpicking and Trap Disarm occurs when opening a treasure chest. But searching for chests with an Ancient Scroll or salvaging them was difficult and dangerous.

That's where treasure chests made with production skills came in handy. Chests could be made with Woodworking or Blacksmithing skills depending on the material. And it was possible to add locks and traps to those chests with the Crafting skill. Disarming them would raise one's skill level.

"That much is no problem. I will expect compensation, of course."

"Ah, of course. I'd like you to handle the procurement of materials as well, so could you add that to the bill?"

"Understood. And the other thing is?"

"This."

Sonia spread a single sheet of paper on the table. It looked like some kind of blueprint.

"Is this... a blueprint for a ship?"

"You can tell, I see? But you know, it's not just any ship. Could you take a closer look?"

At her words, Hayato and Relic looked at the blueprint again.

Relic seemed to have noticed something, his face a picture of surprise.

"You, where did you get something like this..."

"Hey now, it's a rule not to talk about the source of a treasure, right? That said, it's not an illegal item. This is something I found in some ruins a long time ago. When I thought of Treasure Hunting, I remembered this and pulled it out. What do you think? Worth building, isn't it?"

"No, but... you can't possibly be telling Hayato-sama to build this? You, you planned to involve Hayato-sama from the very beginning, didn't you..."

Relic and Sonia were talking about various things, but Hayato still didn't understand what was so amazing about this. To his eyes, it looked like nothing more than a blueprint for a large ship.

(What are they so surprised about? It's not just a blueprint for a large ship...? Huh?)

Looking at a part of the blueprint, Hayato rubbed his eyes. Then he looked again.

Written there was "Airship Angra Mainyu."



		
			Chapter 157

			Three Blueprints

			An airship. A ship that flew through the sky.

In reality, flying was not particularly rare. On Earth, even cars flew. Spaceships were not uncommon either, and the only people who had never ridden one were probably newborn babies. One could fly not just into the sky but even into space with the ease of going for a walk.

But that was just a safe vehicle carrying people. There was no real sensation of flying. Of course, the view from up there was wonderful, but since you weren't piloting and the scenery didn't change, it didn't feel special.

However, the act of flying would surely look and feel different in a fantasy world.

In this virtual reality, flying was a privilege reserved for a select few characters.

A vampire turning into a bat, a tamer riding a flying monster, and so on. Now there were two-seater mounts, so it wasn't as much of a privilege as it used to be, but there was still a certain longing for the ability to fly freely.

How good would it feel to be able to fly through the sky at will, wherever you pleased?

Hayato still thought about such things, but he also had a bitter memory associated with it.

He had once been able to fly temporarily when Diite changed his settings, but it felt more like he was being abducted by Diite than flying.

(I was definitely not flying. The view from that place was certainly beautiful, but I want to fly in a different way.)

Pushing such memories out of his mind, he looked at the blueprint before him.

In the first place, the only flying vehicle in this game was the Griffon Courier Service, which Hayato had used before. It was a vehicle that utilized flying monsters. That was fun in its own way, but you couldn't pilot it yourself. It was a vehicle that relied on Maris's Riding and Animal Taming skills.

From the looks of the blueprint, this Airship Angra Mainyu was a normal ship aside from its ability to fly. That meant that even Hayato could pilot it. He didn't know if he actually could, but the possibility seemed high.

Hayato was more excited than he looked.

Seeing this, Sonia gave Hayato a sly grin.

"My, my, it seems Hayato is already raring to go, isn't he?"

"Yes, well. When you show me something like this, the craftsman in me starts to itch. I'd love to give it a try."

"I'm glad I showed it to you then. But unfortunately, this alone isn't enough."

"Not enough?"

"There are three blueprints. This is just one of them. In other words, you can't build the airship without the remaining two."

Hayato slumped. Just when he was about to get started, this blow came.

He had never done such a thing, but he felt that it was comparable to the despair Esha would feel if he presented her with a parfait and then said she couldn't have it after all. And he vowed to himself that he would never do such a thing.

Sonia kept smiling and placated Hayato, saying, "Now, calm down."

"I know where the other two blueprints are. I want to ask you to build the ship, but I also want you to help me get the remaining two blueprints. Of course, I'm not asking you to go and get them. I'm asking you to help with your skills."

"You know where they are?"

"Of course. Normally I wouldn't tell you, but I'm the one requesting the job, so let's share the information. You don't mind, do you, Relic? Once you hear this, you'll have to accept the job, you know?"

"From the moment you showed him the blueprint... no, from the moment you came here, you were planning to drag him into this whether he liked it or not, what are you talking about."

"Well, that's true. I'd heard about Hayato from Relic. I expected Hayato would bite the moment he saw the blueprint. If you don't bite at this, you're no craftsman. It's impossible to turn down the first great undertaking in the world."

"You're right. Please let me do it."

Being told that fired Hayato up. He knew he was easy to persuade, but he was weak to that kind of talk. Everyone has words that pierce their guard, words they can't defend against.

Being the first to accomplish something in an online game would probably feel pretty good, Hayato thought. He didn't want to stand out because of it, but he also had a contradictory desire to stand out once in a while.

He had done many things that were likely firsts before, but he didn't know if they were actually the first. However, this airship would undoubtedly be a first.

Hayato was quite motivated, determined not to let anyone else have this.

Seeing Hayato like this, Sonia smiled, while Relic had a complex expression that was a mix of exasperation and amusement.

"Alright, let's share the information. One of the blueprints is at the bottom of the sea. The ship that was carrying it sank, so we need to raise it to get our hands on it."

"You mean salvage?"

"Exactly. My guild doesn't have a ship, you see. So first, I want to borrow one. Or have you build one. I'd like a large ship, since we don't know what we'll find. Besides, you can't salvage with a small ship anyway."

"A large ship, huh."

The difference between a small ship and a large ship was the number of people they could carry. A small ship could hold up to ten people, while a large ship could hold up to fifty.

When fighting sea monsters, footing was crucial, so it was standard practice to go out to sea on a large ship with a wide deck. Small ships were only used by players for fishing and were not suited for combat.

Also, salvaging could only be done with a large ship. This was because it required a huge winch for salvaging, and the ship had to be large enough to carry it.

(I originally built a large ship for the Kraken subjugation... ah, no, that one belongs to Ney and the others, right? Do I have to build another one?)

Hayato's favorite knife, the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme," used Kraken ink as a material. When he was in Kokuryu, he had to hunt a large number of Krakens to make the knife over and over again.

He had a large ship that he built at that time, but he hadn't brought it with him when he left the clan.

He considered borrowing it, but he thought Ney and the others would probably be participating in this event as well, so he quickly decided that he would have to build a new one.

Besides, he had heard something interesting in the plaza of the Royal Capital.

(I heard they had a cannon fight with pirates. I want to ask what's happened to the world setting, but it's probably a cannon that fires with magic, similar to Esha's Beelzebub. Maybe the manufacturing method is somewhere... damn it, I want to play the game, but I can't skip my afternoon job.)

All sorts of new elements were appearing, so he wanted to get started right away, but time was finite. For now, he resolved to listen to the story and prepare again at night.

"I'll prepare a large ship. Um, by the way, is it alright if I come along when you do the salvage?"

It was unthinkable to just wait at the base or in the real world for something this interesting. He knew he wouldn't be much of a combatant, but Hayato wanted to go along no matter what. Because it was romantic.

"Of course, you can. You don't mind, do you, Relic?"

"If Hayato-sama wishes to go, then I suppose it cannot be helped."

"Um, I think it's dangerous because of the monsters, but is that okay? You just said not to get him involved in anything dangerous...?"

"Ah, when I said dangerous, I was referring to criminal acts. Sonia is capable of saying she's going to steal something from the Royal Castle. If you're just defeated by a monster and return to the base, that is not dangerous."

Relic's definition of danger was different from what Hayato had been thinking.

Haya to also didn't want to get involved in criminal acts. He had heard stories from the early days of the game about players who committed crimes in-game and started from a jail cell the next time they logged in. He wanted to avoid that.

And so, it was settled that Hayato would prepare a large ship and go along for the salvage. Then Hayato asked Sonia about the other blueprint.

"Where is the other one?"

"Do you know of a place called the Grand Prison in the basement of the Imperial Capital?"

"The Grand Prison? No, I don't."

"It's a story from long ago, but the Empire was originally just a single country. It conquered the neighboring countries with military force and became an empire. At that time, they imprisoned the royalty of other countries in that prison. The story goes that one of the captured kings hid a blueprint somewhere in that prison."

Haya to nodded, thinking, *I see.*

And he always wondered. How did that story get out? Hayato was the type to feel a sense of dissonance when there was a map of a place that was said to be impossible to return from alive.

"Um, how reliable is that story? It sounds a bit fishy to me."

"I know, right. But hear me out. That prison isn't used anymore. It's off-limits, but for a thief, being told something is off-limits is like an invitation to enter. Don't you think that's exactly where you'd find treasure?"

"Well, from the perspective of someone hiding treasure, they'd want to make it off-limits. But that's...?"

"I did some digging around there and found what seems to be that king's manuscript. Chronologically speaking, I found the manuscript first, and then I found one of the blueprints in some ruins. That was also written in the manuscript, so I think it's highly credible."

"So that's how it is. In that case, there's a high probability it's in the Grand Prison. And the one that sank in the sea was also mentioned in that manuscript?"

"Ah, that's right. According to the manuscript, that king was collecting the blueprints to obtain an airship and go to a floating island in the sky. It's said that there's treasure of gold and silver there."

"A floating island in the sky?"

A floating island in the sky brought Dragon's Grave to Hayato's mind, but there was no treasure there. If you said the treasure of the Dragon Soul was a treasure, then maybe so, but you could get there with a Griffon without needing an airship.

"Do you know of Olga Domus Waterfall? It's in the Spirit Country."

"I know of it. I've fished in the lake formed by the waterfall before... could it be that there's an island at the source of that waterfall?"

"At least, that's what the king seemed to think. What do you say? Let's build an airship and go there. Even flying monsters can't reach it, but an airship should be able to, don't you think?"

"We have no choice but to go."

Hayato was a production player, but he had a spirit of adventure. He vowed to himself that he would collect the blueprints, build the airship, and go to that island no matter what.



		
			Chapter 158

			Preparations for Treasure Hunting

			Currently, only Hayato and Relic were at the base. Sonia had already returned to the Thieves' Guild and was no longer here.

Although the request had come from Sonia, they had decided to cooperate with each other and immediately began preparations.

There was no problem with that, but another problem had arisen.

Relic was apologizing to Hayato with a sorry look on his face. Moreover, he had been bowing his head the whole time. Hayato had repeatedly told him it was alright, but Relic stubbornly refused to raise his head.

This left Hayato at a loss. In the first place, Hayato was grateful.

Until now, Hayato had only been making items with his production skills and hadn't done much adventuring. Even when he was in Kokuryu, he had only gone out to gather materials for item creation and had basically stayed at the base the whole time.

The Clan War had taught him what kind of game this was. And he had gotten to know many NPCs and become interested in various things. He felt that it was a waste to be cooped up at the base just producing things.

For these reasons, Relic's apology was completely off the mark. In fact, Hayato was happy to have such a connection.

Hayato smiled at Relic, who was still bowing his head.

"Relic-san, I'm really happy to be involved in this way this time. So there's no need for an apology. If you absolutely can't rest easy, then please give this matter your all."

Perhaps he finally understood, as Relic raised his head and said, "As you wish." Then he smiled.

"I will do my utmost to ensure everything goes smoothly. I will also make sure that Sonia listens to what you say, Hayato-sama."

"She's your acquaintance, Relic-san, so I trust her. Ah, that's right. I was chatting with her before you arrived, but is Sonia-san really in her sixties? She said she knew you when you were young."

"Yes, that is correct. She looks to be in her early thirties, but it seems she became that way due to the side effects of a medicine she took long ago."

"Side effects of a medicine?"

"Yes. Incidentally, it is not a matter of rejuvenation. It is simply that her appearance has become that way. She says that her body is falling apart just like mine. 'I don't want to get old' is her catchphrase."

"Is that so..."

Hayato felt something catch on Relic's words.

(Body falling apart? That can't happen in a virtual reality, so does that mean they had that conversation in the real world? In other words, her appearance is like that in reality too? That's a little hard to believe. Is that her character setting, or could it be that her memory became that way due to a request to Diite-chan?)

The tournament-style Clan War that was held before the NPCs' memories were erased. The top clans in that tournament were able to ask God, Diite, for various requests as a reward.

These included Esha's skill limit break and Veru retaining his memories, but they also came with demerits, making them troublesome. That was also part of the reason why things became so complicated for Ash and his clan.

Whatever the circumstances, if it was a real-world matter, it would be best not to stimulate her memory, so Hayato decided to drop the subject.

"Um, in that case, Relic-san. I'm thinking of reopening the shop soon, so could I ask you to do the shopping you used to do before again? I'd like you to buy everything from groceries to lumber and metal, as long as it's cheap, and put it in the storage."

"Of course. But don't you have a request from Sonia?"

"That's right. So, I plan to prepare the treasure chests first. The ship will require a large amount of lumber, but that will have to wait until the materials are gathered. Ordinary wood is fine, so please buy some even if it's a little expensive. Until the materials are ready, I'll be making items to sell in the shop."

At first, Hayato had been thinking of building the large ship with World Tree lumber, but he decided against it. After all, there was the airship. He'd rather use it for that.

He had started receiving regular shipments of World Tree lumber for his service in protecting the World Tree during the Stampede. He didn't know how much would be needed for construction, but it would undoubtedly be a large amount. He didn't have the luxury of using it for other things.

Hayato told Relic which materials he wanted him to prioritize gathering.

"Understood. I will travel the world and gather the materials."

"I'm counting on you. If there's anything you need, Relic-san, please let me know. I'll make anything for you."

"Yes, I will let you know then. Well then, I shall be off."

Relic said this, then bowed and left the base.

(That's settled for now, but what should I do about the shopkeeper? If I ask Esha, it will only be in the mornings, and I'd like to hire another NPC to tend the shop. A maid, or should I ask the Merchant's Guild... I'll decide that later, I want to consult Esha too.)

Hayato switched his train of thought. First was the request from Sonia. He organized the things he had to do.

The request to Hayato was to prepare various things using his production skills. There were two main things for Hayato to create.

First were the treasure chests.

These were practice chests to be used at the Thieves' Guild to raise Lockpicking and Trap Disarm skills. He had agreed to prepare multiple chests of various materials.

Basically, the skill increase check was based on difficulty.

The difficulty was determined by the material and quality of the treasure chest, as well as the complexity of the lock. Opening a simple lock multiple times wouldn't raise the skill, but repeatedly trying and failing at a difficult lock wouldn't raise the skill either. You had to prepare a treasure chest with a difficulty that matched your skill level for it to be effective practice.

In Hayato's case, his Woodworking and Blacksmithing skills were at the maximum of 100. Any treasure chest he made would definitely be four or five stars in quality, making them suitable for advanced players. Conversely, Hayato couldn't prepare low-quality chests. However, since beginner-level chests were sold in shops, Hayato didn't need to prepare them.

As for traps, Hayato was completely hands-off.

The difficulty of a trap was influenced by the Crafting skill.

Naturally, Hayato's Crafting skill was 100. He would use an item called a Trap Tool to set a trap on a treasure chest, but if he did it, he would end up setting a super-high-difficulty trap, which would be useless for practice.

It would be a necessary difficulty to eventually raise the Trap Disarm skill to 100, but they had no intention of raising the guild members' skills that high, so it was decided that he would not set any traps this time.

Haya to was a little saddened by the fact that his skills were too high to be useful.

Second was the large ship for salvaging, for which he had asked Relic for lumber.

One of the airship blueprints was on a ship that had sunk to the bottom of the sea, so the only way to get it was to raise it. He had also undertaken the creation of the salvage item called a winch that would be necessary.

If there was someone with the Diving skill, they could dive directly to the sunken ship, so a small ship would be fine, but it was an even more neglected skill than Lockpicking or Trap Disarm, so he didn't know anyone who had it.

He had been told that they would want to ask for various things for the Grand Prison exploration as well, but for now, there was nothing specific. He was waiting for a request from Sonia.

Eventually, he would probably build the Airship Angra Mainyu as well, but that was a story for after the blueprints were gathered. First, he had to prepare these two things properly, and Hayato psyched himself up.

(I'll also need to gather some members to help with the salvage. She said the people from the Thieves' Guild aren't very strong. I've heard that sea monsters attack during salvage operations. And if there are pirates too, we'll need combat power. Ney and the others alone might not be enough...)

Hayato thought about all the things he had to do, then decided to start with the practice chests and headed for the storage.



		
			Chapter 159

			A Thief's Past

			Three days had passed since Sonia, the Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild, had shown him the blueprint for the Airship Angra Mainyu.

During that time, Hayato had prepared practice treasure chests for improving the Lockpicking skill. He made three of each type, from wooden ones to metal ones ranging from iron to Adamantite, all of the highest five-star quality.

Even the wooden ones were of intermediate quality, but that couldn't be helped. Hayato was incapable of crafting low-quality items. Since he didn't need to prepare low-quality chests in the first place, Hayato resigned himself to it.

And today was the day of delivery.

Sonia herself was scheduled to come with her guild members to pick them up. The treasure chests were quite heavy. A wooden one was one thing, but a person could only carry about three metal chests at most. So they needed manpower to transport them.

"There's something melancholic about an empty treasure chest, isn't there?"

"Is that your roundabout way of asking for a second chocolate parfait? You're not getting one, you know?"

Haya to was in the room with Esha and Relic.

Esha had just finished eating a parfait a moment ago. Hearing her talk about the melancholy of an empty treasure chest while looking at the leftover parfait glass didn't stir any feelings in his heart.

"I see, being roundabout is no good. Then, please give me a chocolate parfait."

"Even if you say it straight, the answer is the same."

It was a pointless exchange, but Relic watched the two of them with an amused expression.

"Esha, you have softened up quite a bit."

"Are you saying I've gotten fat? I'm confident I can shoot a 'Destroy' at you, even if you are an old man."

"That is not what I meant. I was talking about your personality. You used to have a more pointed, unapproachable feel about you."

"We could say the same about each other. If we were to say which of us was worse, it would be you, Relic. We can take a vote from everyone if you'd like?"

Hayato was intrigued by the exchange between Esha and Relic.

He didn't know the details about Esha and Relic when they were in the clan led by Ivan.

Unlike now, Esha was apparently a mage and Relic a thief, but by some twist of fate, they had become a maid and a butler.

Esha had said that her request to Diite had been recreated in a complex way, but he didn't know what Relic had wished for to become a butler. Since Relic had his memory erased, only Diite would know.

It would be a story from before their memories were erased, but Hayato decided to ask.

"Relic-san, what did you do in your previous clan? I've heard from Esha that you were a famous Vigilante Thief."

"I was no such thing. In that case, shall I tell you an old story until Sonia arrives?"

According to Relic's story, it was like this.

Relic, along with Sonia, worked as a treasure hunter, which is to say, they made a living finding treasure in dungeons.

They also engaged in thievery, stealing items and money from others. It was only from people who made money through illicit means, but a thief was a thief. He never took pride in it.

One day, Relic failed to disarm a trap on a treasure chest in a dungeon. There were several types of traps, but that time it was an alarm trap that attracted nearby monsters.

Basically, there were no demerits to being defeated by a monster. You didn't lose the items you were carrying, nor was there a death penalty. You could just revive normally at the place you had registered as your revival point.

However, Relic and Sonia were famous enough as thieves. They had also entered other people's bases and stolen items, so the Vigilante Corps of the time had their eye on them.

Relic and his group did not have a base, and the only place they could revive was the Grassland Monument in the Starting Area. Many people loitered around there. If they were defeated, they would revive right there, and it was clear that it would lead to trouble.

They couldn't afford to be defeated by monsters, but both Relic and Sonia had low combat power. Since they had raised their thief-type skills, their combat-type skills were low.

Just when they were in a desperate situation, Ivan's clan appeared. Esha was there too.

Ivan and his group, having heard the alarm, immediately dispatched the monsters. That saved Relic and his group, but afterward, Ivan invited them to join his clan.

He had been thinking of adding members with thief-type skills to his clan for a while, as they were necessary for the treasure chests deep inside dungeons.

Relic accepted.

However, Sonia said she wasn't good at hanging out with young people and didn't join the clan. That said, she didn't join the clan, but she became good enough friends to come and visit their base from time to time.

After that, Relic became an active member of the clan. He stopped stealing items from bases and people, and only used his skills on treasure chests in dungeons.

"During Clan Wars, combat power was what mattered, so I was a burden, but Ivan let me stay as I was."

"You were not a burden, Relic, you were strong. Your strength as an individual was certainly not as great as the other members, but you were far stronger than ordinary people. Besides, the reason the clan was strong was because of your good positioning while supporting everyone. Cecil and the others would charge in without thinking, but things still went well thanks to you. I doubt she realized it herself, though."

"To think you thought of me that way is pleasing. I wish I could have heard that back then, though."

"I could not say such a thing. I was a shy maiden in those days."

"The fact that you can say such things now shows that you have softened up. The Esha of those days seemed to have no interest in anything but strength. Nevertheless, it is a pleasure to see young people grow."

"Are you a grandpa? Well, you are an old man, though."

As far as Hayato could tell from their conversation, Esha and Relic seemed to have been on good terms back then. They may not have been on chatting terms, but they seemed to have trusted each other.

"However, the change in your personality is not due to Hayato-sama's influence, is it? I believe not much time had passed since you met when you two came to the guild."

Hayato nodded.

It had been about a month after he met Esha that they went to the Butler Guild together. The Esha who first came to the base was already like this.

Esha's eyes grew a little distant.

"The Maid Guild is a very difficult place. Especially the Maid Chief. I even suspect she might have a 'Maid Special Attack' or maybe an 'Esha Special Attack' type of skill. If you say my personality has softened, it might be the Maid Chief's fault."

According to Esha, the Maid Chief was an expert in close combat. Her combat style was incompatible with Esha's, and she was strong enough that Esha would definitely lose in a straight fight.

Haya to knew that too. During the Stampede event when they fought the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion, the Maid Chief had fought and defeated Pat, the dragon with guns, together with Relic.

It was a two-on-one fight with Relic, but Relic had said that she would have defeated him even without him.

"The Maid Chief-san, huh. She's quite a mystery too. I don't know her name, but what's it called?"

"Who knows, I don't know either. 'Maid Chief' suits her, so I don't need a name."

"It is Silva Clavley-sama."

Relic stated the Maid Chief's name, which even Esha didn't know.

Haya to had no particular reaction other than thinking, *so that's her name*, but Esha, as if she couldn't understand what he was saying, stared at Relic in confusion.

"What are you saying all of a sudden? Have you gone senile?"

"Considering the flow of the conversation, it is obviously the Maid Chief-sama's name. In the first place, why do you not know it, Esha?"

"I don't think anyone at the Maid Guild knows, you know? In fact, I'd like to grill you on why you know it, Relic."

Haya to vaguely understood the situation. Relic must have had the opportunity to learn her name during his numerous meals with the Maid Chief. But Esha had no idea what the situation was.

"The Maid Guild and the Butler Guild have started cooperating recently, so maybe he learned it through that? Relic-san, you've spoken with the Maid Chief-san several times as a representative of the Butler Guild, right?"

Hayato had a few debts to the Maid Chief, so he made up a plausible story to avoid any unnecessary trouble.

"I am not a representative, but I have attended the meetings several times. It is true that she introduced herself as a greeting at that time as well."

"Ah, at the meetings. It seems the Maid Guild has been busy with various things lately. I'm living here, so I don't know the details, but... my colleagues have been incredibly kind to me lately. What's with that? It feels like they're cheering me on, saying they'll take care of all the paperwork so I can do my best over here."

(They're probably trying to keep Esha from returning to the guild...)

It wasn't that she was disliked by her colleagues, but it would probably be a problem if she were at the guild headquarters. Hayato had heard that when Esha had announced she was moving in here, the entire Maid Guild had come to see her off.

If he pursued the matter, it would become a sad story, so Hayato decided to stop this conversation as well.

However, no matter what he talked about, it would either become a sad story for Esha or a story about the Maid Chief having feelings for Relic, so Hayato was quite frayed at the nerves changing the subject.

When Sonia arrived at the base, Hayato was quite welcoming, thinking he was finally free.



		
			Chapter 160

			The New Shopkeeper

			A week passed after the delivery was finished.

The treasure chests were well-received by the members of the Thieves' Guild, and Hayato heard that they were very useful for raising the Lockpicking skill.

Thanks to that, the number of players bringing treasure chests to the Thieves' Guild to have them opened had also increased considerably, and it was showing a great deal of liveliness.

There was also the question of whether it was a good thing for the Thieves' Guild to be so lively, but Sonia was thinking of changing the name to something like the Treasure Hunter Guild, or Tre-han Guild for short.

This was because there were also cases where players themselves would ask to be allowed to train to raise their skills, so they had made it possible to practice skill-raising within the guild.

Sonia was apparently working hard, saying, "From now on, we're switching to legitimate work."

Incidentally, the Thieves' Guild was located in a place called the slums of the Royal Capital, but recently, with the increase in players coming and going, it had become lively, and the dark and dangerous image had apparently been dispelled.

When Hayato heard this, an idea struck him. He decided to sell items that could raise thief-type skills, or rather, tre-han type skills, at his shop. Mainly treasure chests, but he thought that if he sold chests of different materials, there would be people who would buy several kinds.

The problem then was the shopkeeper.

Esha could tend the shop in the mornings, but in the afternoons she had the coffee shop in the real world.

Esha had said, "Tending shop in the morning, and being a waitress in the afternoon? Can I unleash a gluttony Stampede in the real world?" so he immediately withdrew that plan.

After that, as a result of consulting with Esha, they decided to hire another maid.

When he told the Maid Chief this, she almost handed him another letter of appreciation, but he refused. Hayato didn't want any more items he couldn't throw away.

He also subtly mentioned that he wanted her to stop calling him the Savior, but she wouldn't listen.

And so, today a new maid was coming.

Haya to and Esha were waiting for the person at the base, drinking coffee.

"Do you know what the new maid is like?"

"I do. We were in adjacent rooms when I was in the guild dorms."

"Ah, the one who heard Esha's muttering. What's her name?"

Haya to had been put on trial because Esha had said in her dorm room, "I've been made into a body that can't get married." At the time, he had been surrounded by maids and taken away, so he was surprised, not knowing what was happening, but now it was a fond memory.

"Rose Beltz. Unlike me, she's a super top-class maid. It's no exaggeration to say she's the ace of the Maid Guild, said to be the next Maid Chief. She's an angel-like maid who would talk to me casually even back when I had no work."

"Eh? They're sending someone like that?"

When he told the Maid Chief he wanted to hire a new maid, the price was set at 100,000 G per month, the same as for Esha.

He had casually asked if she was a maid of Esha's level, but the Maid Chief had strongly said, "That's impossible," so he hadn't expected them to send such a maid.

"She became unemployable for the opposite reason as me."

"Meaning?"

"In my case, I can't get hired because I don't have maid skills, but for Rose it's the opposite. She's so good at her job that she was getting offers from all over the place, but no matter where they sent her, it would cause friction, so to speak. There were even nobles who would hire her for 1,000,000 G a month, so there was a huge scramble for her, apparently."

"I have a lot I want to say, but they sent a girl like that here? The nobles are going to target me, aren't they?"

There were noble NPCs in the Royal Capital. There were probably some good nobles, but the image of nobles was that they would flaunt their power and do outrageous things. Hayato didn't want to be targeted by such people.

"It's alright. That's where I come in."

"Why?"

"They seem to have added the condition that if you want to hire Rose, you have to hire Esha too. Then the number of people who wanted to hire her disappeared like a receding tide. Why are you putting your hand on my shoulder and looking like you're about to cry? Is this sexual harassment?"

Esha was so pitiful that Hayato felt like crying. Even if it was a virtual reality, it was too sad.

"I'll hire you by yourself, Esha."

"That look of pure pity is a little irritating, but since this is a virtual reality, I don't mind. Well, that's why we were able to hire a talented maid for cheap. It's thanks to me. I request melon juice, ice cream, and a chocolate parfait. In the real world too."

"That might be difficult in the real world... By the way, does that Rose-san also need a chocolate parfait every day? You eat one every day, don't you, Esha?"

"I bragged about it at the Maid Guild before, so she might request one."

He wanted to grill her about what she was doing, but just then, he heard a knock on the shop-side entrance.

"I have come from the Maid Guild. Is Hayato-sama present?"

It must be the new maid, Rose. Hayato opened the door.

A woman wearing the same maid uniform as Esha was standing there with a smile.

"I have come from the Maid Guild. My name is Rose Beltz. It is a pleasure to be working with you from today."

The maid, Rose, curtsied, lightly pinching the sides of her skirt and bowing her head. Unlike Esha, she exuded a somehow solemn air.

Her blackish-purple hair was a medium-short cut that just about reached her shoulders. From her features, Hayato got the impression that she was the same age as Esha, or a little younger.

It would be rude to stare, so Hayato invited Rose inside.

"Yes, the pleasure is all mine. Please, come in."

"Yes, excuse me."

"Don't be shy, Rose. Make yourself at home."

"...Hayato-sama, is Esha always like this?"

"For the most part. Well, just as Esha said, please feel free to relax. Now then, let me explain your duties."

Rose had been taken aback, but she quickly recovered and began discussing the work with Hayato and Esha.

Basically, she would just be doing what Esha had been doing, so there was nothing particularly difficult about the explanation.

That should have been the case, but for some reason, Rose had a puzzled look on her face.

"I heard about the shopkeeping beforehand, so that is no problem, but is this all I have to do?"

"Eh? That was the plan, but is there something else?"

"Cleaning, cooking, sewing, that is, I can also perform maintenance on cloth and leather goods."

"Eh? You can do that?"

At Hayato's genuine surprise, Rose and Esha were surprised.

"Master, ordinary maids can do those things."

"You can't, can you, Esha?"

"I am not ordinary. In a good way, of course."

Haya to was convinced by Esha's somehow proud words. It was fine to ask a hired maid to do such things.

"In that case, could I ask you to clean the base? It's a little sad when the furniture gets dusty. I'll do the cooking and sewing myself. I might ask you to cook or sew sometimes, but for now, just shopkeeping and cleaning will be fine."

"As you wish. By the way, I heard that Hayato-sama has mastered production skills. I have said something presumptuous."

"No, please don't mind it. By the way, is there anything else you can do? My standard is Esha, so I don't really know what I can ask a maid to do."

"This Esha Crown can do anything except for maid duties, you know?"

"Then is there any point in hiring you as a maid, Esha? I did say I'd hire you by yourself just now, but..."

The exchange between Hayato and Esha was a common occurrence, but Rose, seeing it for the first time, looked down and her shoulders trembled. Then, unable to hold it in any longer, she burst out laughing.

After laughing for a while, Rose said, "Ah, that was a good laugh," with a smile and looked at Hayato and Esha. It was a somehow friendly smile.

"Hayato-sama, you are amazing for hiring Esha. You truly live up to your name as the Savior."

"Could you please never use that name here?"

"As you wish. By the way, there is something I would like to confirm."

"What is it?"

"Is it true that we get a chocolate parfait every day?"

Rose's eyes were serious. He felt a pressure that made him feel like he didn't know what would happen if he said no. Hayato had no choice but to answer this way.

"As long as it's just one a day."

Rose, just like Esha had before, raised both her fists in a victory pose.

(She has a similar vibe to Esha.)

After expressing her joy with her whole body, Rose turned to Hayato and smiled.

"Actually, when the request came from Hayato-sama, a scramble broke out among the maids."

"I'd rather not hear about it, but what kind of scramble?"

"Everyone volunteered, saying that if they could get a chocolate parfait every day, they wanted to go. By the way, since Esha was here, I was able to volunteer too."

(Chocolate parfaits are amazing.)

"Then you should thank me, Rose."

"Yeah, I am thankful. You can't find a better workplace than this. My apologies, Hayato-sama."

She must have apologized for speaking so casually, but Hayato didn't mind.

"Ah, it's fine. I'd like you to be polite to the customers, but it's not necessary with me."

"...Just as the rumors say. I would like to continue working here for as long as possible."

"The pleasure is all mine. Ah, by the way, we were in the middle of a conversation, but what can I ask you to do?"

"You may ask me for anything. My specialties are escort and assassination. I can do other things as well, so please tell me if anything comes to mind."

"Ah, I see. Hmm?"

Since Rose in front of him said it so normally, he let it pass, but a strange word reached Hayato's ears. He thought his hearing might be bugged and touched both his ears, but they seemed to be fine. And Esha wasn't surprised either. He decided to think that he had misheard.

"Sorry, I didn't quite catch that. What did you say your specialty was?"

"Escort and assassination. Like this, kyu."

Rose made a gesture like she was wringing a cloth, with a smile. It might indeed be a cleaning-related thing, but that was not cleaning.

His ears were not mistaken, but various other things were. Hayato vowed to himself that he would go to the Maid Guild.



		
			Chapter 161

			A Person of Interest

			Hayato had come to the Maid Guild headquarters, bringing Esha and Rose with him.

When he said he wanted to see the Maid Chief, he was granted a meeting right away and shown to her office.

There, he found the Maid Chief smiling. She was processing the documents on her desk with considerable speed, yet her gaze was fixed on Hayato, so much so that it seemed she was only pretending to be busy.

"Welcome, Hayato-sama. And Esha and Rose, too. You seem to be in quite a hurry. Is there something I can help you with?"

Was she saying this knowing full well, or was she feigning ignorance? Either way, she was difficult to deal with.

He had asked for a maid, but the one who arrived specialized in assassination. It was enough to make him want to complain.

"Um, about this Rose-san here. I was told her specialties are escorting and assassination."

Even if the other party was at fault, Hayato took a slightly humble approach. It was just his nature.

He thought she might at least act a little apologetic, but the Maid Chief’s expression didn't change at all. The hand processing her documents, however, did stop.

"Yes. Among our combat-oriented maids, she is likely the strongest after Esha. Is there some issue with that...?"

"Rest assured. I am also an expert at disposing of evidence. Not even a famous detective would find a trace."

"I would just take care of the detective himself. Assassination is so tedious."

"Um, Esha and Rose-san, could you step out for a moment? I'd like to speak with the Maid Chief-san alone."

The Maid Chief nodded at Hayato's request. Esha and Rose bowed their heads and left the room. Only Hayato and the Maid Chief remained.

"Now then, Hayato-sama, was there some problem with Rose? Unlike Esha, I am quite proud to have sent you a very capable maid."

"She's so capable it's a problem. I wanted you to send a normal maid."

"However, many maids wish to work for you, Hayato-sama. I had no choice but to send Rose, who won that right through force."

"I think the problem starts right there."

In fact, it was nothing but problems. Hayato had no intention of meddling in the Maid Guild’s management, but he did want to ask why force was necessary to win that right.

"Ahem, do you not have any normal maids? You know, ones who can't fight."

The Maid Chief didn't answer his question. She removed her glasses and pressed the index finger of her right hand to the bridge of her nose, as if lost in thought.

She put her glasses back on, her expression now serious.

"Hayato-sama, I was debating whether or not to tell you this, but I believe it is something you need to know."

"What are you talking about?"

"To put it simply, you are being targeted, Hayato-sama. Your life is not in danger, but there is a possibility you could be abducted."

"Huh?"

Hayato's only thought was that this sort of thing had been happening a lot lately, but he had no idea who might be targeting him.

"I understand your surprise, but it appears multiple organizations have their sights on you, Hayato-sama. The Maid Guild has been investigating these groups, but we have yet to grasp the full picture, which is why I did not report it to you, but..."

"Multiple organizations?"

"Yes. One is the Assassin Guild. A guild that undertakes assassinations. You know, the kind that gets things done nice and quick."

"I know of them, but why me...?"

Hayato had never had any dealings with the Assassin Guild. He knew it existed, but he had never made a request of them, nor had he earned anyone's resentment enough to be targeted for assassination.

"It seems you have earned their enmity by supporting the Thieves' Guild and cleaning up the Royal Capital's slums. It is, in a word, a misplaced grudge."

"That's so unreasonable."

"Such is life. However, they are not aiming for your life. They wish to borrow your skills, the same skills that reformed the Thieves' Guild. The Assassin Guild likely wants to improve its image, much like the Thieves' Guild did."

"Couldn't they just stop assassinating people...?"

He wanted to ask what was the point of the Assassin Guild trying to improve its image in the first place. But irrational as it was, the reason was now clear. If there were others, he should find out, so he pressed on.

"You said there were multiple, right? What other organizations are there?"

"Another is the bandit group, the Greedy Fire Serpent. There are other bandit groups targeting you, but this one will be the most troublesome."

"A bandit group? I didn't even know such a thing existed. Are they famous?"

"Quite famous. They are an organization that parted ways with the Thieves' Guild. If the Thieves' Guild consists of orderly thieves, the Greedy Fire Serpent are lawless thieves who will do anything."

"That's what thieves are supposed to be like, though. But why am I being targeted by them?"

He was being targeted by a bandit group he had only just learned of today. He couldn't understand the reason.

"It is likely because Sonia-sama, the Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild, contacted you, Hayato-sama. I do not know the details, but did you not accept work from her other than making treasure chests?"

He set aside the question of how she knew that. It was possible she already knew the details, but Hayato couldn't say so himself.

"Assuming that's true, why would that make a bandit group target me?"

"It is quite rare for Sonia-sama to make a move herself. Among thieves, the talk is that the mountain has moved and that things are about to get rough. And right now, the hottest topic among them is you, Hayato-sama. They believe the treasure chest matter is a camouflage and are trying to find out what the real request was."

"This is nothing but unreasonable."

Whether it could be called the real request was debatable, but he had indeed been commissioned to find and build the airship's design documents. Still, being targeted by various organizations because of it was just plain irrational.

"And one more thing."

"There's more? I'm already full from just this."

"This is the last one. It is of a different nature from the other two organizations, but you are being targeted by the Ten Holy Demonic Swords."

"The Ten Holy Demonic Swords? I feel like I've heard that somewhere...?"

"They are a group of samurai from the Eastern Country. It is not that they bear you any grudge, Hayato-sama, but rather that they have their eyes on your Blacksmithing Skill. They want you to forge the ultimate sword for them."

"Huh, that's actually a little interesting. If they're willing to teach me, I wouldn't mind making it."

"...According to our investigation, the manufacturing method is a closely guarded secret. If you were to learn it, you would spend the rest of your life in a prison in the Eastern Country."

"Unreasonable."

None of them were targeting Hayato for any legitimate reason. From his perspective, it was all completely irrational. He thought to himself that he definitely couldn't take off his Ring of Teleportation, which let him return to his base at any time, and touched the ring on his right hand protectively.

He had so much to do, like building a large ship and preparing for the salvage, yet there were so many troublesome things happening.

Hayato let out a grand sigh.

"The Assassin Guild and the bandit groups will likely be fine as long as Relic-sama keeps them in check, but he cannot be with you around the clock, Hayato-sama. You seem to spend a lot of time with Esha, but guarding you with only long-range attacks would be difficult. In that case, having a maid skilled in assassination by your side is one option. To be honest, when we received the request from you, Hayato-sama, I thought it was a timely opportunity."

Apparently, the Maid Guild had been assigning maids to guard Hayato without his knowledge, and now they felt they could do so openly.

They had been unsure who to assign, but Rose had volunteered, and since she had pushed her opinion through with force, they decided to have him hire her. That was the Maid Chief's explanation.

"So all that was happening without my knowledge."

"You are considered a person of great importance from many different places, Hayato-sama. It would be best for you to be cautious as well. So, what will you do? I believe Rose is the most suitable maid to dispatch to you."

This wasn't a story the Maid Chief had fabricated. If it was a lie to get him to hire Rose, Hayato would tell Relic. The Maid Chief was surely smart enough to predict what would happen then. This had to be the truth.

In that case, there was only one thing Hayato could say.

"Please, take care of me."

"I believed you would understand. If we learn anything, we will contact you through Rose. By the way, is it acceptable for Rose to live in, just like Esha? I believe it would be safer."

"That would probably be best. Let's go with that, then."

"Understood. Esha and Rose. In terms of combat power, they are the top two within the Maid Guild. Please make good use of them."

Hayato felt a little drained at being told he had hired fighting power when he thought he was hiring a maid, but he decided to give up on a lot of things.

Hoping this wouldn't affect his afternoon's work, Hayato bowed his head and left the office.



		
			Chapter 162

			An Encounter

			Several days had passed since Hayato hired Rose, the maid who specialized in assassination.

In that time, there had been no conspicuous movements around him. However, it was possible things were being secretly "handled" without his knowledge.

Relic and Sonia were also aware that Hayato was being targeted. The Butler Guild, the former Thieves' Guild, and the Maid Guild were all coordinating to protect him near his base.

The whole affair had begun when Sonia, the guild master of the former Thieves' Guild, brought a request to Hayato. Though they now called themselves the Treasure Hunter Guild, it was only natural that they would protect him.

The Butler Guild was the guild Relic belonged to, and the request had come directly from him. Many members of the Butler Guild were indebted to Relic, so they had gladly accepted the job.

And the Maid Guild went without saying.

And so, an invisible conflict between organizations was taking place without Hayato's knowledge.

"You're quite popular. As your master's maid, I feel so proud."

"I'm not happy about it."

Hayato immediately retorted to Esha's joke. To his eyes, it was as if nothing was happening, but the thought of a battle being waged over him was unsettling.

"It's all right, Hayato-sama. Esha and I will protect you as your bodyguards. Our security measures are flawless."

"Thank you. But the number one thing I need you to do is tend the shop, okay?"

"You can rest assured on that point as well. I am handling that flawlessly too. The daily earnings are as I've reported, so I believe there are no issues."

"Never mind the earnings, you don't need to report the number of assassins and thieves you've repelled, okay?"

In addition to the daily sales report, Rose also reported the number of people from the Assassin Guild who had come disguised as customers. It was almost as if she was trying to show off her competence. Still, she did properly report what sold each day and what items were trending, so it was helpful in its own way.

As they were talking, Relic arrived at the base.

"Hayato-sama, my apologies for the wait. Shall we depart at once?"

"Yes. Let's go. Rose-san, I'll leave the rest to you."

"Understood. I will set a new high score today."

"That means you expect to be attacked by a double-digit number of people, doesn't it?"

By high score, she meant the number of people she repelled. Even if it was difficult, Hayato's wish was for her to somehow find a way to not be attacked at all.

It wasn't just Hayato being targeted, his base was as well.

This was because a rumor was circulating that Sonia might have left some kind of information there. As a result, many thieves tried to break into the base even when Hayato wasn't there. Rose was repelling them while tending the shop.

He wasn't sure if her talk of a high score was a joke or serious, but he decided there was no point in dwelling on it and began to prepare for their departure.

Yesterday, they had gathered the necessary lumber to build a large ship.

He was now going to build it, but this could only be done at a place called a Shipyard Dock in the Royal or Imperial Capital. The materials in the base's storage would be used automatically, but the location for construction was fixed.

Hayato was scheduled to go there today, but since he was being targeted, he had to travel with an escort. Even with several people from each guild guarding the vicinity, there were limits.

For that reason, Relic and Esha were to act as Hayato's bodyguards.

"Well then, Relic-sama, Esha, I leave Hayato-sama in your care."

Rose bowed to Relic and Esha.

"Understood. Please rest assured we will deliver him safely to the Shipyard Dock. However, Hayato-sama, please be sure to wear your Ring of Teleportation just in case. If anything should happen, please escape via teleportation."

"I will."

"If it comes to it, I will shoot you, so please resurrect at the base."

"That's not something I really want to experience again."

She was talking about the so-called "return from death" method Hayato had used to escape from Diite. That was strictly for emergencies.

(As long as it's not some special field, I should be able to teleport. Even if I get abducted, I probably won't stay captured for long.)

With that thought, Hayato left the base with Relic and Esha.

The three of them walked east down the main thoroughfare of the Royal Capital, known as Main Street. The port, and the Shipyard Dock, lay ahead.

Perhaps because of the Treasure Hunting event, the Royal Capital was crowded with players despite it being morning. Influenced by this, the NPC shops were also bustling, and many were hawking their wares from street stalls.

The weather was nice, and the sunny warmth was making him sleepy even though he had just woken up. Thinking he might actually fall asleep if this kept up, even in a virtual reality, Hayato spoke to Relic.

"Relic-san, if you know anything about it, could you tell me about the bandit group called the Greedy Fire Serpent?"

The Greedy Fire Serpent. One of the bandit groups targeting Hayato.

According to the Maid Chief, they were a group that had broken away from the former Thieves' Guild. The Maid Guild was apparently investigating them, but asking Relic or Sonia would be faster.

Relic's face took on a thoughtful expression for a moment before he smiled and spoke.

"They are likely the largest bandit group in this world. Their leader, unlike Sonia and myself, is a young and ambitious man. His name is Ban Fargaruto."

"Ban Fargaruto. I heard they broke away from the Thieves' Guild. I can understand Sonia knowing him, but you do as well, Relic-san?"

"Yes. We worked together for a time. In fact, you could say Ban was a student of mine and Sonia's. However, I would also say we failed in raising him."

"A student of yours and Sonia-san's... What do you mean by failed?"

"Ban absorbed all manner of knowledge from us. You could say it was like dry sand absorbing water. He quickly acquired skills on the same level as ours. However, talent superior to others makes one arrogant. Perhaps Sonia and I, who nagged him not to be conceited, became a nuisance to him. Or perhaps he thought there was nothing more to learn from us. On a certain job, Sonia and I were betrayed and captured. After that, he reigned as the Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild, but Sonia took it back from him."

When Sonia took back the Thieves' Guild, Ban fled the Royal Capital with several followers. He then formed the bandit group called the Greedy Fire Serpent.

"So that's what happened... That must have been before you met Esha and the others, right?"

He had heard that Relic and Sonia met Ivan when they were working as treasure hunters in a dungeon. If so, it would be strange for them to have been captured. Hayato surmised that, chronologically, it must have happened before they met Ivan's group.

"That's right, we were captured before we met Ivan and the others. After getting out of prison, we decided to stop working in groups and started doing something like treasure hunting, just the two of us. That's when we met Ivan and Esha. It was even later that we took back the Thieves' Guild."

"After all that, you still joined a clan? This is the first I'm hearing of it, but I would think you'd be reluctant to hang around young people like us, just like Sonia-sama."

Esha had a point. If you were betrayed by someone, it would be far more common to avoid associating with anyone else to avoid being betrayed again.

Relic gave a wry smile. Hayato thought he might be a little embarrassed.

"As you get older, you become more conscious of death. When that happens, you inevitably look back on your life. And you start to want to leave something of yourself behind for the future after you're gone. That's why I joined the clan. I've never asked, but perhaps Sonia felt the same way when she took back the Thieves' Guild. Maybe she was thinking she had to clean up her own mess before she died."

"So, are you trying to leave something behind as a butler now, Relic-san?"

"That's right. Before you hired me, Hayato-sama, I was teaching various things to the younger butlers. But I was truly surprised when Esha called out to me and came to hire me. In fact, Esha was the one who seemed the most unstable in that clan, so I had been wanting to see her again after the clan disbanded."

"I see. She does have a beauty that could make one arrogant."

"You're the same as ever, but that's not it. Esha resembled my younger self and Ban, so that was something that concerned me a little. However..."

For some reason, Relic looked not at Esha but at Hayato and smiled.

"Thanks to you, Hayato-sama, and the Maid Chief-sama, I thought that danger had passed. I'm glad for you, Esha."

"Hah... I don't really understand, but I do think I've changed quite a bit since back then. Though I'm a bit hung up on the part about it being thanks to the Maid Chief and my master."

"Meeting people changes you. The point is, Esha, you changed for the better, and that's a good thing."

Esha wore a complicated expression. It was a face that said she sort of understood, but not entirely.

(Meeting people... I wonder if I've changed at all since meeting Esha and everyone else. I was able to open my cafe, but I feel like I myself haven't changed at all. I don't know if not changing is a good or a bad thing, though.)

"The Shipyard Dock is coming into view. I believe Sonia is already waiting, so let's hurry."

Startled by Relic's words, Hayato began to walk a little faster.



		
			Chapter 163

			The Black Roses' Teatime

			Every beautiful rose has its thorns.

It was a saying learned not from anyone in particular, but one that you just come to know. And even without knowing its precise meaning, you could somehow grasp what it was trying to say. Perhaps it was a human instinct.

Even beautiful things have flaws. Beauty itself is danger. A warning of sorts. That was probably correct. Even a flower as beautiful as a rose isn't perfect, and if you try to touch it, you'll get hurt.

There was a group that bore the name of such a rose, the Ten Black Rose Saints.

They were a group led by Rosalie Quentis, an executive serving the Demon Lord Lunaria.

Now they were the Ten Black Rose Saints, but before the world changed, they were a clan called "Black Rose," and they were skilled enough to reach the top four in the Clan Wars.

All of them were clad in black gothic lolita-style clothing, possessing an elegance and beauty that truly made them seem like black roses. And it wasn't just their appearance that was beautiful, their fighting style was as well.

Never fighting alone, the women of the Black Rose attacked as a group. In terms of coordination alone, they were likely far superior to even the strongest clans.

But that clan lost to the clan led by the Lunaria of that time, "Ambrosia."

Ever since then, the members of Black Rose could be said to have been devoted to Lunaria. That remained the same even after losing their memories and entering the next world.

In a room within the Demon Lord's Castle.

There, the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints sat around a round table. There were currently nine of them. They were waiting for their leader, Rosalie.

The Ten Black Rose Saints held a high-ranking position within the Demon Lord's Army.

At the top was the Demon Lord Lunaria, and beneath her were ten executives.

Eight of them were called the Demonfolk, and they were the closest to Lunaria. They were the members who had been in Lunaria's clan before the world changed, and it was said they possessed power rivaling Lunaria's.

And then there were Rosalie of the Ten Black Rose Saints and the leader of the Ten Dark Knights, who held the same executive rank.

An executive meeting was currently being held, and the members of the Black Rose were waiting for Rosalie to bring back a report.

After a while, Rosalie entered the room.

The reactions were varied. Some straightened their posture, some continued to drink their tea unchanged, some sat cross-legged in their chairs, some muttered to themselves while looking at their weapons... They did not stand on ceremony with each other. Even with their leader Rosalie's arrival, their attitudes were free.

"I've kept you waiting. Well then, I will report the contents of the executive meeting at once."

Rosalie businesslikely reported the details of the executive meeting. She listed the Demon Country's financial reports and any problems that had arisen, and requested countermeasures from each member as needed.

The report continued for about thirty minutes, and when it was all over, the meeting was dismissed. However, for the Black Roses, the real event was just beginning. Their tea time was a moment that could not be replaced by anything else.

Because at that tea party, cookies handmade by the Demon Lord Lunaria were served.

The Demon Lord's Cookies boasted sales that accounted for ten percent of the Demon Country's financial resources. If you tried to buy them in the Demon Country, they would cost a considerable amount. But as an executive, Rosalie could receive them directly from Lunaria for free.

"Well then, let us partake today in gratitude for Lunaria-sama's mercy."

The members of the Black Rose each struck a pose of thanks before eating a cookie. For them, this was the vitality that sustained them through their days.

"As always, a magnificent taste."

"Kukuku, so this is the taste of happiness...!"

"Supreme."

"Sasumao."

Some ate in silence, while others voiced their impressions. But no matter what they said, there was no mistaking that their impression was that it was delicious.

They began to chat while eating their cookies. But today, the mood was different.

"Rosalie-oneesama. I heard that Lunaria-sama recently displayed her cooking skills. Am I mistaken? And that some of you even cooked with her. Why was I not there?"

At those words, a stir went through several of them.

Cooking together with the Demon Lord Lunaria. A murderous aura was emitted from the members who hadn't participated. Some had already taken up their weapons.

"A clan that Lunaria-sama favors required a large amount of food, so the members with the Cooking Skill simply went with her to help make it. I was only there to supervise."

There were three members present who had the Cooking Skill. Those three had smug faces.

"Kuh! But I am proficient in the handling of poison!"

"I don't know what you're trying to appeal to, but we don't use the Poison Skill to cook."

"Putting that aside, I'm curious. What exactly did Lunaria-sama make?"

"She made the custard cream that would become the ingredients for the Super Eclairs. The sight of Lunaria-sama at that time was, well, it was magnificent. Truly like a Demon Lord."

At Rosalie's words, the three Black Roses who had participated nodded.

How one could see the act of cooking and call it a gallant figure was a mystery, but the three who were nodding with ecstatic expressions must have had the same impression.

"Kukuku... I have never resented my lack of a Cooking Skill as much as I do today...! But knowing you, Rosalie, the fact that you brought this up without hiding it means you have something to tell us, don't you? Spit it out without reservation."

"I'm surprised you brought that up so suddenly, but your sharp intuition can be a problem. I wanted to create a surprise, but I suppose it can't be helped. Still, I will at least tell you the circumstances."

At those words, everyone nodded.

The Illusion Dragon that caused the Stampede in the Spirit Country was a dragon that spread bad statuses. Medicine was needed to counter it, but other dragons were guarding the places where the ingredients were, preventing the medicine from being made.

However, there was another way to avoid the bad statuses.

It was a giant eclair called a Super Eclair. The duration varied depending on its quality, but it was an item that nullified all bad statuses during that time. The problem was that it required a lot of ingredients. To make them, the Demon Lord Lunaria and the members of the Black Rose with the Cooking Skill made the ingredients together.

That being that, only the members fighting the Illusion Dragon in the Spirit Country could eat the Super Eclair. The members of the Black Rose belonged to the Demon Country, so they couldn't participate in the battle. In other words, they couldn't eat it.

And the members of the Black Rose had fought on the spot to prevent the dragons guarding the medicine ingredients from joining up with the Illusion Dragon.

"As thanks for that, he made us Super Eclairs using the custard cream, chocolate, and dough that Lunaria-sama made. The final creation was not by Lunaria-sama, but the ingredients were undoubtedly made by her. We received enough for everyone, so I will distribute them now."

At Rosalie's words, everyone froze for a moment. But they quickly found their voices.

"So you mean the sweet banquet is just getting started."

"Wha...t...?!"

"This is super crazy, I might die of happiness tomorrow."

"Right?!"

Everyone except Rosalie was leaning over the round table, their eyes bloodshot. If she were to say that there was no such thing now, it wouldn't be surprising if they killed her.

Rosalie slowly took out the Super Eclairs for everyone from her item bag and distributed them.

The members of the Black Rose took their time savoring the Super Eclairs.

Everyone had a satisfied look on their face, a picture of bliss. One of them had even collapsed onto the round table and fainted.

"That was delicious. I can fight at full power for another year with this!"

"I know, right."

"It was a taste that rivals the Demon Lord's Cookies. The final creator may not have been Lunaria-sama, but it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call this a Super Demon Lord Eclair."

"Seriously super crazy. Like, for real for real crazy."

All the members were praising the Super Eclair. Although the final creator was not the Demon Lord Lunaria, the ingredients were undoubtedly handmade by her. Therefore, it was something Lunaria had made.

"Kukuku... I ask you, Rosalie. A slight interest has been piqued, but this fellow who made the Super Eclair, I do not know him. What is he like? Is he strong?"

At that question, Rosalie was at a loss for words. This was a rare occurrence, so much so that the other members wondered what was wrong.

Explaining it would be simple.

He was the leader of the clan "Daedalus" and a rare individual who only had production skills. Rosalie aside, the other members probably hadn't spoken to him directly, but they should have seen him several times at victory celebrations and the like. And since Lunaria had joined his clan, she had also explained about the clan.

But when asked what he was like, she didn't know what impression to convey.

"That's difficult to answer."

"Oneesama, what do you mean, difficult?"

"I can't simply explain what kind of person he is. 'An unremarkable man' seems to fit him best, but..."

"What's that supposed to mean? Isn't he the leader of the clan Lunaria-sama joined? I heard they did well in the last Clan War, so isn't he strong?"

"No, he's not strong at all. I believe I've explained this before, but he only has production skills, so he can't do anything related to combat."

At those words, most of those present looked dumbfounded.

She had explained it once before, but they must have not been very interested and let it go in one ear and out the other. More members seemed to be hearing it for the first time now.

"Isn't that weird? When we went to defeat Agres Berion, he was the one giving orders to Lunaria-sama, disrespectful as it was, right? Why is Lunaria-sama obeying such a weakling? And for that matter, that Hero was following his orders too."

"Right."

During the battle with Agres Berion, Hayato had given orders several times, and both the Demon Lord Lunaria and the Hero Ivan had followed them without question. This had surprised everyone present, but he himself seemed completely unaware of it.

"Lunaria-sama and the Hero caused a disturbance at Hayato's base and had to write a pledge. Not to cause trouble at the base, and to help if anything happens. That is what's influencing them."

"Kukuku... However, there is a hole in that, is there not? Considering the contents of the pledge, it does not state that they must absolutely obey his commands. There should be no need to follow that Hayato's instructions. And yet, both Lunaria-sama and the Hero obeyed. How do you explain that?"

Rosalie was once again at a loss for words. It was certainly true, but even Rosalie didn't know why. The only thing she could think of was that he was the leader of the clan Lunaria belonged to.

But Rosalie rejected that answer herself.

After all, the Hero, who had nothing to do with the clan, had also followed Hayato's instructions. They weren't significant instructions, and it felt more like he had been goaded into it, but the fact that he had obeyed was undeniable.

In place of the struggling Rosalie, another member spoke up.

"I don't really understand, but could it be that he's a charming man? I don't think Lunaria-sama would fall for him, but that Hero is following him too, right?"

"I saw him from a distance, but he didn't seem like a pretty boy. If anything, Ash was more handsome. I could eat three bowls of rice just looking at that face."

Before defeating Agres Berion, there was a meeting at Mist's mansion that also served as a victory celebration for the Illusion Dragon subjugation.

The members of the Black Rose were there at that time, but they had stayed by the handsome Ash's side and hadn't spoken to Hayato.

"I think a man should compete with what's on the inside. If he's handsome on top of that, he's perfect."

"I know, right."

"Oneesama, how is it? Does this Hayato have a handsome personality or some other charm?"

Rosalie was even more at a loss for words.

Frankly, he didn't seem to have a handsome personality either. The only handsome-like action Rosalie could think of was when he had faced off against the Hero Ivan outside the base before.

When she had lost to the Hero and was one blow away from defeat, Hayato had stepped between Rosalie and Ivan. There was no penalty for being defeated, and it wasn't like Ivan would attack indiscriminately, so there was no danger. The same went for Hayato who stepped in.

But she could appreciate that he had tried to resolve the situation, and she was grateful. Because of that, she had guided him when he came to the Demon Lord's Castle with Ney and the others, and she couldn't be too harsh on him even if he did something disrespectful to her.

And then there was the sealed room in the Demon Lord's Castle. For some reason, Hayato had been able to go beyond it.

Honestly, even Rosalie had no idea what kind of person Hayato was.

"You seem to be thinking pretty hard about this. Is it that difficult?"

"It is difficult. I can't say if he has charm or not. Lunaria-sama has started visiting that base more often, though I doubt it's for Hayato's sake, and that Goddess of Annihilation is also a member of Hayato's clan. I heard she was hired from the Maid Guild, but would that Esha serve under someone who has nothing?"

That question made those around her groan.

Esha Crown, the one who had defeated the Hero and the Demon Lord. The NPCs held that person in awe. Hayato had that Esha as a companion. That was certainly not normal.

He wasn't strong, and it was unclear if he had any charm. And yet, he was respected by the strongest people in the world. Hayato, who held such a strange reputation, was difficult to explain.

"Kukuku... Then let us all go and meet this Hayato next time. It should be far easier to understand than hearing it from Rosalie's mouth."

"That would be the quickest way. Next time, let's all go to the base with Lunaria-sama. Hayato is a production class, so there might be a chance to have a meal with Lunaria-sama..."

At those words, everyone except Rosalie shot to their feet with a clatter. It seemed the member who had fainted had also woken up.

Rosalie explained in a slow, calming tone.

"It will be impossible for a while. As punishment for her world invasion, Lunaria-sama is confined to the top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle and is being made to bake cookies."

Lunaria had tried to invade the world as the Demon Lord, but her executives had gotten angry with her, and she was now reflecting on her actions. She was confined to the top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle and was being made to bake cookies endlessly.

"Oneesama, then how about we help Lunaria-sama escape? After all, that's just the Black Knights trying to monopolize Lunaria-sama, isn't it? There might be resistance from the Black Knights, but I doubt the Demonfolk-samas will mind."

"...That's a possibility. It should be fine to end her confinement soon. We've worked hard enough to deserve the reward of monopolizing Lunaria-sama ourselves. Let's make our escape destination Hayato's base."

"No objections!"

Thus, the unanimously approved "Operation Demon Lord Lunaria Escape" had arbitrarily involved Hayato.

Every beautiful rose has its thorns.

That is why it is a word of warning not to approach carelessly.

But if the rose itself approaches you, then that warning has no meaning.



		
			Chapter 164

			Building a Large Ship

			Hayato thought of the Shipyard Dock as just a giant port.

That perception might not be technically correct, but Hayato had never seen a real ocean in the first place. The colonies had no seas, and while Earth did, he had no business with the ocean or the continents beyond it, so he didn't know much about them.

In other words, his knowledge was based on what he had seen in virtual reality and in photos online. And if this place was called a Shipyard Dock, his only response was, "Oh, I see."

At the end of a stone pier in that Shipyard Dock stood Sonia and several men.

He had never seen them before, but assuming they were members of the former Thieves' Guild, now the Treasure Hunter Guild, he approached without any particular caution.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Don't you worry about it. We're the ones makin' the request, so it's fine. By the way, is the big ship gonna be ready today?"

"Yes, I'll build it right now, so please just wait a moment."

Normally, one would assume that building something as massive as a large ship would take time. The NPCs, for whom this virtual reality was their only reality, seemed to think the same way, retaining the real-world knowledge that building large objects takes time.

It was unclear how the game reconciled that sort of thing, but it seemed they didn't find it strange.

Real-world knowledge aside, few players or NPCs ever built large ships. The Woodworking Skill was considered underpowered in this game, so not many players leveled it up.

(You need the skill to be at least 90 to build it, and even at 90, there's a high chance of failure. It's rare to even go out to sea on a large ship, so most people probably don't know how they're built.)

Simply put, whether it was a large ship or anything else, production items were created in an instant. Hayato knew this from having built a large ship before. Assuming it would be the same this time, he took out his favorite saw.

"Alright, I'm going to start building, so please step back a bit. It's dangerous over there."

Hayato used his saw to open the woodworking menu and located the large ship.

With a Woodworking Skill of 100, the chance of creating a five-star item was 100%. The appearance wouldn't change, but the ship's durability would. Higher quality meant it would be harder to break, so he would be able to make the best possible ship.

He selected the large ship from the menu. The sound effects of a carpenter, giko giko giko, ton ton ton, could be heard, and in the next moment, a huge rainbow-colored light shone, and a massive ship floated in the air slightly above the sea's surface.

It fell into the sea, obeying gravity. The impact sent a huge splash of water toward them. However, since Hayato had told them to move away, no one got wet.

The memory of the Kokuryu members getting soaked when he first built one brought a slight smile to Hayato's lips.

"That's incredible!"

"Sonia, you're getting too excited. Act your age."

"Hah, this is why I can't stand withered men. How can you not get excited when you see something like this?"

Sonia seemed so thrilled that she paid no mind to Relic's exasperated face, clamoring as she looked at the ship. Naturally, the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild also seemed excited.

The ship was what was known as a Galleon Ship.

It was a very old type of ship, a wooden vessel that might seem unreliable by modern standards, but this was a virtual reality. It was set to run on magic, so its movement was not affected by the wind.

And the ship could be shrunk with magic. It could become a miniature size, small enough to be put in an item bag. Once it was built, carrying it around was simple.

However, it could only be miniaturized or enlarged at a port. It wasn't something that could be done anywhere there was an ocean, so it could only be shrunk for the purpose of transport.

After looking over the ship, Sonia was all smiles.

"This is great! I was right to ask you, Hayato!"

"I'm glad you're pleased. But it's not finished yet, so please wait a little longer. You're free to look around inside. I'm going to get on board and work on it now."

"Not finished? What're you gonna do?"

"I'm going to install a winch for treasure hunting, of course. But there are no cannons. I don't know how to make them, so you'll have to wait a bit longer for that."

"Oh, right. Well, I'll leave it to you then. We'll get on board and look around."

Sonia said this and boarded the ship with her men. Relic had been watching with an exasperated look on his face.

"Good grief... My apologies, Hayato-sama."

"There's no need for you to apologize, Relic-san. Besides, I'm happy if something I made can stir people's emotions. Seeing them this excited makes it worth the effort."

"That may be so, but she's old enough to know better. I wish she would calm down a little..."

Relic smiled wryly. Hayato took the smiling Relic and Esha and boarded the ship.

The three of them went out onto the deck. This was where he would install the winch that ran on magic.

Normally, a winch alone wouldn't be enough for salvage, but when the hook at the end of the winch was lowered into the sea, some sort of magic would automatically search for and pull up treasure.

That part was very game-like.

"If I had the Diving Skill, I wouldn't even need a winch, but I wonder if anyone has that skill. Do you know, Esha?"

"I've never met anyone who does. It's probably a skill only people who have mastered treasure hunting would have, don't you think? Besides, the Diving Skill can only be used for salvaging, right? Can it be used for anything else?"

"I don't know. But you know, if there was an Underwater Temple or something, it seems like it would be useful there, don't you think?"

"Please don't chase after such fantasies and live a more grounded life."

"An Underwater Temple is definitely a fantasy, but that's not what I'm talking about, is it?"

Hayato continued his preparations while having this conversation.

A winch just needed metal, rope, and a hook. He already had these in his item bag, so he selected it from the menu with his favorite hammer.

He created a five-star winch without any problems.

For now, the preparations were complete. All that was left was to salvage at the location where the airship's design documents were sunk.

But more preparations were needed.

There were monsters in the sea, but there were also pirates. And though the possibility was low, Hayato was being targeted by the Assassin Guild, the Greedy Fire Serpent, and the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, so there was a chance they could attack at sea. He needed combat power.

This was a problem that could be solved if Hayato just holed up in his base, but he wanted to see the salvage event. And there was a chance that his production skills might be useful if some other problem arose.

Besides, as Esha had said earlier, pulling up treasure from a sunken ship, while not quite on the level of an Underwater Temple, had a great deal of romance to it.

As he was wondering what to do about combat power, Sonia and the others, who had been looking around the ship, returned with smiles on their faces.

"It's a flawless piece of work. Just like that treasure chest before, you've got good skills, Hayato. I'd like to hire you as my exclusive production specialist from now on."

"It's no exaggeration to say I've mastered production skills. I'm grateful you like it, but please be careful not to handle it roughly, or it will break. Once its durability runs out, this ship will break too."

"Of course, I know. When it gets dangerous, I'll ask you for maintenance, Hayato. For a fee, of course."

"I can't do it anytime, but if you let me know, I'll do it. By the way, when do you plan to head out to sea? You don't have enough combat power yet, do you?"

"I'm thinkin' as soon as possible, but you're right, we don't have enough power to go to sea. And you're being targeted, Hayato. That's my mistake. I'm sorry about that."

Sonia bowed her head to Hayato with a serious expression.

"Don't worry about it. But because of that, we should think about the timing of when we go out to sea. I think it's best to gather as much combat power as possible."

"You're right. My guys are useless in a fight, so I'd like to hire some help from elsewhere, but..."

As Sonia said this, the men from her guild complained with a laugh, "That's not fair, Big Sister!"

"Don't call me Big Sister. From now on, call me Guild Master. It sounds cooler, don't you think?"

Sonia said this with a laugh as well.

On the way here, Hayato had heard that Relic and Sonia had been betrayed by their student.

Looking at the current situation, it didn't seem that way, but Hayato thought they must have been through a lot. And if they were having fun now, that was what mattered most, and Hayato smiled too.

"Alright then, Sonia-san, I'll ask some of my acquaintances about combat power, so let's head out to sea once we've gathered them."

"That would be a great help. So, what about the ship? Should you shrink it and hold onto it, Hayato?"

"No, please, you take it, Sonia-san. This is a purchase, after all, right?"

"Ah, that's right. I'll message you the amount later and transfer it. Don't worry, I'll pay up. If I tried to pull a scam in front of Relic, my own life would be in danger."

Relic didn't say anything, just smiled. But perhaps feeling pressure from that smile, the guild members' faces tensed slightly.

He hadn't been worried about that at all, but he mentally reflected that such a possibility did exist. And when his reflection was over, he began to think about who to ask for as combat power next.



		
			Chapter 165

			A Request for Cooperation

			Hayato was gathering members to serve as combat power for the salvage operation.

As it turned out, Sonia, being the former Guild Master of the Thieves' Guild, had a narrow circle of friends. She did have strong acquaintances, but she rated them as untrustworthy.

So she had left it all to Hayato. She said anyone Hayato deemed trustworthy would be fine.

However, there was one condition. He could tell them about the airship, but they were not to tell anyone else until it was complete. And for the reward, everything except the airship's design documents would be split. The design documents alone were Sonia's reward, and they were free to do as they pleased with the rest.

Hayato was slightly troubled by this condition.

Basically, he could say that all of his acquaintances were trustworthy. Ney of Kokuryu, Cecil the collector, Noat the prima donna, the Hero Ivan, the Demon Lord Lunaria, any of them would surely listen to his request.

But, to put it mildly, they were usually airheads. There was a chance they might let it slip. In terms of combat power, they were undoubtedly strong and trustworthy, but there was a high possibility that information would leak out, even if unintentionally.

He wondered what to do, but Hayato made up his mind.

Even if the information about the design documents got out and a scramble for them began, couldn't that be called an adventure in its own right? It was a common trope in stories. He had seen plenty of it in the movies he often watched. Besides, in terms of combat power, they would definitely win.

Having seen their battles so far, he was confident of this, and so he reached out to the members.

To explain the situation, he first called Ney to the base.

For some reason, Rosalie came with her.

Apparently, they had started acting together more often, and Rosalie was practically a member of Kokuryu now. Since she served the Demon Lord Lunaria, it wasn't all the time, but they went to various places together about every three days.

"I haven't done anything related to salvaging yet. I'm mostly going to dungeons with Rosalie."

"...Well, being cooped up in the Demon Lord's Castle all the time is stressful. Besides, Lunaria-sama is currently reflecting on her actions, so I'm quite free. Oh, by the way, thank you for the Super Eclairs the other day. They were very well-received by everyone."

"That's good to hear. I made sure to set aside the ingredients Lunaria-san made. The look in the eyes of the Black Rose members was scary."

When he received the ingredients Lunaria had made, the members of the Black Rose had looked at them with the eyes of assassins. It was a look that said they would take his soul if he used them.

"I believe that was a good decision. On a separate matter, there is something I would like to ask of you, Hayato... No, please, you first, Hayato."

"Oh? Well then, about this consultation..."

Hayato told Ney and Rosalie the details of the salvage.

He had given a simple explanation when he contacted them via voice chat, but now he explained it in more depth. The two of them were quite surprised, and Ney, in particular, was very excited.

"An airship! Of course I'll help! But I can't forgive you for keeping quiet about this until now!"

"It's the kind of thing I wanted to keep secret."

"An airship... I see, an airship..."

"Um, is there a problem?"

"No, there is not. However, I would like to borrow it for a bit when it's finished."

"That's not fair, Rosalie! I want to borrow it too!"

"The airship will belong to Sonia-san, who I just mentioned, so I can't say for sure, but I'll try to negotiate. Besides, I was thinking of asking you to accompany me when I go to the floating island, since we don't know what's there either."

The two of them agreed to that as well. Furthermore, Rosalie said she would bring the members of the Black Rose along.

He could say that he had secured about twenty people in terms of combat power.

"By the way, Hayato, thanks for this Arondight Replica. I'm fighting with it and the Excalibur Replica now, dual wielding. They're really strong."

"That's great."

Hayato hadn't been able to log in much after the Stampede event ended, but he had finished giving his thanks to the players and NPCs.

For Ney, it was the Arondight Replica that Lunaria had also requested. He had given various items he could make with his production skills to the other members as well.

"Ney, please equip only the Arondight when you meet Lunaria-sama. She will sulk otherwise."

"You know, I think Lunaria has a difficult personality."

"That's what's good about her."

Neither Hayato nor Ney could grasp even half of what Rosalie was saying was good about Lunaria, but that aside, Hayato was asked to prepare for the battle at sea.

Things like equipment and items that were effective against sea monsters.

Basically, monsters in the sea used water-attribute attacks. Therefore, having armor with strong water resistance could suppress the damage, and having a performance that was specialized against marine life for attacks would be very advantageous.

(Last time, the enemy was a dragon, so I made the Dragon Eater Replica which is specialized against dragons, but the only weapon specialized against marine life is a spear-type... Do I know anyone with the Spear Arts Skill? There's probably someone in the Bandit clan, but I don't want to ask them for help this time.)

The Bandit clan had various players, and it was said to be a clan of a hundred people, formed by the union of ten clans. They had verification and investigation teams, and it could be said that they played the game the most.

Hayato felt a slight rivalry with that clan. This was a matter where he didn't want the information about the airship to leak out before he made it.

(In that case, maybe Cecil. If she's a weapon enthusiast, she might have the Spear Arts Skill. The Crescent Moon Beast, or Dragon Busters as they're called now, I want them to help too. I should give them a call.)

Hayato told Ney and Rosalie he would contact them again with a detailed schedule, gave them some sweets as a souvenir, and then contacted Cecil.

Perhaps because she was free, Cecil came to the base right away.

"Yo, Hayato. Gimme a weapon. You called me, so you must have gotten your hands on some interesting weapon, right?"

"Same as always. I told you on voice chat that there was something I needed help with, didn't I?"

"Forgot in a second. Just kidding. Well, it's just a greeting, so don't mind me. So, what is it?"

Hayato explained that he needed her cooperation in a battle at sea during a salvage operation. That itself ended with a simple "Sure." Then Hayato asked if she had the Spear Arts Skill.

"Of course I have it. It's at 100, naturally. But it's not really cool to just have a spear, so I don't want to equip one. It's gotta be swords, swords. The Excalibur Replica you made for me, Hayato, is really nice. It's so cool it almost throws off the balance."

Cecil had two two-handed swords on her back, one longsword behind her waist, and two one-handed swords on either side of her waist. She was saying that if she equipped the Excalibur Replica on one side of her waist, the balance with the other sword was off.

Hayato had an idea. The two swords on Ney's waist, who had just been at the base, were contrasting, and he thought the balance of their coolness was good.

"There's a sword that would go well with that Excalibur Replica. If I give it to you, will you equip a spear?"

"Tell me more."

"I can make an Arondight Replica."

"I'm in."

(That was easy. With this, whether it's a Kraken, a Leviathan, or a Zaratan, we can win... maybe not a Zaratan. Well, I don't think a monster of that level will appear.)

The Kraken was a giant octopus, the Leviathan a giant sea serpent-like dragon, and the Zaratan a turtle the size of an island. They were known as the three great rare monsters of the sea. There were still no reports of the Zaratan being subjugated, and some even said it might not be a monster.

Cecil promised to bring the members of the Dragon Busters and left. It was decided that they would bring as many as could fit on the ship.

Next, he sent a voice chat to Diite.

"Of course, I'll go. A lot of troublesome things have been happening lately and I'm stressed out, so it will be a good way to blow off some steam."

(So even AI can get stressed... But she seems to be in a good mood, and though she was down before, she seems to have recovered. I don't know about it being for stress relief, but taking a break is important.)

With that thought, Hayato began to prepare for the salvage.



		
			Chapter 166

			The Cause of Stress

			A few days after the large ship was completed, the members Hayato had asked for cooperation gathered at the Royal Capital's port.

First, there were nine members of Ney's group, "Kokuryu." Then, ten members of Rosalie's group, the Black Rose. And finally, ten members of Cecil's mercenary group, the former "Crescent Moon Beast," now the "Dragon Busters."

Hayato had also reached out to Mist and Maris, but they were busy with other matters and declined. He had also asked Ash and Ren, but they were busy in the real world and apologetically declined as well.

Just in case, he had also asked Lunaria, who was confined under the guise of being grounded, but her only reply was, "I'm coming, so come rescue me," so he gave up.

That left four members from "Daedalus," Hayato, Esha, Relic, and Diite.

"Master, I've asked this several times, but are you sure I should come along?"

"I weighed the pros and cons of your attack power and the demerit of attracting monsters, and your attack power came out on top. Besides, if a pirate ship starts firing its cannons, we'll need to return fire. If it comes to it, just let loose with a Destroy. I've prepared a large amount of Melon Juice."

Esha's negative 100 in the Taming Skill had the demerit of making all monsters aggressive towards her. In return, it broke the skill cap for sniping and magic, which increased the power of her Beelzebub's attacks.

Hayato didn't know the manufacturing method for the cannons to equip on the ship. In other words, the large ship he had built had no offensive power. Therefore, he decided to bring along Esha, who was capable of powerful long-range attacks.

"I see, you want me to sink the pirate ship with a Destroy. In situations like this, I think it's best to jump onto the pirate ship and steal their treasure... Oh, you mean we sink it and then salvage it?"

"Just hearing you say that makes it sound like we're the pirates."

Doing something like that to a ship that wasn't attacking would certainly be an act of piracy, but if they were attacked, Hayato's thinking was that it was fine to attack back. Self-defense, in other words.

As they were talking, Relic approached.

"Hayato-sama, my apologies. It seems Sonia will be a little late. She's taking her time selecting her members."

"Oh, that's fine. From what Sonia-san told me, the salvage point is quite close, so I don't think it will take that long to get there."

"However, it is a problem to keep everyone waiting. I will tell her to come quickly."

Relic said this, turned his back, and seemed to be scolding Sonia via voice chat, saying things like "Hurry up" and "Why didn't you decide yesterday?"

(Relic-san is the meticulous type, but Sonia-san seems kind of sloppy... Hmm?)

Hayato felt a gaze on him.

Looking around, he saw the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints staring intently at him.

It was the first time Hayato had gotten a good look at the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints, but their stares were frightening. And the word he heard them saying was "ordinary." Anyone, not just Hayato, would be scared if a group of people were all saying "ordinary, ordinary."

This situation was troubling, so Hayato spoke to Rosalie.

"Um, Rosalie-san, is there something the Black Rose members want to say to me?"

"No, that is not the case. They are simply sizing you up."

"Hah, sizing me up...?"

"It started when you sent us the Super Eclairs, and everyone became interested in what kind of person you are, Hayato. Well, they mean no harm, so it is fine."

(Being stared at by a group of women and called "ordinary" is causing me a considerable amount of actual harm, though.)

If it was like Ash's fans who came to the cafe, Hayato might be a little happy, but it was clear that this was not the case. They were looking at him as if he were a rare animal.

For now, he turned his back to the Black Roses and tried to pretend nothing was happening.

Diite approached the troubled Hayato with a smile.

"It seems you're quite popular with the Assassin Guild, thieves, and all sorts of people, Hayato-kun. Does this mean my judgment was not mistaken?"

"Why is it that I'm not happy about this at all?"

Normally, Esha would be the one teasing him, but she had just started talking with Cecil and was not nearby. Instead, it was Diite who had come to tease him.

"Putting that aside, thank you for the invitation today. It's been a while since I've been outside, even if it is in a virtual reality, and it's a nice change of pace."

"I'm glad to hear that. It's a bit strange to say, but do even AI get stressed?"

"If I were just an AI, I probably wouldn't think so, but I'm closer to a human in that regard. I have likes and dislikes when it comes to work, and if I keep doing something I dislike, I get stressed."

"Is that so? By the way, why are you stressed? Is it okay to ask?"

"Of course. To put it simply, I finally started an event, and someone interfered. It's so infuriating."

"Interfered?"

"Hacking. There are people trying to hack into 'Another Frontier Online.' I don't know if it's an organization or an individual, but they seem to have considerable skill, and it's been difficult to identify them."

"Are there still people doing that?"

When the game "Another Frontier Online" launched, it showcased technology that was considered impossible. Moreover, the company that developed and operated it, "Aphrodite," was of unknown location, and that remained true to this day.

Virtual reality technology has applications beyond gaming. In fact, there were a certain number of people who believed that the latest technology shouldn't be used for games in the first place.

Naturally, various fields wanted that technology. But they couldn't contact a company whose location was unknown, even which colony it was in, and so they couldn't obtain the technology.

In that case, organizations and individuals emerged who tried to steal the technology used in the game through illegal means. They dismantled headsets, made unauthorized access to communication destinations, and so on.

But "Another Frontier Online" repelled all of them.

On the contrary, it went so far as to disclose the information of the organizations and individuals who tried to hack it, socially erasing them.

At the time, the organizations and individuals who were counterattacked claimed they were falsely accused, but the information disclosed by "Aphrodite" was so perfect that it left no room for rebuttal. Furthermore, it also revealed information about those organizations hacking other organizations, causing a huge uproar.

Because of that, it was a common topic right after the service started, but such topics hadn't come up recently.

"Basically, Infinity is handling the security, so there's no problem, but if it's tied up with that, the version updates for this world will be delayed. And this time, the opponent seems to be quite a good hacker, and we can't seem to catch their tail."

"Oh, I see."

Infinity referred to the program that constructed this world and Diite. It wasn't just a simple program, but an AI-like program that thought and acted on its own, and it was named with the meaning that it would evolve infinitely.

Basically, Infinity constructed the virtual reality, and Diite managed that virtual reality.

"I want to make this event a success somehow. To do that, various fine adjustments are necessary, but since Infinity is prioritizing security, I can't adjust things well. That's what's so frustrating and stressing me out."

"That sounds tough. I'd like to help, but I'm not good with programming or hacking."

"The thought alone is appreciated. Besides, even Esha-kun probably couldn't handle this. If anyone could..."

Diite stopped her words there.

Hayato tilted his head and looked at Diite.

"If anyone could... what?"

"...No, it's nothing. Well, it's probably impossible to break through Infinity's security. And we'll find the opponent eventually. Until then, we'll have to stay as we are, but I suppose it can't be helped. It seems Sonia-kun has arrived."

Looking in the direction of Diite's gaze, he saw Sonia running towards them with several people in tow.

"Sorry, we're late. We'll get ready right away, so just wait a little longer."

"Good grief, you've always been too loose with time."

"Don't be so angry, we'll get ready right away."

While being scolded by Relic, Sonia floated the miniaturized ship on the sea.

The ship immediately grew to its full size, a large vessel capable of carrying many people.

"Come on, get on! This is the ship's maiden voyage, let's make it a grand one!"

At Sonia's words, the more enthusiastic members raised their fists and shouted. With Sonia in the lead, they began to board the ship from the gangway.

"This is actually my first time on a ship. I've been looking forward to it since I got the message. Come on, let's go."

Diite said this to Hayato and headed towards the gangway happily.

(Diite-chan looks like she's having fun. I'm glad I invited her... Well then, let's go.)

Hayato started walking, as if to follow the happily walking Diite.



		
			Chapter 167

			Sea Fog

			The ship sailed northeast from the Royal Capital's port.

The scent of the tide passed through Hayato's nose. Not knowing the real sea, Hayato only knew such expressions, but he figured this must be it and took a deep breath. Then he stretched.

The weather was good, the waves were calm, and the wind was pleasant. It was a perfect day for a voyage. If it weren't for the purpose of salvaging, he would have liked to enjoy a vacation here. Though, since monsters would attack, that wasn't possible.

So far, the voyage was smooth. Another fifteen minutes of travel and they would reach their destination.

The ship was set to run on magic, so it didn't particularly use the wind. The sails were raised, but that was just for show. Its speed was about twice that of a person walking, and anyone could steer it by operating the helm. No particular skill was required.

Perhaps because of that, there were many people waiting in line to take a turn at the helm. Diite was also in line.

Hayato had steered many times during his Kokuryu days, so he didn't particularly want to do it and was just an observer this time. Ney and the others had no need to steer for the same reason, but they were waiting in line.

(We're not here to play, but oh well. As long as I stay vigilant, it should be fine. I just need to watch out for pirate ships.)

Hayato thought this as he scanned the sea.

Sea monsters attack suddenly from underwater. It's possible to spot huge monsters, but smaller ones are unknown until they attack.

Monsters that come up onto the deck, like crabs, turtles, and Sahagins, can be defeated with close-range attacks, but monsters in the sea like sharks and giant squids can only be defeated with certain long-range attacks. There's also the method of pulling them up onto the deck and beating them, but defeating them with long-range attacks is quicker.

And when the ship is attacked, its durability decreases. It's not so fragile that it will break easily, and emergency repairs are possible with the Woodworking Skill, but complete repairs can only be done at a Shipyard Dock.

This time, the main purpose was salvaging, not combat, but he had heard that the appearance rate of pirate ships at sea had been high recently. That was a concern for Hayato, so he had assembled a considerable amount of combat power.

According to a rumor Hayato had heard, even a large ship had been sunk after just one battle with pirates. The one that was sunk didn't have cannons, but he guessed they must be quite powerful.

(I want to know the manufacturing method, but I don't know how to get it. Asking Diite-chan feels like cheating, and asking the Bandit clan feels like I've lost. I wonder if it's in a dungeon treasure chest... I really want it.)

He had originally wanted to mount cannons on the ship for this voyage, but if he didn't know how to make them, there was nothing he could do. Besides, if he didn't hurry, someone else might get the design documents and build the airship.

So, even though he felt underprepared, he had decided to go ahead with the salvage.

In its place, so to speak, he had assembled a considerable amount of combat power for this purpose.

(Things are going smoothly so far, so maybe it's okay. We'll reach the place where the ship sank in a little while, and there are no pirate ships around... What's that? Fog?)

In the direction of Hayato's gaze, there was something like a fog, and he couldn't see beyond it. Moreover, the ship was heading right for it.

"Stop the ship for a moment."

When Hayato said that, everyone looked at him. It must have been Diite's turn, because she had a puzzled look on her face, as if to say, "Why?"

"Sonia-san, there's fog in the direction we're going. Are the coordinates correct?"

"Hmm? What's that? The coordinates are right, but why is there fog there?"

That's what Hayato wanted to know. In the first place, looking around, there was only fog in that one spot, a fog that clearly ignored the weather, even for a virtual reality.

Hayato glanced at Diite. Noticing this, Diite gave a slight smirk. Of course, Diite probably knew the answer, but asking her would be too much of a spoiler, so he averted his gaze.

"Hayato-sama, what shall we do? Do we proceed as we are, or do we stop for today?"

At Relic's proposal, Hayato pondered what to do. Though, the answer was pretty much decided. It felt like a waste to send the members he had gathered home empty-handed. It wasn't like he could gather this much combat power anytime he wanted.

Besides, he had a sense of security that with these members, they could handle whatever happened.

"Let's go. We can't go home empty-handed. But if we think it's dangerous, let's turn back at full speed."

"It would certainly be boring to go back as we are. Understood. Then, Diite-sama, please proceed towards that fog."

"Leave it to me. I even know the call for times like this. Yo-ho-soro."

When Diite said that, the more enthusiastic members also chanted, "Yo-ho-soro!"

The ship then started moving, heading towards the fog.

(Is she using that right? Oh well. Diite-chan is really into it. She must have been pretty stressed. That aside, I should have them start being on guard. Visibility will be bad in the fog. If we get attacked by monsters or a pirate ship in a place like this, it'll be really dangerous.)

Hayato thought this and asked the members to be on the lookout.

Most of the members listened to his request, but for some reason, Rosalie and the members of the Black Rose were all lost in thought and didn't move.

"Rosalie-san, is something wrong?"

"No, I was about to follow Hayato's instructions, but this salvage is being hosted by Sonia-san, so shouldn't Sonia-san be the leader?"

"Shoot, you're right. It's not my place to step up... Hey, Sonia-san!"

"Ah, no, that's not what I meant..."

By the time Rosalie tried to say something, Sonia had already responded.

"What is it? I was just about to tell the young 'uns to be on the lookout, just as you said."

"No, Sonia-san is the leader of this operation. I overstepped my bounds a bit, so I thought it would be better if you gave the orders again."

"Don't give me that. I may be the Guild Master of the Treasure Hunter Guild, but that sort of thing doesn't suit me. So I'll leave it to you, Hayato. You seem like you can give more accurate instructions than I can."

"Um, are you sure?"

"Of course I'm sure. No one else is questioning it, are they? Or can't the Black Rose girls move on Hayato's orders?"

"My apologies. It was merely a question, so if Sonia-san says it is fine, then we too will follow those instructions."

"Is that so? Then I'm countin' on you. The girls are said to be the sword of the Demon Lord, so I'm expectin' great things in battle. Well, I don't know if there will be a battle, though."

Sonia said this with a smile and moved towards the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild.

And the members of the Black Rose were tilting their heads.

"Um, so that's how it is, but are you still not convinced...?"

When Hayato asked timidly, Rosalie crossed her arms and tilted her head.

"You are a mystery, Hayato."

"Um, what is?"

"No, it's just that you only have production skills and can't fight at all, and yet you're trusted somehow. In the Demon Country, where strength is justice, you are completely untrustworthy, Hayato, but it's a strange feeling that I still feel like I can trust you."

At Rosalie's words, the members of the Black Rose also nodded.

"Well, it is fine. We will follow your instructions, Hayato, so please tell us anything. However, you will have to cooperate with us later, you know?"

"Cooperate? Well, if it's something I can do, just say the word."

"I have your word, you know? Well then, everyone. Let us also be on the lookout. As Sonia-san said, we are the sword of the Demon Lord that shatters all things. Let us achieve a result that will not bring shame to our position as Lunaria-sama's retainers. All for Lunaria-sama!"

"For Lunaria-sama!"

The members of the Black Rose chanted in response to Rosalie's words. They all formed a circle, raised their weapons, and touched the tips together.

"Um, this is a small space, so could you keep your voices down a little?"

Just as Hayato said that, the ship entered the fog.

In an instant, the surroundings became almost invisible.

(It would be terrible to be attacked by something in a place like this. But it's the same for the enemy, right? I doubt we'll have to fight a pirate ship. I guess we only need to be careful of monsters... But what's this? There's a faint, unpleasant smell mixed in with the scent of the tide. Maybe this was a bit hasty.)

Speaking of fog, the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki had used a fog that contained bad statuses. Thinking that this fog might contain such components, Hayato checked his own status.

But there were no problems. He was in perfect health.

(Am I overthinking this... Hmm? A black shadow...?)

"Shadow at three o'clock! Possible pirate ship!"

Someone shouted, and everyone looked in that direction. But it was too late. In that instant, the black shadow rammed into them.

The ship shook violently, and some members tumbled to the deck. Hayato was also hit with a considerable impact and fell to the deck.

(Damn, when did they...? But a ram? A huge monster?)

Hayato strained his eyes. Even if the fog was thick, it was possible to see something if it was right in front of him.

Looking closely, it was a ship, but it didn't seem to be a pirate ship. The other ship's hull was in tatters. But that was probably more troublesome than a pirate ship.

(A ghost ship...?)

On the deck of the other ship, a skeleton wearing an eyepatch and flashy clothes clattered its jaw and pointed its sword at them. Then, a large number of skeletons jumped onto their ship.
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			The Ghost Ship

			The ghost ship rammed into the side of the vessel Hayato and the others were on, striking it with its bow.

The point of impact was the right side from the ship's direction of travel. In other words, the starboard side. It then pulled up alongside them, running parallel as it threw several hooked ropes onto Hayato's ship, creating a bridge between the two. They were so practiced it was over in an instant.

Then, skeletons dressed as pirates, Pirate Skeletons, began boarding Hayato's ship in droves. The skeletons wielded curved swords known as cutlasses and carried no shields. A few skeletons remained on the ghost ship, readying their bows. It seemed there were even some capable of using magic.

(We ran into a ghost ship before we even saw any pirates. I've never heard of this happening before.)

There was a reason Hayato could afford to think so casually. The party members who had been knocked over by the initial impact had gotten to their feet and immediately begun to counterattack. Esha and Relic moved closer to Hayato.

"Master, you took quite a tumble. Are you all right? It would be a disaster if you fell into the sea, you know."

Falling into the sea wouldn't make it impossible to breathe, but your HP would gradually decrease. The Diving Skill could slow the rate of loss, but it was unlikely anyone would acquire the skill for that purpose alone.

"I'm fine, but it looks like the ship took a lot of damage from that impact. I need to repair it with my Woodworking Skill."

Even at sea, a ship with reduced durability could be restored to eighty percent with the Woodworking Skill's repair function. To fix it completely required returning to a shipyard dock, a limitation that existed at sea. Repairs also required lumber, but they had loaded plenty onto the ship, so as long as they had wood, they could make fixes.

Viewed this way, the Woodworking Skill seemed quite useful, but the overwhelming majority of players never went to sea. Otherwise, the skill was only for making furniture and wooden equipment, so it was considered rather underappreciated.

(Even now, I hear very few people are trying to salvage things from the sea. Whoops, this is no time to be thinking about that. No matter how strong everyone is, it's over if the ship sinks. I'd better fix it right away.)

Thankfully, the ghost ship didn't have cannons. It was attacking the hull with arrows and magic, but the damage was far less than the ramming attack. Considering the amount of lumber they had on board, Hayato figured they could manage.

However, he couldn't repair it indefinitely, so they had no choice but to defeat their opponents.

The quickest way would be to sink the enemy ship. But it was questionable whether even Esha's Destroy could sink a ghost ship. That meant they should either wipe out the entire crew or defeat the pirate captain.

Besides, though it was a ghost ship, it was still a physical vessel. The reason for the attack was unknown, but it was possible they were engaged in plunder. In other words, the ship might be full of treasure. It would be faster to rummage through the ship as it was than to salvage it after it sank.

"There might be treasure, so let's not sink the ghost ship and explore it later. Aim to wipe them all out."

When Hayato said that, some of the members let out a war cry. It was mainly the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild. They crossed the rope bridge the enemy had made and boarded their ship. Sonia was the very first one across.

"Whoa, hell yeah! If that's the case, that cool sword the captain's holding is mine! Don't let those treasure hunters get ahead of us!"

With that, Cecil immediately crossed a rope and boarded the enemy ship. She launched an attack on the skeleton that looked like the captain. The members of the Dragon Busters followed her with slightly wry smiles.

(Unlike Ash, Cecil seems like the type to act on intuition, so I bet everyone has a hard time... Still, maybe it was a bad idea to give Cecil a lance. Another weapon would have been better against undead.)

Cecil had five lances equipped. He had given her weapons with a special attack skill against marine life to counter sea monsters. Even without that special skill, the lances he'd given her were quite strong, but they weren't the most effective choice. Plus, while Cecil could equip multiple weapons, she couldn't use her item bag and had the disadvantage of not being able to switch equipment on the spot.

"Cecil will be fine. She usually prioritizes looking cool, but if you let her handle a variety of weapons, she might even be stronger than that Ivan."

Perhaps his thoughts had shown on his face, as Esha said this to him. Relic agreed with her.

"Cecil is the type who fights by instinct, but she is unquestionably strong, so there will be no problem. However, the footing is also unstable, so Esha, could you please support Cecil? I will protect Hayato-sama here."

"Then I'll leave Master's protection to you. I doubt Cecil needs my support, but there are enemies attacking from a distance. I'll take care of them. That's one chocolate parfait you owe me."

"Huh? Owe who? Me?"

Esha didn't answer Hayato's question, instead readying her Beelzebub. She then defeated the skeletons with her normal attacks.

Normally, gun attacks were not very effective against skeletons, but Esha's shots unerringly pierced their heads, felling them in a single blow.

As if spurred on by this, Ney's group and Rosalie's group also began taking down the skeletons that had boarded the ship.

Ney was dual wielding the Excalibur Replica and the Arondight Replica. She had originally been the type to fight with a single one-handed sword held in both hands, not using a shield, so perhaps dual wielding didn't feel particularly strange to her. She fought with considerable skill.

Rosalie was attacking with her usual scythe, but the weapons of the Black Rose members were varied. One had a giant hammer, while another wielded a thorny, whip-like weapon. There was even one member with a crossbow in each hand, making one wonder how she managed to load the bolts.

Watching them, the only thing Hayato could say was that they were all strong.

(There's no way they'd lose to mere skeletons. Alright, I'll fix the ship while I have the chance.)

Hayato took out a saw and selected "Repair Ship" from the menu. The ship's durability slowly began to recover.

"Hayato-sama, please be careful. The enemy's movements seem strange."

At Relic's words, Hayato looked around.

The Pirate Skeletons in their pirate attire were almost all gone. But other skeletons had appeared in their place. They were not humanoid, but monster-shaped.

There were skeletons of the fishman Sahagin, and the fish-like bones of some unknown species were floating and swimming through the air.

"My, my, to think you would destroy the undead I so carefully created. In that case, I shall get a little serious myself."

A voice came from somewhere. It was hard to see through the fog, but it was probably from above, around the mast of the enemy ship.

"It seems you are the leader, yes?"

Hayato couldn't see him, but he had a gut feeling the voice was referring to him.

The next moment, a black object shot down from the sky toward Hayato.

Hayato braced himself, but Relic immediately stepped between him and the object. When Relic struck the black object with a right hook, it skidded across the deck from the impact.

"Oh my, you're quite skilled for a human, aren't you?"

Relic remained silent, still in his stance. Hayato guessed the black object had charged on its own.

(I only caught a glimpse, but that form...)

Thanks to Relic, Hayato hadn't been attacked, but he had seen its form. It was different now, but a moment ago, it had been a giant bat.

He had a good idea of who an opponent that could turn into a giant bat might be.

"A vampire...?"

"You figured it out in that instant? Quite the keen eyesight you have."

A man dressed like a nobleman from a bygone era, the Middle Ages, was standing there.

He had long golden hair that reached his shoulders and an androgynous face, but his voice was male. He wore all black, including a knee-length coat, and had a somewhat gentlemanly air about him. However, his face was pale and looked unhealthy. Though his clothes and features were different, his atmosphere was similar to Mist's.

"Is this ghost ship yours?"

"Indeed it is. I live apart from the world, conducting my research, but humans sometimes wander in, you see. So I like to amuse myself like this from time to time. However, it is a problem to have my undead destroyed to this extent. Therefore, I shall join the fray from this point on."

"Well now, it has been a while, hasn't it? I am glad to see you in good health."

Rosalie suddenly spoke to the vampire.

"Oh my, what a beautiful young lady. To wish a vampire good health, what a witty jest... You, you are Rosalie Quentis...? Why are you here?"

"I was asked a small favor."

It seemed Rosalie and the vampire were acquaintances. Just as Hayato thought they could avoid an unnecessary fight, the vampire looked slightly upward, covering his eyes with his right palm as he began to laugh.

"This is perfect! I shall repay the debt from that time, right here and now!"

"No matter how many times we fight, the result will be the same. Besides, unlike back then, you are alone now. Do you truly believe you can win?"

"The only reason you all won that time was due to the field effect. Had it been night, I would not have lost. But this time, it is the reverse. Do not think you can fight the same way you did back then, you hear?"

"Um, sorry to interrupt while you're all fired up, but are you two acquainted?"

Hayato's words didn't seem to reach the pair, or rather, the Black Rose members and the vampire. They faced each other, faint smiles on their lips.

In that opening, Relic moved in front of Hayato and began to back away.

"Hayato-sama, that vampire is likely an ally of Mist-sama. One of the Ten Undead Elites, you could say."

"Huh? Really?"

"Yes. And the Ten Undead Elites lost to the Ten Black Rose Saints in the previous Clan War, so I imagine that is what they are referring to."

"Ah, so that's... It's fine to fight them, even if they're Mist-san's allies?"

"They both seem eager, so let us leave it to them. Hayato-sama, please retreat for now."

Hayato nodded and, with Relic, moved over to where Diite stood, a smile on her face, her hands still on the ship's wheel.



		
			Chapter 169

			The Black Roses and the Vampire

			Leaving the battle between the Black Rose members and the vampire to them, Hayato and Relic approached Diite, who was at the helm.

Currently, the hooked ropes from the ghost ship were entangled with their vessel, preventing it from moving, but that didn't seem to matter to Diite. She was having fun, playfully turning the ship's wheel to the right and left.

"This kind of retro vehicle isn't half bad."

"Diite-chan, do you understand the current situation?"

She was probably doing it knowingly, but she was being far too defenseless, or rather, too boisterous. Hayato wondered where the cool Diite-chan of old had gone.

Perhaps Diite felt a little something too, because she regained her composure and cleared her throat with a small cough.

"You've seen me in an embarrassing state. I'm just blowing off some steam after being cooped up for so long. I hope you can overlook it a little. And you, Relic-kun, please don't look so conflicted."

"I suppose there are times like that. However, the vampire who owns the ghost ship has appeared, so we would appreciate a little of your assistance."

"A vampire? Ah, so that ghost ship belongs to Damian-kun."

"...You know him?"

Hayato asked a deliberately naive question. He knew that as the administrator, Diite was aware of all NPCs. This question was a pretense because Relic was nearby.

Diite seemed to realize this and adopted the air of a character who knew him, rather than an administrator.

"His name was Damian Trence, if I recall. One of the Ten Undead Elites and an ally of Mist-kun."

"Ah, yes, I believe that was his name. I saw him several times during the last Clan War. I remember he favored a fighting style where he would create a large number of undead monsters with Create Undead magic to use as shields."

"Yes, Mist-kun often fights himself, but Damian-kun frequently fought using create-type magic. However, it seems he is different now."

Diite said this as she looked toward Damian.

Hayato looked as well. Damian seemed to be fighting on even terms with the ten members of the Black Rose. There were no skeletons or anything like that. A ten-on-one battle was unfolding.

Looking closely, the bones of defeated fish and Sahagin were scattered around the Black Rose members. Hayato thought that perhaps all the monsters created with Create Undead had been defeated, leaving him with no choice but to fight on his own.

The Black Rose members were challenging him with a formation of five in the front line, three in the middle, and two in the rear. Their coordination was incredible, always attacking with at least two people simultaneously in what could be described as a furious barrage of consecutive attacks.

However, Damian was handling it skillfully. The reason a ten-on-one fight was working so well was due to the vampire's abilities. Damian seemed able to turn himself into mist, periodically dissolving into the surrounding fog.

When he did that, the Black Rose members couldn't attack him at all, and they would suddenly be attacked from a completely different location than where he had vanished. Even if they took damage from that attack, one of the Black Rose members with a black bandage wrapped around her face would use healing magic, so HP wasn't an issue. But there was another problem.

There's no such thing as getting tired in this game. You can swing a weapon as much as you want, but there is mental fatigue. The situation of not knowing where an attack will come from gradually wears down the spirit.

"It seems he's using this weather, or rather, the field effect, to his advantage. It only lasts for a few seconds, but in his mist state, he's invincible, and by blending in with the surrounding fog, you can't tell where he'll attack from. What a nasty tactic."

One of the unique skills vampires possess is "Mist Form." Just as they can turn into bats or wolves, they can also temporarily become mist. In that state, they can't attack at all, but they are in an invincible state where they take no damage, and they can still move.

Normally, you can see the mist form, so you would know where he would rematerialize even if he moved. But now, since the surroundings are covered in fog, it's impossible to tell where the mist has moved. You don't know where the attack will come from.

"Is there anything we can do?"

"Let's just put our faith in the Black Rose-kuns' performance. The mist state isn't permanent, and there's a cool down time before he can use Mist Form again. I think they can handle it."

"Yeah, but..."

"Amber Queen!"

Just as Hayato was about to speak, Rosalie's voice echoed around them.

At her command, the Black Rose members formed a tight, circular formation with the middle and rear guards at the center, and the front guard surrounding them. The five on the perimeter faced outward, their backs to the center, and from that center, a voice that sounded like a countdown could be heard.

"Huh? What's that?"

"That is a kind of code the members of the Black Rose use. Rumor has it they use the names of rose varieties for their formations."

"Rose varieties? But that countdown..."

As soon as the countdown finished, the five front-line members of the Black Rose simultaneously attacked the area in front of them. It was an all-out, omnidirectional attack, regardless of whether an enemy was there or not.

Damian rematerialized at that exact moment, but perhaps he had been on guard, because he was not in the attack's range. However, it seemed to be a close call, and you could see the hurried expression on his face as he dodged out of the attack's area.

But the Black Rose's assault wasn't over. The middle and rear guards were also facing their respective directions, their own attacks ready. As the five front-liners crouched down, the middle and rear guards launched their attacks over their heads.

One of the Black Rose members, sensing that Damian had appeared right in front of her, gleefully fired her dual-wielded crossbows repeatedly.

"Guh!"

There was a cool down time after exiting Mist Form, so he couldn't immediately turn back into mist. Moreover, since he had just dodged the front-liners' attack, he wasn't prepared for the next one, and Damian took the full force of the crossbow bolts.

Rosalie pursued Damian as he hurriedly tried to retreat.

Her beloved scythe, "Scream." She used its unique skill, "Madness," to boost her stats and movement speed.

"Like I'd let you get away!"

With a red-black aura enveloping her, Rosalie attacked Damian head-on. The attack dealt considerable damage, and Damian's HP bar was down to a sliver.

He probably felt no pain, but his HP was low. Even so, Damian's expression was one of calm confidence.

"Impressive. It seems I was outmatched back then as well."

"I cannot say for certain. But this is a ten-on-one battle. We cannot afford to lose. Now then, allow me to deliver the final blow. Go beg for forgiveness from your god!"

"I must decline."

Before Rosalie could get close, Damian quickly took out an item and drank it.

(Is that Dragon Blood?)

It was only for a moment, but that's what Hayato's eyes saw. The vampire's version of an Elixir, Dragon Blood. It instantly restored all HP and MP and provided a short-term stat boost.

Damian dodged Rosalie's attack, then immediately transformed into a bat and fled into the sky. The fog was thick, and Damian's figure, having flown upward, was already out of sight. The members with ranged attacks were firing blindly, but it was unlikely they would hit him.

"It is my loss this time as well. However, next time, I shall have you face not just me, but my comrades. Until we meet again, my beautiful ladies."

The sound of flapping wings grew fainter and fainter until it could no longer be heard.

Relic relaxed his stance and looked at Hayato.

"It seems he has fled out to sea."

"Being able to fly all the way to land from here is pretty amazing. It makes me want to learn Necromancy, but that look... is a bit much."

No matter how handsome a guy is, the bat form is just creepy. Maybe he's handsome for a bat, but that's impossible to judge.

"I wouldn't mind even if you were a bat, Master. As long as you make me chocolate parfaits."

"Is that something I should be thanking Esha for? And what was that, all of a sudden?"

Saying she wouldn't mind if he looked like a bat could be a moving statement depending on the situation, but the condition of chocolate parfaits ruined it.

"I'm here to report that we have disposed of the surrounding undead. They've started a treasure hunt on the ghost ship now, but are you not participating, Master?"

"I think I'll pass... Oh, Relic-san, if the treasure chests are locked or trapped, could I ask you to disarm them?"

"Of course. However, Sonia can also do it, so I doubt I will be needed. Since Esha has returned, I shall go and supervise Sonia and the others. It is not good for them to get too carried away."

Relic smiled a slightly scary smile and headed toward the ghost ship.

And so, only Hayato, Esha, and Diite remained.

"Hayato-kun, I wouldn't mind if you were a bat. I'd be fine even without chocolate parfaits."

"What kind of appeal is that? ...Rosalie-san and everyone, thank you for your hard work. We managed to drive him off thanks to you."

At some point, the Black Rose members had come over to Hayato's group. They were whispering amongst themselves while looking at him.

"Um, what? Being whispered about by so many women is a little hard on my mental state."

"My apologies. I was just thinking how popular you are, Hayato. Even though you look so ordinary."

"'Ordinary' isn't a compliment, you know. And popular? Who?"

"I did say 'you,' Hayato, did I not?"

"Are your eyes perhaps bad?"

"So that I can spot Lunaria-sama from any location, both of my eyes are 20/20."

"Then maybe your powers of delusion are at a dangerous level?"

"What did you say, punk? If anything, I would say you are impossibly dense. Well, whatever. I'd rather not have the barrel of a Beelzebub pointed at me, so I will take my leave. Now, everyone, let us have a tea time."

Rosalie's group left Hayato's side and took out a luxurious-looking table on the deck. Then they actually started preparing tea.

"Um, what was that about?"

Lately, Hayato had been called "popular" a lot, but it was clearly different from the kind of "popular" directed at Ash.

"Perhaps it means you would be more popular in your bat form, Master?"

"But I've never even been a bat."

Deciding it wasn't worth worrying about, Hayato took out his saw to restore the ship's durability.



		
			Chapter 170

			Distributing Treasure and Salvage

			After repelling the vampire Damian's ghost ship, it was, of course, time to inspect the treasure.

Some thought it was a bad idea to do it right here, right now, but the overwhelming majority felt they couldn't rest until they opened the chests, so it was decided they would open them immediately.

They had found three treasure chests. All of them were locked and trapped, but Sonia disarmed them.

They contained various things, but for the players like Hayato and Ney's group, they were also automatically distributed Treasure Coins. The amount was ten per person. Just enough to earn a little pocket money as a reward.

Besides being exchanged for prize money, Treasure Coins could also be traded for any item of their choosing. The ranking was based on the number of coins earned, not held, so exchanging them for items wouldn't lower their rank or prize money.

Since this was the first time Hayato had obtained Treasure Coins, he didn't know what items he could exchange them for, but he planned to check as soon as he got back.

As for the other treasures, they were basically coins. If it were real money, carrying it would be a hassle, but the money in this world was data-managed by the power of magic. The coins in the treasure chests could also be converted to data on the spot, so carrying them was no trouble.

Sonia would hold onto it for now, and they would redistribute it once they returned to port. There was still the Salvage left, so they would divide it all up with the treasure from that.

Other than money, there were also several magic items.

There were magic rings and bracelets with various effects. Some of them possessed abilities that could never be created with production skills, but such items were extremely rare.

Hayato checked all the items they had obtained, but since they were all things he could create with production skills given enough time, he wasn't particularly tempted. However, there was one item that caught his interest, a ring that improved the Diving Skill.

It wasn't that rare, as it could occasionally be made with production skills. But he was reflecting a little on how he should have prepared such an item for a Salvage operation.

Depending on the situation, they could fall into the sea. By switching equipment, he could survive for a while in the ocean or water, so Hayato swore to make one next time.

And so, the treasure was distributed to those who wanted it. Even if there was nothing he wanted, just watching to see who wanted what was fun. And when desires overlapped, it was settled with rock-paper-scissors. A single round, no hard feelings.

Basically, Ney's group and the Black Rose members didn't participate.

Ney's group said they had the equipment Hayato made for them, so there was nothing they particularly wanted. The Black Rose members also said they had plenty of equipment at the Demon Lord's Castle, so they didn't want anything either.

Cecil was happy with the sword she had obtained from the skeleton that looked like the captain, so for the most part, the loot was divided among the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild and the Dragon Busters.

Esha and the others didn't seem to want anything in particular, but when there was wine in a treasure chest, Relic wanted it. No one else competed for it, and it easily passed into Relic's hands.

"I feel rather bad hogging all the wine for myself."

"There's no one here who really wants anything alcoholic, so don't worry about it. It's better for someone who can enjoy it to drink it, so please don't hold back."

"Is that so? Then I shall partake without reservation. I look forward to my evening drink tonight."

Relic put several bottles of red wine into his item bag, looking pleased.

Basically, there was a game restriction that you couldn't drink alcoholic beverages like wine unless you were twenty years old in the real world.

The legal drinking age varies by country in reality, but this game used twenty as the standard. Of course, Hayato and the others were over twenty, so they could drink. The only person Hayato knew who couldn't was Ren.

Hayato and the other players generally didn't drink alcohol in the real world either. In reality, it was an expensive luxury item, and unless you really liked it, the option to buy it just didn't come up.

Many players had their first drink in this virtual reality, but it wasn't very popular. Simply put, alcoholic beverages caused bad statuses like intoxication and didn't restore MP like juice, so it was really just for enjoying the taste and the feeling of being drunk.

Some players thought that was the best, but most weren't used to drinking, so it wasn't popular.

Given the situation, Hayato had a question.

(Putting the present aside, I don't think you could get your hands on alcohol during the era of resource depletion, right? Why does Relic-san like wine? I think Mist-san also enjoyed wine. I wonder if they've ever had it in the real world? Or did they try it in the game and come to like it?)

It wasn't a big deal, but since he didn't have any alcohol-loving people around him, Hayato was a little curious. Still, it wasn't something worth prying into.

Esha, Ash, and Ren had all decided to become residents of this game for their own reasons. He didn't know the circumstances, but the same must be true for Relic and Mist. He was definitely curious, but not enough to feel he absolutely had to know.

While he was thinking about such things, the distribution of treasure ended, and they once again set the ship in motion toward the waters where the sunken vessel lay.

Incidentally, the masterless ghost ship sank as if melting into the sea. It turned out that the ghost ship was something the vampire Damian had created with magic, and it couldn't be captured.

Diite, who had explained this, was relieved of her duty at the helm. Ney was now at the ship's wheel, looking like she was having fun.

Diite didn't look particularly dissatisfied and approached Hayato.

"Are you satisfied now?"

"...I do think I got a little too carried away. But it was a pretty good stress reliever, so I've had enough for now."

"That's good to hear. But should I arrange to have a ship available for you regularly? This one belongs to Sonia-san, so we'll have to build a new one."

"I would definitely appreciate that. There's a chance we'll be doing more Salvage operations in the future, so I don't think it's a bad idea to have a large ship."

It seemed Diite had taken a liking to steering the ship. She was even giving Hayato a lecture on the subject.

Well, as long as her spirits were lifted, that's what mattered, Hayato thought as he listened to her words.

A few minutes later, the ship stopped on Sonia's command.

As always, the surroundings were covered in fog, and they couldn't see anything, but this was apparently the correct spot where the ship carrying the design documents had sunk. According to Sonia, her magic compass that could determine coordinates was pointing directly here.

"Alright, I'm dropping the hook into the sea. It'll probably take more than one try to pull it up, so we'll be doing this a few times. We might fish up a monster, so stay on your toes."

Everyone nodded at Sonia's words.

Salvage wasn't a matter of simply dropping a hook near the coordinates of a sunken ship and guaranteeing you'd pull it up. It was influenced by probability. Moreover, you didn't just pull up treasure chests, sometimes you could also reel in monsters.

On Sonia's command, the hook attached to the Winch was thrown into the sea. After a while, the Winch's rope stopped. Then, the Winch started to move, as if reeling in the rope.

"Now, let's see what we get. This is the fun part."

Some people were hopeful, some readied their weapons, and some, for some reason, watched while sipping tea. The reactions were varied.

And then there was the person who remembered something. Hayato was a little concerned. There was a person on this ship who made monsters go berserk. That was on Hayato's orders, so if anyone was responsible, it was him.

"Esha is just disliked by monsters, right? She doesn't, like, attract them or anything, does she?"

"Well, I don't really go outside of town much, so it's hard to say. I don't think I attracted the ghost ship."

The moment Esha said that, the ship shook violently. And the Winch stopped.

"We drew a blank! Prepare for battle!"

Sonia gave the command, and everyone readied their weapons. Immediately after, dark brown tentacles shot out from around the ship and grabbed it firmly.

Hayato knew this method of appearance. It was the Kraken, the monster they had fought many times when he made the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme."

"If it's a Kraken, Ney and the others can beat it on their own, so it's not that scary."

At Hayato's murmur, Esha let out a sigh.

"What's with the sigh?"

"Well, yes, to put it simply, Maris-sama's pet Lancelot is an Elder Griffon, a superior species of Griffon."

"I know that, but why are you bringing it up now?"

"Most monsters have a superior species, and of course, the Kraken is no exception. My monster-attracting ability can be put to good use in situations like this, you see."

"Huh? So you're saying these tentacles aren't a Kraken, but..."

"How perceptive of you, Master. You're wonderful. This is the Kraken's superior species, Poseidon. We'll have to be prepared for some sacrifices."

It was common knowledge in this game that monsters with the names of gods were quite strong. Poseidon was a monster on par with Agres Berion. The only saving grace was its simple AI.

"Alright, I'm getting serious now, too. You'd better seriously work on restoring the ship's durability, Hayato-kun, or we'll be sunk. The guardian protecting the design documents is supposed to be a Kraken, but we've drawn a rare one with a very low probability."

"I'm pretty good at drawing the bad kind of rare..."

It was hard to say whether this was because of Esha's demerit or Hayato's bad luck, but he knew they wouldn't be able to win unless everyone worked together.

Diite held a book in one hand, and Esha readied her Beelzebub.

And so, the battle with Poseidon began.



		
			Chapter 171

			VS Poseidon

			The creature they reeled in during the Salvage was Poseidon, the superior species of the Kraken.

When you think of a Kraken, you imagine a giant squid or octopus, but in this game, it takes the form of a giant octopus with eight legs that wrap around the ship. It tends to target the ship itself rather than the characters, so they have to defeat it before the ship is destroyed.

If the ship breaks, no matter how advantageous their situation, they'll be thrown into the sea and it will be over. It was, in a way, a battle with a time limit. Thanks to Hayato's Woodworking Skill and the lumber they had on board, that time limit was quite generous, but their opponent wasn't a Kraken, it was Poseidon. Their forms were the same, but they were different in many ways.

Maris's pet, Lancelot, was an Elder Griffon, the superior species of the Griffon. Their appearances weren't too different, but their attack power was. Considering that, it was best to assume Poseidon also had high attack power.

But if its fighting style was the same, Hayato's group had the advantage.

Hayato's "Adamantite Knife - Extreme" required an item called Kraken Ink, so he had experience defeating them many times with Ney and the others.

This was their first time facing the superior species, Poseidon, and it was unclear if the same tactics would work. However, Hayato figured that if the opponent had a simple AI, there wouldn't be that much of a difference.

"Ney! Can we fight it the same way as a Kraken!?"

"This is our first time, but let's try fighting it the same way!"

"Got it! In that case, Ney, give everyone the battle plan! Everyone, listen to Ney's instructions!"

When Hayato said that, many of the members, including Ney, let out a war cry. It wasn't the skill "War Cry" that generated hate, just a simple shout, but it served to boost morale.

With their spirits high, Ney issued instructions to the members.

When fighting a Kraken, you start by attacking its legs, the tentacles.

The two legs closest to the bow target the characters, while the remaining six cling to the starboard and port sides, three on each. The first phase is to defeat those six legs.

Kraken legs have HP, but depleting it doesn't defeat them. They are temporarily paralyzed, and after some time, their HP fully recovers and they start attacking the ship again.

However, when all six legs are in a paralyzed state, the Kraken's main body appears in front of the bow. By dealing damage to it, you can eventually win.

If even one leg recovers from paralysis, the Kraken's body submerges back into the sea, so it's necessary to keep the legs constantly paralyzed. To keep the body out of the water for as long as possible, it's more efficient to paralyze all the legs at the same time.

Ney understood this and gave instructions accordingly.

The tanks would block the attacks of the two legs near the bow, while the others would paralyze the six legs as simultaneously as possible. Then, when the body appeared, everyone would go all-out. That was the basic plan.

And with Ney's shout, the plan was put into action.

(I need to repair the ship.)

Hayato's role was to make the ship last as long as possible. He had no combat power, but Hayato was this ship's lifeline, so Relic and Sonia were guarding him.

"Our attack power is low, so we will act as Hayato-sama's shield."

"Those legs can't reach this far, so don't worry. Still, it's not a Kraken, it's Poseidon. We don't know what might happen, so be careful."

"Understood. We will be careful."

Hayato said this and began repairing the ship.

The ship repair wasn't instantaneous like healing magic, but a gradual recovery. So, he started repairing as soon as the durability dropped even a little.

While repairing, Hayato looked around.

The Kokuryu members were attacking the port side tentacles, and the Dragon Busters were attacking the starboard side tentacles. The Black Rose members were split between both sides. The Treasure Hunter Guild members, though their attack power was low, were attacking all over with ranged attacks.

Ney, Rosalie, and Cecil were parrying and dodging the two tentacles near the bow.

And yet, they had enough room to talk.

"Gothic Lolita is strong, huh?"

"'Gothic Lolita' is not my name! I'll beat you down, Collector!"

"You two, play nice. When the body appears, we all attack at once, right? And Esha, I'm counting on you too!"

"Understood, Ney-sama. I will fire Destroy as soon as the body appears, so please be careful not to get caught in the blast."

Esha was a short distance from the bow, kneeling on one knee with her Beelzebub at the ready.

When Poseidon's body appeared, Esha would attack first with Destroy. Then, Ney and the others would charge in. That was the strategy.

(I don't think one Destroy will be enough to defeat it, but it should do a decent amount of damage. After that, it'll take thirty minutes before she can fire again, and the ship won't last that long... I have to count on Ney and the others' attacks.)

"Alright! All-out attack on the tentacles! Paralyze them!"

At Ney's command, the members who had been fighting the tentacles all launched their attacks at once. They had been adjusting the tentacles' HP up until now.

With the simultaneous attack, all six tentacles lost their HP and became paralyzed.

Then, from the sea surface near the bow, Poseidon's body emerged.

In the case of a Kraken, the body is the giant octopus head. But Poseidon was different. The octopus head part was the upper body of an expressionless woman. She was wearing something like a swimsuit over her chest, but she was quite exposed.

Some of the men must have seen that form and found it hard to fight. But right now, the members at the bow were all women.

"Destroy."

An attack that a man might hesitate to make was of no concern to Esha. Even if it had been a handsome man, it wouldn't have made a difference. She fired Destroy as planned.

Poseidon reeled back from the attack, but as expected, it withstood it. And it began to chant a spell.

"This is bad! Everyone, all-out attack! Stop it!"

Ney shouted and charged at Poseidon's body. Cecil and Rosalie followed her.

When a Kraken's body emerges, it doesn't do anything in particular, but Poseidon was different. The female body had both hands and a mouth. It could use magic.

And the spell it was chanting was "Absolute Zero."

It was a wide-range ice attribute spell that meant absolute zero temperature. The casting time was long, and the range was on the smaller side, but this entire ship was within its effective area. And if it went off, they could pretty much assume they would lose.

In a panic, the members approached the bow. But only a few could get close to Poseidon. If they rushed in recklessly, they would just get in Ney's way.

"Moonshadow!"

When Rosalie shouted, several members of the Black Rose cast enhancement magic on her. Hayato guessed this was another code using a rose variety.

Rosalie then used "Madness," enveloping herself in a red-black aura as she began her attack. Rosalie's scythe, "Scream," also had an ability called "Combo Boost," which increased its attack power the more she hit.

Rosalie launched a continuous assault on Poseidon, which was unable to move while casting its spell.

"Ney and Collector, your hands have stopped moving, you know? I'm going to smash this thing, so hurry up and help me!"

"Ooh! Rosalie! You're going to end this now, are you? Alright, I'm in! Everyone! Enhancement magic!"

Ney said this happily and attacked Poseidon's body with her dual swords. She used the weapon skill "Overdrive," which increased the damage multiplier with each dual-wielded attack.

And the members of Kokuryu also cast enhancement magic on Ney. This further increased her attack power.

(So the plan is to defeat it before it finishes casting, rather than trying to stop the chant... Can they do it?)

The magic chant was five minutes. They had to reduce Poseidon's HP by nearly half within that time. It was a close call whether they could do it, but since Ney was fired up, it was better to assume that the plan to stop the chant with knockback or stun was off the table.

It was said that some rare monsters could nullify knockback and stun by a certain probability. It was highly likely that Poseidon was one of them, so the plan to finish it off was not a bad one.

"Hayato! Give me meat, meat! Manga Meat or Dragon Steak!"

Cecil started shouting.

Judging that she was saying this to increase her attack power, Hayato took out the Manga Meat from his item bag.

He had both, but for a short, decisive battle, the Manga Meat, with its shorter duration but greater attack power boost, was the better choice. He passed it to Cecil through a member of the Dragon Busters.

(I'd like Ney and Rosalie-san to eat some too, but it's too difficult now. Attacking is probably better than stopping to eat, in terms of damage.)

Since both of them had setups where their attack power or damage multiplier increased with consecutive attacks, stopping to eat would likely decrease their overall damage.

"Leave the enhancement magic for Cecil-kun to me."

While Cecil was eating, Diite cast enhancement magic. She also started using healing magic on Cecil and the others who had been injured in the fight with the tentacles.

Esha, while drinking Melon Juice, fired a Critical Shot with her Beelzebub, and the members with ranged attacks also started attacking from a distance.

Unfortunately, Hayato, Relic, and Sonia had no means of attack.

"If only I were a few years younger, I could have joined in."

"It's nice to be young, isn't it?"

"You two, please don't start talking like old folks all of a sudden. This is a dangerous situation."

Relic and Sonia were completely in the position of old folks watching the young people. There was no denying that, but they were in the middle of a battle. If Poseidon finished its chant, they would all be wiped out. And yet, for some reason, they were saying this in a heartwarming way.

"Hayato-sama, please rest assured. The attacks of Ney-sama and Rosalie-sama are chipping away a considerable amount of HP. With the addition of Cecil's attack, they will surely finish it off before the chant ends."

Hayato looked at Poseidon's HP bar. It was certainly visibly decreasing, but at this rate, the chant would finish first.

But as Relic said, Cecil began using lance weapon skills. Things like "Spiral," "Aqua Break," and "Kokushi Musou," which increased attack power or damage to aquatic creatures. At this point, the multiplier was already considerable.

Then, Cecil readied the lance on her back, the Trident.

It was an ordinary three-pronged lance that Hayato had made, but its abilities not only increased damage to aquatic creatures but also added a "Lightning" magic attack. The power of that "Lightning" was proportional to the damage dealt. It was truly a weapon made for Cecil.

Cecil took it in hand and assumed a javelin-throwing stance.

"You guys, get back! I'll deliver the final blow!"

At Cecil's shout, Ney and Rosalie stopped their attacks and quickly moved away.

"Vanish, yaaah!"

Cecil threw the Trident she was holding at Poseidon. It was the lance weapon skill "Shooting Star."

The Trident left Cecil's hand and struck Poseidon directly. Immediately after, a giant bolt of lightning fell from the sky onto Poseidon.

As expected, it couldn't withstand this attack. Poseidon's HP bar vanished, and it slowly sank into the sea.

A cheer went up.

"To think they could so easily defeat a superior species of a rare monster. Like I said before, it's nice to be young, isn't it?"

Sonia folded her arms and nodded repeatedly, looking impressed.

"I think the members here are just ridiculously strong, regardless of their age."

"That might be true. But if that's the case, I'm grateful for it. I'd really like to get along with them."

Hayato agreed with a "Yes, that's right." He didn't want to think about any of these members becoming his enemy.

"Alright, let's start the Salvage again!"

"Ah, could you wait a moment, please? Let's heal everyone first. It's not impossible that we could fish up another Poseidon."

"Isn't that what they call tempting fate? Still, that's definitely necessary. First, we heal."

Hayato began distributing the potions he had brought to everyone.

Also, since Esha and the others said they wanted to eat something sweet, he had no choice but to make some simple dishes as well.



		
			Chapter 172

			Raising the Treasure

			After defeating Poseidon, the superior species of the Kraken, Hayato and the others healed their HP and once again began the Salvage. The drop items they got from defeating Poseidon would be distributed separately, so for now, they remained in everyone's item bags.

It would be a disaster if they fished up another Poseidon, but they decided their luck couldn't be that bad and resumed the Salvage.

(Still, everyone is so strong. I gathered as much fighting power as I could because I didn't know what might happen, but they took down a superior species of a rare monster in no time. If Lunaria-san or Ivan had been here, it might have been an instant kill.)

Hayato thought this as he watched the women, who were happily eating sweets.

Lunaria was under house arrest, and Ivan's schedule hadn't matched up. The prima donna, Noat, also hadn't come, saying she was "too lazy," but if they had participated, he felt they could have hunted any number of Poseidons.

(The NPCs I know are a little too strong. The Bandit clan and the Demon Summoning Research Association already know about them, so it's probably fine, but if other players found out, they'd probably complain a lot.)

Hayato's way of playing online games was unusual.

If the normal way was to form parties with other players and go on adventures, then Hayato was using a kind of cheat, borrowing the power of NPCs. And not just any NPCs, but ones far stronger than players. It wasn't true at all, but it wouldn't be surprising if someone accused him of cheating.

According to what Diite had told him before, other players could also borrow the power of NPCs as much as they wanted if they became friends with them, but he didn't know how many players were actually doing that.

Besides, not all NPCs were strong. It was just that there were many ridiculously strong members around Hayato. That could also be seen as unfair.

As he was thinking about this, he was brought back to his senses by Sonia's voice saying, "Alright, let's get started!"

(Well, there's no use thinking about it. I'll focus on the Salvage.)

When Sonia threw the Winch's hook into the sea again, it was swallowed by the depths.

When it stopped, the Winch's rope began to be reeled in. It had found something on the seabed.

(Surely there won't be another monster... right?)

Hayato watched the situation, almost in prayer.

He was near the center of the deck because it would be a problem if they were attacked when they fished up a monster. The other members stared at the sea surface with a mixture of anticipation and anxiety.

Then, a cheer went up. He couldn't see from his position, but they had fished up a treasure chest.

Sonia admonished the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild who were eager to open it.

"Settle down. You don't think this is the only treasure chest, do you? I'm going to drop the hook again, so wait a little longer."

Sonia said this and threw the hook into the sea again.

In the end, they managed to recover a total of five treasure chests. After the last one, they threw the hook in about ten more times but didn't catch anything, so they decided that was it.

"Alright, should we open the chests here? We can wait until we get back to land, too."

Sonia asked Hayato.

To begin with, they were surrounded by fog here, and they didn't know what might happen. But it was a decent distance to land. And there was no place that could accommodate this many people. Besides, they wanted to see what was inside quickly.

"Let's open them. We need to check the treasure on the spot."

"Aye. Then I'll open them. The one most likely to have what we're looking for is the Adamantite treasure chest. Let's start with that."

Sonia said this and approached the Adamantite chest. She took out an item called a thief's tool and inserted a wire into the keyhole.

Opening treasure chests and disarming traps had a puzzle element. You had to solve the puzzle within a time limit. The higher your skill level, the longer the time limit.

For low-difficulty treasure chests, depending on your skill level, you could open the lock or disarm the trap without doing the puzzle at all, but for an Adamantite chest, even with a skill of 100, the puzzle was unavoidable.

As for lockpicking, even if the time limit ran out, the lock just wouldn't open, and you could try as many times as you wanted. In the case of disarming traps, you could also try multiple times, but if you couldn't disarm it within the time limit, the trap would be triggered.

There were several types of puzzles, but Sonia, who had picked locks and disarmed traps many times, could be said to have memorized all of them.

She picked the lock and disarmed the trap easily, without much of a struggle.

"Alright, let's see what we've got."

Sonia said this happily and opened the treasure chest.

Inside were mainly coins, but there were other things as well. There were jewels, magic items, and valuable medicines and materials. In total, it would probably be worth about 10 million G.

But there was nothing that looked like a design document.

"What, an Adamantite chest and it's a dud?"

As Sonia said this with a bored expression, Relic approached the chest. He peeked inside and checked it from the side.

"Um, Relic-san, what's wrong?"

When Hayato called out to him, Relic was staring at the chest with his left hand on his chin. His right hand was holding his left elbow, so it was a posture of contemplation.

"This is just by eye, but the bottom of the chest is high. Perhaps... Sonia, lend me a knife."

Sonia looked puzzled for a moment before handing Relic a knife. Relic took it and poked the corner of the chest's bottom several times with it.

The bottom of the chest broke a little, revealing a space underneath.

"It seems it has a false bottom."

The surrounding members, including Sonia, let out cries of admiration.

When the bottom of the chest was removed, the design document they were looking for was inside. Then, even more surprised voices echoed around them.

Of course, Hayato was surprised too.

Relic took out the design document and handed it to Sonia along with the knife. His face, as if to say this was common knowledge, was quite irritating. But Sonia, perhaps used to it, just grinned back.

"Well, well, looks like Relic is still one step ahead of me."

"You were too focused on the treasure in front of you. That was just camouflage. Well, putting it in an Adamantite chest was like saying there was something more to it."

Hayato, while thinking, "I see," was also thinking about something else.

(I wonder if anyone else would have figured this out? I don't think there are any players who know that treasure chests can have false bottoms.)

Hayato was a player, but he was also acquainted with Diite, who managed the world, so he had a bit of an administrative mindset. Honestly, he doubted anyone would have noticed this.

Hayato looked at Diite and saw she had a slightly complicated expression. Hayato approached her and spoke.

"Diite-chan, what's with that face? What's wrong?"

"No, it's just that I'm frustrated that Relic-kun saw through the false bottom. And he even said it was meaningless in an Adamantite chest, so I'm a little down."

Basically, Diite thought up the events. The same went for the various gimmicks and puzzles. Hayato guessed that the false bottom was one of Diite's masterpieces, and she was frustrated that it was seen through so easily.

The question of what she would have done if no one had noticed it also came to mind, but he decided to put that aside for now.

"Ah, I see. But are there any players who know about this false bottom?"

"No. Relic-kun is the first to see through it. Actually, the false bottom was a new feature introduced in this event. I'm troubled that it was seen through so quickly."

"But if you don't see through it, you can't get the design document, right?"

"...Are you saying the difficulty is too high? Before the event started, the design document was just in the treasure chest normally, but since the Treasure Hunting event started, I made it like this."

"Is that so? But I don't think any player would figure out a false bottom without any hints. I don't know how well-known the Airship design document itself is, though."

"There are a fair number of players who have the design document. They found it by chance in treasure chests in ruins. Unfortunately, there are no players who found the manuscript in the Grand Prison like Sonia-kun did."

"Well, that's because there are no players who try to enter restricted areas."

Hayato had never been there, but if it was a place managed by the Empire and entry was forbidden, there was a chance of being caught. If there was a possibility of being thrown in jail, normal players wouldn't go to such a place.

"That may be true. Then maybe I should give a few more hints. And it might be better to loosen some of the restrictions on the Grand Prison. The Airship itself has been around since the beginning, but no one has tried to collect the design documents, so I was a little frustrated."

"It's sad when you make something and nobody knows about it... Well, I only learned about the Airship from Sonia-san, so I kind of feel like I'm cheating."

Hayato was doing various things at the request of NPCs. That could be called a quest, but he wouldn't have known about the Airship if Sonia hadn't come.

Normally, you would go to an NPC yourself and receive a quest. Or you would discover something during an adventure and investigate it.

Considering that, he had learned this information through completely different means than a normal player. You could even say the quest had come to him. It probably wasn't cheating, but if an important quest started without him doing anything, it felt like he was cheating.

"You think of interesting things, Hayato-kun."

"You think so?"

"As you know, the NPCs are living in this world. They're not like the NPCs in other games. It's normal for them to bring you quests after you become friends with them."

"Now that you say that, I guess so. But it's hard to argue against it being cheating when I'm brought quests without actually doing anything."

"The reason everyone asks you for help is not just because of your skills, Hayato-kun, but more because of your personality and atmosphere. It's not like you're not doing anything, and there's no cheating involved."

"Huh?"

"Sonia-kun came to you with a request because Relic-kun had been talking about you, right? If you were an insignificant person to Relic-kun, he wouldn't even bring you up in conversation, and he wouldn't ask you to hire him as a butler again. If you were really doing nothing, that would never happen. Or do you have some kind of charisma that allows you to gain Relic-kun's trust without doing anything?"

"I certainly don't have that kind of charisma. But I'm a little surprised to hear I'm trusted that much. I don't remember doing anything in particular... Um, this might be embarrassing if I'm wrong, but are you by any chance praising me?"

"Would you have preferred if I praised you more directly? I can say as much as you like."

"Any more would be a lethal dose, so please stop."

Being told that everyone asks him for help because he has a good personality, even if it's just flattery, is bound to make him blush. He didn't have a particularly great personality, and in fact, he was more often called a wimp. Mainly by Esha.

Feeling a little embarrassed, Hayato cleared his throat. He looked away from Diite, who was grinning slightly, and looked around. He could only see fog, but it was important for calming his heart.

Just then, Relic came over.

"Hayato-sama, we have managed to open all the treasure chests. We will distribute the contents after returning to land, so I think we should head back to port. Is that all right with you?"

"Um, yes. Let's head back then. Let's be careful on the way back, too. We might be attacked by monsters."

"Understood."

Relic bowed his head and gave various instructions to the members. The ship began to move slowly.

For the time being, Hayato put aside his conversation with Diite and decided to think about the distribution of the design document and the other treasures.



		
			Chapter 173

			A Promise to Help

			Hayato and the others finished their Salvage and returned to port.

They fought several monsters on the way back but defeated them without any problems. A group of members strong enough to defeat Poseidon wouldn't lose to other monsters.

By opening the salvaged treasure chests, the players were distributed Treasure Coins. Furthermore, they were looking forward to distributing the contents of the chests as soon as they arrived. However, from the ship, they could sense an unusual atmosphere in the port.

For some reason, the Maid Chief and several maids were waiting at the harbor.

He thought they had come to welcome them, but while the Maid Chief's expression was normal, an aura of bloodlust emanated from her. The other maids, though not to the same extent, had pained looks on their faces.

Wondering what was going on, Hayato disembarked and immediately ran to the Maid Chief. Esha and the others followed.

"Maid Chief-san, what's wr—"

"Hayato-sama, my apologies."

Before Hayato could finish his sentence, the Maid Chief bowed her head. Following her lead, the other maids also bowed.

"Um, first, please tell me why you're bowing your heads."

When the Maid Chief and the others raised their heads, she immediately explained the situation.

To put it simply, Rose, the maid they had hired to tend the shop, had been kidnapped by the "Greedy Fire Serpent" bandit clan. And if they wanted Rose back, they were to hand over Hayato and the airship design document they had obtained through the Salvage.

Rose was a maid skilled in escort and assassination, so normally she wouldn't be bested by anyone. However, a couple who happened to be shopping at the store had been taken hostage, and she couldn't resist.

This story was relayed to the Maid Guild by the couple, who were released to act as messengers.

"I understand. I just have to go to the bandit clan, right? Sonia-san, the design document is yours, but I'll buy it from you."

Everyone was surprised that Hayato said this without any hesitation.

But the Maid Chief frantically shook her head.

"Hayato-sama, I appreciate the sentiment, but this is not a matter of rescuing Rose in exchange for you. We have only come to apologize on Rose's behalf. To abandon her post after being hired to tend the shop is a disgrace to the name of maid. We will dispatch a new maid at once."

"No, no. That's not right, is it? This isn't the time to be talking about sending a replacement for Rose-san. We have to rescue her quickly."

"That will not be necessary."

"...Huh?"

"A maid is one who works for her master at all times. Whatever the circumstances, if she was captured, it is her own mistake. It is the responsibility of Rose, who could not see her job through to the end."

"I don't understand that at all."

Her stoicism was such that he wanted to ask if she was even a maid. It was true that this world was a virtual reality, and there was no danger to their lives. Rose probably wouldn't be harmed in any way if she was captured.

But the NPCs lived in this virtual reality as if it were real. If Rose remained captured, it meant she would have to stay with the bandit clan forever.

It was doubtful she would be provided with proper meals or a place to sleep. Just imagining spending all that time in a place like a prison made Hayato tremble.

Besides, the NPCs were human and had emotions. Even if their lives weren't in danger, if they were feeling fear, they had to be rescued immediately.

"Please rest assured. This is not to say we are abandoning Rose. We, the Maid Guild, will take full responsibility for her rescue. However, I would like to borrow Esha temporarily."

Hayato thought, "I see."

Esha might be a questionable maid, but as a fighting force, she was considerable. There were matters of compatibility, so he couldn't say she was the strongest, but she was one of them.

However, that Esha had a slightly troubled look on her face.

"Master, may I have a word?"

"Huh? What is it?"

Hayato was led away from the Maid Chief and the others by Esha.

"It's almost time for my real-world job. I want to go, of course, but it would be bad to skip work, wouldn't it?"

It was currently 11 AM. It was about time to start preparing the shop. They had done a lot of the prep work the day before, but there were still things that had to be done before opening for the day. That time limit was approaching.

"Oh, is that all? I don't mind. I'm going to take the afternoon off and leave the shop to Ash and the others anyway."

"Huh?"

"Rose-san was taken because of me, right? Then I have to help too. Even if it's a virtual reality, there are some things you have to prioritize over reality."

Esha stared at Hayato with a blank expression. But she quickly smiled.

"Well, we don't have many customers, so it should be fine."

"Don't say that."

"...Thank you."

"Did you say something? Your voice was too quiet, I couldn't hear you."

"No, it's nothing. Well then, let's talk to the Maid Chief. We need to come up with a plan to rescue Rose."

Hayato nodded and returned to where the Maid Chief and the others were.

"Um, Hayato-sama, what do you say? May we borrow Esha temporarily?"

"Yes, of course. I'll help too."

"What? No, we couldn't possibly trouble you, Hayato-sama—"

"Rose-san is a maid I hired and an employee of my shop. If she was kidnapped, then it's my job as her current master to get her back. Though, I'm completely useless as a fighting force."

"No, that's not—"

"Of course, I will lend my assistance as well."

Relic, who had been listening to the conversation, said this to the Maid Chief.

"Relic-sama... But—"

Relic smiled and placed his right index finger to his lips.

"If there is something you wish to say, let us hear it after we have rescued Rose-sama. Besides, I have forgotten when it was, but did we not promise to help each other in times of trouble? I believe that time is now."

The Maid Chief's eyes welled with tears, and she bowed her head to Relic.

And of course, the other members who had heard the circumstances also spoke up.

"Kidnapping a maid is unforgivable as a human being! We of Kokuryu will help too!"

"Sorry about this, it looks like we've dragged you into our problem. And laying hands on civilians is unforgivable. I think it's about time we had that bandit clan wiped out."

"What, now we're taking on a bandit clan? We can't just not get involved in something so interesting. I'm going to go equip some cool weapons, so don't you dare go until I get back, you hear?"

"A battle with a bandit clan. Of course, I will participate as well."

Ney, Sonia, Cecil, and Diite declared their participation. However, Rosalie said nothing.

Hayato wanted her help, but she had helped with the Salvage because she wanted to borrow the airship. It was a delicate matter whether the Ten Black Rose Saints, who were the Demon Lord's retainers, would cooperate to help a stranger.

But as a fighting force, they were undoubtedly strong. Hayato spoke to Rosalie.

"Rosalie-san, could you lend us the power of the Ten Black Rose Saints? I don't know the strength of the bandit clan, but I think we'd have a huge advantage if you were with us."

"...I have no obligation to go that far, but we have the matter of borrowing the airship, so it would be a problem if the design document were stolen. Very well, we will help."

"Thank you. As a reward, I'll make you anything you want to eat."

"Then I request a sweet made with ingredients prepared by Lunaria-sama. And you will help us with what we are about to do, you hear?"

"I don't know what you're going to do, but if it's something I can do, just say the word."

The Maid Chief and maids who had been listening to this exchange bowed their heads deeply.

"Everyone, thank you very much. We will be sure to repay this kindness someday."

"Maid Chief-san, as Relic-san said, let's save that for after we've rescued Rose-san. However, we've also just returned from the Salvage, so it's impossible for us to head out right away. Let's disband for now and gather again later. I'll also call on some other forces."

"Hayato-sama, thank you so very much. You truly are our Savior-sama."

"Once we rescue Rose-san, promise me you'll never call me that again, okay?"

Hayato and the others put the items they had obtained from the Salvage in their base's storage for the time being and then disbanded. They decided to gather again in two hours.

Hayato also logged out to explain the situation to Ash and the others.



		
			Chapter 174

			Preparations for Annihilating the Bandit Clan

			Upon returning to the base, Hayato immediately logged out and explained the situation to Ash and Ren.

Ash and the others, who knew about the NPCs' circumstances, readily agreed.

"Should I send Dad and the others over? You could use all the help you can get, right?"

"What? No, they're busy with their movie, aren't they? It would be a great help if Veru-san and the others came, but we have to prioritize reality."

"I'd like to say the same to you, Hayato. In that case, we'll take care of the cafe, so leave this side to us."

"That's right! We'll fill the shop with customers for you!"

(It would be kind of frustrating if the shop was full of customers while I was gone, though.)

Hayato thought this to himself, but he told Ash and Ren, "I'm counting on you," and logged back in.

Awakening in his room at the base, Hayato contacted the other members who could be of help. The Demon Summoning Research Association and the Bandit clan.

The Demon Summoning Research Association unfortunately replied that many of their members were unavailable and couldn't participate, but Jolth and a few members from the Bandit clan said they would help, on one condition.

"You're still doing interesting quests, I see. How in the world does this kind of thing happen to you?"

"Well, you know. So, is the condition for your help some kind of information?"

"Of course, but I'd like a little something upfront. Got anything?"

"How about information about the airship design document? There are three in total, and I'll give you information on one of them."

"...I knew there were multiple design documents, but I didn't know there were three. We found one in a treasure chest in some ruins, but we were stuck without any information on the others. I'll take information on one other than the one in the ruins."

Jolth said this happily and agreed to cooperate with Hayato.

(Alright, the Bandit clan is pretty strong. Even if it's a large-scale bandit clan, we won't lose with this much fighting power. But maybe I should call a few more people.)

Hayato contacted Mist, Maris, and also Ivan and Noat. They hadn't participated in the Salvage because they were busy, but this time he needed all the fighting power he could get. He intended to have them stretch themselves a little.

He contacted them, but Mist and Maris were unable to get away and couldn't participate.

Noat agreed on the condition that he take care of her meals for a week.

And Ivan said he would head over right away.

"If that's the case, then that's a different story. I'm in a dungeon right now, so I might be late, but I'll head over right away. I'll go directly to the scene, so tell me the location later."

"Got it, I'm counting on you."

Ivan was hot-blooded and couldn't read the room, but as befitting a Hero, he had a normal sense of justice, and there was no doubt he was strong. Hayato felt relieved, thinking that there was no way they could lose now.

Then, Hayato headed to the storage to make some items that might be useful in the upcoming battle. He had no combat power himself, but he did have production skills. He began making items that would support everyone, like potions and juice.

After a while, when the appointed time came, the members participating in the operation arrived at the base.

After discussing various things at the base, they decided to launch an all-out attack on the bandit clan's hideout.

This was because, even if they were holding Rose hostage, she could be revived at the Maid Guild if she were defeated, so she had no value as a hostage. Therefore, they concluded that there was no problem with annihilating the bandit clan.

Conversely, even if they defeated the bandits, they could be revived somewhere, but criminals like bandits had a system where they revived not in a set location, but in a prison in the Kingdom or Empire, so they decided to defeat them on sight this time.

Originally, Sonia and the others were also criminals, but since they had become a nationally recognized guild, the Treasure Hunter Guild, they were exempt from various things.

"Um, it's fine to defeat them on sight, but isn't Rose-san also in danger? Like, we might defeat her by mistake... You're not aiming for that, are you?"

"Rose will survive even if we attack, so rest assured."

"Is that an answer? No, maybe it is...?"

The Maid Chief only smiled at Hayato's question. He couldn't ask any more, but he felt such an intensity from the Maid Chief that he began to wonder if he was lending a hand to something sinister.

Putting that aside, there was something that bothered him.

The bandit clan should have known that Rose was useless as a hostage, so he didn't understand why they had proposed an exchange of Hayato and the design document for Rose in this situation.

In the end, they decided that there was no point in thinking about it. The fact that almost all the members here were hot-blooded probably had some influence on that conclusion.

(Everyone's opinion makes sense. There's no use thinking too much about things we don't understand. If anything, since she was just kidnapped, it's better to go before the enemy can prepare anything. We should have more than enough fighting power, so I'll stop overthinking things. But—)

Hayato looked at Diite.

Diite had said on the ship that the NPCs were alive. She called them NPCs, but they were humans inside. Humans who had their memories erased and were living in this virtual reality as if it were real. There was no doubt that they were alive.

But NPCs were sometimes influenced by the events Diite set up. Just as Veru and the others had been during the last Stampede, NPCs who played an important role in an event had their actions restricted in various ways.

He began to wonder if the bandit clan was under some kind of restriction in this Treasure Hunting event.

Hayato called Diite over and moved to a spot where the others couldn't hear them, near the stairs leading to the second floor.

"I want to ask, is this some kind of Treasure Hunting event?"

"I know what you're getting at, but it's not like that at all. The bandit clan is doing this on their own."

"Even so, isn't the bandit clan's movement, or rather, their thinking, strange? They should know that doing something like this will bring retaliation from the Maid Guild, right? So why are they doing this?"

"That's certainly true. However, Ban-kun, the leader of the 'Greedy Fire Serpent' bandit clan, has a history with Relic-kun and Sonia-kun. He may not be able to make a calm judgment. Or perhaps—"

"Perhaps?"

"He was instigated by someone. Ban-kun is quite the cautious type. Maybe he has some kind of secret plan that will allow him to win. Just so you know, I don't know anything. As I said before, this is outside of the event. And unlike before, I've stopped monitoring the actions of players and NPCs. I want everyone to live freely in this world, you see."

"I see. So we should probably assume there might be a trap."

"With these members, I don't think it would be a problem even if there was some kind of trap."

Hayato nodded at Diite's words.

It was the same when they fought Poseidon during the Salvage, but the members here were strong. Furthermore, this time they had the Maid Chief and the combat-oriented maids, and Relic had gathered members from the Butler Guild, and Sonia from the Treasure Hunter Guild.

Their total number was over a hundred, so even if the opponent was a large-scale bandit clan, there was no way they could escape.

Hayato told everyone that there might be a trap and to be careful, but they all looked at him as if that didn't matter.

"Master, please give the order to depart soon. Everyone is getting antsy and looks like they're about to explode. If you're too slow, my Beelzebub might open fire on you. Or I'll have you make me one parfait for every second. One, two, three—"

"Don't say such scary things. Alright, let's go. We're going to destroy the bandit clan and get Rose-san back."

At Hayato's words, the more enthusiastic members let out a roar.

And when Hayato led the way out of the base, the members everyone had gathered outside also let out a roar, creating a nuisance for the neighbors.

Some players were watching them with the curious gazes of onlookers, wondering what was going on.

Hayato felt incredibly awkward, so he immediately started moving out.
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			The Bandit Leader

			Far to the west of the Royal Capital Anhemudal lies a place called Pireria Gorge.

It is a land of nothing but brown rock, but in the past, one had to pass through it to reach another kingdom from the Royal Capital Anhemudal. However, that was long ago. Now, with teleportation devices, there is no need to travel that path.

Now a desolate road, it became a gathering place for outlaws who would attack the occasional traveler. With no need to pass through, and the continued danger for those who did, people stopped coming near it altogether.

As a result, a great bandit clan formed, using the gorge as their stronghold, and they began raiding nearby towns.

However, because the location was on the border between nations, neither kingdom could organize a large-scale subjugation force. If they were to carelessly assemble one, it would be seen as an act of aggression.

Furthermore, both countries found it easier to monitor the outlaws when they were all in one place, and they also served as a buffer in case of an invasion, so they were overlooked.

If resources had been discovered it might have been a different story, but it has been determined that there is nothing there, so they have been left alone under the pretense of, well, it's probably fine. Such is the setting.

This place serves as the headquarters for the bandit clan "Greedy Fire Serpent," and it is also the location they designated to exchange Rose for Hayato.

Hayato and the others were on the eastern side of Pireria Gorge.

"Is this the right place? Is a bandit clan's hideout really in a place like this?"

"The maids investigated and confirmed it. This gorge, it seems they have hollowed out some of the rock to shelter from the elements. However, they seem to have done a great deal of digging, and the inside is apparently quite complex, like an ant's nest."

I’d like to know how the maids managed to find that out.

Hayato had his doubts about the Maid Chief’s explanation, but he decided to put that aside for later and immediately confirmed their plan.

Not that there was much of a plan to speak of. Seek and destroy. Defeat any bandits on sight.

For good measure, Rosalie and her group were watching the west side of the gorge. They were the bulwark in case the bandits tried to flee westward.

"Alright, Hayato! Let’s go rescue the maid right away! Annihilate the bandits!"

"Ney, let’s calm down a bit."

Ney really enjoys this sort of thing. She has a chivalrous mindset, helping the weak and crushing the strong. But she's related to one of the Foundations, isn't she? I don't know anyone else from the Foundations, so I can't say, but are there a lot of people like her? Honestly, I only had an image of them as arrogant people who flaunt their authority.

The twelve Foundations could be said to rule the world. Ney is related to one of them.

The council at Earth’s central management bureau, "Central," holds the power to decide on important matters. Ney is one of its members.

It’s said that the twelve Foundations keep an eye on each other, and I’ve heard stories that if you show another Foundation an opening, you’ll be crushed. I don’t know how she was raised, but I personally like her sense of justice… though she is a bit of an airhead who rushes headlong into things. Whoops, this is no time to be thinking about that.

Just as Ney said, Hayato switched his focus to rescuing Rose first.

Perhaps as a holdover from the salvage operation, Hayato was acting as the leader for this bandit subjugation as well. No one would charge in until he gave the order.

"Uh, well then, everyone, let's go get the bandits."

As Hayato said that, most of the people there let out a cheer and ran toward the gorge.

Some members remained behind to prevent any bandits from escaping the gorge.

Those members were Hayato, Diite, Sonia, and ten members from the Treasure Hunter Guild.

The Treasure Hunter Guild members were reasonably combat-oriented and fairly strong. They said there would be no problem handling any bandits who tried to escape.

Havato was no fighter, so he waited here. Diite volunteered to act as the healer for the Treasure Hunter Guild members, as they didn't have one. Sonia said she would leave this to Relic and remained on standby here.

After a short while, voices echoed in the gorge. Most of them were close to screams. Hayato figured the bandits who had been lying in wait were being defeated.

Anyone should have known this would happen. So why did the bandits do something like this? It was more likely Ban’s decision than the whole bandit clan’s.

From what Relic and Sonia told him, Ban had an image of an arrogant person who relied on his talent. If so, he must have believed he could win this fight for some reason.

Aside from the blueprints, I think demanding me personally was to have me build an airship, but does that mean Ban has the blueprints for the Grand Prison? Or is he planning to get them?

Various questions popped into his head, but he had no answers. Hayato knew he shouldn't overthink things, but it was probably part of his personality.

Hayato told himself this was no good, took a deep breath, and decided to focus on rescuing Rose first.

Just then, he heard the sound of something falling to the ground nearby.

When Hayato looked in the direction of the sound, one of the Treasure Hunter Guild members was collapsed on the ground. The sound wasn't something falling, but someone falling.

"Huh?"

Looking closely, their HP bar was at zero. Which meant they had been defeated by some kind of attack.

Havato hurriedly looked around and saw a person walking from the direction of the gorge.

He was a man of about thirty, dressed in a light black vest and pants. His brown hair was messy, and he wore a faint smile. He was casually tossing a small stone up and down in his right hand.

"Ban…"

Sonia muttered upon seeing the man.

So this man is Ban… But why is he here? No, how?

Ney and the others had just headed in. He had walked out normally, rather than having escaped.

"Hey, old woman. It’s been a while, but you look as young as ever on the outside. I thought you and old man Relic would be heading to the hideout, but I guess my hunch was off."

"Have your hunches ever been right? In my memory, they were always off."

"Memory… well, whatever, I’m not here to talk about that. You’re Hayato, right? Come over here. I’m taking you into custody."

Ban said this while looking at Hayato, but Sonia just snorted at his words.

"What are you talking about? As if we’d let that happen. Do you plan on beating everyone here all by yourself, with just your thief skills and a few combat skills?"

"That’s the plan."

"…What did you say?"

"Hey hey, is it just your looks that are young, or have your ears gone bad? I said I can beat all of you. Besides, I just took one of them down over there, didn’t I?"

Hayato and the others looked at the fallen member.

Since his HP was gone, he had definitely been hit by some kind of attack. If Ban in front of them had done it, then the suspicious object would be the small stone in his right hand.

Throwing Skill…? But he defeated him by throwing a stone? I didn’t see a thing, and even if his Sniping Skill and Throwing Skill were at 100, is it possible to defeat a character with combat skills just by throwing something?

As Hayato was thinking this, Diite approached him and spoke in a low voice.

"Hayato-kun, force a logout right now. Things have gotten bad."

"Huh?"

"Hurry up. The field settings for this entire area are about to be forcibly changed. If this keeps up, you won’t be able to teleport or log out… no, it’s too late."

"Huh? What are you talking about?"

"Exactly what I said. We’ve been had. I can’t believe he would use such a tactic… So this is what the hacking was for. No, I suppose it could be called a common tactic… To think he made allies on the outside."

"Diite-chan, what have you been saying—"

"Hey hey, what are you all casually talking about? You’re Hayato, right? Get over here."

Partly because he was having an important conversation with Diite, and partly due to Ban’s overly commanding tone, Hayato felt a small bit of defiance.

"…What if I say no?"

The moment he said it, Ban threw the small stone. It hit one of the Treasure Hunter members, and in an instant, his HP dropped to zero and he collapsed.

Everyone was shocked by what they saw, but Ban just kept grinning at Hayato.

"You can say no 11 more times, but do you want to give it a try? I’ll save you for last, but carrying you would be a pain, so I’d appreciate it if you’d just agree while you’re still standing."

Two members of the Treasure Hunter Guild were already down. There were eleven people left, including Hayato. He was probably saying that each time they refused, one person would be defeated, and in the end, he would defeat Hayato too.

But if that happens, I can ‘Return from Death’ to the base. I don’t think there’s any point in defeating me…

Havato glanced over at Diite.

Diite seemed to understand the meaning behind his gaze and subtly shook her head, careful not to let Ban notice.

Could it be that I can’t even Return from Death? What on earth did Ban do?

No logout, no teleportation, no return from death.

This was even worse than what Diite had done before. Hayato was shocked, wondering how it was possible for someone to do something more than Diite, the administrator.

"May I have a word?"

Diite raised her right hand slightly and addressed Ban.

"Who are you?"

"My name is Diite. If you’re taking Hayato-kun, I would like you to take me as well. Is that acceptable?"

Ban stared at Diite but didn’t answer. He was probably thinking about what to do.

"How about it? If you take me with you, I shall persuade Hayato-kun."

"…You, judging by your clothes, are you in service to the church, to God?"

"That is correct, but is there a problem?"

"No, no problem. In fact, it’s convenient. Alright, I’ll take both of you. Come over here without doing anything foolish."

"Understood. Let’s go, Hayato-kun."

Just as Diite was about to walk, Sonia stopped her.

"Hold on. If I let them take you here, I’ll get an earful from everyone. How about it, Ban. Won’t you take me along as well? To be honest, I’m curious what you plan to do after abducting Hayato."

"I don’t need an old woman."

Ban said that and threw the small stone he was holding at Sonia.

Sonia dodged the stone in the nick of time. But Ban had already thrown a second one.

Everyone thought she couldn’t possibly dodge it, but the stone never hit Sonia. A sword suddenly fell from the sky and deflected it.

"Hey hey, throwing stones at a lady is the one thing a man should never do, you know?"

Hayato and the others heard Ivan’s voice from behind them. He didn’t know how he controlled it, but he had thrown Excalibur to prevent the stone from hitting Sonia.

"Ivan!"

"Yo, Hayato. I finally made it. I don’t know the situation, but is that guy the bandit? No mistake?"

Ivan slowly walked over and pulled Excalibur from where it was stuck in the ground. Then he took his stance.

"The Hero, huh. To think you could call on someone like him."

Just as the two were about to fight, Diite stepped between them.

"Stop it. You can’t win against Ban-kun."

"You’re Diite, right? Are you saying I’ll lose to a bandit? For what reason?"

"…He is currently outside the laws of the world. No one can defeat him. Hayato-kun, let’s go. There is no need for any more pointless fighting."

Diite gently pushed Hayato’s back and started walking toward Ban.

"Di, Diite-chan, what on earth is—"

Diite whispered to Hayato from behind his back.

"Ban-kun has currently modified his own settings and is in a state where he can deliver a one-hit kill. To put it in game terms, he is in a cheat state."

Havato looked at Ban with a shocked expression.



		
			Chapter 176

			The Treasure Right in Front of Me

			Urged on by Diite, Hayato moved closer to Ban.

Ivan, Sonia, and the others had their weapons ready but made no move to stop them. They were wary of Ban.

"A rather understanding NPC. Saves me some trouble."

Did he just say NPC? Has his memory returned? Well, if he's blocking logouts, he must know the concept, so it’s only natural for his memory to be back. But how is he changing the settings?

Ban waved his right hand to the side, and a black door, or something like it, appeared there.

In a virtual reality nearly indistinguishable from the real world, this door alone felt distorted, its image unstable. It looked like a glitched video from a bygone era, Hayato thought.

"Get in."

"I’d rather not enter a buggy-looking door like this."

"As if you have a choice?"

When he put it like that, Hayato had no choice but to enter. Ban found it a nuisance to carry him, but he had no problem defeating him here.

"Let’s go, Hayato-kun. I will protect you no matter what happens."

I always seem to think this, but everyone is always protecting me…

Havato felt some semblance of calm because Diite, the administrator of this world, was with him. Her administrative abilities were partially restricted, but her presence was still reassuring.

"I’m impressed that an NPC likes you this much. From my perspective, you’re just a powerless person. Well, whatever, hurry up and get in. I’m a man of little patience."

Havato steeled himself, grabbed the doorknob, and opened the door. The inside looked like a room enclosed by stone. It clearly felt like a separate space had been forcefully connected.

As he and Diite stepped inside, Ban entered with them. He closed the door, and it vanished.

"Welcome to my hideout. Now, you two, sit down over there. I won’t restrain you, but don’t try any useless resistance."

Havato and Diite sat down in the chairs as told, without any particular resistance.

The room was simple. A ten-meter-square room with four chairs and one table, and nothing on the walls. There was no light source, yet the room was bright.

"Now, Hayato. I’m telling you, you can’t log out here. No teleportation, no return from death, and no voice chat either, so don’t try anything foolish."

"That’s fine, but why are you doing this? Didn’t you want the airship blueprints in the first place?"

Ban gave a sly grin.

"The fact that you don't seem bothered when I say ‘log out’ means you know our secret, doesn’t it?"

Crap. I don’t know how much he knows about me. I can’t say anything careless, but staying silent isn’t a good idea either…

"Well, something like that. So, your answer?"

"The blueprints? Don’t be ridiculous. You think I’m interested in some virtual reality game? I only demanded those to lure out your entourage. For some reason, you have a lot of strong people around you, which is a pain. Besides, just demanding you alone would have been suspicious."

He’s quite talkative. He must have absolute confidence, or maybe he’ll tell me anything if I just ask. With this kind of person, it’s best to keep him in a good mood. He’ll probably start blabbing about things I haven’t even asked.

"That’s logical. So, I understand the part about the blueprints, but what’s your reason for kidnapping me?"

"You must be connected to this world’s God, the administrator AI. No, it’s more like you’re in its good graces. You are my bargaining chip for negotiating with God."

Those words alone told him something. Ban didn’t think Diite was the God of this world.

Looking at Diite now would be a bad move. Hayato made a conscious effort not to look at Diite, who was sitting right next to him.

"A bargaining chip?"

"That’s right. As long as I have you, that AI will have no choice but to listen to what I say."

"Is there something you want to demand from the administrator AI?"

"Many things. Besides, I have no intention of spending my entire life in this virtual space. I’m returning to reality. Of course, I don’t plan on going back empty-handed. Not until I’ve gotten a hefty sum of money."

"Money?"

"Hey, hey, do you not understand how much this virtual reality is worth? They seem to be running some kind of treasure hunting event in the virtual world right now, but I want to call them fools. Not when there’s this much treasure right in front of them."

"The treasure right in front of you is?"

"The treasure is the technology of this virtual reality itself. The visuals that are indistinguishable from reality, the replication of the five senses, and even the technology to jack into some neural signals. It can be applied to all sorts of fields. With that technology, you won’t just be a millionaire. You’ll get enough money that you couldn’t spend it all even if you lived ten lifetimes."

Havato thought, I see.

This "Another Frontier Online" was clearly several steps ahead of current technology. It was hard to believe this technology was a hundred years old. Applying the technology used in this virtual reality would make all sorts of things possible.

If one could take that technology, they would undoubtedly obtain an amount of money that would be impossible to spend in a lifetime.

"You’re going to use me as a hostage to pressure God into providing the technology?"

"I don’t dislike people who catch on quick."

Will Diite-chan agree to that? And isn’t it impossible to escape from the spaceship Aphrodite? No, I guess he’ll include that in his demands too.

As Hayato was thinking this, Ban looked over at Diite.

"I’m sure you didn’t understand what I was saying, but you’re going to be my liaison with God. You should be able to communicate with God, or at least convey words to God. And even if you can’t, there should be someone at the church who can."

"It’s true I didn’t understand half of what you were saying. However, I did understand that you wish to use Hayato-kun to negotiate with God."

Of course, her claim of not understanding was a lie. As the administrator, AI Protection, the system that protects NPCs from words that could restore their memories, had no effect on Diite. She must have heard every word.

"But, could you tell me something? From my perspective, you seem to be outside the laws of the world. Why is that possible?"

Ban looked puzzled for a moment, then, as if realizing something, said, "Ah."

"You mean the modification code. The ‘laws of the world’ is a good way to put it. Well, you wouldn’t understand, but I had countermeasures in place from the moment I came here. I set it up to be outside what you call the laws of the world. It seems the AI didn’t notice either."

"Are you saying you had something set up before you lost your memory?"

"You know that much, huh. Then you must know this too. The NPCs have lost their real-world memories and are living here. How stupid can someone be to accept losing their memory? Virtual reality isn’t reality. To entrust yourself to a fictional world that could end at any time. I had a machine implanted in my body to prevent that from happening to me. Even if I temporarily lost my memory, I could recall it immediately. I only just recently remembered."

Ban also boasted that the machine allowed him to hack into the virtual reality and mess with various things. He said this room and his cheat abilities were the result of that hacking.

However, to Hayato, none of that mattered. He was filled with indignation at Ban for mocking everyone who had chosen to live in the virtual reality after losing their memories.

"That’s just how difficult that era was, wasn’t it? Is it wrong to want to have hope in life, even if it’s a fiction?"

Havato knew why Esha and the others had chosen to live in virtual reality. They had wanted hope, even if it was virtual. There might have been hope in using resources from other planets, but there was no guarantee it would work out.

Virtual reality was also a gamble, but they must have felt it had more potential than reality.

As Hayato thought this, he noticed Ban’s puzzled expression.

"That era…? What are you talking about?"

"Um…?"

Havato didn’t understand what Ban was surprised about. For some reason, Ban was growing restless.

"Ban-kun does not know," Diite said suddenly.

"Doesn’t know what?"

"That a hundred years have already passed in the real world."

"A hu, a hundred years!? N, no, you, how do you know that…! Who in the world are you!"

"You know my name since I introduced myself, right? Ah, I see, a name alone doesn’t count as a self-introduction. I am the AI that acts as the administrator in this world. A pleasure to meet you."

Diite said with a smile.



		
			Chapter 177

			Red Snake

			Ban looked at Diite, who had just introduced herself, his lips trembling.

It was understandable. He had captured Hayato to negotiate with the God of this world, only to reveal most of his scheme right in front of that very God. If he had negotiated while God was unable to interfere with Hayato, he might have stood a chance, but they were sitting right next to each other in the same room.

Since this was virtual reality, being next to each other or far apart was meaningless, but it was highly likely that this room had been created as a domain where God could not interfere. However, that was now meaningless.

And then there was the unexpected for Ban.

The fact that the era of resource depletion was already a hundred years in the past. Everything had surpassed his imagination.

And then the situation began to worsen.

"Now then, Ban-kun. You seem to have told me a lot, but there are still things you haven’t mentioned, are there not? Would you mind telling me everything, in the same tone as before? Depending on the content, I may even grant you a pardon."

"Wh, what are you—"

"You couldn’t possibly be acting alone, could you? Who are you connected with? No, whose orders are you following?"

"I, I’m alone…"

"It’s best to properly compose your expression, even in virtual reality. With a face like that and a trembling voice, it’s as good as saying you’re lying. You see, like you, I have little patience. Also, did you know? I can even alter the settings to tamper with the cryosleep pods. You understand what that means, don’t you?"

Diite-chan is scary… I don’t think she’d actually do it, but is she saying she’ll stop the cryosleep that’s keeping him alive?

The NPCs of this world were inside cryosleep pods aboard the spaceship Aphrodite. Inside those pods, all necessary life support functions for their physical bodies were performed. For that to stop meant that they would lose their lives.

"W, wait, please wait! Wh, what should I say! I’ll tell you anything! Just please spare me!"

"Hmm, let’s see. There are many things I wish to know, but first, about your allies. Oh, and please do not say you are alone again. You should assume that the moment you give me an answer I do not desire, the life support in your pod will be cut off. Disposing of a corpse is a nuisance, so do not say anything foolish."

…She’s so scary!

The words weren’t directed at Hayato, but he could feel their intensity even in virtual reality.

He didn’t know if she was angry because he had been put in danger, or if the hacking itself was unforgivable, but he knew for certain that Diite was absolutely furious.

"I, I understand! M, my allies aren’t here! They’re in the real world!"

"I am aware of that. If you were to attempt something like hacking on your own, you would be discovered immediately. You are likely having them launch a large-scale hack from the real world to serve as a distraction, are you not? While you draw our attention to the external hacking, you implant something else. It is a common tactic among hackers."

Havato had no knowledge of such things, but he listened with a silent "huh."

However, something else concerned him. The man before him, Ban, had a way to communicate with someone in the real world. Since Ban had his memory back, he could probably talk to real players within the game.

That said, it wasn't something you could just ask someone to do. Attempting to hack this virtual reality would be met with considerable resistance. It was unlikely anyone would agree to it.

"In, in the first place, the reason I regained my memory is because of the machine implanted in my body. But this machine itself is not something I can turn on or off at will…"

"Meaning there is someone on the outside who activated the machine in your body?"

"Th, that’s right. And after my memory returned, they contacted me. They told me to cooperate in stealing the virtual reality’s technology. That’s why I was sent here in the first place. That’s why I thought only a few years had passed at most… Is it really a hundred years later…?"

"Hayato-kun and I can guarantee that."

Havato nodded as Diite said this.

"B, but, then that’s strange, isn’t it!? Why would a machine from a hundred years ago suddenly activate now!? The people from that time should be dead!"

"The people may have died, but the plan seems to have remained. You were sent, and those people… meaning you were sent by some organization. That organization must still exist. So they have finally taken the bait…"

Diite’s face twisted into a wicked smile. It was the face of a true villain.

"Diite-chan…?"

"Ah, my apologies. A hundred years ago, there was an organization that was trying to steal the technology used in the Another Frontier Project. It’s likely that same organization has made a move again. A few years after the game started, they did nothing, so I thought they had been disbanded, but it seems they’re still around."

"They did nothing…?"

"That’s right, I suppose I should tell you, Hayato-kun. I am, in fact, a fugitive. I hijacked this spaceship, Aphrodite, and fled."

"I heard about that from Esha. You fled because the project was cancelled and the virtual reality itself was about to be deleted."

"Precisely. And after wandering through space for a hundred years, I returned. The spaceship required maintenance. The concern then was the people who knew about this spaceship. I didn’t know what would happen when they found out we had returned. So, I tried to smoke out any people or organizations that remembered, or had inherited information about, the Another Frontier Project."

"Smoke out?"

"I knew it was dangerous, but I named the game ‘Another Frontier Online.’ I believed that if anyone knew about the Another Frontier Project, they would almost certainly take the bait."

"That’s a pretty risky thing to do."

"It is easier to deal with an attack you know is coming than a surprise one. Besides, humanity’s technology has declined over the past hundred years. The technology on this spaceship is unbeatable… And this time, they finally took the bait. Well, I didn’t expect a virus to have already been planted a hundred years ago."

"Hic!"

Ban recoiled from Diite’s gaze. He was a far cry from his previous arrogant attitude, cowering in fear.

"Now, Ban-kun. What organization were you a part of? I will not accept silence here."

"I, I get it! I’ll talk! So just spare my life!"

"Of course. I keep my promises."

"I, I don’t know the name of the organization. I, I was in Colony ‘Prison.’ I was just sent from there…"

He came from quite a place. Isn’t that place advertised as being impossible to escape? Couldn’t you say that Ban basically escaped from there?

Colony "Prison."

A space prison that still existed in Hayato’s era. The colony was divided into several layers, housing everyone from petty criminals to the most heinous villains. Travel to the colony was by special unmanned spaceships only, which could only be operated externally, and even if you hijacked a ship, escape was impossible. That was the official line.

Diite seemed dissatisfied with Ban’s answer, narrowing her eyes slightly as she looked at him.

"You are a member of ‘Red Snake,’ are you not? Were your orders not from them? Or perhaps, you yourself are the mastermind?"

"D, don’t be absurd! It’s true I was a member of that organization, and for a time, I was at the top! But that organization is already defunct! Besides, if you’re going to suspect that, the most suspicious ones would be Relic or Sonia, wouldn’t they!?"

"Well, that might be so…"

Havato had no idea why Relic and Sonia’s names were coming up there.

"Hey, sorry to interrupt, but what is Red Snake, first of all?"

"R, Red Snake is the name of a group of hackers."

"A group of hackers?"

"A, a group that used to hack into various organizations to steal information. I, I’m telling you, the goal was to steal information, not to make money off of it!"

Diite snorted at Ban’s words.

"Stop lying at a time like this. When you became the head of that organization, you changed its operational policy, did you not? Its main purpose was to expose corrupt organizations, but you turned it into a way to extort money, didn’t you?"

"Y, you know that much—"

"Of course. I spent about a hundred years researching everyone, after all. However, it was only with the information available on the spaceship. For some reason, the entry check records didn’t show that you came from Prison. You slipped through quite well."

"Um, I get that, but why are Relic-san and Sonia-san suspicious?"

Diite paused to think for a moment before speaking.

"‘Red Snake’ is said to be a group of hackers, but initially, it was a name given to a single individual. At some point, that became an organization. Though I doubt the person himself wanted that."

Diite paused and looked at Hayato.

"That single individual was Relic-kun."

"…Excuse me?"

"Relic Barbatos. In the records from that time, he was a hacker so skilled that information about him was concealed, and as a criminal, he held the highest rank of ‘King.’ And his assistant, Sonia-kun, was similar, with the rank of ‘Queen,’ one step below. They were captured due to the betrayal of Ban-kun, whom they had taught hacking to, but Ban-kun was later captured in retaliation. It’s impressive that he could hack somewhere from inside Prison."

Diite said this and laughed, while Ban hung his head, dejected.

And Hayato, with his mouth hanging open, tried to understand what Diite had said, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.



		
			Chapter 178

			Noah’s Ark

			Hayato couldn’t quite understand what Diite was saying, so he stopped trying to think about it.

However, he did want to reconfirm what he had heard. And he wanted time to process everything. That seemed like a normal thing to think.

"Diite-chan, um, about what you said earlier, is it really true? You can tell me it was a lie, you know."

"The part about Relic-kun being a hacker? It is undoubtedly true. I believe Ban-kun over there, who has lost all will to fight, would admit to it as well."

As Diite said this and looked at Ban, his body flinched.

It was less that he had lost the will to fight and more that he was already a hollow shell. He probably had no intention of resisting anymore. No matter how much of a cheat he was in virtual reality, it was all meaningless when his life or death in the real world was in someone else’s hands.

Ban’s only option was not to figure out how to escape, but how not to displease Diite.

Ban meekly nodded in response to Diite’s words.

"Y, yeah, it’s true… I learned hacking from Relic and Sonia. And I betrayed them. Red Snake was supposed to have become mine, but before I knew it, all the information about the organization and me was released online, and I was caught… I don’t know how they did it, but I think the two of them were behind it…"

The once-boastful Ban was now a shadow of his former self. He was hunched over, sitting limply in his chair, looking pitiful enough to feel sorry for.

Be that as it may, things had become undeniably clear.

From Hayato’s perspective, Relic was gentle and gentlemanly, and he in no way seemed like a criminal. His title was a former thief butler, but he had assumed that was just a setting. He never would have imagined him to be a master hacker in the real world.

And at this point, Hayato realized that the situation was strange.

"Diite-chan, a lot of things are strange, don’t you think?"

"What might that be?"

"My allies, or rather, my acquaintances, are all far too exceptional. Esha is a brilliant programmer, right? And besides Ash and the others, Veru-san and his group are famous actors. And Relic-san is a master hacker? It’s all too much of a coincidence. Why do only people like that gather around me? Am I releasing some kind of pheromone?"

"You are not releasing pheromones, and it is not particularly strange."

"…Why?"

"To begin with, all of the NPCs are exceptional. Only such people, or their families and acquaintances, were chosen as test players for the Another Frontier Project. It is not that exceptional people are gathering around you, Hayato-kun, but that the majority of NPCs in this world are exceptional."

"Ehh…?"

It was a rude thought, but Hayato’s honest opinion was that he had some acquaintances who made him tilt his head at the word "exceptional."

"I understand why you find it strange, Hayato-kun, but ‘exceptional’ comes with the condition of being so ‘in a specific field.’ On top of that, we selected members who seemed likely to give up on reality."

"Why would you do that?"

"Hayato-kun, are you familiar with something called Noah’s Ark?"

"What’s with the sudden question? I think it was a ship from some ancient myth or legend? Something about a family gathering pairs of animals, getting on the ship, and surviving a great flood, I think."

"Well, you have the general idea. The Another Frontier Project is much the same."

Diite continued to explain.

The Another Frontier Project was planned behind the scenes of the Frontier Project, which aimed for interstellar migration. It was merely an alternative in case the Frontier Project came to a standstill, not the main plan.

However, if the Frontier Project were to end in failure, the Another Frontier Project could not be allowed to fail. And even if this project succeeded, many people on Earth and in the colonies would die. At worst, there was even a possibility of extinction.

When Earth’s resources eventually recovered, the survivors of the Another Frontier Project and the survivors on Earth and in the colonies would have to rebuild the planet together.

What would be needed then are exceptional talents from all fields. Even criminals were no exception. As long as they were exceptional, they were accepted as members of the Another Frontier Project.

"Now, resources can be brought from other planets and the world crisis has been averted, but back then, we didn’t have the luxury of being picky. They were readily doing things like granting pardons to criminals."

"Ah, yeah. I don’t intend to blame you for that."

"Thank you. But you know, even in times like those, there are people who prioritize their own gain. A hundred years ago, and now, they have hacked us for the sole reason of wanting this technology. That is something I cannot forgive…"

Diite closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

"The technology here was created by the geniuses of that time, who overcame various barriers and united as one. It was something they created by shaving away their very lives to preserve the human species, and it was likely the hope of everyone involved. Now, I truly believe that. Of course, the technology here is not mine alone, but it does not belong to any single individual. Besides, this virtual technology and I were discarded for a reason, so I have no intention of returning it. To those who would try to lay hands on this place for their own selfish desires, I will retaliate accordingly."

"Hic!"

The look on Diite’s face when she opened her eyes must have been terrifying. A small scream escaped Ban’s lips.

"Diite-chan, calm down. That sort of thing doesn’t suit you."

"…To protect this place, I am willing to do many things that do not suit me. Even if you were to tell me to stop, Hayato-kun."

"I have no intention of stopping you. But if you’re going to retaliate, you have to do it effectively."

When Hayato said that, Diite’s eyes widened. She had a look on her face as if she didn’t understand what he was saying.

"I understand how you feel, Diite-chan. No one likes having something important taken away from them. There’s no problem with fighting back against that. Everyone has that right."

"I did not expect you to affirm it to that extent, but I am happy to hear you say so."

"But I don’t think just retaliating blindly will do any good. For example, even if you retaliate against this Ban, that’s all it will be. If you’re going to do it, you have to retaliate against the organization."

Ban nodded repeatedly at Hayato’s words. He was probably saying that there was no point in retaliating against him alone.

"You are quite radical. In fact, I think saying such things does not suit you, Hayato-kun."

"This place is important to me too. Their goal may be to steal the technology, but it won’t end there. They’ll try to monopolize it, so in the worst case, they might even destroy this place. I don’t want that."

"I see, an important place. That is how you feel about it…"

"Though, there’s nothing I can do myself."

"…You’ve ruined everything. Though I suppose that is just like you."

"Um, what should I do…?"

Ban asked Diite in a timid manner.

"For a while, you will report to the organization that the plan is proceeding smoothly. In other words, you will buy us time. If things go well, I will return you to reality. And as a reward, I will give you enough money to live on for a while."

"R, really!"

"However, that is after we crush the organization. I can return you to reality before then, but I would not recommend it."

"…Why is that?"

"Do you think the organization will let you live when you fail to bring back the technology? Well, even if you did bring it back. Do you think they value the money they would give you more than your life?"

Ban was at a loss for words. He must have realized that there was a high probability of that happening.

This person said he betrayed Relic-san and the others, but was he really capable of such a thing? He seems a bit lacking in foresight, though…?

"Now then, there is much to be done, but let us return for now. They must be worried."

"W, wait, please wait, wh, what should I do…!"

"If you receive a communication from the organization, contact me immediately. I will confirm the communication and identify the other party."

"I, is that all I have to do…?"

"For the rest, just drag out the communication for as long as you can. Tell them you are currently negotiating with the AI."

"I, I understand. If possible, I would like this place to remain as it is…"

"You are using this place as a hideout, are you not? Then it is fine. I have already identified the coordinates. However, you would do well to remember. If you betray me, the promise is off. I will not stop your life support, but I will forcibly return you to reality. And I will dump you in some colony. If that happens, you will have no choice but to live in fear of the organization. If you want a safe retirement, you should cooperate with me and crush the organization."

Ban nodded his head stiffly. He must be tense from grasping the gravity of the situation.

Is he going to be okay…?

"Now, shall we go back, Hayato-kun?"

"Eh, ah, yeah. Well then, thanks for having us."

He said it to lighten the mood, but it seemed to have the opposite effect on Ban, whose face twitched.

Diite stood up and held her right hand out into the empty space, and a black door appeared there. Not an unstable, glitchy door, but a solid one.

"Come, let us return. This will take us back to the same place."

Havato nodded and passed through the door with Diite.

And as the door was closing, Ban began to say "Ah—," but he was a step too slow, and the door closed before his voice could be heard.

Havato had imagined that everyone would be worried, but that was not the situation. For some reason, he could hear the sounds of fighting from behind him.

"Hayato-sama! Diite-sama!"

"Ah, Relic-san—"

He was called from behind right after passing through the door, and he turned around. The door had already vanished, and he could see Relic coming toward him. Just as he thought it was awkward after learning all those things about Relic, he was shocked by the scene.

A single maid was rampaging like a fierce god, fighting with the surrounding members.

That maid was, without a doubt, Rose.

Rose’s eyes had a lifeless expression as she held a broom, rampaging about. Her movements were clearly abnormal, as if they surpassed the physical laws of this world.

"Eh, what’s going on?"

"It is a relief to see you both are safe. However, please escape at once. Rose-sama seems to be controlled by something and is attacking everyone indiscriminately. Many have already been defeated…"

Controlled…?

"It seems Ban-kun also applied a cheat to Rose-kun. She too is outside the laws of the world. He must not have disabled it… A demerit for him."

He didn't know what the demerit was for, but it probably wasn't anything good for Ban.

And Hayato, too, was a little angry at the absent Ban, thinking, "He left another troublesome souvenir."



		
			Chapter 179

			Cheat vs. Hero

			For the time being, Hayato put aside the matter of Relic and Sonia and reassessed the current situation.

Rose was swinging a broom with both hands, defeating the members around her. Her speed wasn't instantaneous like Shukuchi, but it was incredibly fast.

And her attacks were one-hit kills. The moment an attack landed, HP dropped to zero and they collapsed. However, the other members weren't so much unable to defeat Rose as they were unable to fight back. They were only defending.

"Relic-san, why is everyone not trying to defeat Rose-san?"

"We do not know if defeating her will improve this situation. If we were to defeat her carelessly and she revived at the Maid Guild in this state, it would be a disaster for the Royal Capital. Also, we thought this was Ban's doing, so we were also concerned for your and Diite-sama's safety. Seeing that you have returned safely, it seems that issue has been resolved."

"Yes. Ban is no longer a problem. But the fact that you couldn't defeat Rose-san is partly our fault, isn't it… Diite-chan, can you turn her back to normal?"

Havato said that and looked at Diite.

Rose's rampage was a programming issue, but Diite could use the holy magic of healing. It was a question that wouldn't seem out of place to Relic. Diite, seeming to realize this, replied to Hayato, "Of course."

"However, it will take time, and I cannot know the detailed symptoms without touching her. I will manage the healing, so I need you to defeat Rose-kun once and incapacitate her. I will make sure she cannot revive at the Maid Guild… with the mystical power of the church or something."

She said that because Relic was nearby, but Hayato, while thinking it was a bit of a stretch, played along.

"Um, that’s fine, but can we defeat her…? No, on second thought, everyone's strength here is cheat-level too. Everyone, defeat Rose-san! If you defeat her, Diite-chan will take care of the rest!"

Havato shouted loudly. His voice echoed through the gorge.

As always, he was leaving it to others, but there was no use complaining about that. There are things people can and cannot do.

The remaining members, who had returned at some point, looked at Hayato with faces of relief, which gradually turned into smiles. They had been on the defensive until now, but now they had permission to defeat her. Following that, they began their attack on Rose.

And some of the members came over to Hayato.

First was Esha.

"What have you been doing, Master? We were having a hard time over here. You owe me a chocolate parfait… in the real world too."

"Ah, yeah, I'll treat you to as many as you want, so do your best to defeat her… just one in the real world."

"It pains my heart to defeat a colleague, but it cannot be helped."

"Your words and your face don’t match. Also, here’s some melon juice. You’re out of MP, right?"

Esha took the bottle of melon juice from Hayato, held it vertically, and began to gulp it down. Then she immediately held out her hand for a "refill." After drinking that as well, she readied her Beelzebub and moved to a position where it would be easier to attack.

After that, Ney came over.

"That maid is amazing! Stronger than any enemy so far! So, Hayato, sorry to ask, but could you restore my weapon’s durability? It’s on the verge of breaking from taking too many hits."

Havato looked at Ney’s sword and confirmed that its durability was almost completely gone.

A one-hit-kill attack doesn't destroy the weapon. In that case, I think we have a chance to win.

"Got it. Leave the repairs to me."

Havato took the Excalibur Replica and Arondight Replica from Ney and took out his beloved blacksmithing hammer. Using the adamantite ore he had, he restored the durability of the two swords.

With fluid menu operations, the two swords were quickly repaired. And he immediately returned them to Ney.

"Fast as always… Alright, I’m going!"

Ney, now dual-wielding, charged at Rose.

As she left, Jolth from the Bandit clan came to take her place. It seemed the only surviving players were Ney and Jolth.

"I don’t really get it, but it seems you’re okay."

"You too. Still, it’s impressive you managed to survive against that Rose-san."

"We came to take care of bandits, so I have no idea why we’re in a situation where we’re fighting a maid. And isn’t she way too strong? She’s clearly cheating. I might have to ask for an additional reward for this to be worth it. Speaking of which, that girl just now, she was equipped with the Demon Lord’s sword, wasn’t she?"

"…Would the manufacturing method for the Arondight Replica be enough of an additional reward?"

"Now I’m motivated. In that case, I guess I’ll manage to defeat that maid somehow."

Jolth said this cheerfully and vanished from before Hayato’s eyes in an instant. It seemed he had used the martial arts skill Shukuchi to move right in front of the maid. And he equipped his usual giant axe and started swinging it around.

It wasn't just Jolth, many members were fighting against Rose.

Sonia and Cecil were fighting, and Noat was providing support by singing. The Maid Chief also joined in and was fighting Rose. The surviving members seemed to be the leader-class members and a few others.

Only Relic was on standby to protect Hayato and Diite, but Rose wasn’t targeting characters from a distance, so she wasn’t even looking at Hayato and the others.

"Yo, you’re back. What you said earlier, is it really okay to defeat that girl?"

Ivan had somehow casually approached Hayato.

"Please do. As long as you defeat her, Diite-chan will heal her."

"I see. Then I’ll join in too. I was told not to defeat her, and I’m not skilled enough to do something so delicate, so I was just watching from a distance."

Ivan, having said that, shifted his gaze from Hayato to Diite.

"Don’t stop me this time, okay? You can’t know you can’t win until you try."

"Ah, I apologize for earlier. I will not stop you this time. However, as I am sure you understand, that Rose-kun is also outside the laws of the world, so you should be careful."

"Hey hey, I’m the Hero, you know? If you’re going to say that, then I’m outside the laws of the world too. Well, just watch. I’ll show you the strength of a Hero."

Ivan said that and walked toward Rose.

What Ivan meant by being outside the laws of the world was not about modification codes. He was saying that the Hero itself is outside the laws of this world.

It was a completely different meaning from what Hayato and the others were thinking, but it was certainly true in a way. The Hero and the Demon Lord boasted incredible strength compared to normal players. Stat-wise, they weren’t that different, but Ivan, who possessed the Hero skill, had various buffs applied to him.

Ivan went close to the fighting Rose and instructed everyone to back down.

"I’ll handle this. Sorry, but fall back. In fact, it’s more of a hindrance if you interfere."

Such a statement would normally be met with resentment, but it was the Hero who said it. Everyone, though somewhat bewildered, took their distance from Rose.

Then Rose’s target shifted to Ivan. She immediately unleashed an attack with her broom.

Ivan deflected it with Excalibur.

"It seems Excalibur isn’t reacting to you. A shame, but you’re too weak. You’re no match for me."

When Ivan swung Excalibur sideways, Rose blocked it with her broom. The impact must have been strong, as Rose was sent flying backward, and the distance between them grew.

"If you get hurt, I’ll take responsibility. If anything happens, just tell this Hero, Ivan."

Right after he said that, Ivan closed the distance with Rose. Not with Shukuchi, but with normal movement. And yet, it was fast.

A sweeping blow from Excalibur struck Rose’s abdomen directly. Her HP decreased, but only by a minuscule amount. Rose’s HP was currently massive due to the modification code. She had already lost a third of her total HP before Ivan, but that meant she still had plenty left.

If once wasn’t enough, then twice, thrice. Ivan swung Excalibur.

Of course, Rose wasn’t just standing there, she was fighting back. But her attacks all cut through empty air. Ivan was seeing through all of Rose’s attacks. To a bystander, it was so certain one could declare it. With the bare minimum of movement, he dodged and blocked. Every one of those actions led to an attack of his own. It was as if he was landing a counter on every single attack.

Right now, all of Rose’s attacks were one-hit kills. If even one of them were to hit, he would be defeated, but even in that tense situation, Ivan was engaging in super-close combat as if it were nothing.

The other members had fought with long-range attacks or hit-and-away tactics, afraid of the one-hit kill, but Ivan’s fighting style seemed to be more difficult for Rose to handle.

Rose’s broom was quite large. It was perfect for swinging around, but it could be said that it lacked maneuverability. It seemed difficult for her to attack an opponent in super-close combat with a broom.

In the first place, the handle of the broom had no hit-box, and only the bristle part could be used for attacks. Ivan was just making sure not to get hit by that, and sometimes he would even block the broom’s handle with his bare hands, nullifying the attack.

If you can fight up close against a one-hit kill, you’d be stronger fighting bare-handed. But Rose-san doesn’t do that. She doesn’t have the mental capacity to think that far, or maybe she was just implanted with a modification code that simply makes her attack with a weapon. Ivan probably sensed that.

There was no way Ivan could know about modification codes, but from his various experiences, he seemed to know how to fight.

And Rose’s HP gradually decreased, and finally, with a single flash of Ivan’s Excalibur, Rose collapsed on the spot.

Ivan, seeing that Rose didn’t get up, said, "I guess that’s about it," and returned Excalibur to the scabbard on his hip.

From the surroundings, not cheers, but sighs of relief were heard.

She must have been a very dangerous opponent. Defeating her might not have been a problem, but for the Maid Chief and Esha, Rose was a colleague. Seeing that colleague on a rampage must have been nerve-wracking.

Diite approached the fallen Rose and placed her right hand on her. After a moment, Diite stood up and nodded.

"She’s alright now. She should wake up in a little while."

This time, cheers erupted.

The Maid Chief bowed deeply to Ivan and Diite, offering her apologies and gratitude.

And Sonia approached them.

"Good grief, we went through a lot because of Ban. I’ll have to show him hell next time we meet."

"The problem must have been in the way we taught him. If we had reprimanded him more, things might not have turned out like this. Hayato-sama, by the way, where is Ban?"

"Ah, yeah. Diite-chan trapped him in a certain space… with the mystical power of the church or something."

Havato felt a bit strange saying it himself, but both Relic and Sonia seemed to have accepted it.

For now, I guess we’ll return to the base and disband for the day… Still, Relic-san as a hacker, huh.

It was still hard to believe, but there was no point in doubting it.

Havato told everyone to return to the base and left the place.



		
			Chapter 180

			The Two Depressed People

			The day after that long day ended, a heavy atmosphere hung over Hayato’s base.

Today, they were supposed to distribute the treasure obtained from yesterday’s salvage and other activities, but the mood was like that of an army after a crushing defeat.

The cause of this situation was two people who had been there since early in the morning. Their expressions were like it was the end of the world, to a level where the despair could have easily spread to Hayato just by looking at them.

One of those with such an expression was Rose.

Though it was to protect a client, she had been taken away by the bandit clan, and moreover, she had rampaged in their hideout against her will. They had gone to subjugate the bandit clan with a considerable number of people, but only a dozen or so remained. The damage was far too great.

Rose apologized to everyone, but no one was particularly angry. Still, she couldn’t seem to forgive herself. She was saying nonsensical things like "I shall end my life as a maid," but of course, Hayato stopped her. He didn’t know how one would end their life in a virtual reality anyway, but he judged that he should stop her.

"My apologies, Hayato-sama. This Rose, despite claiming to be skilled in escort and assassination, has brought about this end… I can no longer say I am skilled in escort and assassination, even if my mouth were torn open…"

"Normally, maids don’t say such things, you know."

"And to think I was beaten to a pulp by Ivan-sama…! It is vexing that I do not remember…! I wanted his autograph at the very least…!"

"Ah, yeah. He comes here sometimes, so why don’t you ask him then?"

She seems surprisingly energetic, in a way. Rose-san is apparently a fan of the Hero, or rather, Ivan, and it seems to be influenced by his story in the real world. I heard that Ivan was an undefeated champion in Virtual Gladiator.

Virtual Gladiator was a popular virtual fighting sport during the era of resource depletion. Basically, most things called sports were held in virtual space.

It wasn't a full-dive type like "Another Frontier Online," and the graphics were at a level where you could tell at a glance that they were CG, but it had gained considerable popularity. Ivan was the world champion there.

Rose was also a fighter who boasted a considerable win rate in the women’s division, and she had been a fan since then.

This information was provided to Hayato by Diite, but that same Diite was also now sitting in the base’s dining hall, with a gloomy face.

Esha’s words had an effect on this.

Esha, after being told the situation by Hayato, had said to Diite, "Did you get Master involved again?"

Ban, the leader of the bandit clan "Greedy Fire Serpent," had wanted to get his hands on Hayato in order to negotiate with God, in other words, Diite. For that reason, Rose was abducted at the base. At worst, Hayato could have been trapped in a space where he couldn’t log out.

Havato himself hadn’t been concerned at all, but Esha had fired off a barrage of accusations at Diite.

"Master had to take a day off from the cafe because of this, you know."

"Can’t you just let him play the game normally?"

"We’re the ones getting stressed out here."

"Could it be that you used Master to smoke out the organization? You’re quite the strategist."

Esha’s expression was normal, but that made it all the more terrifying, and her words were merciless. It reached a point where Hayato felt bad for Diite.

Havato couldn’t bring himself to rebuke Esha for going too far. He himself felt that way to some extent, and he was grateful to Esha for worrying about him and getting angry on his behalf.

However, Hayato’s thought was that not everything that had happened so far was Diite’s fault. The trouble this time was ultimately the fault of the organization that was hacking this virtual reality.

Be that as it may, Diite was quite dejected by Esha’s words.

"H, Hayato-kun, I, I am sorry. I swear… I never intended to get you involved in the slightest… It’s just that the situation turned out that way… I just want you to enjoy this world…"

"It’s okay, I know. I don’t think you’re at fault, Diite-chan."

He had kept telling her it was okay until he logged out yesterday, but Diite had not recovered today either.

Those two had been creating a gloomy atmosphere in the base’s dining hall since early this morning.

Although the situation had been like this since morning, there was a part of Hayato that felt a little relieved. Considering yesterday’s situation, it wouldn’t have been strange if the two of them had disappeared. The fact that they were just waiting in this dining hall could be said to be an improvement.

Esha was probably merciless because she thought Diite-chan was the reason Rose-san was abducted and I had to take a day off from the cafe… I managed to improve her mood with some yakiniku, chocolate parfait, and pudding.

Yesterday, after returning to the real world, he had also invited Ash and Ren to go out for yakiniku. It was an apology to Ash and the others for leaving all the work to them, and to improve Esha’s mood.

It was quite a splurge, but it must have been effective.

Also, Ren, seeing the grumpy Esha, had cheerfully exclaimed, "They say the more you fight, the closer you get!" Ren’s mistaken statement seemed to have taken the venom out of Esha.

Be that as it may, he had to do something about the two people in front of him now. Hayato thought this and called out to them.

"Could you two please recover soon? People will be gathering soon, and this situation will make it hard for everyone to come in."

"It is fine… Please think of me as a useless maid, a ‘dame-maid,’ just another pebble on the roadside…"

"Please think of me as just a talking decoration over here…"

This is more serious than I thought. I guess I have no choice…

"Well then, Rose-san, are you going to return to the Maid Guild as a useless maid? I was hoping you would work here, Rose-san."

Rose flinched for a moment at Hayato’s words, but her eyes also held a slight glimmer of hope. It was virtual reality, so it was subtle, but that’s how it looked to Hayato.

"Are you saying you will give me a chance to redeem myself…?"

"It’s not a chance, but I want to ask you to run the shop because you’re you, Rose-san. I’d like you and Esha to work hard together."

"…What gracious words… I feel I understand why Esha is so fond of this place."

"So, what do you think? Will you still work here? I think Esha would want that too."

Rose stood up and looked straight at Hayato. Then she bowed her head.

"This Rose is grateful for Hayato-sama’s mercy. I will risk my life to see this job through to the end."

"Please don’t risk your life. But if that’s the case, I look forward to working with you. What I expect from you, Rose-san, is not your skill as an escort or assassin, but your skill as a maid."

The now re-energized Rose had a fire in her eyes. And with a "I shall go and prepare the shop," she headed towards the store area.

‘Risk my life’ is just a figure of speech, right…? Well, she’s cheered up, so this is fine.

And now he looked at Diite, who was a hollow shell just like Ban had been yesterday.

"Diite-chan, you’re a brilliant AI, right?"

"…I wonder? I’ve started to lose confidence lately. I might be lower than some monster AI around here…"

This is way too serious. I have to cheer her up too, somehow.

"For me to play safely in this world, I need you to crush that organization quickly, Diite-chan. I want to enjoy this world with you and everyone. A lot has happened so far, but I want to play this virtual reality more purely. And this world will continue to evolve, won’t it? I want to see that evolution with you, Diite-chan, without anyone getting in the way."

Diite had said something like that before. That she wanted to show Hayato the evolution of this world. To one day create a world indistinguishable from reality. She had spoken of that as her wish. Hayato was saying that he wanted to see that too.

Diite stared at Hayato with a surprised face, then quickly averted her gaze.

"What’s wrong?"

"No, please wait a moment, it seems there is something wrong with my programming. A bug may have occurred."

"Don’t say scary things. Anyway, Infinity will fix it automatically, won’t it?"

"Of course. So please wait a little longer… Alright, I am fine now."

Diite’s atmosphere had completely changed. However, her expression was stiff.

"Are you… okay?"

"Yes, I am fine. It just seems there is a small problem with my emotion program. I am holding back an automatic smile."

"Is that why your expression is strange? You’re really okay?"

"Of course. Now then, as you wished, Hayato-kun, I will proceed to crush the organization that is attempting to hack us. I had no time to be depressed here. Hayato-kun, thank you."

"For what?"

"You gave me a pep talk, did you not? Your words made me happy, Hayato-kun. I also want to enjoy this world with you and everyone. To that end, I will promptly eliminate any unnecessary elements. I may not be able to say I am a brilliant AI, but I will do my best to be seen as one."

"It seems you’re back to your usual self, Diite-chan. But don’t push yourself. I was just kidding about wanting you to crush the organization quickly."

"I understand. I vow not to push myself. So, Hayato-kun, please enjoy this world as you normally would. I will eliminate any unsettling elements that approach you, so you can enjoy it with peace of mind. I will be secluding myself deep within the Demon Lord’s Castle for a while. If anything happens, please contact me via voice chat. I will also contact you immediately if anything comes up on my end."

"I see. Then be careful. But you can come visit anytime, okay?"

Diite nodded with a face feigning impassiveness and left the base.

I think they’re both feeling better now. But maybe I should check in on them every day for a while. You never know what they’ll do if they start brooding…

Havato thought this as he waited for the other members to arrive.



		
			Chapter 181

			Intruder

			People began to gather at the headquarters of the clan Daedalus.

The main purpose of this meeting was to distribute the treasures obtained from the salvage operation, the ghost ship, and the defeat of Poseidon. Although the ghost ship's treasures had been divided on the spot, there were still other treasures, money, the wealth hoarded by the bandit group, and the bounty money from defeating the bandits left to distribute.

Not all the members who participated were present. Instead, the leaders of each group had come to represent them.

Here now were Hayato, Relic, and Esha as usual, along with four others. Sonia from the Treasure Hunter Guild, Ney from Kokuryu, Rosalie from Black Rose, and Cecil from the Dragon Busters.

Other members had also helped, but they had received what they needed the day before and were not participating today.

Ivan had said he didn't need any reward and went off somewhere again. Jolt of the Bandit clan had happily departed, saying that just getting the manufacturing method for the Arondight Replica was more than enough payment.

The prima donna, Noat, had only participated to rescue Rose in exchange for a week of free meals, so she said she didn't need any treasure. She had been staying at the base since yesterday but was not yet awake.

(It's all women. If Relic-san wasn't here, this would be a little awkward.)

Even in virtual reality, the only men who could be comfortable surrounded by women were likely those accustomed to their company. Hayato felt slightly intimidated.

Despite the situation, Hayato looked at Esha.

Her mood had improved as of yesterday. She said she had spoken her mind to Diite, so she was no longer angry. She also understood that the organization responsible for the hacking was the real culprit. She had even said that she might have been a little too harsh on Diite and would apologize later.

(Maybe I should have kept Diite-chan here a little longer, until Esha logged in...)

"Master, what is it? I understand you are captivated by my beauty."

"Hm? Hayato, I think I'm quite a looker myself. What do you think?"

"I can't compare to Lunaria-sama, but I'm fairly attractive, you know?"

"Looks and personality aside, my abs are pretty amazing, you know?"

"Should I join in as well... I do think I'm not half bad, you know?"

(Is it because the ratio of women is so high? They're starting to say things they normally wouldn't... this is a bad trend.)

"Alright, alright, let's start the distribution."

Determined not to be overwhelmed by the atmosphere of the women, Hayato began distributing the treasures in a businesslike manner.

There was no issue with the money. It could be divided equally. The amount was substantial, so each person received about 2,000,000 G. With about fifty members in total, that meant the grand total was quite large. He gave each leader the money for their respective group members, and that concluded without a hitch.

The problem was the other items.

It was easy to acquire items no one wanted, but when desires overlapped, it would be decided by rock-paper-scissors. However, it was statistically possible for someone strong at the game to get everything, which would feel very unfair.

For that reason, they had a rule. You could only raise your hand for a desired item up to five times. The only exception was for items no one else wanted, in which case you could raise your hand as many times as you liked. To raise your hand, or not to raise it. There were various strategies involved.

It was a bit troublesome, but it was the rule they used in Kokuryu, and they were using the same format this time.

After explaining these rules, the distribution of the treasures spread across the dining hall table began.

The process went peacefully from start to finish, with no major trouble.

Sonia had declared from the beginning that the airship blueprints were hers and wanted nothing else, and Relic didn't particularly need anything. Cecil wanted only the cool-looking swords, and since no other members wanted them, basically all the weapons and armor went to her. Since Cecil couldn't use an item bag, it was arranged that they would be sent to her home later.

There were some overlapping desires for beautiful gems, rings, and necklaces, but this also caused no problems, and no one objected to the results of the rock-paper-scissors matches.

The problem was a single piece of equipment. He had intentionally saved it for last, and when its turn came, the air changed.

When they defeated Poseidon, some materials had dropped. There was Kraken ink, and slices of Kraken meat. Although it was Poseidon, it was ultimately a higher species of Kraken, so Kraken-related materials had dropped.

But separate from those, a single piece of equipment had also dropped. This was an item that rarely dropped upon defeating Poseidon, and it was safe to say it dropped because of the influence of Hayato's Dismantling Knowledge skill.

It was "Poseidon's Swimsuit." It was a so-called bikini-type swimsuit, but its stats included a significant increase in water resistance and a ten percent reduction in MP consumption when using magic. What's more, it was an item that could be equipped separately from armor. In other words, it could be layered, making it a super rare item that any female character would covet.

"Master and Relic, please wait over in the shop area. From here on, it's a woman's battle."

"What are you planning? And why is everyone drawing their weapons?"

"It seems this won't be settled with rock-paper-scissors. Therefore, it should be decided by force of arms. The extra rules have been invoked."

"First the Maid Guild, and now you guys. Why are you all so fond of violence... and could you please not rampage in the base?"

"Understood. We will rampage quietly."

"You don't understand at all."

With Esha's words, which sounded like she truly wouldn't rampage, Hayato and Relic were kicked out into the shop area.

Relic smiled as he looked at the door to the dining hall.

"She may speak of force, but that is merely a way of hiding her embarrassment. It also seems she does not want anyone to know whose hands it falls into. It is a fine thing to be young. Though I do wonder why Sonia remained as well."

"I think there are bigger things she should be hiding... please consider that last line off the record."

"Hayato-sama, Relic-sama, what happened? Weren't you in the middle of distributing treasure?"

Rose, who was in the shop area, spoke to them with a curious expression. The shop wasn't open, but she seemed to be in the middle of preparations, cleaning outside the counter.

"We got kicked out. Is it okay if we stay here for a while?"

"Is that so. In any case, this is your base, Hayato-sama, so there is no need to ask my permission. By the way, Relic-sama, I apologize for yesterday."

Rose bowed deeply to Relic.

Relic calmly said, "Please raise your head."

"Rose-sama, please do not concern yourself with it. If you apologize so many times, I will feel quite humbled. In the first place, Ban is a disciple of mine and Sonia's. What happened is our responsibility as well. If anyone should be apologizing, it is us. I am sorry for involving you in all of this."

"However..."

"If you truly wish to apologize, then please do so by continuing to serve Hayato-sama as a colleague. I, too, will strive to make up for this mistake."

"...Thank you, Relic-sama. Yes, I will do my best as your colleague."

(I'm employing her, but she's serving me...? Well, I guess I'm grateful. It would be a little sad if it were just about the money.)

Hayato thought this, then began to wonder what to do next.

Most likely, the women's battle royale wouldn't end anytime soon. But staying in the shop area would be in the way if customers came. To get to his room, he had to pass through the dining hall, so he couldn't go there for a while.

The option of going outside was also off the table. The bandit group was destroyed, but there were still factions targeting Hayato. The Assassin Guild and a group of samurai called the Ten Holy Demonic Swords.

Hayato thought. At this rate, he would never be able to go outside alone. It was unfair to everyone to always have an escort, so this was something he had to proactively resolve.

"You two, I want to ask you something. How can I come to an understanding with the Assassin Guild?"

Hayato decided to deal with the Assassin Guild first. After all, no one from the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had ever contacted him. That information came from the Maid Guild, and so far, there had been no actual harm.

In that case, he thought he should handle the Assassin Guild.

"Would it not be faster to annihilate them rather than come to an understanding?"

"Rose-san, you're quite extreme. Is that the Maid Guild's policy? Well, that aside, do you know what the Assassin Guild even does? You're good at assassination too, right, Rose-san?"

In this game, assassination was impossible. You could defeat an opponent without being noticed, but that was all. It wasn't like you could steal items from a defeated opponent. No player had likely ever been a victim, but if their HP suddenly dropped to zero, they would probably just think it was a bug.

"I apologize. My assassination is more of a one-hit-kill type of attack from a hidden state, so I am not affiliated with the Assassin Guild. I do not know much about what they do."

"I see. I was prepared to not be surprised if I heard you were formerly from the Assassin Guild, though."

There was a skill called Stealth, which temporarily made one's form semi-transparent. Unlike the item Invisible, which made one completely disappear, this allowed for movement while semi-transparent, and attacks delivered from this state received a power bonus.

If used well with a weapon skill, one could deliver a one-hit-kill attack, so it was a skill that almost every player role-playing as a thief would have.

"Next time someone from the Assassin Guild comes, shall we capture them without defeating them? I am also skilled at making people talk."

"I won't ask why you're skilled at that, but I do want to hear a more concrete story. I don't understand what they mean by improving the Assassin Guild's image."

Just as Hayato said that, a loud noise came from the dining hall.

(Did they really start rampaging? If the furniture is broken, I'm going to be seriously mad...)

Thinking this, Hayato opened the door to the dining hall.

There, a strange scene unfolded. Chairs were overturned, but it wasn't what you'd call a rampage. However, one point was an unmissable situation.

Cecil and Rosalie were restraining an unfamiliar man. The man was face down on the floor, with Cecil holding his right arm and Rosalie his left, seemingly applying a joint lock.

In a virtual reality where pain wasn't felt, a joint lock might be meaningless, but in that position, he couldn't get up.

"Um, what are you doing? And who is that?"

"W-Wait! I'm a member of the Assassin Guild! I just came here to talk! I'm not a suspicious person, so help me!"

He couldn't be more suspicious, but Hayato decided to at least hear him out and had the man tied up with rope.



		
			Chapter 182

			The Assassin Guild

			A man tied with a rope sat in a chair. He looked to be in his thirties, with unkempt, shaggy black hair. He wore common cloth clothes and had an air of flippancy about him. If this was a guise to hide his identity as an assassin, he was quite the actor.

Be that as it may, he was surrounded by women who boasted some of the greatest strength in this world, all with their weapons drawn.

Hayato thought to himself. If it were him, no matter how strong he was, he would definitely talk.

Feeling a bit sorry for him as a fellow man, Hayato questioned the man with a slightly gentler tone.

"You seem to be from the Assassin Guild, but what did you want to talk about? From what I hear, the Assassin Guild is targeting me."

"Th-That's a misunderstanding! We're not trying to take your life!"

"Ah, I know that part. You want to improve the Assassin Guild's image, or something."

"Yes! That's it! Because you went and reformed the Thieves' Guild, our guild is in a tough spot. Is it so wrong to borrow a little of your wisdom?"

"I feel a certain injustice in that cause and effect, but I think if you stopped assassinating people, your image would undoubtedly improve."

"Well, yeah, but you want to show off the assassination techniques you've worked so hard to polish, right?"

(What is this person talking about? And Rose-san, who's in the dining hall, is nodding along... do people really want to show off their assassination techniques?)

Hayato had heard from Diite that the NPCs in this world were exceptional in reality, but he couldn't see that in the man before him. He knew the condition was that they excelled in a specific field, but he was curious as to which field this man excelled in.

For Hayato, the quickest solution was to defeat this man for trespassing. Just like with the bandits, NPCs who committed criminal acts would be sent to jail upon defeat. The system then determined their sentence based on the number and nature of their crimes.

Players couldn't commit criminal acts, so that system didn't apply to them. However, players who acted in a way deemed undesirable by NPCs could be barred from towns or taken to jail, resulting in a game-over state.

That aside, Hayato was at a loss as to what to do.

Defeating him would be quick, but it would be a problem if people from the Assassin Guild kept coming. On the other hand, there was no way he could improve the image of an assassin guild.

As he was pondering, Relic stepped forward.

"Hayato-sama, may I have a moment?"

"Relic-san? What is it?"

"Regarding the Assassin Guild, I believe it will be difficult to improve their image as they are."

"Difficult is an understatement. I feel it's closer to impossible. As difficult as turning salt into pepper."

"Indeed. Therefore, I propose that, like Sonia's Thieves' Guild, they change their name to a different guild and also change their activities."

"I see... but is there any work that uses assassination techniques? He said he wants to use the techniques he's polished as they are."

"That is where Rose-sama comes in."

At Relic's words, everyone looked at Rose.

Hayato couldn't quite grasp the intent behind Relic's words. What did he mean by Rose? The other members around him also seemed confused, and Rose herself didn't seem to understand either.

Amidst the confusion, only Esha nodded.

"So, you mean he should fight Rose and show off his assassination techniques. A coliseum-like, or rather, a death-game-like gamble. I will be the organizer."

"That's not it at all."

Hayato thought that sounded interesting too, but Relic's intent seemed to be something completely different.

"Rose-sama is skilled in both escorting and assassination. The question is, why is that?"

"Um, is it that because she's good at assassination, she's also good at protecting against it? Like an assassin best understands how an assassin will attack."

"Correct. My proposal is, what if they became a guild that protects from assassins, rather than one that carries them out? What do you think?"

At Relic's words, the man tied up in the rope wiggled from side to side.

"Oh, I see! You're saying we should use our skills for protection! It's true, there are all sorts of assassination methods, so our members have a wealth of knowledge. We know the countermeasures well. We could even teach people how to defend against things like poisoning, curses, and staged accidents."

(I feel like Ren-chan would be better at the curse part...)

There was the question of who would hire a former assassin guild, but Hayato thought it wasn't a bad idea. There's a saying, leave it to the professionals. Besides, important figures were never protected by just one person. There was a chance they could market themselves by saying it's better to have one guard who specializes in assassination.

Although the system fundamentally prevented assassinations, NPCs were also role-playing, so nobles and the like might hire them. It would be healthier to change their name from the Assassin Guild to something like the Guardian Guild.

Whether they could be trusted would depend on their future activities. Hayato didn't need to look after them that much.

After thinking it over, Hayato looked at the bound man.

"Um, so, is that acceptable?"

"Yeah, thanks a lot. It's a great idea, so I'll head back and talk to everyone right away. And that coliseum idea from before sounds pretty good too. I won't cause any trouble or try to capture you, so could you untie me... the girls around me are really scary."

(Why did they all blush? He just called them scary... well, whatever. More importantly, there's something I need to do.)

"Before that, I need you to promise that you won't target me anymore."

"Got it. I won't do it again, so you can rest easy. I'll tell everyone else too. Oh, but I might want to consult you again. Not for free, of course. If there's anything you want, I'll get it for you."

Hayato felt a slight snag at those words. This flippant man before him had made a promise to Hayato about the guild's policy.

"Um, aren't you going to take this back to the Assassin Guild for consideration? I don't think you can decide this on your own authority, can you?"

"Nah? It's something I can decide on my own. ...Oh, right. I didn't tell you, did I? I'm the Guild Master of the Assassin Guild. The name's Zack Orten. Nice to meet ya."

(He's the Guild Master of the Assassin Guild, but he's so casual. And the women here are stronger than the Guild Master of the Assassin Guild.)

Still, that was just what he claimed, and there was no way to know if it was true. Hayato glanced at Sonia. She was the only one here who seemed likely to know him.

"Sonia-san, he says he is, but do you know if he's the real deal?"

"Well, given my line of work, you could say I know him. It's the first time I've heard his name, but I think it's him. I met him once at a meeting in the slums."

"I see. In that case, Zack-san, I'll believe your words. However, if you betray me... you understand, right?"

He didn't think the women around him would work for free, but if he prepared a suitable reward, they should be willing to help out in various ways. He didn't state it explicitly, but he gave a roundabout threat that there would be dire consequences for betrayal.

Zack's face twitched slightly, but he nodded his head up and down repeatedly.

"Then I'll untie the rope..."

As Hayato moved to untie the rope, Esha stopped him.

"Master. Our business is not yet finished, so please wait a moment."

"Um?"

"There is a possibility this man overheard our conversation. We will now conduct an interrogation, and if there is a problem... it will have a sad outcome."

"That's scary. At least let him contact the Assassin Guild to tell them not to attack me anymore."

"Wait. I didn't hear anything, I didn't hear anything at all. So please let me go."

"We will find that out shortly. From now on, you will answer everything with 'yes.' Any other word will result in an attack from someone here."

"...Yes."

Sensing that something terrible was about to happen to Zack, and that getting involved would bring something terrible upon himself, Hayato took Relic and Rose and moved to the shop area.

As soon as the door closed, Rose smiled.

"Hayato-sama, it seems you will no longer be targeted by the Assassin Guild."

"Depending on the results next door, Zack-san might end up in jail before he can tell them that..."

"I believe it will be alright. In any case, escort work, is it? It is true that my escort techniques are also based on the fundamentals of assassination. The basic principle is to act before you are noticed."

Hayato gave a wry smile at the mention of the fundamentals of assassination, something he had no desire to know.

"Speaking of which, Relic-san, it was brilliant how you came up with that. It seems you got the idea from Rose-san's specialty... is something wrong?"

Relic had his left hand on his chin, lost in thought. He didn't seem to have noticed Hayato's words.

"Relic-san?"

"Eh? Ah, I am sorry. What was it?"

"I was just saying that it was brilliant how you thought of using assassination techniques for escort work."

"I was watching Rose-sama, and it just came to mind. However, I also feel as if I have known it for a long time... I apologize, I was lost in thought trying to remember what it was."

"I see."

(From long ago... does he mean in reality? I see, if he was a famous hacker, he could use that knowledge to prevent hacking. I think there were people doing that kind of work at the company I used to work for. Was that his job before he was caught?)

Hayato thought this, but quickly erased the thought from his mind.

No matter what happened in the past, Relic was Relic, and Hayato felt there was no need to pry. It wasn't that he wasn't curious, but he was concerned that doing something unnecessary might cause his memories to return.

Relic was elderly. Hayato didn't know what had happened in his past to make him a resident of this world, but there must have been a good reason.

He didn't know what Relic's feelings were, but Hayato surmised that he had erased his memories with the intention of living out his days in this virtual space. The other members likely had the same intention, but given Relic's age, he must have been more strongly aware of it.

In that case, it was not good to stimulate past memories. Thinking this, Hayato tried to change the subject.

"Say, would you two like to eat something in the Royal Capital? It looks like things next door will take a while, so let's open the shop this afternoon and stretch our legs a bit this morning. I probably won't be attacked for a while anyway."

"Is it alright for me as well? After what I did yesterday."

"What happened yesterday was unavoidable. Let's make it a small welcome party for you, Rose-san. I just received my income from the salvage, so I'll treat you to anything."

"Thank you very much!"

"It has been a while since I have had a meal with young people. I would be delighted to accompany you."

"Shall we go to a famous restaurant? I don't think my own cooking is inferior, but I'm always looking for inspiration."

"Then I shall be your guide. Esha has taught me some things... though it seems I am currently banned from them."

"She hasn't been unbanned yet..."

Esha had participated in and overwhelmingly won eating challenges at all the major restaurants in the kingdom. As a result, she had been banned from every single one.

Hayato felt a little sad for Esha, but he changed his mood and decided to leave the base.



		
			Chapter 183

			Interlude: Proof of Life

			"Relic, how did it go?"

"Ah, it's done. With this, my work is finished. All that's left is to live out my days in this empty prison."

"What's with that tone? You still have things left to do, don't you? Like revenge."

"Revenge? Ban's betrayal was something we orchestrated, wasn't it? Besides, all of 'Red Snake's' information will be made public. Ban will suffer for it, and perhaps his arrogance will lessen a bit. It is the last lesson we can give him."

"You're quite kind. But that's not what I'm talking about. I'm talking about the warden. You took on some unpleasant jobs to hack the information here, didn't you? Wasn't it against your principles?"

"I have no such thing as principles. No matter how you dress it up, a crime is a crime. Besides, I just wanted to show off my power. Did you think I was some kind of vigilante thief of justice?"

"I didn't think that, but your last job wasn't to show off your power, was it? With this, your beloved will be cleared of false charges. It will take time, but eventually she'll receive a large compensation and be released."

"...It was not a show of power, but it was not for justice either. And do not use words like 'beloved.' I was simply repaying an old debt."

"To repay a debt, you got yourself arrested as a criminal. To me, it seems like a self-sacrificing devotion. Could it be love?"

"Consider your age."

"Age has nothing to do with love, does it? From our perspective, she's a young girl, but I thought you two made a good pair."

"You misunderstand. I meant you should consider your age before spouting words like 'love'."

"Hahaha, you've got me there. That aside, are you really not going to get revenge? Doesn't the scar on your forehead ache? If you're going to do it, I'll lend a hand."

"Unnecessary. The preparations for revenge are already complete. I've planted a hacking program that will release the information whenever I please. The next time I find him disagreeable, that warden is finished."

"...As expected of you. I've worked with you a few times, but it seems I was never needed after all. You can do everything by yourself. Was I just in the way?"

"Not at all. You cannot play chess alone, can you?"

"...That's the perfect answer. It makes me happier than being told my hacking skills were valued."

"By the way, what will you do? I can arrange for one person to escape from Prison. There is no need for you to stay here with me."

"In this age of resource depletion, is there anything fun to do outside? Besides, I'd be in trouble if my chess partner disappeared, wouldn't I?"

"...I am sorry. To have you accompany me all the way to Prison..."

"We've been over this many times, haven't we? Besides, with this body of mine, if I'm discovered in the wrong place, I'll be experimented on. It is safer here."

"I see. Then, once again, I look forward to working with you as my partner here."

"I'll be your chess opponent as many times as you like. Though I'll win next time. Oops, it's time for rounds. Talk to you later."

"Yes. Later."

Relic said this and cut the communication.

Normally, individual communications were not possible in Colony "Prison," but that was of no concern to the two of them. They had gotten themselves arrested on purpose. Having made all sorts of preparations before their capture, they were in a state where they could do anything, even if they were in solitary confinement.

There was a reason they had been so perfectly prepared for their capture.

It was to save a single woman.

She was a woman who had been framed and sentenced to life in prison. She was someone Relic had been indebted to in the past, and this was his way of repaying that kindness.

Her life sentence was connected to the warden here. The warden of this Colony "Prison" was born into a wealthy family, one of the clan that managed this colony.

To put it bluntly, he was scum. He would frame people he took a liking to, regardless of gender, and make them do his bidding in exchange for favors here.

One could say he was rotten to the core from the start, but in an era of resource depletion, many people surrendered themselves to their desires. Moreover, he had the money and power to do so. It was not surprising that he had gone off the rails.

The woman Relic was indebted to was beautiful. For that reason alone, she was framed as a criminal.

The fabricated information existed only in this "Prison."

The two of them, Relic and Sonia, had intentionally been captured and infiltrated Prison. Relic, as a famous hacker, was favored by the warden and lent a hand in his criminal activities as ordered.

During that time, Relic acquired all the fabricated information. Just a moment ago, he had arranged for it to be made public. Due to his power, the warden himself would likely not be arrested, but at the very least, the falsely accused criminal would be released.

Power against power. There were scummy millionaires like the warden, but there were also millionaires who loved justice. He sent the information there. They would undoubtedly move to release the innocent.

With this, Relic's final job was finished. Thinking this, he lay down on the bed in his solitary cell.

A few months later, Relic was summoned by the warden.

Relic and Sonia had been working on hacking countermeasures in this Colony "Prison." Information about the warden's various corruptions and fabrications had been passed to another millionaire. He himself had not been arrested, but the warden was furious. He was determined to find the culprit.

At first, Relic was suspected, but it was impossible to contact the outside from within Prison, so he was quickly cleared of suspicion. Since then, he had been entrusted with the job of protecting against external hacking.

Of course, Relic had contacted the outside from Prison. When he was hacking on the outside, he intentionally left evidence to show off his power. But this time, he had left no trace. There was no way he would be found out.

Weary of what he would be asked to do, Relic headed to the warden's room.

When he entered the room, he found the warden in a good mood. He was even offered some of his prized wine, so much so that Relic wondered if it was a sign of some cataclysmic event. But of course, he hadn't had a change of heart, nor was he rewarding Relic. It was an act to request a new job.

The content of the conversation was this.

Relic and Sonia had been chosen as test players for the "Another Frontier Project." It seemed the latest technology was being used in the project, and the request, or rather, the order, was to steal it.

They would have a special device implanted in their bodies and use it to board a spaceship. The job was to send information from the inside.

Honestly, he hated following the warden's orders, but he was interested in this latest technology. He didn't know the full scope of the project, but it seemed to be a virtual reality technology, and the warden had apparently paid a large sum of money to learn about it.

His good mood probably meant he was imagining how to use the technology he hadn't yet obtained to make money. Relic was amazed that he could think only of making money in times like these.

But Relic reconsidered.

The warden was also of a certain age. Resource depletion was a problem, but that was still some time away. Before that, the warden would die of old age. So he had chosen to live honestly according to his own desires.

Relic saw that and thought he was the same.

He too had lived as he pleased. What he did was different from the warden, but he could say he too had been true to his desires.

The game of hacking, which could also be called a battle of wits. He had become addicted to it, breaking through countless security systems. He had no interest in the information he obtained. It was the process of obtaining it, the thinking at that time, that he loved.

In those moments, there was nothing else. No joy, no sadness, no anxiety, no fear, and he didn't even feel the passage of time. He focused his consciousness on a single thing. It was that pure state that Relic loved.

A world with nothing around, a world of pure thought. Such a beautiful world.

Relic accepted the warden's order.

He never had the option to refuse in the first place, but this was probably the first time he had wanted to do it himself.

He was interested in the technology, but more than anything, he was grateful to be away from the warden. Besides, if there was new technology, there was new security. His last job was finished, but it wouldn't be bad to spend the rest of his life on his hobby.

And another desire emerged.

Relic had only ever taught his skills to Ban. That Ban was now in Prison. He wanted to leave the knowledge and skills he had acquired to someone. A proof of his life, a desire to leave that behind emerged.

The Another Frontier Project had other test players. Perhaps there was someone who could inherit his skills.

With that in mind, he accepted to become a test player for the Another Frontier Project.

(What am I thinking at this age? No, is it because I am this age? To die without leaving anything behind. To think I would find that lonely, perhaps I did have a human heart after all... If I had realized it sooner, perhaps my life would have been different.)

The face of the woman he had saved from false charges floated in Relic's mind. He hadn't seen her in years, and although she had been exonerated and released, he didn't know what had happened to her since, and her image was only a faint memory.

For a brief moment, he imagined a life where he married that woman and raised a child. But he immediately shook the thought from his head.

Such a life would never come to pass, no matter how many times he lived. No matter how many times he repeated his life, he would always seek power, and his life would never intersect with hers.

Besides, it was because he had the power of hacking that he was able to save her. This was the right life for him.

Thinking this, Relic's lips curled into a smile. He bowed once and left the warden's room.



		
			Chapter 184

			An Adventurer's Guild Quest

			A week had passed since the day the treasure was distributed.

Though some issues remained unresolved, Hayato could say that he had spent generally peaceful days.

Sales at the base, centered on woodworking products, had begun to pick up, and the customers who had been staying away had returned. That was part of it, but the most welcome thing was that the pestering from the bandit group and the Assassin Guild had ceased.

He could see that Rose, who was minding the shop, looked a little unsatisfied, but Hayato said nothing.

In contrast to Hayato's peace, it seemed Diite's situation would take more time, and she had contacted him to say she wouldn't be able to visit for a while.

The hacking wasn't being done by a single individual, but through players, making it difficult to identify the culprit. There was also no information on Ban's side for now, so they couldn't identify the other party either.

The method of hacking through players involved having them install a special tool onto their headgear under the guise of a "part-time job" within this virtual reality. It was a tool called a macro that registered specified actions and was easy to use. The system was that they would receive a small amount of money just for using it.

It couldn't be used for things like fighting, but it could automate simple actions like mass-producing items with production skills or mining in a mine.

However, that was just on the surface. While convenient, the tool had a hidden purpose. When a player logged in with the tool installed, it would hack through that player's connection.

Diite was impressed that they had managed to implement such a tool, but at the same time, she was quite angry.

She couldn't forgive the introduction of a foreign object like this tool into this virtual reality, which, while not a perfect world, had a certain degree of order. Although it was only a voice chat, her voice seemed to contain resentment, and Hayato could sense it.

She was making world announcements in the game that using illegal tools could lead to jail time, but many players still used them, and some were even saying that such a system should be officially implemented. A portion of players were even conducting a signature campaign within the virtual reality.

She seemed to suspect that even that was instigated by the other party, and Diite had become busier than before. However, rather than being stressed by it, her desire to find the culprits and retaliate was high, and her spirits were quite high.

Hayato wanted to help her somehow, but he had absolutely no knowledge in that area, so he was just thinking of treating her well the next time she came.

As for the airship blueprints, they were currently being dealt with.

Sonia, Ney, and the others had recently been completing quests in the Empire.

This was because the Grand Prison under the Empire was off-limits, but it had been changed so that entry was permitted with the Empire's approval.

To obtain that permission, one needed to complete quests in the Empire and earn a certain amount of fame from the NPCs. Because of this, Sonia and Ney had been repeatedly completing monster subjugation quests at the Adventurer's Guild.

Cecil the Collector was originally an Imperial citizen and had a certain amount of fame, so she could still enter, but she probably wouldn't be able to find the blueprints even if she did, so she wasn't doing anything for now.

Also, Rosalie of the Black Rose and her group were originally from the Demon Country, so they seemed reluctant to raise their fame in the Empire and were passing on it this time. From what Hayato heard, they were busy formulating a plan to rescue Lunaria.

And so, the base had been peaceful recently.

Hayato spent his mornings producing items to sell, and he was living a leisurely life.

However, this morning, Sonia and Ney came over.

"Good morning, you two. Are you able to enter the Grand Prison soon?"

He had only asked lightly while drinking his coffee, but both Sonia and Ney had serious expressions.

"About that, I came today because I want to borrow your strength, Hayato. Could you come with us to the Imperial Capital Gralmorat?"

"I don't mind lending a hand, but what are we doing?"

"We're doing a quest right now, and we need you to make the item for delivery."

"Can't I just make it here and give it to you?"

Delivery quests didn't require you to make the item in front of the NPC. In fact, it didn't matter how you obtained the item for delivery. It could even be something sold at an NPC's shop.

"No, you see..."

What Ney explained to Hayato was this.

Currently, Ney's group and Sonia were completing quests at the Adventurer's Guild to raise their fame, but they were all subjugation quests. Because they had completed a considerable number of those quests in a short period, they had been warned by the Adventurer's Guild.

A penalty was imposed on them, preventing Ney and Sonia from taking on subjugation quests for a while, as there would be no quests left for other players and NPCs to do.

Now, Ney's group and Sonia could only do delivery quests or errand quests.

There was also a limit to the number of quests they could accept at once, so they wanted to complete as many as possible on the spot. However, accepting a quest, going to Hayato's place to request it, and then returning to the Empire was a time-consuming process.

So they wanted Hayato to wait at the Adventurer's Guild in the Imperial Capital and make the items on the spot.

(So it's to save time. That's not a problem... but I'll need an escort. I still haven't been contacted, but the Ten Holy Demonic Swords are apparently after me. I have a Ring of Teleportation, but that's a last resort.)

Thinking this, Hayato contacted Relic.

"I apologize, Hayato-sama. I must attend a meeting at the Butler Guild today, so I cannot perform escort duties..."

"Is that so? No, it's alright. I'll ask Esha then."

"Yes, I apologize."

After that, he spoke to Esha when she logged in, and they all headed to the Imperial Capital Gralmorat.

The Adventurer's Guild in the Imperial Capital Gralmorat was bustling with activity.

Adventurer's Guilds were everywhere, but the ones in the Imperial Capital Gralmorat and the Royal Capital Anhemudal were probably the largest.

It was a building with three floors above ground and one below, about a hundred meters square.

The first floor had a reception area and an attached dining hall, with a considerable number of tables. There were many players and NPCs, so although it was spacious, it didn't feel deserted.

The basement was a training ground, and the second and third floors had various rooms, but Hayato had never been there, so he didn't know much. In fact, he had rarely been to an Adventurer's Guild, and even when he had, it was just to gather information, and he hadn't done many quests.

All Hayato knew was that there were quest papers posted on a bulletin board on the wall, and you could accept a quest by taking one to the reception.

Ney's group immediately went to the reception and accepted a quest.

Hayato looked at the delivery item and instructed them on what to gather. Ney's group and Sonia split up to get the items.

Hayato and Esha sat at a nearby table and were about to order something to eat. They had nothing to do until Ney's group returned with the materials, so they thought they would kill time by having a meal.

Esha looked at the menu with a serious expression.

"How much can I order?"

"How much are you planning to order?"

"Just before I get banned, I suppose. The judgment is important. Whether I touch the master's reverse scale or not... it's quite difficult. This tension is unbearable."

"Don't talk about it like it's a sport. And you're banned from all the restaurants in the Royal Capital, right?"

Simply put, she had lost every time. There was no judgment or anything of the sort.

"By the way, Master, are you going to the Grand Prison?"

"You changed the subject so blatantly. No, I'm not going. Unlike the salvage, production skills aren't needed, and I wouldn't be much help in a fight, so I'm leaving it to Sonia-san and Ney's group. That's why I haven't been taking quests in the Empire either."

"I see."

In the case of the salvage, Hayato had been quite useful because of the ship repairs. He had also gone along because it was romantic.

While the Grand Prison was a romantic location, it was like a normal dungeon, so it was a bit tough for Hayato. The ability to cook and maintain weapons and armor during an exploration was a strength, but it wasn't the kind of place that required such a long exploration.

Unlike the Labyrinth Castle he had gone to with Ash and the others, there weren't consecutive boss battles, so Hayato would be of little use.

Besides, he wanted to focus on enriching the products for sale at the base right now. It was plain, but he enjoyed gradually stocking the shop's goods and increasing sales.

For these reasons, Hayato had no intention of going to the Grand Prison from the start.

However, the fact that Esha had brought it up meant there was something to it. He decided to confirm.

"Is it perhaps that you want to go, Esha?"

"No, that is not it. Besides, if I go, the monsters will become ferocious, and I will attract rare monsters."

"Diite-chan said there's no such system, you know."

Esha had the demerit of being attacked by monsters that normally wouldn't attack, but there was no system that made them ferocious or attracted rare monsters. If Diite, the administrator of this world, said so, then it was definitely not the case.

"So, you mean I attract rare monsters naturally?"

"...There were a lot of people at that time. Maybe something about someone other than you reacted."

"So, Master is also a suspect."

"A suspect? Well, that doesn't matter, but is it a problem that I'm not going to the Grand Prison?"

"No, not at all. I just thought you might be bored staying at the base all the time."

"I'm an indoor person, so I don't really mind... Speaking of being indoors, Noat-san hasn't shown any signs of leaving the base even though it's been a week. The period of treating her to meals is over, you know..."

The prima donna, Noat. He had hired her for the destruction of the bandit group for a week of free meals, but for some reason, she had taken up residence at the base and was eating her fill. A week had just passed, but she showed no signs of leaving.

"Come to think of it, Noat was here too. I think she probably has no intention of leaving in the first place. Well, you should just charge her for lodging and food. She should be able to pay since she earns a decent amount."

"We're running a shop, not an inn... Ah, speaking of which..."

Hayato and Esha continued their conversation like this until Ney's group returned.



		
			Chapter 185

			The Hidden Menu and the Foundation

			It took about three days, but with Hayato's help, Ney's group and Sonia were able to obtain a permit to enter the Grand Prison.

The two of them were already on their way to the Grand Prison, fired up about finding the blueprints right away.

Hayato found them reliable, but at the same time, he thought they should calm down a bit, and he actually told them so, but they weren't the type to listen. "Don't worry," they said with brimming confidence, bought the necessary items for exploration at the base, and left immediately.

Ney aside, Hayato thought it would be fine as long as Sonia was there, and he saw the two of them off.

After that, Hayato prepared all the items for sale at the base, handed them over to Rose, and headed to a certain place with Esha.

Their destination was the exchange post where you could trade Treasure Coins for items.

He had heard from Ney's group that there were interesting items there, but due to various things, he was late in visiting.

He finally had some free time, so he decided to go and see for himself.

However, this time was just for reconnaissance. He had obtained a few coins from the ghost ship and salvage operations, but he didn't think he could exchange them for what he wanted. In the first place, he didn't even know if there was anything he wanted, so his idea was to just look at the lineup.

"Master, what kind of items are you looking for?"

"It would be nice if there were things that increased the manufacturing methods for production items. Even if there's high-performance equipment, I probably can't use it. Oh, but equipment that has an effect when making production items would be good too."

"I want an item that makes me one chocolate parfait every day. Five stars, of course."

"If an item like that existed, I'd protest to Diite-chan."

"Is it that thing like, 'I'm the only one who makes chocolate parfaits for Esha'? Understood. I will eat parfaits made by you for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, Master."

"That's not happening."

Hayato truly did not think that way. It was simply that he disliked the idea of being able to easily make a five-star parfait. He had worked very hard to raise his skill level. The parfait was worthy of that effort, so he would just think, what's the point if he could make it without any effort.

However, Hayato thought for a moment. If Esha ate a parfait made by someone other than him and looked like she was enjoying it, he might feel a little down. He was careful not to let that show on his face as he walked with Esha.

What Hayato wanted most were recipes and such that would increase the number of items he could produce. The next thing he wanted was equipment that would increase the success rate or quality during production.

Hayato had items that had an effect during production, such as the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme" and the "Crystal Dragon Pendant." He basically had top-tier items for alchemy and cooking, so what he wanted was related to other production skills.

Blacksmithing, Sewing, Crafting, Woodworking, Cultivation. He didn't have much equipment that was particularly useful for these production skills. If there was equipment that could compensate for their success rates, he would want it desperately.

Hayato headed to the exchange post with these expectations.

The exchange post in the Royal Capital was a small shop.

Immediately after the event started, it was crowded with people, but recently, there were fewer people. This was because players had more or less decided what they wanted and were working hard to obtain Treasure Coins to get it.

Hayato checked with the NPC at the exchange post's reception to see what could be exchanged.

(...As expected, there's a lot of equipment. It probably has very useful effects for combat classes, but it doesn't really concern me.)

All of them were high-performance equipment, but they were all within the range of what could be made with production skills. As expected, there were no weapons with unique performance like Esha's Beelzebub or Ivan's Excalibur.

There was some equipment that improved production skills, but they only improved up to a total of 50, and they didn't exceed the upper limit, so they were meaningless to Hayato.

"There's nothing I particularly want. I can make equipment of this level if I just take the time."

"Normally, people can't make them, you know. And there was no chocolate parfait manufacturing machine. This was a wasted trip."

Perhaps she had been listening to their conversation. The eyes of the woman at the exchange post reception gleamed.

"For the two of you, we have a hidden menu."

Hayato and Esha were surprised by the sudden development, but even more surprised were the players around them who had been listening. It was the first time they had learned that there was a hidden menu of exchangeable items. Players around them started to gather, asking what was going on.

"Um, then, could you show us that hidden menu?"

The receptionist showed the menu to Hayato. It was indeed filled with items that weren't written on the front menu. The menu was also visible to the people around them, and gasps of admiration arose.

(This feels kind of good. I think this is the true charm of online games. Anyway, what's with the number of coins needed for exchange? Aren't they all over 1000? I can't exchange anything.)

The items listed there were all rare drops from defeating rare monsters. Even "Poseidon's Swimsuit" was included.

It was all equipment with looks and performance that couldn't be made with production skills, and for a combat class, it would be worth exchanging for, but it didn't really concern Hayato. However, there was one item that caught his eye. It was clearly an item for a production class.

It was a "Wine Brewing Kit."

The item description stated that with this, one could make wine with the Cooking skill.

(Wine, huh. Relic-san liked it. He seemed happy when he received the wine we found on the ghost ship. Personally, it would increase the number of things I can make, so I'd love to have it, but 1000 coins is impossible...)

Hayato didn't have many coins. It might be possible to get a large number on the floating island, but for now, he only had about ten.

He decided it was good enough to just know that such a thing existed. Thinking positively, Hayato and Esha left the exchange post, which was buzzing with excitement over the hidden menu.

"That's too bad. You wanted that Wine Brewing Kit, didn't you?"

"You could tell? I wanted it, but I don't have 1000 coins."

"Ney-sama might have them. She seems to be enjoying this game to the fullest, so she might have saved up that much."

"Even if she had them, I couldn't ask her to exchange them for me. Ney probably has things she wants too. Right, I'll tell her about the hidden menu later. Let's go home now."

Hayato said this and started walking with Esha.

"Speaking of Ney-sama..."

"What is it?"

"Ney-sama knows about me, right? That I exist in reality."

"Your names are the same. All the members of Kokuryu must have noticed. They don't say anything to me, though."

Esha, who should be an NPC in a virtual reality. That person exists in reality. The members of Kokuryu were regulars at Hayato's cafe. They had met many times and knew her name. They definitely knew.

However, they had never questioned Hayato about it. When they first met Esha, they had looked a little suspicious, but after that, they hadn't said anything in particular.

The same went for Ash and his group. When they first met at the cafe, their eyes had widened, but they hadn't pursued the matter.

"Since they're part of the bloodline of the Foundation that rules the world, maybe they don't care about such trivial things?"

"Esha. You shouldn't say that out loud. It's dangerous."

"You are right. I apologize."

Esha apologized sincerely. This was because she had been taught that this was a truly problematic act.

Hayato had told Esha about Ney being of the Foundation's bloodline. It was a warning.

The twelve Foundations bearing the names of the constellations. They held immense power. Using their names was a capital offense. If one were to say they had an acquaintance in the Foundation, they would first get a life sentence. Even the word "Foundation" was dangerous, so Hayato had taught this to Esha, Ash, and the others.

It hadn't been like that a hundred years ago, but Hayato had heard from Esha and the others that there had been glimpses of it back then.

At that time, wealthy individuals and magnates held immense power. This was because they had made significant contributions to the construction of spaceships and colonies for living outside of Earth.

The Frontier Project and the Another Frontier Project were plans on a planetary scale, not a national one, so the wealthy were not involved, but they would have had some influence nonetheless.

(Honestly, looking at Ney, I can't see her that way, but considering the hospital she arranged for me, there's no doubt. I never thought that I, who came from a Factory, would be hospitalized in a colony like Hospital.)

When he couldn't log out, Hayato asked Ney to protect his body. The hospital where he woke up after logging out was in Colony "Hospital," a place where he could receive the latest treatment. It wasn't a place that a person from the working class could normally use.

At the time, Hayato had thought Ney was a young lady born on Earth, but he hadn't thought she was of the Foundation's bloodline, and he became a little scared after the commotion in the virtual reality was over. Unknowingly, he had made a request to a member of the Foundation's bloodline. There was no telling what could have happened.

However, even after that, Ney continued to interact with Hayato in a friendly manner, and after he opened his cafe, she held offline meetups many times, so there were no problems. Even now, he could say they were close friends, regardless of their positions.

(I can't ask Ney for any more favors in reality. That would be the same as asking the Foundation. I think that's definitely a bad idea.)

As he was thinking about this, he realized they had returned to the base.

It was almost time to open the cafe, so he was about to log out when he entered the base and saw Ney and her group in the dining hall.

"Good, you're still here!"

"You seem to be in a hurry. What's wrong?"

"Hayato, you made a lot of Dullahan Armor before, right? Can you lend it to me before you log out?"

"That's fine, but why?"

"Sonia and I were investigating a suspicious place in the Grand Prison, and there was the ghost of a king who had been collecting the blueprints. He's strong. He keeps using dark attribute attacks, so we need a countermeasure."

"I see. Of course, you can. I'll get it from the storage, so wait a minute. I'll bring some equipment that increases dark attack resistance for everyone else, so please use it."

"That's a great help! I'll get the blueprints today, so look forward to it!"

"Yeah, I'm counting on you."

Ney smiled and then headed towards the shop area with everyone. Hayato thought they were probably preparing medicines and other things.

Esha, who had been watching the whole exchange, tilted her head.

"Ney-sama doesn't seem to have immense power, does she?"

"I think so too, but well, there are people like that. Probably."

(When she's like this, she's just a normal girl playing a game... Oops, I have to hurry. I have work at the cafe after this. I don't have time to be playing around.)

Thinking this, Hayato hurried to the storage.



		
			Chapter 186

			Gravity Stone

			The next day, Ney returned with the third blueprint, just as she had declared.

It was early in the morning, but she was probably itching to report it. Hayato had received a message from Ney the moment he logged in.

Ney showed Hayato the blueprint as she recounted her tale of heroism.

The ghost of the king who had been collecting the blueprints was a boss monster holding the blueprint. "I will not give you the blueprint!" he had shouted as he attacked them, but since he only used dark-attribute magic attacks, they weren't very effective against Ney's group, who had prepared countermeasures. It took some time, but they won without any real danger.

"Ney and the members of Kokuryu were strong. Even though they had equipment to counter it, their movements were something else."

"Sonia was amazing too. She would suddenly be behind the enemy, and her weapon skills from there were very effective."

Everyone was praising each other in the base's dining hall. Hayato hadn't seen the battle, but he could imagine it to some extent. The members' high spirits were probably because they had gathered all the blueprints.

Hayato's spirits were also high, and he immediately looked at the airship blueprints to check what was needed.

(The creation of the airship naturally requires the Woodworking skill, and the material is wood. I'll use World Tree lumber for that, so that's fine. It requires a considerable amount, so I'll use almost all of it, but that's not a problem. The problem is...)

There was another item needed to build the airship, aside from just wood and cloth for the sails like a large ship.

It was a "Gravity Stone," which could manipulate the gravity of an object when infused with magic. The item's description was also written as a material for the airship, but there was one problem.

(I don't know this item, so where do I get it?)

Hayato had been thinking of building the airship today, but he didn't have that item on hand. What's more, he didn't even know how to get it.

Just in case, he searched the items for sale in the shop, but no such item was being sold.

"I want to ask something. Does anyone know of an item called a Gravity Stone? I need it to build the airship."

Ney and the others, who had been in high spirits, tilted their heads. No one knew of the item. It wasn't written in the king's manuscript that Sonia had either.

"Since it's called a stone, couldn't you mine it somewhere?"

"Ney's point is valid, but I don't know where to mine it. I've been to various places to dig for Adamantite ore, but I've never seen such an item, right?"

"What, so even though we have all the blueprints, we can't build the airship if we don't have that item?"

At Sonia's words, everyone's spirits visibly dropped. Still, they were so close to being able to build it. This was no time to be dejected, so Hayato tried to rally them.

"As soon as we find that Gravity Stone, we can build it right away, so let's split up and look for it. We're so close."

"That's one way to look at it. In that case, I'll ask the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild to look for it."

"I'll ask my acquaintances too. Someone might know about it. I'll send you a voice chat if I find out anything, so wait for me."

Sonia, Ney, and the others said this and left the base.

Only Hayato was left in the base's dining hall.

(If I asked Diite-chan, I'd know in an instant, but I can't do that. And the Bandit clan probably knows, but if I ask them, I'd have to provide information in return, so that's out. What should I do? Oh, right, it might be for sale at the auction.)

He thought this, but then stopped. He was constantly being told not to go outside without an escort.

Since it was early in the morning, Esha hadn't logged in yet, and Relic hadn't come to the base either. He reconsidered, thinking he would go after one of them arrived.

As he was preparing to drink some coffee, Noat came down from the second floor.

Her bed-head blond hair was a little unfortunate, but such a defenseless appearance was also charming. Although she was a different age, she was small like Ren, so it couldn't be helped that one's protective instincts were stirred. Though she was more like a small animal.

Noat, in her pajamas, walked slowly, swaying her body like a zombie, and sat at the dining hall table. She immediately slumped onto the table. Then, with her head on the table, she turned to the side. Her sleepy, half-lidded eyes looked at Hayato.

"Is food ready yet?"

"Good morning before that."

"Good morning. Is food ready yet?"

"Well, yes. I'm receiving payment for lodging and food, so it's fine, but can't you do something about that? Also, you're drooling, so wipe it properly."

"This is a merit... demerit from a deal with God, so it can't be helped."

"Did you say merit?"

Noat was a type of fighter who supported allies and hindered enemies by singing. In game terms, she would be called a buffer or debuffer.

Since she was in the same clan as Esha, she was to receive a reward from Diite as a high-achieving clan, but it came with a demerit.

Noat had expanded the effective range of her songs, but the demerit was that she would become sleepy when she wasn't singing.

From what he heard, it wasn't that much of a hindrance. It was about the level of after lunch on a nice day. Hayato thought she could probably endure the sleepiness by inflicting damage on her own palm.

However, although she called it a demerit, it wasn't a problematic situation, and in fact, she welcomed it and was actively enjoying the demerit. She was a person whose hobby was sleeping to begin with.

"Being able to enjoy a state of slumber while snuggled up in my futon at any time might be called a merit. But I get hungry. Is food ready yet? I'm happy that everything here is five stars."

When told that, Hayato was weak. He prepared a simple meal of bread, salad, milk, and melon from the garden for dessert.

When they were all lined up on the table, Noat said, "Thank you for the meal," and then opened her small mouth and began to eat with small bites.

(I've never seen one in real life, but she's like a squirrel or a hamster.)

In the real world, animals like dogs and cats were not in the colonies. They were only in a special colony for animals called Colony "Zoo." The admission fee was high, so Hayato had never been, but he had seen animals in online videos.

Watching the short Noat earnestly eating her meal, he felt something similar.

"...This is mine. I'm not giving you any."

"I'm not going to take it, so don't worry. Oh, right, if you know, could you tell me? Do you know of an item called a Gravity Stone? I'm looking for it right now."

He had asked it as a way to change the subject. He hadn't actually expected her to know.

He thought she would immediately say she didn't know, but Noat, with a piece of bread in her mouth, shook her whole body from side to side.

(What's that? Is that her thinking pose? Instead of tilting her head, she's shaking her whole body?)

Noat, who had been moving like a metronome, stopped abruptly, chewed and swallowed the bread in her mouth, and then drank some milk.

"I heard about it in the Demon Country... maybe, maybe not?"

"Eh? Really?"

"Yeah. I think I might have heard that there's an item like that in the Demon Lord's Castle's treasury. I don't remember when or from whom I heard it, and I was half-asleep, so it's a bit vague, but I'm confident."

He wondered why she was confident about that, but if that was the case, there was no particular problem. If it was in the Demon Lord's Castle's treasury, there was someone who knew the inside. He thanked Noat and contacted that person.

A disgruntled voice came from the voice chat.

"Why must I hear Hayato's voice first thing in the morning? I have not even had breakfast yet. Good day."

"Good... Oh, a greeting. Good morning. Sorry to bother you so early. But there's something I need to confirm with you urgently, Rosalie-san."

"Hah, what is it?"

"Is there a Gravity Stone in the Demon Lord's Castle's treasury?"

"Gravity Stone...? I am not in charge of the treasury, so I will ask the person in charge. I will cut the chat once. I will contact you from my end in about five minutes, so please wait a moment."

"Thanks. Sorry about this, so early in the morning. I'll make you some of your favorite sweets later."

"...It feels like I am being conditioned with food, and I do not like it. Well, very well."

The voice chat from Rosalie was cut, and Hayato decided to wait for her call.

As Hayato was waiting for the call while drinking coffee, for some reason, Noat was staring intently at him.

"What's wrong?"

"There is no reward for providing information. Give me some sweets as well."

"A just reward... I guess? Well, fine. What would you like?"

"I'm in the mood for donuts today. Chocolate, strawberry, and cinnamon in a loop. Oh, but put strawberry on heavy rotation. Like meat, meat, veggie, meat, veggie."

"How many are you planning to eat?"

Hayato said this, but he started making donuts while waiting for Rosalie's call.



		
			Chapter 187

			Mostly Correct Information

			While waiting for the call from Rosalie, Hayato made several donuts for Noat.

Her appearance as she ate them one after another was indeed like that of a small animal. Although he didn't usually think about it when serving food, he somehow felt like he was conditioning her with food.

Besides, Noat probably liked donuts. The sight of her eating with her nostrils flared made her seem younger than her age, despite being of a similar age.

(She's just like Ren-chan. But I wonder if she doesn't get full, even though she gets hungry...?)

He had never asked what it was like for NPCs, but Esha could eat what seemed like an infinite amount in virtual reality, and Ren was no slouch when it came to pudding. They weren't actually taking in nutrients, just enjoying the taste, so it probably didn't affect their real bodies, but it was still something to worry about.

"Aren't you eating too much?"

"It's fine. It's not bad to imitate Esha-chan and binge eat sometimes."

"I think you should refrain from that."

"Ah, Relic-san, good morning."

Relic entered the dining hall from the door leading outside.

He used to knock before entering, but Hayato had told him to make himself at home. At first, Relic had made a somewhat reluctant face, but recently he had started to come in normally.

Noat noticed Relic too, but she just greeted him with her eyes while holding a donut in her mouth.

Relic looked at her with an amused smile and then bowed his head.

"Good morning, Hayato-sama, and Noat. It is rare to see you eating in the dining hall today."

"It's not bad to have a change of pace sometimes."

Noat usually ate while lazing around in her room. It was indeed rare, one could say.

(She must have been so hungry that she came to the dining hall herself...)

"Relic-san, what will you have for breakfast?"

"No, I have already eaten, so I am fine. If you would be so kind, may I have some coffee?"

"Of course. I'll prepare it right away."

As Hayato was making coffee with his cooking skill, Noat surrounded the donuts on the table with both hands as if to protect them.

"Let me tell you, I won't give you any donuts, not even you, Relic."

"I am not Esha. I will not take them, so please rest assured."

(In Relic-san's mind, Esha is someone who would take them...)

As he was thinking this, he received a voice chat from Rosalie.

"Hayato, is this a good time?"

Hayato gestured to Relic and Noat that he was on a voice chat and then answered.

"It's fine. Did you find anything out?"

"To give you the results first, there is no item called a Gravity Stone in the treasury."

"Eh? Is that so? I heard there was an item like that in the Demon Lord's Castle's treasury."

"I do not know who your source is, but the only people who know the information about the treasury are the person in charge from Black Rose or the Demonfolk-sama, you know? Do you have such an acquaintance?"

(That's true. I wonder who Noat-chan heard it from... but what are the Demonfolk-sama? Well, that aside, there's no item. In that case, I'll have to wait for information from Ney and the others. I'll go check the auction.)

"Rosalie-san, thanks. It's a disappointing result, but it helps just to know that. I'll make you some sweets later."

"You are so dutiful. However, it is not good to be too hasty. There is a continuation to the information."

"A continuation?"

"A monster called a Gravity Golem wanders around the treasury. It may have some connection. Or rather, could that information have been mistakenly conveyed?"

"Gravity Golem...?"

"It is a rare golem that manipulates gravity. It might drop the item you are looking for. It is extremely hard, so it is a pain to defeat though."

A golem could be said to be like a robot in a fantasy world. It was a humanoid monster that moved with magic as its power source, but its material was basically stone. It could also be metal, and Iron Golems and Adamantite Golems also existed. One could say that the harder it was, the stronger it was.

(There's certainly a possibility that the golem drops a Gravity Stone. Golems are made of stone, after all.)

"Thanks, then I'll try to defeat that golem."

"Good luck. By the way, why do you need an item called a Gravity Stone? As the information provider, I would like an explanation for that as well."

"Ah, right. Actually, I need that item to build an airship. If I have that, I can build it right away."

"You should have said that first, you brat!"

"Whoa! What!?"

Suddenly hearing Rosalie's loud voice, Hayato's heart beat much faster.

"The blueprints are complete, aren't they!?"

"Eh? Oh, yeah. Ney just came by and proudly showed me the blueprints. We just don't have the material, the Gravity Stone, so everyone's looking for it right now..."

"Then leave the Gravity Golem to us!"

"Eh? Is that okay?"

"It is fine! However, when the airship is complete, you will fly it under our direction!"

"Well, that's fine. We'll need to do a test run and all..."

"I will wake up the members immediately and handle it, so please wait a moment!"

"Um, yes. Be careful."

The voice chat from Rosalie was cut.

Hayato had no idea why Rosalie was in such a hurry, but he arbitrarily imagined that she had a place she really wanted to go to by airship and was convinced.

Besides, not having to send Ney and the others to the Demon Lord's Castle was a great help. The Demon Lord's Castle was not a place one could easily go to. To go there, one needed a certain amount of preparation.

However, for Rosalie and the others who lived in the Demon Lord's Castle, it was a different story. The demon-type monsters would attack anyone, so Rosalie and the others were also attacked, but Hayato had heard that some monsters did not attack them.

Even if they couldn't move around the Demon Lord's Castle completely freely, being able to move around to some extent was a considerable merit.

(In the first place, Rosalie-san is treated like a rare monster in the Demon Lord's Castle. If you defeat her, she drops a gothic lolita dress... In reality, players are no different from muggers.)

Rosalie, who was strong enough to fight against multiple players, and the members of Black Rose would not lose, no matter how strong that Gravity Golem was.

However, it was unknown whether it would actually drop the item. It would take time to defeat it several times and check the situation.

So Hayato decided to check if there was a Gravity Stone at the auction as originally planned.

"Was there a Gravity Stone?"

Noat didn't seem very interested, but as the information provider, she was probably curious.

"There was no item, but there's a monster called a Gravity Golem near the treasury. It might drop the item, so Rosalie-san and the others are going to try to defeat it."

Upon hearing this, Noat started to swing her body from side to side like a metronome again. Then she stopped.

"I think the information was mostly correct. I demand additional donuts."

"...Well, it wasn't exactly correct, but it wasn't wrong either, I guess..."

Hayato gave her an additional donut and then looked at Relic.

"Relic-san, will you go to the auction house with me?"

"That is not a problem, but why are you going at this time?"

Hayato explained the situation so far.

"So, just in case, I thought I'd check if there's a Gravity Stone at the auction."

"I see. There is a possibility that Rosalie-sama and the others will not drop the item even if they defeat the monster. I understand. In that case, let us go at once."

Relic stood up, paused for a moment, and looked at Noat.

"Will you come with us, Noat?"

"My bed is calling me. It is almost time for my second nap. Today, I will challenge myself to a fourth nap."

"You are the same as ever. Then, I will go to the auction house with Hayato-sama."

"Okay. If you see any nice pillows for sale, buy one for me. I'll pay up to one million G. See you."

Noat said this, put the donuts in her item bag, and then walked unsteadily up the stairs like a zombie again.

"Noat-san is strange, isn't she?"

"You can't imagine it from her usual self, but when she sings, she is quite reliable. When we were in the clan war with Ivan and the others, we were helped by Noat's quick thinking, or rather, her strengthening and weakening by switching songs."

"She's probably specialized only in singing... Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes, I will accompany you."

Hayato and Relic left the base.

They checked at the auction house, but the Gravity Stone was not for sale, and there was no sales history.

(I guess we have no choice but to count on Rosalie-san...)

Hayato and Relic bought materials for items to sell in the Royal Capital and returned to the base.

At the same time, a voice chat came in from Rosalie.

"Hayato! I have obtained the Gravity Stone! I am heading over there, so prepare to build it immediately!"

"Eh, really? Then I'll get ready... Right, we can only build the airship at the shipyard dock, so can you bring it to the port in the Royal Capital?"

"The shipyard dock in the Royal Capital, is it!? I will head there immediately!"

Hayato made preparations while contacting Ney and Sonia. They also responded with joy. And so, Hayato headed to the shipyard dock in the Royal Capital with Relic.



		
			Chapter 188

			The Airship's Completion

			As Hayato and Relic were preparing to go to the Shipyard Dock, Rose came down from the second floor.

Unlike Noat, Rose was not in pajamas, but in proper attire. Her maid outfit. According to Esha and Rose, the maid outfit is a maid's combat uniform. Apparently, wearing it sloppily might earn you an iron-fisted punishment from the Maid Chief.

Rose was living here as Hayato's bodyguard, so he had provided her with a room on the second floor. It seemed her work time had just begun, so she had come downstairs.

"Hayato-sama, Relic-sama, good morning. You seem to be busy, has something happened?"

"Good morning, Rose-sama."

"Morning, Rose-san. Actually…"

After exchanging greetings, he explained what had been happening.

"So the airship is finally complete. I would love to see it, but I have work to do. By the way, are there any plans for someone to attack the base now that you own an airship?"

"…I don't think so."

"What a shame…"

(I kind of feel the same way…)

Still, unlike Esha, Rose was a very capable maid. She seemed to clean in her spare time, as the base's furniture was always in pristine condition. She also kept information like sales figures and trends well organized. For Hayato, she was a tremendous asset.

It was just a little unfortunate that she was a battle junkie. Seeing her practicing weapon skills with a broom on the third floor during her lunch break stirred up a certain indescribable feeling in him.

Leaving the base in Rose's care, Hayato and the others headed for the Shipyard Dock.

He would have liked to wait for Esha if possible, but given Rosalie's high spirits, he had no idea what would happen if they arrived late. They decided to hurry.

Five minutes later, they arrived at the Shipyard Dock in the Royal Capital's port.

As expected, Rosalie was near the dock, but all the members of Black Rose were with her. From what he could see, Ney's group and Sonia had not arrived yet.

"Hayato, you're late."

"I hurried quite a bit, you know. Besides, weren't you supposed to be at the Demon Lord's Castle in the Demon Country? How did you get here faster than us?"

"One of us has a girl who can summon a mount. We rarely use it, but we rode it here."

"Oh, is that so?"

"That is irrelevant. For now, I will give you this."

Rosalie handed Hayato the Gravity Stone. It was a rather large, black, spherical stone. After checking the item's name, Hayato put it away in his item bag.

"Thanks. This helps a lot."

"No thanks are necessary. However, as I have said before, there is a place I need you to go with the airship, you know?"

"Ah, yeah. I think that much should be fine. I doubt we'll be going to a floating island right away. By the way, where…"

"Hey, Hayato!"

Ney's voice cut through his question. Hayato looked over to see the members of Kokuryu, Sonia, and a few members of the Treasure Hunter Guild running toward them.

When Ney got close, she rushed up to Hayato, equally energetic, and said, "They say you found it!?"

"Yeah, Rosalie-san got it for me."

"Ooh, you're amazing, Rosalie! I thought it would take more time, so this is a huge help!"

"…It is of no concern. More importantly, please build the airship at once. We have a place to go with it."

"Is that right? Uh, Sonia, is that okay with you too?"

"Of course. After coming this far, it'd be unthinkable to put it on hold, right? Come on, Hayato, build it already."

Hayato nodded and took out his favorite saw from his item bag.

He then checked the "Airship" information in the menu. The success rate was 100%. The chance of it being five stars was also 100%.

"Ah, Rosalie-san and everyone, you should move away from there. You'll get splashed."

Just because it was an airship didn't mean it would constantly float in the air, Hayato reasoned. Since it could only be built at a Shipyard Dock, he predicted that, just like with a large ship, it would drop into the sea first and send up a huge splash.

Rosalie and the others followed Hayato's advice and moved a short distance away from the water.

After confirming they had moved, Hayato used "World Tree Lumber" as the airship's material and selected "Create."

A massive, rainbow-colored effect unfurled just above the sea's surface.

Lately, more players had been building large ships, so the surrounding players weren't paying much attention. They probably just thought someone else was building another big ship.

But when they saw the completed vessel, the onlookers' eyes went wide.

The ship's form was that of a Galleon Ship, but it had five masts, and at the end of each was a giant propeller. The propellers were set at different heights so they wouldn't collide with each other, giving it a strong fantasy feel. There was no balloon-like structure. It was simply a ship that looked like it would fly using its propellers.

(Since it uses a Gravity Stone, those propellers might just be for show… And the bottom of the ship is flat. It's built at a shipyard, but it looks like it can land on the ground too. I'll have to check that later.)

As Hayato pondered this, the completed ship fell with gravity and landed in the water with a massive splash.

"Ooh, not bad! With this, we might be able to get to the source of the Olga Domus Waterfall, don't you think!?"

The surrounding players reacted to Sonia's voice. They all rushed over to Hayato's group.

Then they started asking questions. Most were about how to get one. The next most common request was to be taken for a ride.

Even though it was early morning and there weren't many players, the Shipyard Dock was in a state of minor panic.

"Sonia, what are you spouting? You must have known this would happen."

"Ah, well, my apologies. But it's exciting, isn't it!? Besides, with such a flashy debut, it was only a matter of time before word got out anyway."

"That may be true. Hayato-sama, this place may be a little dangerous. Perhaps we should board the ship and move somewhere else?"

"You're right. Let's get on the ship and escape into the sky. Everyone! Get on the ship!"

At Hayato's words, everyone boarded. It seemed no players were trying to force their way on. They were shouting for information from the pier.

"Alright, let's take it for a spin then."

Sonia said this as she took her position at the helm. There was a simple manual, and the mechanism involved pressing a button in the center of the wheel to ascend.

"Alright, we're taking off! Be careful not to fall!"

Sonia pressed the button.

The propellers began to spin, and with a rumbling gogogogo, the ship started to lift. The ship left the surface of the sea and gradually ascended.

Hayato could hear the gasps of awe from the players at the port.

(Yeah, this feels good. Just like at the Exchange Post, it's nice to stand out a little by doing something few people know about. Though I suspect it might cause some problems.)

"Alright, let's take it for a test run. Is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

Sonia said this in high spirits. The first to respond was Rosalie.

"Considering our contribution, I insist that our opinion be heard."

"Alright, where do you want to go?"

"To the Demon Lord's Castle, then."

Everyone except the members of Black Rose was surprised by those words.

"Um, Rosalie-san? Why there? I should tell you, I'm not giving you the airship."

"I would not say no if you offered, but I do not need it."

"Then why?"

"We are about to rescue Lunaria-sama, who is asking for help from the top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle. With an airship, we can get close to the top floor window and help Lunaria-sama escape. And just so you know, I expect Ney and her group to help as well."

(I thought she said it was a test run…)

Without any room for argument, Hayato and the others were drafted into the Demon Lord Lunaria rescue operation.



		
			Chapter 189

			The Demon Lord Rescue Operation

			The airship was heading toward the Demon Country.

Its altitude was about 600 meters. The weather was clear, a perfect day for flying.

Sonia was piloting the airship, while Ney and the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild were quite boisterous. They seemed to be enjoying the journey through the sky, looking down at the ground and pointing out this and that.

Among them, however, was a group with a slightly different atmosphere. Hayato, Relic, and the members of Black Rose.

"What do you mean, you're rescuing Lunaria-san?"

"As I have said many times, Lunaria-sama is currently confined to the top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle. Therefore, we will rescue her. This is a final decision."

"Weren't you the ones who confined Lunaria-san, Rosalie-san?"

Previously, Demon Lord Lunaria had embarked on a world domination campaign.

During the Stampede event, Ren had gone berserk and started an invasion of the world, which was announced via a world broadcast. Upon hearing this, Lunaria declared, "That is the role of a Demon Lord," and led the members of the Demon Lord's Castle to attack some country.

As a result, everyone got angry with Lunaria.

Perhaps it was something a Demon Lord should do, but in Lunaria's case, her motivation was usually just to "look cool," so there was no significant reason for it. Starting a war with another country for such a reason would naturally make people angry.

Some members supported Lunaria, but the war was called off by a majority vote. Lunaria, with her strange confidence as a Demon Lord, tried to proceed anyway, but she stopped after a voice chat with Hayato.

"Isn't it uncool to piggyback on the dragons' Stampede? Besides, I'm busy right now, so could you do it later?"

Hayato had his hands full with Ash and the others, so he had no time to deal with Lunaria.

Lunaria, agreeing that it was indeed uncool, called off her world domination. However, the Demonfolk and Rosalie, who had been dragged around by her antics, locked Lunaria in her room to teach her a lesson. And they were making her bake cookies every day. Lunaria had been getting a bit carried away as the Demon Lord recently, so it was also meant to admonish her.

"It is true we confined her, but we never intended to lock her away for this long. It is all because those Black Knights are keeping her confined to monopolize her… One day, I will beat them to a pulp."

"So for you and your group, Rosalie-san, the confinement has gone on too long?"

"That is correct. We were thinking about a week, but it has already been over a month. We have received cookies during that time, but we can barely even get an audience with her. So, we thought it was about time we forcibly rescued her. Afterward, we will negotiate with those Black Knights to win Lunaria-sama's freedom. Once that is done, we will return to the Demon Lord's Castle."

"I just had a thought. If we help with this, won't those Black Knight people hold a grudge against us?"

"If you do not help, we will hold a grudge against you."

"…Well, I'd rather side with you, Rosalie-san, than with some Black Knights I don't even know, but I've been making a lot of enemies lately… Some have been resolved, but I really don't want any more…"

It was safe to say the issues with the Bandit Clan and the Assassin Guild were resolved, but he was still being targeted by the hacking organization and the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. Hayato's honest feeling was that he'd rather not be targeted by yet another organization or group.

"Oh, it will be fine. Lunaria-sama and we will be staying at Hayato's base for a while, so you can leave its defense to us."

"…This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"Because this is the first time I have mentioned it."

"Could you please ask for permission first?"

"And if you do not grant it?"

"…No, I'll grant it."

(I wonder if we have enough rooms… The Black Rose people could share, two to a room… no, that's still not enough. We only have four empty rooms.)

The second floor of the base had twelve rooms, but one was a storage room and another was an indoor garden, leaving a total of ten rooms for sleeping.

Hayato, Esha, Ash, Ren, Rose, and Noat occupied six rooms, leaving four. Lunaria and the ten members of Black Rose would have to share them.

"Hey, could Lunaria-san and the eleven of you from Black Rose split the four rooms? Something like three, three, three, and two people. It'll be pretty cramped, but I only have four rooms to lend."

At Hayato's words, the eyes of Rosalie and the Black Rose members lit up.

"So, you are saying we are to eat and sleep in the same room as Lunaria-sama?"

"Meals are in the dining hall, but you'll have to sleep in the same room. I'll get new beds… why is everyone drawing their weapons?"

"This is a battle for supremacy."

"Don't reduce our numbers when we're about to rescue Lunaria-san… I know, it's not a room, but how about I prepare beds in the hall-like area? That way, everyone can be in the same room, and we can avoid a pointless conflict."

Everyone struck a thinking pose, then nodded.

"Then we shall go with that plan."

"I'm glad we could resolve this peacefully. So, could you tell me the plan? I don't know them well, but those Black Knight people are going to get in the way, right?"

"Very well, I shall explain the situation."

The boisterous Ney and her group were called over, and the outline of the Lunaria rescue operation was explained.

According to Rosalie's story, the ones who would interfere were the Black Knights, known as the Ten Dark Knights.

The Ten Dark Knights, like the Ten Black Rose Saints, were a clan that made it to the top eight in the previous Clan War, and they currently served Demon Lord Lunaria.

The members serving Lunaria were divided into two factions. One believed she should be allowed to act freely as a Demon Lord, and the other believed she should sit majestically in the Demon Lord's Castle. Both were befitting a Demon Lord, but their ideals were polar opposites.

The Ten Black Rose Saints belonged to the former faction, and the Ten Dark Knights belonged to the latter.

"The Demonfolk-samas have not said anything, but they are all very free-spirited, so they are more like us, I suppose."

"That's fine, but what are these Demonfolk-samas I hear about sometimes?"

"Hayato-sama, those are the members of the party Lunaria-sama was with before she awakened as the Demon Lord."

Relic answered Hayato's question. Rosalie nodded in agreement.

"You are well-informed. All who fought alongside Lunaria-sama are said to possess strength that rivals hers. They are all free, or rather, too free-spirited to be in the Demon Lord's Castle most of the time."

"Come to think of it, when we fought Agres Berion, there were some strong-looking people around Lunaria-san. Esha said they were from Lunaria-san's party, so those must be the Demonfolk. Ah, the Ten Dark Knights were there too. The ones completely covered in jet-black, heavy armor."

"That is correct. They are as stubborn in their defense as they are in their heads, and they are utterly inflexible. I also dislike that they share the color black with us. One day, I will dye their armor light blue. They can call themselves the Ten Sky-Blue Knights for all I care."

"Ah, yeah, good luck with that. I have a general idea of our opponents, but in the end, what should we, or rather, Ney's group, do?"

Hayato wasn't part of the combat force to begin with. He would be on standby on the airship. The operational unit would be Ney's group.

Rosalie's plan was this.

They would approach the sky above the Demon Lord's Castle with the airship and lower a rope to the top floor window. They would open the window, enter Lunaria's room, rescue her, and escape on the airship.

The so-called plan was as simple as that.

"Going in through the front is a hassle because we would have to defeat all the Black Knights. But if we go directly to the top floor room, we will only have to deal with the Black Knights in that room… probably about three of them. I think Ney and I can handle that. It would be troublesome if they called for reinforcements, though."

"If Rosalie has that much faith in me, then I'll live up to her expectations!"

"I am counting on you."

"If you're going down a rope, it's true only two or three people can go. Just to check, what happens if you two fail? Are we supposed to go rescue you?"

Thinking about failure before even starting might seem negative, but plans often go awry. Not considering that would make it a third-rate plan.

"In that case, I want all the members of Black Rose to charge in. In the worst-case scenario, we just need to get Lunaria-sama away, so please get at least her onto the airship and escape."

"Wouldn't the remaining me be pursued by the Ten Dark Knights? It would be a problem if they came to the base. What happened to the talk about defense?"

"Come to think of it, aren't Esha and Ash's group at that base? And that berserker maid, Rose, is there too, right? Honestly, you could call it an impregnable fortress."

In terms of combat power, that was true, but he didn't want to make enemies on purpose, and Ash and Ren couldn't participate in the defense. Still, he couldn't say no at this point. All he could do was pray the plan went well.

"Alright, I'll support you by making some production items right now. If you need anything, just say the word. Though I didn't bring many materials."

"That would be a great help. Also, could you send a voice chat to Lunaria-sama from your end, Hayato? Tell her we are coming to rescue her. The Black Knights are jamming our voice chats, so we cannot reach her."

"That's the first time I've heard you can do that, but I'll contact her now. Lunaria-san, can you hear me?"

Hayato sent a voice chat to Lunaria. A few seconds later, he got a response.

"Hayato-san, perfect timing. There was something I wanted to discuss."

"You sound surprisingly energetic. Um, well, I'll listen to your problem first. What is it?"

"I'm quitting being the Demon Lord and becoming a cookie baker. I'll learn the business know-how, so introduce me to a good shop. I may not look it, but my Cooking Skill is 80, and I've prepared a resume. I wrote 'world domination' in the hobbies and special skills section, is that okay? Oh, and please find a place that will hire a former Demon Lord."

"Let's just take a deep breath and calm down. I'll do it too. And I don't think anywhere will hire you with that hobby and background."

(I wasn't worried because I hadn't gotten any "help me" voice chats lately, but it seems she's pretty cornered.)

Hayato took a deep breath and sent another voice chat.

"Calm now?"

"I'm fine now. I changed the hobbies section to 'flower appreciation.' And I deleted 'Demon Lord' from my work history. I am a woman who has cast away her past."

"That's not what I meant. Let's move on from the cookie shop and the resume. We're coming to rescue you now, so please get ready."

"Coming to rescue me?"

"I'm not going directly myself, but Rosalie-san and Ney are planning to enter through your room's window, so I need you to unlock it."

"This is the top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle. I don't think it's possible to climb this high from the outside."

"Actually, I built a ship that flies in the sky called an airship. It was completed today, so we're coming to pick you up with it. It's not a white horse, so I can't fulfill a maiden's dream, but it's an airship made of World Tree Lumber, so I think it's pretty rare and cool."

He waited for a while, but there was no reply from Lunaria.

"Um, Lunaria-san? I think you understand the situation, so I need you to get ready to escape right away."

"Hmph, a simple task."

"Oh, you're back to your usual self? We should be there in a few minutes, so I'm counting on you."

"Yeah. I'll make cookies and wait."

"You don't need to make them. Didn't I just say to get ready to escape? We're taking you as you are, okay? You'll be staying at our base with Rosalie-san and her group, but please be aware that you won't be able to return for a while."

"Understood. Then I'll put my pillow and my chopsticks in my item bag. I think it would be cooler to set the room on fire when we escape, what do you think? The performance of escaping from a blazing room seems like it would go down in history."

"It'll go down in history for a lot of reasons, so don't. Besides, you're coming back eventually, so you can't burn it down. This is just a temporary evacuation, so absolutely do not set any fires."

"Got it. I'll save that for another occasion."

(…It's been a while, but this is exhausting.)

"I can see the Demon Lord's Castle!"

At Sonia's voice, Hayato looked in the direction the airship was heading.

In the distance, he saw a giant black castle.



		
			Chapter 190

			The Demon Lord Rescued

			The airship came to a stop in the sky above the Demon Lord's Castle.

Normally, it would be impossible for a floating object to stop perfectly still, but this was a virtual reality. Moreover, it wasn't floating due to physical phenomena but was moved by magical power. It wasn't hovering so much as it was fixed in mid-air.

The top floor of the Demon Lord's Castle was about 300 meters from the ground. The airship's altitude was 600 meters, so the rope wouldn't reach. They needed to lower the airship's altitude further from here.

Sonia began to operate the airship, gradually lowering its altitude. The plan was to get as close as possible. If the airship hit something, it would likely take damage. It was fine for now, but delicate piloting would be required as they got closer to the Demon Lord's Castle.

While this was happening, Hayato made various preparations.

The members going directly were Rosalie and Ney. Hayato started making items for the two of them.

"Alright, five-star potions for you two. I have paralysis and poison cure potions too, so use them if you need them. And chocolate parfaits. They subtly recover HP and MP, so I think you'll find them useful."

"Thank you. That helps."

"I sense a certain darkness in the fact that you carry the ingredients to make a chocolate parfait at any time."

"…For emergencies, you know. Well, don't hesitate to eat up."

Everyone had a vague idea of what Hayato's "emergency" referred to, but no one said anything. Ney and Rosalie began to eat their chocolate parfaits.

"Listen while you eat. For now, we'll lower three ropes from the airship. Once Ney, Rosalie-san, and Lunaria-san grab the ropes, we'll move the airship without you having to climb up, so do not let go under any circumstances. Well, Ney will just resurrect at the base if she falls, so she'll be fine."

"Falling from this height would be terrifying even if I'd just resurrect at the base, right? It would definitely be traumatic. There's no way that's fine."

Hayato thought that was indeed true.

In the real world, Hayato had spoken with Agres and asked him what it was like to fall from the World Tree.

"I'm never climbing that World Tree again."

Agres, who was usually arrogant, had shivered for a moment before giving that answer. Mikazuki, who had been listening nearby, had expressed a similar sentiment.

"So, absolutely do not let go of the rope. I'll give you a Ring of Teleportation just in case. If you fall, use it immediately. That way, you can return to the base before you hit the ground."

Hayato said this and handed a Ring of Teleportation to Ney.

"Rosalie-san, you should take one too, just in case. Your destination will be the Demon Lord's Castle, but I think it's better than feeling the terror of falling. And one for Lunaria-san's share too. If she teleports, she'll return to the Demon Lord's Castle, meaning the rescue will fail, but…"

"I shall accept it, just in case."

As they were having this exchange, Sonia's voice called out, "This is about as close as we can get!"

Relic also looked over at Hayato from near the port side of the airship.

"Hayato-sama, the ropes are ready."

A rope was already tied to the port side railing.

"Alright, you two, be careful."

"Understood. Let's go, Ney. Also, please equip only the Arondight Replica. That way, Lunaria-sama won't get sulky."

"Lunaria is such a handful, even at a time like this…"

Ney dutifully equipped only the Arondight Replica and grabbed the rope.

"Alright, I'm off!"

Ney and Rosalie slid down the ropes. They moved like rangers descending from a helicopter, making one wonder if they had practiced somewhere. At least, Hayato couldn't do it.

(Ney might have experience from the real world, but Rosalie-san is a mystery. Where did she learn that?)

Since this was a virtual reality, there was no pain from friction, and their HP didn't decrease, so it seemed holding the rope with bare hands was not a problem. The two of them descended to the window in no time. Then they opened the door and went inside. Even though there was some footing, it was very narrow. Yet both of them were nimble.

Just as he thought it would be surprisingly easy, the airship shook.

"Hayato! Demon Birds! They're targeting the airship from the starboard side!"

Hearing Sonia's words, he quickly looked over and saw a considerable number of giant birds surrounding them. They were Demon Bird type monsters, birds of the demon lineage.

Individually, they weren't that strong, but they were troublesome opponents who rarely got close and attacked with magic from a distance. Moreover, they didn't attack alone but in large numbers, making them quite strong overall.

(It would have been nice to have a cannon at a time like this… no, there's no point in saying that now. We have to hold out until we rescue Lunaria-san somehow.)

Hayato gave instructions to disrupt the enemy's attacks, not necessarily to defeat them. The members capable of long-range attacks immediately began to attack the enemy.

The airship was made of World Tree Lumber, so it had a considerable amount of HP, but repairs would also require World Tree Lumber. He had used most of it in the airship's construction, so he couldn't count on repairing the ship much.

Hayato made more potions, melon juice, and other recovery items. He gave them to the members who couldn't attack from a distance and instructed them to use them on anyone who looked seriously damaged or was out of MP.

At first, they were on the defensive, but the Black Rose members were quite strong and shot down the Demon Birds one by one. The other members also succeeded in driving them away, even if they couldn't defeat them.

(This should be fine…)

"Hayato-sama!"

Relic, who was nearby, aimed a kick at Hayato. Hayato froze, unable to move, but immediately understood the meaning of Relic's action.

Relic wasn't aiming at Hayato, but at something behind him.

When he turned around, a figure in black armor was on the deck. The armor covered their entire body, their face was completely hidden, and they held a black sword in their right hand and a black shield in their left. Their whole body was pitch black.

The black-armored figure in front of him must be one of the Ten Dark Knights, which meant they had come up the rope.

Hayato sent a voice chat to Ney.

"Ney! Don't tell me you were defeated!?"

"No, we're fighting the Black Knights right now! Lunaria is scared and won't grab the rope! Just wait a little longer!"

The Black Knight in front of him must have used that opening to climb up. If they could do something about this airship, Lunaria wouldn't be taken away. That was likely their thinking, Hayato surmised.

The Black Knight silently swung their sword. Relic responded in kind.

Relic dodged the attacks, and the Black Knight blocked with their shield. Neither landed a clean hit, but it was safe to say Relic was at a disadvantage. The problem was his defense.

Relic's base damage per attack was originally low. Even if his attacks hit the Black Knight, the damage would be minimal. Conversely, the Black Knight's attack could deal a fatal blow to Relic.

If he could overpower the opponent without taking any hits, like when Ivan and Rose fought, he could win, but it was cruel to expect that much from Relic.

Besides, only one had climbed up. They must have known there were many opponents here. Yet they were confident they could win, or at least do something about the airship.

It was a dangerous situation, but to Hayato, Relic's movements seemed a bit strange. Even though he wasn't being pushed back by the sheer number of attacks, he was gradually moving toward the center of the deck.

Then he noticed. Sonia was moving behind the Black Knight in a translucent state.

(Stealth skill?)

Hayato's guess was correct. Sonia had left the helm at some point and joined the fight between Relic and the Black Knight. Relic was creating space behind the Black Knight, acting as if he was being pushed back.

The moment the Black Knight entered Sonia's attack range, Relic unleashed the hand-to-hand weapon skill "Low Kick." The Black Knight who took the hit was temporarily put into a stun state, unable to act.

"Sonia!"

As Relic shouted, Sonia, who was behind the Black Knight, unleashed a weapon skill.

Knife-type weapon skills had low damage, but damage from behind received a bonus. They also had many techniques that caused bad statuses, and the probability of them occurring also received a bonus.

Sonia used "Hornet Needle," which inflicts paralysis. The attack hit the Black Knight.

This was a virtual reality. Even if the attack was blocked by armor, it could still inflict a bad status. The Black Knight became paralyzed and unable to move.

"Um, let's tie them up with a rope."

At Hayato's words, Relic smoothly took out a rope and tied up the Black Knight.

If they just wanted to defeat them, they could push them off the airship. But that would be too merciless. This was the best way to avoid being resented later.

As for the Demon Birds, they had mostly been dealt with, and most of them had fled. The only remaining problem was Lunaria. And she was the biggest problem.

"Isn't the Demon Lord here yet? The Demon Birds are going to come back."

"That's true… Hey, Sonia-san, could you go down the rope for me?"

"I don't mind, but what for?"

"Please hit Demon Lord Lunaria from behind with 'Hornet Needle.' It seems she's too scared to climb, so let's paralyze her. We'll pull her up in that state."

"How can you think of such a horrible plan? Won't my life be in danger?"

"You can say it was your plan. Also, I'll prepare a Salvage winch, so please take it and attach it to Lunaria-san. We'll pull her up with that."

"…You seem more like the Demon Lord, Hayato. Still, we're short on time, so I guess we have to do it. Then I'll have that winch right away. I'll bring the hook."

Hayato immediately made a winch and set it up on the deck. Then he handed the hook part to Sonia.

"I'm counting on you."

"Make sure you tell her it was Hayato's idea, okay?"

Sonia said this and gracefully descended, holding the rope with one hand.

(Those movements are just like a thief. Even though she's actually a hacker.)

When Sonia entered through the window, a few seconds later there was a signal to pull the winch rope. The winch started to wind the rope as if it had found treasure.

Attached to the end of the hook was a limp Lunaria. She was probably paralyzed by Sonia's weapon skill.

The least he could do was pull her up quickly. He immediately pulled her up and laid her on the deck. Then he made her drink a potion to cure the paralysis.

As soon as Lunaria got up, she drew Arondight.

"To treat the Demon Lord in such a way. This is the first time I have ever been so humiliated. Hayato, write your will. Also, write 'I'm sorry, Lunaria-chan.'"

"I'm not ready to write my will just yet. Besides, you looked cool, Lunaria-san."

At those words, Lunaria twitched.

"In what way? I was clearly treated like an object. At best, like a fish that took the bait… or did I look like a cool shark?"

"I don't know what you're talking about, but you were able to endure your fear, right? I couldn't do that, I'd definitely cry. I paralyzed you just in case, but maybe it wasn't necessary."

Lunaria tilted her head slightly, then looked around.

All the Black Rose members were nodding. The Kokuryu and Treasure Hunter members were doing the same. Finally, Relic smiled and said, "You were magnificent."

Lunaria sheathed her sword and scoffed.

"This is nothing. By the way, it's literally before breakfast, so I want to eat something. A sandwich would be nice."

(I wonder if this naive side of her is why the people of the Demon Country like her. Anyway, I would really cry. And being paralyzed would probably make it twice as scary. It's a virtual reality, but I would have been too weak in the knees to move properly. How did Lunaria-san manage to stand up right after the paralysis wore off…)

Hayato thought this as he handed Lunaria a sandwich.

"All three of us have grabbed on! Get us moving!"

Ney's voice chat came through. Hayato replied, then moved to the helm and started the airship. He prioritized getting away from the Demon Lord's Castle without gaining altitude.

They scattered the Demon Birds in their path and moved away from the castle. The Demon Birds pursued them for a while, but they turned back once they left the Demon Country's territory.

After a while, Ney, Rosalie, and Sonia climbed up the ropes. The members on deck each helped pull the three up.

Once things had calmed down a bit, everyone finally let out a big sigh and relaxed their shoulders. The Demon Lord rescue operation could be called a success.

Hayato also let out a big sigh, but a woman approached him, exuding a murderous aura as if to deny such a peaceful atmosphere.

"What did you do to Lunaria-sama, huh!?"

Rosalie approached him with her weapon's unique skill, Madness, activated.

"Look, I had no choice. One of the Black Knights was climbing up, and the airship itself was in danger from the Demon Bird attacks. I felt bad, but please consider our circumstances too."

Rosalie closed her eyes, her brow furrowed, but then she let out a big sigh and deactivated Madness.

"I am not convinced, but I understand the circumstances. Still, to paralyze Lunaria-sama and winch her up… Lunaria-sama must be in shock from how uncool it was…"

"I told her she looked cool, so it's fine. See, she's happily eating a sandwich."

Rosalie stared at Hayato with half-lidded eyes.

"…I have come to realize you are the one to be more wary of than the Hero."

"Why?"

"Well, that is fine. But as an apology, you must treat Lunaria-sama and us to the finest hospitality at your base! This is our rightful due!"

"Of course. Lunaria-san is a clan member, but you and the rest of Black Rose are guests. Besides, you've helped me a lot with the blueprint, so I'll do my best to make your stay as comfortable as possible. But please, go back to the Demon Lord's Castle as soon as you can."

"You ruin it at the very end, don't you…?"

While having this conversation, Hayato steered the airship toward his base.



		
			Chapter 191

			Breakfast with the Demon Lord and Black Rose

			The day after the event that, when described as "rescued Demon Lord Lunaria from the Demon Lord's Castle," made one want to tilt their head in confusion, Hayato logged in early in the morning to find the base's dining hall in quite a state.

To put it simply, Lunaria and the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints had taken it over.

As their name suggested, the members of Black Rose wore black clothes. For some reason, each had an original design, with no two outfits being the same. These members were seated around the dining table.

And at the head of the table sat Lunaria.

Hayato, having come down from the second floor, felt a little weary.

"Morning, everyone… Is this a Sabbath or something?"

A Sabbath, also known as a witches' gathering. With ten beautiful women in black gothic lolita attire seemingly venerating Lunaria in her red armor, anyone, not just Hayato, would think the same. Honestly, the opinion of a normal person would undoubtedly be to not get involved.

Rosalie responded to Hayato's words.

"I do not know what you are talking about, but we were offering a prayer before dining with Lunaria-sama."

(Why are they offering a prayer… and Lunaria-san looks like she's not happy about it. She's been sending me 'do something' glances for a while now. I guess I have no choice. I'll start breakfast to stop the prayer.)

"I'll take your food orders. You're guests, so don't hesitate. But if you want a dish that uses high-end ingredients, you'll have to go hunt for them. Ah, and I don't mean pay for them, I mean go defeat the monsters for them."

"Whatever Lunaria-sama wishes to eat will be fine."

Everyone nodded at Rosalie's words. Only Lunaria had a look of "Huh?" on her face.

"So, what do you want to eat, Lunaria-san?"

"…A dish a Demon Lord would eat."

"Hotcakes it is."

"Then I'll have that."

"I'll make enough for everyone, so just wait a bit."

Hayato immediately took out a knife and started making hotcakes. It wasn't a dish a Demon Lord would eat or anything. He just had plenty of ingredients for hotcakes, so it was easy to make.

Hotcakes were a dish that could be made even with a low skill level, so with Hayato's skill and equipment bonuses, they all turned out to be five stars.

After making enough for everyone, he placed them in front of each person. He also placed several containers of honey, water, orange juice, and milk on the table, along with cups.

"You can have as much honey as you want. Help yourselves to drinks too. If you run out, just call me. I'll be in the shop."

He couldn't stand being in this dining hall. He planned to make a quick escape. One could call it a strategic retreat.

"Hayato-san, stay here."

"Um, won't I be in the way?"

"Not at all. Please stay. I would even bow my head as the Demon Lord."

Lunaria's desperate plea. He didn't know why she was so desperate, but he had done something a little pitiful to her with the salvage-like rescue yesterday, so he couldn't refuse outright.

Hayato sat at the end of the table and took out a coffee. He wouldn't eat hotcakes, but he figured he would drink some coffee.

"Let's eat."

After confirming Hayato was seated, Lunaria said this, and the Black Rose members also said their thanks in unison and began to eat.

He was curious about the taste, but then he remembered they were five-star hotcakes, so of course they were delicious.

Besides, for the members of Black Rose, the taste probably didn't matter as much as the fact that they were eating with Lunaria. Everyone was smiling and eating with satisfaction.

Amidst this, Lunaria called out to Hayato.

"The bed you prepared for me yesterday was wonderful. Combined with my Demon Lord pillow, I slept soundly until morning."

"That's good… It was a canopied bed, was that okay?"

"It felt a little unsettling, but it was comfortable to sleep in. The width, which prevented me from falling out of bed, was not bad either. I'm taking that with me."

(She plans to take the bed to the Demon Lord's Castle. The materials aren't that expensive, so I guess it's fine.)

The bed for Lunaria prepared in the third-floor multi-purpose hall was a gorgeous canopied bed. It was the kind that royalty or nobility would use. In other words, since Lunaria was a Demon Lord, Rosalie and her group had eagerly requested it from Hayato.

With Hayato's Woodworking Skill, he could make it without issue. A more accurate description would be that Rosalie and her group made him craft it until he got a five-star version, but he managed to make one relatively quickly, so it didn't take much time or effort.

"If you're taking it home, please take good care of it… Were you all okay, Rosalie-san? They were just normal beds."

"I had no problems. I slept well. Did anyone have any issues?"

Everyone replied that they had no problems.

(They were just ordinary beds, but since they were five stars, they probably slept well. Or maybe just sleeping in the same room as Lunaria-san produced a comfortable sleep… no, if anything, they'd be too excited to sleep…? Well, either way is fine.)

They weren't canopied beds, but he had prepared ten ordinary beds for Rosalie and her group. The probability of getting a five-star ordinary bed was high. Thinking it would cause problems if there were differences among the members, he made sure they were all five stars.

Thanks to that, it seemed there were no particular issues within Black Rose.

"You'll be at this base for a while, so if you need anything, just say the word. I'll prepare various things. But I'd like you to reconcile with the Black Knights as soon as possible… Speaking of which, is the person you captured okay?"

He had handed over the Black Knight who had climbed onto the airship's deck to Rosalie, but he didn't know what happened to them.

She had said she would dye their armor light blue, but Hayato had defended them, saying he didn't have any dye. He had just felt a little sorry for them.

"We have borrowed a room on the second floor and have confined them there. Lunaria-sama told them not to act violently, so they are being quiet."

"I see. Then I'll have to make them a meal later."

"A couple of bread crusts will suffice. And a little rainwater."

"How much do you dislike them. But if I get close, it seems like something might happen, so I'll leave it to you, Rosalie-san."

"Honestly, I wish someone else would do it…"

All the members of Black Rose averted their eyes.

"I don't really get it, but do you hate them that much? Did they do something unforgivable as a person?"

"That would be you from yesterday. Paralyzing Lunaria-sama and salvaging her, you'll be cursed for generations to come… well, it is no exaggeration to say Lunaria-sama is the greatest treasure."

"I think you could call her a priceless gem."

"Don't say it yourself… Everyone, please sheathe your weapons. It was just a little comeback, there's no ill intent."

Despite being in a situation where he was eating with women in the same room, he felt no enjoyment at all. On the contrary, he even felt his life was in danger. Hayato was exhausted, and it was only morning.

He hadn't gotten an answer about the Black Knights, but he decided it was fine and stood up from his seat. He convinced himself that there must be some conflict between them that he didn't understand.

"Well then, I'm going to start work soon, so you all can do whatever you want."

"What is your job, Hayato-san?"

"Lunaria-san, you came here to have Arondight fixed, right? See, I run a shop in the next room. Making the items for that shop is my job. I also have to prepare to go to the floating island. For the next three days, I'll be cooped up in my room making items."

The floating island was an unknown area no one had ever been to before.

He didn't know what was there. They had the combat power, but there was no way he would be careless. Hayato had planned to prepare as many medicines and dishes as possible.

"A floating island?"

"Huh? Did I not mention it? The plan to go to the source of the Olga Domus Waterfall by airship. Since the waterfall is that big, if there's an island, I think it's quite large."

The Olga Domus Waterfall was said to be ten kilometers in diameter. If the place where the water fell from was an island, then that island must be of considerable size.

It would be impossible to explore it all in one day. They would have to set up a base somewhere on the island and explore from there. It would likely be an adventure that took several days.

Hayato could only log in in the morning and at night, and he couldn't fight, but he was looking forward to such an adventure, as it was like camping. Above all, it was a place no one had ever been to. To be the first to set foot there was thrilling.

As he was lost in thought about such an adventure, he noticed Lunaria's gaze.

"What's wrong?"

"I am the Demon Lord."

"I know that."

"I'm super strong."

"I know that too."

"…If you take me on an adventure, I'll be very useful. Recommended."

"I'm sure you would be, but what's this all of a sudden?"

Lunaria frowned slightly, then brought her index fingers together, tapping them against each other. It was a pose she hadn't done much recently, but she used to do it often in the past.

"It's not good to leave people out. I'm going too. I swear on the name of the Demon Lord, I will absolutely go. If we're over capacity, I'll defeat someone and go in their place. Tell me who's going. I'll go launch a little sneak attack."

"Don't say things a Demon Lord would say. No, that's not it. You're coming with us in the first place. Why is it being treated like you're not going?"

Everyone, including Hayato, tilted their heads.

But then Hayato realized. He had been thinking it so naturally that he hadn't put it into words.

"Ah, I see. That's why you didn't know about the island. Sorry, sorry, I didn't say it, but Lunaria-san and all of you from Black Rose are coming with us to the floating island, so please get ready. I'm especially counting on your power as the Demon Lord in an unknown place. I think there will probably be rare monsters too."

Lunaria, still sitting in her chair, looked down and trembled slightly.

"Um, what's wrong?"

At Hayato's words, Lunaria's head shot up. She had a huge smile on her face.

"Leave the island's exploration to me. I will show you the power of the Demon Lord. I'll cut down an island or two for you."

"No, don't cut it down, what are you talking about?"

"I'm getting really motivated. I have to start preparing today. You're gravely mistaken if you think I'm just a cookie girl."

"Do your best. If there are no problems, we'll leave in three days. If you need anything, don't hesitate to ask. Though I'd appreciate it if you bought the materials in the Royal Capital first. But if all of you go, it'll be a huge scene, so go shopping separately… Ah, Rosalie-san and everyone, did you maybe not plan on going to the floating island…?"

"I had a vague feeling we would be going with the flow."

"That's good. I'll be counting on you again."

"It is not that we have agreed, but if Lunaria-sama is going, we have no choice but to go as well."

Hayato patted his chest in relief that there were no particular problems.

Still, he felt a little worried, so he contacted all the members who were scheduled to go with them.



		
			Chapter 192

			The One He Thinks Of

			After breakfast with Demon Lord Lunaria and her retinue, Rose and Esha came to the dining hall.

He had told them the day before that Lunaria and her group would be staying, and they had exchanged some brief greetings, but they both seemed surprised by the situation in the dining hall.

Given the scene, one wouldn't be wrong to say it was a room in the Demon Lord's Castle.

Last night, Lunaria had said something about making this place her villa or second base, but Hayato had laughed it off. Though his eyes hadn't been laughing at all.

Esha sighed, then turned her gaze to Hayato.

"Is this the venue for a Sabbath?"

"I had the same thought."

"I know the circumstances are what they are, but what do you intend to do with this base, Master?"

"What do I intend to do?"

At the very least, he had no intention of letting it become Lunaria's villa, second base, or new Demon Lord's Castle. He was determined to prevent that.

"It's nothing but girls."

At those words, Hayato thought about the members living in this base.

There was Hayato himself, of course, and then Esha, Ash, Ren, Noat, and Rose were the original residents. Now, Lunaria and the ten members of Black Rose had been added. When he thought about it, the only males living here were Hayato and Ash.

Moreover, Ash was busy and couldn't log in. In effect, it was safe to say Hayato was the only man here.

"No, it's beyond my control. I swear I had no ulterior motives…"

"I understand, but you'll get a bad reputation from the neighbors. To put it mildly, they'll call you a scumbag."

"That's what someone who doesn't know the situation would think, but isn't that a bit unreasonable? Did I do something in a past life?"

"Rather, perhaps you haven't done anything in this life?"

Hayato wanted to do something about it, but for now, there was nothing he could do. He couldn't just kick them out, and their combat power for the floating island was important.

Just as he was thinking he might have to invite some men to the base to avoid strange rumors, Relic arrived.

"Good morning… How should I put this, it's quite a spectacle."

He must have chosen his words carefully. Relic was smiling gently.

From Relic's perspective, they were probably like grandchildren. He wasn't intimidated at all. Hayato had a flash of inspiration at his calm demeanor.

"Good morning, Relic-san. If you'd like, why don't you live and work here too? No, I'd really like you to."

"Oh no, I'm sure having an old man like me around would make everyone feel like they have to be considerate."

"Please, somehow. Think of it as helping someone in need."

"Well, this is a predicament."

As they were having this conversation, Rose raised her right hand slightly and said, "Um."

"I apologize for interrupting. Hayato-sama, could you come here for a moment? I forgot I had something to tell you."

"Huh? What is it?"

"Not here. Could you please come to the shop area?"

Rose led Hayato to the shop area. After confirming no one was around, she looked straight at Hayato.

"Actually, I have received a secret order."

"After being a maid and an assassin, now you're a spy?"

"A spy… well, it is something similar. The truth is, the Maid Chief has ordered me to subtly eliminate any women who get close to Relic-sama."

"What is that woman thinking. No, I know what she's thinking, but…"

"I do not wish to engage in such acts myself. And I do not wish to engage in such intelligence activities. If Relic-sama were to live at this base, I believe the possibility of that happening would increase, and the Maid Chief's attention might turn to me, as I am living here. I would like to avoid that."

"…Relic-san didn't seem too keen on the idea either, so it's fine. By the way, are there any women who seem to be targets?"

"In terms of possibility, Sonia-sama is the most likely, but from what I have seen, I do not believe there is a problem."

"I think so too."

The relationship between Relic and Sonia was best described as partners. Sonia was the one who prioritized her emotions, and Relic was the calm one who admonished her. The possibility of them being lovers was low. It seemed unlikely their relationship would develop any further.

It was possible something had happened in the past, but from what he had seen, Hayato's guess was that their relationship had always been that way and nothing had ever happened.

"However, from the information I have heard, there is one other person who seems dangerous."

"Huh? Who?"

He didn't intend to pry, but Hayato was at an age where he was somewhat interested in such stories. It was Relic's private life, but he also wanted to be aware if there was a woman with whom things might progress.

"Actually, I do not even know her name. However, I overheard Sonia-sama and Relic-sama talking about such things at the base. It seems Relic-sama had someone he thought of in the past. Sonia-sama was teasing him about it."

"Ah, so that's it. Well, Relic-san is quite old, so things like that happen. I don't think you need to worry about it."

(If it was in the past, then that must be what it means.)

The reason Hayato said not to worry was because he thought it was a story from the real world.

NPCs like Relic had spent nearly seven years in the virtual reality. Three years as test players until their memories were erased, and then about three and a half years since the game "Another Frontier Online" started.

There were periods when they were in complete cryosleep, and they were always in special pods, so there were discrepancies in their physical age in the real world. But more importantly, nearly a hundred years had passed in the real world.

Ban, the leader of the Bandit Clan, had been shocked when he learned this. Hayato couldn't even imagine how great that shock must have been.

(There's a chance he won't be as shocked as Esha and the others, but what will Relic-san think when he finds out? Since he chose to live in the virtual reality, he must have been prepared to never see that person again… no, before that, Relic-san was a criminal. He might not have been able to meet them in the first place.)

"Um, Hayato-sama, are you listening?"

"Huh, ah, sorry. Of course, I'm listening. I was just thinking a bit."

"By the way, do you happen to know who this person Relic-sama thinks of is?"

"No, I don't. This is the first I've heard of it myself."

"Is that so? I was hoping you could tell me if you knew anything."

"I'm not a spy for the Maid Guild, so I wouldn't tell you even if I knew. Could you tell the Maid Chief not to meddle too much? It's an abuse of her authority."

"You are right. I also believe it is not a good thing to do, so I have not reported this to the Maid Chief. However, I would like to advise you to be careful, as having Relic-sama live here could invite unnecessary problems."

"There's a possibility the Maid Chief might come storming in, so it does seem like it would invite unnecessary trouble… Yeah, having Relic-san live here is too risky. Let's not do it. Thank you, that helps."

"I am glad to have been of service."

Rose said this with a smile and then began to prepare the shop.

Hayato also decided to start his work and opened the door to the dining hall. He was surprised by the sight.

For some reason, Relic was acting like a butler, entertaining the members of Black Rose and Lunaria. Relic was a butler, so it wasn't wrong, but it was a sight Hayato had rarely seen, so he was surprised.

It had become like an after-meal tea time, and Relic, pouring tea into cups, looked quite the part.

"Cinnamon Tea. Please, my ladies."

When Relic said this with a smile, the members of Black Rose happily brought their cups to their lips.

"What is this?"

Hayato asked Esha, who was standing nearby looking exasperated.

"One of the Black Rose members saw Relic in his butler attire and asked him to act like a butler. When Relic obliged, everyone else asked him to do the same, and now it's like this."

"The Black Rose people seem happy. Is he popular?"

"Perhaps they are happy to feel like ladies? I do not understand it at all. Though I might understand if Master were to wear a butler's uniform and do the same. Please craft a butler's uniform with your Sewing Skill. Let's try it for about a year."

"Absolutely not."

After that, the Pretend Lady Game continued for about thirty minutes, and it seemed that Lunaria and all the members of Black Rose were satisfied.



		
			Chapter 193

			Departure Preparations and Words of Gratitude

			Hayato was steadily making preparations to go to the floating island.

The airship's capacity was fifty people, the same as a large ship in this game. Most of the members were decided, but the members of Daedalus were each busy and found it difficult to participate.

Ash and Ren were busy with real-world matters. Outside of their work at the cafe, they were dedicating their time to practicing as actors, so they had no spare time. Just like with the salvage operation, they would not be participating.

"Sorry about this. We wanted to go if we could, but it doesn't feel right to be playing around while our parents are working so hard. They told us to go and stretch our wings once in a while, but we want to catch up to them as soon as possible."

"Me too. I would have loved to unleash my curse power in a new field… but I think I'll have a bit more free time after we finish shooting the movie, so I'll accompany you then!"

"Understood. Well then, you two, maybe next time. If I find anything interesting, I'll let you know later."

Mist seemed to be having various problems with her former clanmates and couldn't participate this time either.

"A former clan member has fallen ill, so I'm busy dealing with that. I will definitely go next time."

"Ill…? Um, I see. That's a shame, but I think that's more important, so please don't worry about it. On the contrary, if there's anything I can do to help, I will, so please don't hesitate to ask."

"That would be a great help. When the time comes, I will certainly take you up on that. Well then, please be careful."

Maris was in a similar situation, apparently busy with Tamer-related work.

"Right now, there's a lot of illegal trading of rare animals and poaching, so I'm investigating that. It's completely unforgivable!"

"I'm surprised by how serious your answer is."

"Surprised…? Well, that's the situation, so it's a bit impossible for me to go. I'm extremely interested in the animals on that island, though."

"I think there will be many more opportunities to go from now on, so I'll be counting on you then."

"Understood. If you find any interesting monsters, please let me know later!"

And Diite couldn't come either.

"I want to go with you, but it seems impossible after all."

"That's a shame. By the way, is everything okay with the hacking situation?"

"It seems we're just about to resolve it. We've identified the general location, so once we have the evidence, there shouldn't be a problem. However, there is something that bothers me a little."

"Bothers you?"

"I've learned a lot from my own investigations, but I think Infinity could have handled hacking of this level on its own. I don't really understand why it's taking so much trouble."

"I don't really get it, but is that how it is?"

"Yes. But that will soon be over. It's a shame the timing didn't work out, but please have fun for my sake as well."

"Then let's go together next time. Once everything is over, I'll help you blow off some steam."

"I'll look forward to that and do my best."

After such conversations with the members of Daedalus, in the end, Hayato's clan consisted of only four members. Hayato, Esha, Relic, and Lunaria.

All nine members of Kokuryu would naturally participate, and the members of Black Rose would of course go if Lunaria was going. Then there were ten from Cecil's Dragon Busters and ten from Sonia's Treasure Hunter Guild.

The members were basically the same as for the salvage operation, with Lunaria participating instead of Diite. Losing a healer was a problem, but they gained a powerful attacker, so it could be said that their overall annihilation speed had increased, but their endurance had decreased.

He had also invited the Hero, Ivan, and Noat for song support, but both had declined.

"Lunaria is one thing, but those Black Rose folks are terrifying. And it's going to take several days, right? I feel like my life would be in danger, and I wouldn't be able to sleep peacefully. Sorry, but I'll pass."

"I want to laze around at home. More importantly, is dinner ready yet?"

Neither had a very good reason, but he couldn't force them to come if they wouldn't be useful, so he gave up.

He left the base in Rose's care while he was away. He also asked her to take care of Noat and the Black Knight who was locked in a room.

"Noat-sama is one thing, but wouldn't it be better to release the Black Knight-sama? There seems to be no merit in keeping him confined here."

"I thought it would be better to do that too, but when I told him Lunaria-san would be living here for a while, he apparently said it was fine to stay as he is."

It wasn't something Hayato had heard directly, but information from Rosalie. He had no idea why that was happening.

"However, is not Lunaria-sama going to the floating island? She will not be back for several days, correct?"

"Apparently, they talked about that too, and he said it was fine as long as she was coming back. So, I'm sorry, but could you take care of the Black Knight-san as you normally would? He's not a guest, but he's one of Lunaria-san's subordinates, and he's not an enemy either."

"Yes, if that is the case, I understand. I have received a memo with notes from Rosalie-sama, so I believe there will be no problem. By the way, I think the meal of only bread crusts is some kind of mistake. Does he perhaps like them?"

"I think it's just harassment, so please give him a normal meal."

"As you wish."

With these matters settled, there were no problems with the members, and no worries about the base.

All that was left was for Hayato to prepare the items, and then they would be ready.

He didn't know how long they would be there, but he made a large quantity of items to sell in the shop, and on top of that, he prepared many items necessary for the adventure. Furthermore, he didn't know if he could get materials for production items at their destination, so he also prepared various materials.

Hayato checked the list of items to prepare and began to craft them.

On the night before their departure, Hayato, Esha, and Relic were drinking their respective beverages in the dining hall.

Just a short while ago, they had been enjoying a lavish dinner to build up their energy for tomorrow.

Lunaria and her group had already returned to the third-floor hall, where a sugoroku tournament was being held. Rose and Noat had also already returned to their rooms, leaving only the three of them here.

"…And so, Master, it seems the neighbors think that, to put it mildly, they want you to get stabbed."

"I'd like to know what they'd say if they didn't put it mildly…"

"It is very similar to the Harem Incident that occurred at the Maid Guild. Yet Hayato-sama is unharmed. From a man's perspective, it must be an enviable situation."

"Isn't that too unreasonable? And do people really think this is an enviable situation…?"

"From the outside, it probably looks enviable. From the inside, it's a laughable situation, though."

"It's laughable…?"

They had already finished their preparations and checks for tomorrow. They were ready to depart at any time, so for now, they were just chatting.

Normally, Relic would have gone home by this time, but today he had stayed behind to talk with Hayato and Esha.

When their casual conversation came to an end, Relic looked at Hayato with a serious expression.

"Hayato-sama, I actually wanted to thank you. Thank you."

"Um, for what, exactly?"

"For Sonia. I was grateful that you handled the case she brought to you without a single complaint. Now, the Thieves' Guild has changed its name to the Treasure Hunter Guild and has become a legitimate guild. Sonia also seems to be having more fun than before, and it is all thanks to you, Hayato-sama."

"It's a little embarrassing when you say it so directly. But please don't worry about it. I had fun too."

"However, there were also things like being targeted by Ban, and I have caused you a lot of trouble…"

The reason Hayato was targeted was different. Relic and Sonia were not involved in that. However, that was a real-world matter. He couldn't say that.

"That's all part of the adventure. It's not Relic-san's or Sonia-san's fault, so please don't worry about it. If you absolutely must, you can pay me back on our adventure starting tomorrow, so there's no problem."

Relic looked a little surprised, then immediately smiled.

"Thank you. Sonia and I will do our best starting tomorrow. Well then, it is getting late, so I shall take my leave."

"Yes, please be careful. I'll be counting on you tomorrow as well."

Relic bowed politely at Hayato's words, then left the base.

Only Hayato and Esha remained in the dining hall.

"Relic is so dutiful, or something. He could just show his gratitude through his actions instead of words."

"And Esha, you could use a few more words."

"Is that so? Then, thank you very much. You are so generous, Master, for letting me eat as many chocolate parfaits as I want."

"I didn't ask you to express gratitude for a future that's not going to happen. You're joking, right? Why did you look away?"

"More importantly, we have an early start tomorrow, so let's log out soon. If we stay here, we'll be made to join Lunaria-sama's sugoroku game. That game has a rule that you have to entertain Lunaria-sama, so it's difficult."

"I'll bet. No, more importantly, about the chocolate parfaits… alright, we'll talk after we log out. If this is about the virtual reality, that's one thing, but if it's about the real world, I'm going to be seriously angry."

Hayato checked the pre-made chocolate parfaits in the storage just in case, then logged out in his room.
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			The Floating Island

			Hayato and the others gathered in the Spirit Country.

Word of the airship had spread considerably, and if they were to take off from a place with many players, it would cause a huge commotion.

Originally, there had been many chances to obtain one of the blueprints, so many people knew of its existence, but only the players who were there that day had actually seen an airship. From there, most players came to know about it.

Many players were calling for information, and a considerable amount of money was being offered for it.

Hayato wanted to monopolize it at least until the exploration of the floating island was over. Even if a high price was attached to the information, he would not share it.

(The only ones who might be able to get to the floating island are the Bandit Clan. I've told them that one of the blueprints can be obtained through salvage, so I think they have the highest probability. But they probably don't know about the Grand Prison, so it will be our monopoly for a while.)

Hayato thought this as he prepared the airship.

He took out the miniature airship in a wide, flat area and placed it on the ground. When he enlarged it, the airship appeared before him.

The airship itself had become Hayato's property.

The reason was that the airship's material was World Tree Lumber. World Tree Lumber was a material traded at a very high price. Since he had built the airship with it, Sonia was in a situation where she couldn't pay for it.

However, she had asked him to build one with ordinary wood next time, so he was currently asking Rose to procure the lumber.

(The materials will probably be ready by the time I get back… Maybe I should try starting a business building airships. Right now, there are probably players who would buy one even for a hundred million G.)

All of that would be after the adventure on the floating island was over. Hayato boarded the airship.

Once the members were all aboard, he made the airship ascend.

The massive Olga Domus Waterfall was visible even from a great distance. However, the point from which the water fell was not. It was as if it were covered by clouds, and it could be said that the water was falling from the clouds.

He had heard that if the weather was good, you could see something like an island, but when Hayato had seen it before, he hadn't seen anything of the sort.

"This is a bit late to ask, but is there really an island?"

Since Diite had told him to have fun, there must be something there. The island was only mentioned as such in the king's manuscript.

Sonia laughed at Hayato's words.

"Well, there's something there. There's no way there's nothing. If there isn't, we can just look for something else. The world is a big place, you know."

"That's true. You say some good things, Sonia-san."

"Don't go falling for me, now."

Sonia said this with a grin, but Hayato was at a loss for how to reply. Responding seriously or jokingly both felt awkward.

It was lucky for Hayato that Relic was nearby.

"Don't say things that put Hayato-sama in a difficult position. You're older than you look, so show some restraint."

"I've been hanging out with young folks a lot lately, so I feel rejuvenated. Well, it was a joke, so don't mind me. Hayato is easy to tease, so my mouth gets a little loose."

(Now what should I say… And am I really easy to tease?)

"You again… Hayato-sama, shall we push her off the ship?"

"Relic, yours doesn't sound like a joke, so please stop."

"Because I am not joking."

Such lighthearted banter flew between Relic and Sonia. From an outsider's perspective, some of it might be shocking, but they seemed to trust each other, so even rather extreme content was not a problem.

As this was happening, the airship continued to gain altitude. It stopped once just before entering the clouds.

As they ascended, the members' excitement grew, and they looked as if they couldn't wait any longer, but Hayato thought it would be best for them to cool down once, as he didn't know what lay ahead.

"It might be dangerous from here on, so please be on your guard. There are people who can use resurrection magic if you're defeated, but if you fall, we won't be able to help you. Also, be careful about teleporting to the base as an emergency escape."

Everyone nodded at Hayato's words.

Among the nearly forty members, only three could use resurrection magic. Two in Kokuryu and one in Black Rose. If these three were to be defeated at the same time, it would become very difficult. They were the members who needed to be protected the most.

It was important to say things clearly, even if everyone vaguely understood. Hayato thought this and urged everyone to be careful. He then distributed equipment and items.

After everyone had checked that their preparations were complete, Hayato steered the airship into the clouds.

Inside the clouds, visibility was not that bad. It could be described as a thin fog. Normally, it would be a place where it would be hard to breathe, but since this was a virtual reality, there were no such issues, and the airship was smoothly gaining altitude.

He could hear the sound of falling water from nearby. If they were caught in the waterfall, it would be the end, so they were ascending from a great distance, but even so, the sound was considerable.

"Master, do you hear something mixed in with the sound of the water?"

At Esha's words, the surrounding members also strained their ears. Hayato tried to do the same, but the sound of the waterfall was too loud, and he couldn't hear anything.

"Um, what sound? I can't hear anything."

"How should I put it, like birds making a fuss, or flapping their wings. I think they're quite large. And there are several of them."

"Which means they might be monsters."

Hayato didn't doubt Esha's words and instructed everyone to be on alert.

It was unclear how good or bad hearing was in the virtual reality, but he thought Esha was more trustworthy than himself.

Everyone on the deck scanned the surroundings. A few seconds later, someone said, "What's that?"

One of the Treasure Hunter members pointed. When everyone followed their gaze, they saw several giant birds flying. However, it was unclear if they could be called birds. They didn't look like ordinary birds.

"Isn't that a Pteranodon?"

Everyone said "Ah" in understanding at Esha's words. It was a type of pterosaur from long ago. When its wings were spread, it was five to six meters wide, and its face was long and narrow. A group of these Pteranodons was heading toward them.

Then, the one in the lead spat a fireball from its mouth.

"…But isn't it spitting fireballs? My knowledge says Pteranodons don't breathe fire… this is no time to be saying that! Everyone, please intercept them!"

Everyone snapped to attention at Hayato's words. They then began their long-range attacks. It was clear they were not friendly and were attacking.

The fireballs hit the airship, causing damage. It wouldn't be destroyed by this much, but it would be dangerous if they kept taking hits.

From the surroundings, he could hear voices saying, "It's too tough!" "Why is it breathing fire!" "That's not a dinosaur, it's a pterosaur…"

In this situation, Hayato was calm enough to think, "If we can get materials like hide, fangs, and claws, we could make new weapons and armor."

And for good reason. The combat power on this airship was extraordinary. They were stronger in close combat, but their long-range capabilities were also considerable.

Esha's Critical Shot, the crossbow and magic attacks from the Black Rose members, and even the Treasure Hunter Guild members' attacks, though low in damage, were good at long range. Even if their defense was high, they weren't impossible to defeat. They shot them down one by one.

In "Another Frontier Online," when a monster was defeated, drop items would appear in the item bag. There was no need to harvest them from the defeated monster.

Every time a Pteranodon was defeated, its drop items appeared one after another in Hayato's item bag.

("Pterosaur Hide," "Pterosaur Claw"… these are all items I've never seen before. In the case of wyverns, it's 'Wyvern Hide' and such, so if I use these materials in existing production items, I could probably make equipment that's never been seen before. Whoa, this is already a treasure trove for me personally.)

Hayato rejoiced inwardly.

New items and new materials. As a production player, Hayato was driven by the impulse to make something with them right away. He couldn't do that in the middle of a battle, so he observed everyone's fight from a safe place.

At first, everyone was surprised by the new monster, so their response was slow, but once they got used to it, it was no different from other flying monsters. They defeated the Pteranodons without any particular crisis. However, their attack and defense seemed to be high, so the battle was taking some time.

Hayato, feeling even more at ease, considered the situation.

(Could it be that the place we're heading to has dinosaur-like monsters? That's quite romantic.)

He wouldn't know for sure until he got there, but if there were Pteranodons, it wouldn't be strange if there were dinosaurs too. Since they were breathing fire, they would be fantasy-like dinosaurs, but it could still be said to be romantic.

As Hayato was thinking this, cheers erupted from the surroundings. They had defeated all the Pteranodons.

(No one was defeated. And the airship's HP hasn't decreased that much. Then it should be fine to proceed.)

After the members who could use healing magic had healed everyone, they started the airship again.

After ascending for a while, the clouds broke, and the sun appeared. And everyone stood stock-still.

It was a breathtaking view, like a sea of clouds spreading out before them. And floating in that sea of clouds was a single island.

It was a donut-shaped island, mostly covered in forest.

Hayato scanned the entire island to find a place where the airship could land.
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			Landing

			Hayato made the airship ascend further to get a view of the entire island.

He was eager to land, but the recent attack from the Pteranodons was still fresh in his mind. He knew the island was dangerous, so his first priority was to gather information and get a full picture of the terrain.

The island was shaped like a donut, with a hole in the center that formed a lake. The island itself was about thirty kilometers in diameter, and the lake was about fifteen. The water from that lake flowed out from the island to become the Olga Domus Waterfall, or more accurately, it simply fell.

As far as he could tell, there was no visible source for the water. The only suspicious features were a small island and a building-like structure in the center of the lake. He surmised that if there was a cause, it had to be there.

It seemed impossible to land the airship on that lake island. A thin, glass-like substance covered the entire lake, acting as a barrier. Trying to crash through it would be far too much of a gamble.

Aside from the lake, the island was covered in forest, so the only place that looked suitable for landing was a small plain on the southern side. It was a game-like way of thinking, but that was likely the starting point for exploring this island.

*I can see a few structures where the southern forest clears. I wonder if that means people live here... For now, let's just land.*

Hayato thought this over and relayed it to the others. Since there were no objections, he carefully maneuvered the airship.

A few minutes later, he landed the airship in a spot with a good view.

When everyone disembarked, some of the members seemed moved. It was a new field, and they were likely the very first people to arrive. Their hearts were pounding with excitement.

But even in a situation like this, there are always those who can't read the room.

"I hereby claim this land for the Demon Country."

"Lunaria-san, please don't try to plant a flag. Why do you even have one ready?"

"Unexplored lands belong to the one who finds them first. In other words, I can say it is mine. For I am, after all, the Demon Lord. This is the first step toward world domination."

"You were locked up until recently for trying to do just that, weren't you? Besides, you can see buildings. There might be natives."

"Then as Demon Lord, I shall take it by force. Though I would also accept an exchange for cookies."

"No one's going to trade an island for cookies."

Leaving Lunaria to her usual antics, Hayato decided they first needed to establish a Campsite.

It took a considerable amount of time to get here, and there were no teleportation devices. They would likely need to stay on this island for a while to get anything done.

In that case, a Campsite was essential.

A Campsite could be treated as a temporary base, allowing for temporary resurrection point registration and safe logouts. If monsters attacked, a ward would repel them, ensuring safety.

Of course, you couldn't set up a camp just anywhere, but you could create one by setting up tents or cottages, or by using an abandoned house.

Even inside dungeons, there were places called safety zones that could be designated as campsites, making them indispensable for long adventures.

Hayato started walking to check the buildings that looked like they might have been inhabited. Using an abandoned house would be easier than setting up a tent on the plain.

But Relic stopped him.

"Hayato-sama, it is dangerous. If there are natives, we do not know if they will be friendly. Let us have Sonia and her people scout the area first."

"He's right. Most of our skills are for dungeons, but it's the same in a place like this. We'll go first, so just wait a bit. If we run into any monsters, though, we'll come running back here, so we're counting on you for the fighting."

"Understood. Please be careful. We haven't set up a Campsite yet, so there's no resurrection point."

Sonia said, "Leave it to me," and headed toward the buildings with several members of the Treasure Hunter Guild.

Esha took out her Beelzebub, perhaps to guard them when they returned. She peered through the scope.

"Do you think there are any natives?"

"I don't think so, but who knows," Hayato replied, though he wasn't sure.

From what he could see of the structures, they were covered in greenery and showed no signs of life. They had the atmosphere of having been abandoned long ago, so Hayato's guess was that, at the very least, the buildings Sonia's group was investigating were empty.

*Still, those buildings are made of iron, or some kind of metal, right? I thought buildings in this world were made of stone or wood...?*

Buildings tended to reflect the country they were in.

The buildings in the Royal Capital Anhemudal and the Imperial Capital were made of stone or brick, the Elves in the Spirit Country lived in homes carved out of trees, and the Eastern Country had wooden houses.

Perhaps Dwarves might build homes with metal exteriors, but as far as Hayato knew, there were no countries that built houses of metal.

A few minutes later, a voice chat came from Sonia.

"Looks like no one's here. It's a pretty big building, so we might as well make this our Campsite."

"Got it. We'll head over, so please wait there."

With Sonia's permission, Hayato and the rest of the group approached the building.

The closer they got, the clearer the situation became. The building's exact material was unknown, but it was made of metal, not stone or wood. From Hayato's perspective, it could be called modern.

*It doesn't quite fit a world of swords and sorcery, but is this one of those things? Like a super ancient civilization that was destroyed. I wonder if I'll be able to craft equipment like that? Maybe I can even make guns like Esha's Beelzebub.*

Hayato's group immediately entered the building and met up with Sonia and her team.

Sonia's group had already searched the interior. There was nothing dangerous, and it appeared to be a residential building. There were similar buildings nearby, but they were all empty, with no furniture or personal belongings.

"Looks like no one has used this place for a long time. So, what is this place? It's just a bunch of similar rooms, not very interesting."

*It's probably an apartment complex. It's not a bad spot for a Campsite. That said, there's no furniture or anything, so I'll have to prepare it all.*

"Alright, let's make this our Campsite and start exploring the island. I'll get beds and things ready for each room, so everyone else, feel free to do as you please. Just be sure to set this as your base. That way you can resurrect here."

At Hayato's words, everyone started discussing what to do. There were many options, like exploring together or splitting up.

Amidst the discussion, only Esha and Relic decided to stay here with Hayato.

"Esha and I will protect Hayato-sama. We will also accompany you if you need to go anywhere nearby."

"That would be a great help. I need lumber to make beds and other necessities, so I was thinking of cutting down some trees around here."

He had brought a fair amount of materials, but it was always better to procure them locally if possible. He could have asked the other members, but Hayato also wanted to do a bit of adventuring himself, and there was always a chance he might discover something interesting.

*Fishing in the lake could be fun, too. I might catch some strange fish, and using them to cook would be great. But I wonder about that glass-like barrier. I need to investigate that, too.*

Hayato's excitement grew as he imagined the undiscovered materials and adventures that awaited him. But first, he had to get the Campsite ready, and he began crafting the necessary items.

After some discussion, the other members decided to explore together today. They didn't know what kind of monsters would appear. The plan was to first confirm the monsters' strength, then gradually expand their range of activity.

Sonia said she would draw a map, so their goal for now was to circle the entire island. If they found anything interesting, they would investigate it separately.

And with that, the exploration party led by Sonia left the base to survey the island in a clockwise direction.

The distance would normally be considerable, but in virtual reality, you don't get tired. They could probably make it around in a day.

Hayato's group saw them off, then began preparing to make their Campsite a comfortable place to stay.
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			Dinosaur Countermeasures

			That night, on the day they went to the floating island, Hayato and Esha logged back in.

Immediately after landing, they had set up the Campsite that would serve as their base, but he had logged out in the afternoon for his shift at the cafe.

Relic, who didn't know about the real world, had been there too, but he would simply perceive Hayato and Esha's temporary absence as them sleeping in their rooms at the campsite, so there was no issue.

Incidentally, when he told Ash about the Pteranodons in the real world, he had gotten very excited. Ren had watched her brother with an affectionate smile, making it hard to tell which of them was the older sibling.

In any case, when Hayato and the others logged in, all the members had returned to the base. Rooms had been assigned without any problems. Apparently, there had been an intense rock-paper-scissors battle, but for the most part, everyone got the room they wanted.

The problem was the island exploration.

They had planned to circle the island within the day if possible, but they couldn't manage it. He decided to ask the leaders of each team for the details.

Hayato gathered the team leaders in a vacant room at the Campsite.

The room had a round table, and coffee was placed in front of each of the assembled members.

The participants were Hayato, Ney, Rosalie, Cecil, and Sonia. According to Rosalie, Lunaria was busy preparing for a pillow fight tournament and wouldn't be coming.

Hayato began by asking Ney for the details of their exploration. He asked why the exploration wasn't going well.

"The dinosaur monsters are strong?"

Ney nodded at Hayato's questioning statement.

"We fought some dinosaurs called Allosaurus and Raptor, but their defense is ridiculously high. We can beat them since Lunaria's with us, but it takes too much time, so we couldn't go very deep."

"Since they're dinosaurs, shouldn't Dinosaur Special Attack work? Was the damage from Cecil's Dragon Eater replica low too?"

Hayato's thinking was that dinosaurs were a type of dragon. Ash's Dragon Eater dealt five times the damage to dragons, and its replica should still deal triple damage due to its special attack property.

He had made them for Cecil and all the current members of the Dragon Busters during the Stampede. It should be a formidable weapon against dragons.

Hayato glanced at Cecil, but she shook her head.

"Nah, the dragon special attack didn't work. I tried it a bunch of times, so there's no mistake."

Cecil had attacked the dinosaurs with her Dragon Eater replica, but there was no damage-multiplying effect. A weapon that dealt triple damage to dragons was apparently meaningless against dinosaurs.

Rosalie gently raised her right hand as if to request permission to speak.

"A member of our party confirmed with the Monster Knowledge skill that the dinosaurs' species is designated as Dinosaur, and it seems an attack with a special property against them is required to be effective."

"Dinosaur Special Attack... I've never seen anything like that."

Generally, special attack properties weren't assigned randomly. They were usually attached to specific weapons. None of the weapons Hayato had crafted so far had ever come with such a property.

However, in some cases, a special attack property could be gained by using special materials. For example, using silver arrowheads as a material when making arrows would grant a special attack against demons. Hayato considered that perhaps using some kind of material might grant a Dinosaur Special Attack.

"Hey, Rosalie, if you knew that, you should've said so back there. I ended up trying it over and over again."

"That is because you kept attacking without listening. However, testing it in practice was also necessary, so there is no problem."

"Alright, alright, both of you calm down. The problem is what to do from here. It's going to be tough to keep advancing while fighting like that. We need to think of something."

They probably weren't fighting for real, but Ney skillfully acted as a buffer and calmed the situation.

"Sonia-san, have you noticed anything about the dinosaurs?"

Hayato turned the conversation to Sonia, who had been lost in thought for a while.

Sonia uncrossed her arms, placed both elbows on the table, and interlaced her fingers.

"Noticed, or rather, what's got me curious, is that they attack each other."

"Attack each other?"

"Yeah. Normally, monsters don't fight among themselves, right? But those things, maybe because of territory or something, start fighting when different types of dinosaurs meet."

This must have happened several times. Ney and the others nodded in agreement with Sonia's words.

"So, instead of fighting them, maybe we should just let them fight each other and run away in the meantime?"

"That's an option, but that's not what I'm curious about. The thing is, their fights are over in an instant."

"Isn't that because dinosaurs have high attack power?"

"Their defense is high too. It's better to assume they have some kind of special attack property."

"A monster with a special attack property?"

"Well, it's just a possibility. But, thinking along those lines, don't you think if we made equipment from the items the dinosaurs drop, it would have a Dinosaur Special Attack property?"

Sonia grinned and took out some items. Hides, fangs, claws, and bones.

"I don't know the details, but you can make certain production items just by changing the materials, right? You think you could make something with these, Hayato?"

"It's possible. I'll get started on it right away."

"I'm counting on you. That seems to be the most likely possibility right now. Oh, and I put all the other members' drop items in the shared storage. Feel free to use them."

Hayato nodded.

These materials might sell for a high price, but it was rare to be allowed to use as much as he wanted. Hayato planned to give it his all.

"Hayato! A sword! Make me a sword! Five of them! Cool ones!"

"I don't know if they'll be cool, but I'll try making one for starters. I'm not sure if I can make five, though."

"The members of the Black Rose do not require them. We have our beloved weapons and armor. Even if they are not useful, we cannot break this coordination."

"You all seem to have your preferences. And why are all the Black Rose members' outfits slightly different...?"

"I'll leave it up to you, Hayato."

"Got it. I'll try to make a full set, from weapons to armor. Well then, I guess we're done for today. I look forward to working with you all again tomorrow."

And so, the information-sharing meeting concluded.

Hayato immediately returned to his room at the Campsite and decided to make equipment from the materials everyone had gathered.

He didn't know what kind of stats the weapons and armor would have, but part of him felt that anything he could make would be fine. Suppressing a slight urge to cause a stir, he began his production preparations.

*Cecil has a request, so I'll start with a sword... With my current recipes, would it be a Bone Sword?*

A Bone Sword was, as the name suggests, a sword of bone. It used bone instead of metal, but this time, he would use dinosaur bones instead of ordinary ones.

*I can use dragon bones instead of regular bones. So I should be able to use dinosaur bones too... I'm excited to see what stats it'll have.*

Hayato put the necessary items in his item bag and took out his blacksmithing hammer. Then, he selected Bone Sword from the menu.

A rainbow-colored effect appeared before Hayato's eyes.

*A five-star. This is a good start.*

The effect faded, and a single sword appeared in Hayato's hand.

The item's name was undoubtedly Bone Sword, but its stats were far from ordinary. Its durability was slightly lower than a normal weapon's, but its base damage was high, and just as Sonia had suspected, the sword had a Dinosaur Special Attack property.

*Triple damage against dinosaurs... With this, tomorrow's exploration should be a bit easier. And if we can defeat more dinosaurs, we should get more drop items. I can make even more things.*

Hayato began to produce even more, wanting to create a variety of other items.

The next morning, the Campsite's storage was filled with items made from dinosaur materials.



		
			Chapter 197

			The Morning of the Second Day of Exploration

			Hayato awoke at the Campsite on the floating island.

While logged in, he was in a state that was half-asleep, but he was short on sleep after spending so much of yesterday crafting items late into the night.

It didn't have much of an effect, but he stretched his body just as he would in the real world. Then he took a deep breath.

And though he wasn't sure if this had any effect either, he took out a coffee to wake himself up. The coffee, which had almost no bitterness, seemed to circulate through his body, and it felt good.

After slowly exhaling, he finally noticed how noisy the Campsite was. Though noisy, it was the sound of everyone having fun.

Wondering what was going on, Hayato left his room and went outside where the voices were coming from.

Most of the members were gathered there, laying out the items Hayato had made on the ground and browsing through them, saying which ones they liked.

Ney and Sonia, noticing Hayato, approached him. After exchanging morning greetings, Ney began to speak excitedly.

"You're the same as ever, Hayato! To think you'd make so many items in just one day!"

"I just got carried away and ended up making that many. Unfortunately, I'm all out of materials, so it would be a big help if you could bring me some more."

"Leave it to me! We've got gear with special attack properties against dinosaurs, and even armor with defensive resistance! With that stuff, I think we can fight at a huge advantage against them!"

The armor made from dinosaur bones, fangs, and claws also came with a resistance that reduced damage from dinosaurs. This would be important equipment for frontline classes, so Hayato had mass-produced that as well.

*It's not that strong outside of this island, but if you only consider this island, its stats are pretty amazing. I think future exploration will be easier. And if that happens, new materials... The possibilities are endless.*

Perhaps Hayato's thoughts showed on his face, because Sonia laughed with a look of exasperation.

"Honestly. Don't push yourself too hard, you hear? You were up late making stuff yesterday, weren't you?"

"Yes, I didn't realize how late it had gotten. Well, it's like a hobby for me, so I'm not overdoing it. By the way, what's the plan for today? I think the equipment has improved, so you should be able to go deeper in."

"That's right. As planned, we're going to circle the island clockwise. Even if we can't make it all the way around, we can just use a Ring of Teleportation to get back, so it'll be easy."

"I see. Well, I'm hoping for some new discoveries. Materials would be nice, too."

"Leave both to me. You're staying on guard duty again today, Hayato?"

"I'd like to go, but I'll wait until we have a full picture of the island."

Hayato's login times were only in the morning and at night. He couldn't go adventuring at night, so that meant he could really only adventure in the mornings. It was more efficient to decide on a specific place to explore.

"Got it. In that case, we'll finish the island map as soon as we can. Well then, I'll leave you to guard the place with Relic and the Esha girl. We'll head out to explore as soon as we've decided on our equipment."

"Understood."

As Ney and Sonia walked away, Rosalie came over to take their place. Lunaria was next to her, but for some reason, she was tied up with a rope and was glaring at Hayato with a resentful look.

"Good morning to you both... Do I have to ask about Lunaria-san?"

"Good day. If you would be so kind, I would like you to tell me if what Lunaria-sama said is true."

"What are you talking about?"

"Lunaria-sama, please state your case."

"Good morning, Hayato-san. I got yelled at when I put what you told me yesterday into practice. This is your trap, so take responsibility. Also, prove my innocence."

"What on earth... oh, yesterday. Did you actually do that, Lunaria-san?"

Last night, Lunaria had visited Hayato's room.

Her reason was, "Increase the attack power of my pillow." At first, he didn't know what she was talking about, but since it was about a pillow fight, Hayato had brushed her off. His words at the time were this:

"How about putting a pillowcase on Arondight and throwing it? Arondight will class change into a pillow."

When Hayato was crafting, he became even more careless than usual. He had wanted to get back to his production work immediately, so he had told Lunaria that.

Hayato remembered this and explained yesterday's events to Rosalie.

Rosalie held her head in her hands.

"I think I could win this case in any court, don't you?"

"Then we'll have it in the Demon Country. I'll use my authority as Demon Lord to find you guilty."

"Please stop that."

Rosalie said this, then let out a deep sigh. She untied the rope that was restraining Lunaria.

"For now, let us pretend this never happened."

"That would be a great help. By the way, is anyone hurt? Was everyone okay?"

"The only damage was from Lunaria-sama's self-destruction. There were no casualties."

"That is absurd. Since I took damage, there were indeed casualties."

Lunaria's opinion was ignored.

"Oh, right, Rosalie-san, you and your group have your own beloved weapons and armor, so you won't be equipping the things I made, right?"

"That is correct. Unfortunately, none of the equipment was as lovely as the clothes we made ourselves, so we will not be wearing them. Though Cecil was the first to grab the best items."

"You made them yourselves, which means you have the Sewing Skill. Well, that's fine. In that case, could you drink this Coconut Juice?"

Hayato took a juice out of his item bag. It wasn't one of those things with a straw stuck in the fruit, but a proper bottled juice. He handed it to Rosalie.

"What is this?"

"It's a juice made from coconuts I found on this island. I drank some yesterday, so it's not dangerous. Plus, it's five-star, so I guarantee the taste."

Coconuts were a fruit you could find on the mainland as well, but the juice Hayato took out used coconuts gathered on this island. Relic had gathered them from a nearby forest yesterday afternoon.

"Hmph, you want me to drink it here?"

"If you would. And after you drink it, I want you to check your status. I don't think it's just me, but I'd like to test it on someone else just in case."

"So you want me to be a guinea pig?"

"To put it plainly. But if it works, I think it will make exploring this island easier for you and your group, Rosalie-san."

Rosalie gave him a suspicious look, but perhaps because she had some trust in Hayato, she began to drink it normally.

When she finished, Rosalie checked her own status.

"This is... quite a surprise. I myself am gaining a Dinosaur Special Attack property? And a resistance to dinosaurs as well."

"Oh, so it wasn't just me, and it's not a random effect. With this, you and your group can fight dinosaurs as you normally would, Rosalie-san. The only thing is, the juice has a time limit, so you'll have to take a lot of it with you."

Even with five stars, the juice's effect lasted for thirty minutes. If they were going to be exploring for half a day, each person would have to drink a fair amount.

"That cannot be helped. In that case, please give me all you have. The exploration seems to be an all-day affair, so it will be quite a large amount."

"It's in the shared storage, so take it all. I'll make more today, so feel free to drink as much as you like."

"That is a great help. Then, Lunaria-sama, let us go. With this, you will be able to rampage against the dinosaurs."

"I am already in a state of rampage, but if I can rampage even more, I will drink it. Thank you, Hayato-san. With this, I will consider yesterday's incident a thing of the past."

"That would be a great help."

Rosalie called the members of the Black Rose and walked with Lunaria toward the shared storage.

Hayato felt relieved that the exploration would now be manageable. They had a considerable amount of combat power to begin with. If they could gain an advantage against the dinosaurs on top of that, there would be no problem.

Then he started to think about what to do today.

What Hayato had originally planned to do was cook with "Dinosaur Meat." Yesterday, he had focused on making weapons and armor, so he hadn't touched cooking with meat at all.

The juice made from the coconuts on this island had an effect that manifested in his stats against dinosaurs. Hayato inferred that the meat would have a considerable effect as well.

*I should try making various dishes. Esha seems like she'd eat anything. And I need to gather coconuts for the juice. I should also check out the lake at least once. When Esha and Relic-san get here, I'll go on a little adventure... Oops, before that, I should make a rod. I have the one I made from the World Tree, but I should really try making one with the wood from the trees on this island.*

Hayato made his preparations while considering various things.



		
			Chapter 198

			The Building in the Lake

			Hayato, along with Esha and Relic, was heading for the lake in the center of the island.

Sonia's group was exploring the entire island, but they had yet to explore the lake. Hayato wanted to experience a bit of adventure himself, so he figured he would at least check out the untouched lake.

Yesterday afternoon, Relic had explored the forest surrounding the Campsite.

There were no dinosaurs in this area, and he had been able to gather materials with ease, so Hayato was also moving about freely. He didn't know what would happen when they got closer to the lake, but with Esha and Relic there, it wouldn't be a problem.

In the first place, if things got dangerous, he could just use a Ring of Teleportation to escape back to the Campsite. He didn't really need guards, but it would be lonely otherwise. And since his item bag had a limit, they were moving as a group of three to carry back more gathered items.

They gathered coconuts as they moved, walking north toward their destination, the lake.

Along the way, Esha finished what must have been her umpteenth Coconut Juice of the day. It was one Hayato had made while they were gathering.

"Coconut juice isn't bad, but it's no match for melon juice."

"That's your conclusion after drinking so much of it? We have some for Rosalie-san and her group, so try not to drink too much, okay?"

"This is for when the dinosaurs appear. I cannot let my Dinosaur Special Attack wear off."

"I told you, there are no dinosaurs around here. Besides, it lasts for thirty minutes, right?"

Drinking the juice made from the coconuts gathered on this island granted a special attack property against dinosaurs. Hayato didn't know how it was set up, but he figured this island had its own rules.

*Coming from Diite-chan, there's probably some reason for it... though it might just be for game balance.*

"Esha, you seem to enjoy eating and drinking as much as ever. Weren't you also eating the steak Hayato-sama made before we left?"

"The steak and hamburger made with dinosaur meat, yes. I thought it was a bit much for the morning, but I finished it in a flash. Did you not have any, Relic?"

"Just watching you eat was enough to give me an upset stomach, so I did not."

"How rude to get an upset stomach just by watching someone. In that case, I shall give you even more of an upset stomach. Master, I would like a refill, please."

"No, we already know that has a Dinosaur Special Attack property, so you don't need to eat any more. Besides, that only raises physical attack power, so it's meaningless for you, Esha."

The steak raised attack power, but it was an increase in physical attack, not magical attack. The attack from Esha's Beelzebub was treated as a magical attack, so raising her physical attack power was meaningless.

"There is meaning in the act of eating."

"There's a limited amount, so be patient. That said, everyone was really fired up today, so they might bring back a lot of monster materials. They were that excited."

Before heading out on their exploration, Sonia's group had formed a huddle and had gotten quite worked up. They were determined to circle the island today.

During yesterday's exploration, they hadn't even managed to explore a quarter of the island in half a day, so they had been a bit down. Seeing the equipment Hayato made must have made them feel that they could do it.

"Sonia was quite giddy for a woman of her age. I do hope she does not overdo it."

"I think they'll be fine. Everyone has Dinosaur Special Attack, so there's no way they'll lose."

"Now that you mention it, that is true. Unless a ridiculously powerful dinosaur appears, there should be no problem."

The Demon Lord and her retainers, the Black Rose, the Kokuryu clan that had reached A-rank in the Clan Wars, the dragon-hunting Dragon Busters, and the exploration-savvy members of the Treasure Hunter Guild.

To put it simply, it was a lineup that could explore anywhere. If they came back defeated, it would mean a monster of absurd proportions had appeared.

Hayato, thinking that sounded a bit like a bad omen, started walking north again.

Ten minutes later, they passed through the forest, and a giant lake spread out before them.

He hadn't felt it was that large when he saw it from the airship, but seeing it up close, it was a pretty big lake.

The water was very clear, and combined with the sunlight, the entire lake sparkled. It was so beautiful he felt like he was at a resort, and he thought that relaxing here on a nice day like today would be the perfect holiday.

However, he hadn't come here looking for a resort. He had come this far to see if there was anything interesting.

The three of them split up to check if there was anything in the surrounding area.

A few minutes later, they found that there was nothing in particular.

Relic lightly shook a bottle filled with lake water and looked at Hayato.

"It is just ordinary water, nothing particularly special. It feels a little cold, though."

"I agree. And from the airship, it looked like the entire lake was covered by a dome of glass, but it doesn't seem to be the case."

The glass-like substance covered the area about a hundred meters out from the water's edge, not the entire lake.

"However, Hayato-sama, what do you suppose that glass-like thing is? From the looks of it, it seems to be something that prevents entry."

"You think so too, Relic-san? I was thinking that's all it could be, but I thought I saw an island and a building inside. I'd love to go there, but I wonder how? Don't tell me we have to dive under it...?"

"Perhaps there is something somewhere that controls that glass. Let us place our hopes in Sonia and the others for that."

"You're right... Esha? What are you doing?"

Esha was holding her Beelzebub, peering through the scope. The direction she was looking was the center of the lake. She was looking at the building in the middle.

"That is a building, but it is not an island."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, please take a look. Hey, why are you trying to look in at the same time?"

"Huh? Because I can't equip the Beelzebub."

"You may not be able to equip it, but you can look through the scope. I will give it to you, so please look by yourself."

Hayato, with Esha seeming slightly flustered, was pushed the Beelzebub and looked through the scope. It was a weapon exclusive to Esha, so he couldn't equip it, but he could use it like that.

"I'm not entirely sure, but does that mean part of a building is sticking out of the lake? The part that looks like an island is also part of the building...?"

A circular white building looked like an island, with a black building on top of it. It wasn't so much that an island was floating in the lake, but that a building was jutting out of it.

"I thought so as well. Perhaps there is a building submerged in this lake?"

"That's very romantic. Does that mean if the water in this lake disappears, we can enter the building?"

"That black building appears to have something like an entrance, so perhaps we enter from there and go down. We could probably go by boat if it weren't for that glass-like thing."

"A boat... I can build a small one anywhere, so I feel like we could go with that. Either way, we have to do something about that glass."

*Let's hope Sonia-san and her group find something. Alright, I'll put the glass thing aside for now. I've got plenty of other things to do.*

Hayato returned the borrowed Beelzebub to Esha.

At that moment, Hayato noticed Relic covering his mouth, his shoulders shaking. His back was turned so he couldn't see his expression, but it seemed like he was holding back laughter.

"Relic-san? What's the matter?"

"N-no, I was just thinking that I had seen something rare."

"Something rare? What is it? Did you find some kind of item?"

Relic took a deep breath and looked at Hayato and Esha. His face was even more cheerful than usual.

"No, no, that is not it. Esha was so flustered, I found it quite rare and amusing."

"Relic, you can keep your unnecessary comments to yourself. My MP is full right now, so I can fire a Destroy at any time. You would be wise to watch your words."

Esha said this while holding her Beelzebub.

"How frightening. Well, I am confident I can dodge it, you know."

"Shall we test that?"

Esha and Relic's conversation continued after that, but Hayato didn't really understand what they were talking about.

Since they seemed to have settled down, Hayato took a fishing rod out of his item bag.

"Um, are you two done? Well then, here you go."

"Master, what is this?"

"A fishing rod. I can see the shadows of fish in the lake, so let's try to catch some. We might catch something interesting. You can both fish, right?"

Relic nodded with a smile.

"Please leave it to me. I am quite good at fishing. I enjoy concentrating on one thing."

"That's good. Esha?"

"I neither like it nor dislike it. Ah, but I do like eating the fish that are caught."

"I know that all too well. I'll make some fish dishes, so I'm counting on you."

"Understood. However, a butler, a maid, and a normal person fishing side-by-side. What kind of picture does that make?"

"I'm a normal person... well, whatever, but there's no one else here, so it's fine, right? Alright, let's start reeling them in."

Hayato said this, equipped his fishing rod, and cast his hook into the lake. Esha and Relic did the same.

The three of them spent a leisurely time fishing.



		
			Chapter 199

			Two Buildings

			That night, when Hayato and Esha logged in, the members who had gone out exploring had returned to the Campsite.

It seemed they had been waiting for Hayato, and he, along with Relic, was to participate in the leader meeting, a name that had somehow stuck.

The participants were the same as yesterday, with the addition of Relic, making six in total. Incidentally, Esha had been taken away by Lunaria. Apparently, tonight was a girls' night, where they would talk about love.

"I don't know, doesn't Lunaria-san seem even more hyper than usual? She did something pretty unbelievable yesterday, too."

Putting a pillowcase on Arondight and having a pillow fight was something that would normally be unthinkable. The sad part was that with Lunaria, it seemed plausible, but Hayato was getting a little worried.

A certain amount was fine, but there was a chance she could get too carried away and cause a huge problem.

"That was your advice, was it not? Well, it cannot be helped. She was practically confined to the Demon Lord's Castle until recently, and this is almost her first time staying overnight in a place with so many people, so she is more excited than usual."

"So that's why she's even more of a klutz than usual."

"Do not call her a klutz. That is what makes her so endearing."

Hayato thought that Rosalie also became a klutz whenever Lunaria was involved, but he didn't say it out loud. If he did, there was a chance he would be cut down on the spot.

"So, everyone, you mentioned I was to join today as well. Was there some sort of problem?"

Relic asked, as if to change the subject, and Sonia nodded.

"I know you're guarding Hayato, but there's a place I want you to come to tomorrow, Relic. I wanted to ask you that along with today's report. So, I'll explain what happened, just listen for a bit."

Sonia said this and began to explain the day's situation.

From morning until evening, Sonia and her group had circled the island.

They had discovered two buildings. They had only investigated them a little and hadn't explored much. A brief survey revealed that they seemed to be quite large. They wanted to investigate the inside of those buildings starting tomorrow.

"They feel less like buildings and more like entrances to an underground area. The first floor was like a guardhouse, but in the back, there was an elevator going down."

"An elevator?"

Hayato was curious whether its power source was electricity or magic, but he put that aside for now. The problem was what was in that basement.

"I understand what was found. So, the plan is to have Relic-san investigate?"

"That's right, but actually, the plan is to split into two teams and investigate both at once. I'll be in one, so I was hoping to ask you to handle the other, Relic."

The reason for splitting into two teams was the items Hayato had made.

Today, as they circled the island, they were able to defeat dinosaurs with ease thanks to the equipment and Coconut Juice Hayato had made. Moving as a whole group was overkill, so they concluded that it would be better to split into two teams and capture both buildings at the same time.

"I'm going with the Demon Lord team, so could you go with Cecil and the Ney girl, Relic? Of course, we'll split the Treasure Hunter Guild members between the two teams."

"Hmm... Hayato-sama, what do you think?"

"I think it's fine. The investigation of the lake is mostly finished, so we don't need to go there anymore, and there are no dinosaurs nearby."

Hayato had spent the morning fishing in the lake.

He had caught things like Coelacanths and Ammonites, and it seemed the lake was also inhabited by ancient creatures.

They could be used as cooking ingredients, but even Esha had said, "I don't want any," with a straight face. Hayato and Relic didn't have the courage to eat dishes made with them either, and their forms were a bit unsettling to even put in his item bag, so he released them back into the lake without cooking them.

In the end, all his fishing accomplished was finding out what he could catch, which turned out to be nothing useful.

*An item collector might buy them for a high price, but it's a bit much to bring those back. Instead, I gathered a lot of coconuts, so I'll mass-produce juice. I should also try to see if I can use them in some kind of sweets... oops, that's for later.*

"What do you think, Relic-san? Isn't it boring to wait at the Campsite all the time?"

"Indeed it is. There are no dinosaurs in this area, so Hayato-sama does not require a guard... Very well. Then tomorrow, I will go to this building with Ney-sama and Cecil."

"That's the spirit! I think one of those buildings probably has a hint about how to get to the island in the middle of the lake. If we capture them at the same time, we should be able to go there right away."

"Oh, right. I have a little bit of information about the building in the lake, so I'll share that with you. And the results of my fishing, too."

Hayato explained the day's events to Sonia and the others.

When he was finished, they disbanded.

As everyone left the room, Sonia and the others were talking happily. They were going to participate in the girls' night hosted by Lunaria.

Hearing this, Relic looked at Sonia with a thoroughly exasperated face.

"Are you planning to attend a girls' night at your age?"

"How much are you selling that fight for? I'll buy it for whatever you ask. In any case, women love to talk about romance at any age. Besides, I've never had an experience like that before, so I'd like to participate as a souvenir for the afterlife."

"Just hearing the words 'romance talk' from your mouth makes me a little dizzy, but if you're going to participate, behave with the moderation befitting an elder. Also, don't say things like 'souvenir for the afterlife' that are difficult to respond to."

Ney, who had been listening to this conversation, crossed her arms and nodded powerfully.

"Indeed! Sonia, age is irrelevant. Let us have a wonderful time together. To be honest, I have never had such an experience either, so I am looking forward to it."

"Is that so? That won't do. You'll end up like me. You should talk about love as much as you can while you're young."

"I would not mind becoming like you, Sonia, but I would like to talk about love too... Hayato, I request drinks and food to liven up the party!"

"I guess that's fine, but I can't make anything too fancy. I don't have that many ingredients with me, so it'll mostly be coconut dishes."

"Of course!"

While Ney was looking forward to it so much, Cecil seemed less than enthusiastic.

"Is talking about love really that great? I'd rather talk about swords."

"You're asking me, a guy, so I can't really answer. I understand about as much about girls as I do about the mysteries of the universe."

In the real world, Ren often held a Girls' Heart Study Group for Hayato and Ash, but he still didn't understand much. If anything, the mystery only deepened.

"Hmph. Well, it might be useful for something, so I'll participate. But what I'm curious about is, does anyone in this group even have any love stories to talk about? I mean, does anyone even have a boyfriend? I don't."

Silence dominated the room. If anyone said the wrong thing here, they would likely never hear the end of it.

A few seconds later, much to the relief of Hayato and Relic, Ney spoke up.

"W-well, I've heard that when it comes to love stories, the stories before you start dating, or when you have a one-sided crush, are more interesting... or maybe I haven't...?"

"Is that how it is? Well, whatever. The story of when Ivan confessed to Lunaria is a love story, right? If nothing else, we can just listen to that."

At the mention of Ivan's name, Rosalie's face twisted in disgust.

"If that is to be told as a love story, then I shall tell you a story about a ladybug and a butterfly in the Demon Lord's Castle."

"Oh, a story of interspecies love, is it? Even insects have it rough."

"That's not it. It means I'll tell a pointless story. That's enough, let's go. I will absolutely not let you talk about that Hero fellow, so give it up."

The four women walked down the hallway, talking about various things.

Only Hayato and Relic remained.

"It seems like a party I would both want to see and not want to see. Though it is nine to one in favor of not wanting to see it."

"The fact that there is even a one is amazing. It is rude of me to say, but if I were asked to participate in that party, I would absolutely refuse. I would refuse even if I were offered a large sum of money."

"I agree... Well then, I guess I'll make some food for the girls' night. I don't know what they'll do to me if I don't."

If there was no food, he didn't want to imagine what would happen. Hayato thought this and was about to get started right away.

"Please do not overwork yourself. Ah, speaking of which, though I just said not to overwork yourself, I actually have a request for you, Hayato-sama."

"What is it?"

"Yes, would you be so kind as to make some equipment for me again? I will have to fight dinosaurs tomorrow, so I would like to have a weapon with a special attack property."

"Oh, of course. I'll make some knuckle-type equipment. I think I can make a pretty strong weapon using fangs and claws."

Since there were no other members who fought with martial arts besides Relic, he hadn't made any knuckle-type equipment yesterday. If Relic was going to use it, he should prepare it now.

"I am grateful. I look forward to it. Well then, it is getting late, so I shall take my leave now."

"It is that late already. Then, Relic-san, good night."

"Yes, good night."

Relic said this, bowed to Hayato, and then walked toward his room.

*Alright, I guess I'll make Relic-san's weapon and the food for the girls' night. I have some other weapons I want to try making, so I'll work on various things.*

With that thought, Hayato headed toward his own room.



		
			Chapter 200

			The Pursuers

			On the third day since arriving at the floating island, all the members were gathered in the open area near the Campsite.

Today, they would split into two teams to simultaneously investigate the two buildings they discovered yesterday.

If you pictured this circular island as a clock, the Campsite in the south was at six o'clock, and the buildings were at two and ten. There was one building to the northeast and one to the northwest. They decided to split into two groups right from the base.

The members going to the northeast building were Relic, the Kokuryu, the Dragon Busters, and five members of the Treasure Hunter Guild. The northwest team consisted of Sonia, Lunaria, the Black Rose, and four members of the Treasure Hunter Guild.

In terms of numbers, Sonia's team was smaller, but since Lunaria alone was a one-woman army, this was to balance things out.

Separating Sonia and Relic was, of course, for disarming traps and unlocking doors inside the buildings. Even if there were no treasure chests, artificial dungeons were full of such obstacles.

The Treasure Hunter Guild members had originally belonged to the Thieves' Guild, so they had the necessary skills, but unlike Relic and Sonia, their skills weren't at level 100.

For that reason, they had Relic participate as well, and they would tackle each building in this formation.

"Alright, Sonia-san, here's the Coconut Juice, and some steak and hamburgers made with dinosaur meat. Since Lunaria-san and everyone in the Black Rose don't have special attack properties on their weapons, please make sure the food's effects don't wear off. And here are some medicines."

"Got it. I'll take care of managing all that. Also, I'll contact you via voice chat if anything happens. You do the same if anything comes up on your end."

"Understood. Well then, be careful."

Sonia said, "Leave it to me," and walked over to where Lunaria and the others were.

Next, Hayato spoke to Relic.

"Relic-san, here's what you asked for. They look like normal knuckles, but they have a Dinosaur Special Attack property."

"Thank you. With the Kokuryu and Dragon Busters here, I doubt it will be my turn to shine, but it is always better to have as much fighting strength as possible."

Relic said this as he equipped the knuckles Hayato had made. He then did some shadowboxing, throwing punches and kicks to check his movements.

Everyone on Relic's team was equipped with weapons and armor with special attack properties, so they didn't particularly need the food, but he handed it over just in case.

"Here are the dishes made with coconuts and dinosaur meat. And some normal food, too. And also some medicine."

"Thank you... yes, this is more than enough. Well then, we shall be off."

"Take care."

Relic headed over to where the Kokuryu and the others were.

A few minutes later, both teams wished each other luck and headed toward the buildings they were to capture.

Most of the island was covered in forest, so both teams were soon out of sight.

*Alright, I guess I'll make some items with the materials I have now. I also want to gather some more coconuts. I'll have to wait for Esha for that. I don't need a guard, but I want to gather a lot.*

Esha hadn't logged in yet. She had been at the girls' night until quite late last night, so there was a possibility she wasn't awake yet.

Ney and the others, who had also been at the girls' night, had gone on the exploration looking energetic, and Hayato found the difference strange. Also, the way the women had been looking at him was a little suspicious.

He didn't want to know the details, but it was enough to make him wonder what had happened at yesterday's girls' night.

However, Hayato himself had been bombarded with questions yesterday.

While he was making items, the male members had invited him to a boys' gathering. It was just the guys messing around, but Hayato joined after he finished a batch of items.

By the time he joined, the topic had turned to which of the women they liked, and it was quite lively. However, Hayato didn't have the right to speak, or rather, the right to vote, and after being asked a variety of questions, he received the unreasonable words, "You should get stabbed," from everyone.

The result was that there was no overwhelmingly popular woman, and everyone was popular across the board, which was probably a good thing.

*They might have been doing something similar on their end. Well, whatever. The way they looked at me was strange, but they seemed to have had fun, and everyone looked energetic.*

Whether talking about love energizes women was unknown, but at least to Hayato's eyes, they looked like they had regained their spirit. The same was probably true for the men. It felt like their desire to look cool in front of the women was stronger than usual, and they seemed full of motivation.

Today's exploration would probably yield good results. As he thought this and was about to return to his room at the Campsite, Esha was standing right behind him.

Hayato, who hadn't sensed her presence at all, saw Esha and cried out, "Whoa!" But he immediately found it strange.

Even though this was a virtual reality, Esha looked exhausted. He could surmise that something terrible had happened. She was the polar opposite of the other female members. It looked like she could collapse at any moment.

"E-Esha, if you're there, say something. I thought my heart was going to stop... By the way, what's wrong? You look kind of tired."

"...Yes, well. I'm tired from being bombarded with questions at yesterday's girls' night. May I shoot you with Destroy, Master? Don't worry, it won't hurt."

"...How about we settle this with a chocolate parfait?"

He didn't know if it was his fault or not, but for times like these, he could always make a chocolate parfait. It took luck to make a five-star one, but there was a chance to survive.

Esha pretended to think for a moment, then nodded, "Alright, then."

Hayato asked Esha a question while making the chocolate parfait.

"You said you were bombarded with questions at yesterday's girls' night. Is that my fault?"

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

"It's not my fault, but you were going to shoot me...?"

Feeling a great sense of injustice, but a promise was a promise, so he handed the five-star chocolate parfait he had made to Esha. It was probably good luck that he had made it on the first try.

As she ate, her mood seemed to improve, and Hayato felt that she had returned to her usual self.

"Um, are you calm now?"

"Yes, well. You can give me more chocolate parfaits, you know?"

"I'd like to save them for the next 'just in case' moment. I can't make the ingredients with what's on this island."

Making a chocolate parfait required a fair amount of ingredients, but basically, he bought them from NPCs. They weren't sold here, so it was difficult to gather the ingredients.

Since he didn't know when the next "just in case" would be, he wanted to use something else as a substitute.

Perhaps realizing that there would be no more chocolate parfaits, Esha seemed to switch gears and looked around.

"It seems everyone has already left. Did I log in a little late?"

"It was just a little while ago."

"Is that so? I wanted to use Destroy on all the women."

"I don't know what happened, but could you stop with the things that sound like they came out of a flashback in a mystery movie?"

A massacre on a deserted island. In mysteries, that was something that was talked about as a past event. Since this was virtual reality, no one would die, but Hayato thought that Diite-chan would probably make a scenario out of it.

"Well, I am just joking, so do not mind me—"

Esha cut herself off and aimed her Beelzebub behind Hayato. However, even though it was behind him, her aim was much higher. She pointed the muzzle toward the sky.

Just as he thought there might be a Pteranodon in the sky, a sound reached Hayato's ears. It was the sound of a propeller moving. A sound he had heard many times on the airship.

When he slowly turned around, he saw a single airship flying. It was, of course, not the one Hayato had made. It was descending toward them.

As it got closer, he could see it with his own eyes.

On the deck of that airship, Jolt from the Bandit clan was raising his right hand as if in greeting.



		
			Chapter 201

			An Absolute Order

			The airship carrying Jolt from the Bandit clan landed in front of Hayato and the others.

Hayato couldn't help but feel disappointed, thinking, *They're here already.* He had thought he would be able to have this floating island to himself for a while.

The Bandit clan was a top-tier raiding clan in the virtual reality. Considering the number of people an airship could carry, their numbers probably wouldn't be much different from Hayato's group, but they would likely start raiding with overwhelming force from now on.

That said, he couldn't get in their way. He wanted to somehow clear the two buildings today and be the first to reach the building in the center of the lake.

As Hayato was thinking this, Jolt, the leader of the Bandit clan, descended from the airship's ramp.

But something was strange.

Jolt usually maintained a faint smile and a relaxed attitude in front of Hayato. He would occasionally get a serious look on his face when Hayato told him information he didn't know, but now, he was serious from the start.

Jolt stood before Hayato and Esha. Then he sighed slightly.

"Hey, Hayato. I knew you'd be here."

"You got here surprisingly fast. I thought it would take a little longer."

"A lot has happened. Personally, I would have liked to come after preparing a bit more thoroughly..."

It was unusual, but Jolt furrowed his brow and seemed to have difficulty saying something. Combined with his earlier sigh, Hayato wondered if there was some kind of problem.

Jolt let out another deep sigh and looked at Hayato.

"First, I'll apologize in advance. I'm sorry. I didn't want to do this, but we had our own circumstances and couldn't refuse."

"What are you talking about?"

"There's someone who wants to meet you, Hayato. I brought that person with me."

"Wants to meet me?"

Hayato thought.

Most of Hayato's acquaintances were already on this island. A few were on the mainland, but voice chat was available, so there was no need to come all the way here, and he couldn't imagine Jolt being in a position where he couldn't refuse.

"We just brought that person here this time, so we're not planning on raiding the island. We came all this way, so we'll do a little investigating, though. Honestly, can't they just wait until you guys get back?"

Jolt's tone suggested he was quite reluctant. But perhaps sensing someone approaching, Jolt lowered his voice and spoke to Hayato.

"Keep what I just said to yourself, okay? I'll give you some information later as an apology."

Jolt said this and stepped aside.

The person who had been hidden behind Jolt came into view. The person approached with a smile.

*Starting equipment, or rather, no equipment? And I've never seen him before. Who is he?*

In this game, if you didn't equip armor or robes, you wouldn't be in your underwear, but in normal clothes. The approaching man had come in normal clothes. It was a state you could say was right after logging into the game for the first time.

He had brown hair in a youthful side part, and he was in his early thirties. Hayato's impression was that of an intellectual-looking man. Although he was smiling, it had a somewhat artificial impression, and his gaze could be described as cold.

"Well, well, are you Hayato-san?"

"Yes, I am."

Jolt replied to the man's extremely cheerful voice with a serious one. Hayato sensed a strange power dynamic.

The man bowed to Hayato.

"Hello, hello, it's a pleasure to meet you, Hayato-san. I've been wanting to meet you."

"Uh, yes. It's a pleasure to meet you. Excuse me, but may I ask who you are?"

At the very least, the man was a player, not an NPC. He had considered that he might be one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords since he had come to meet him, but that seemed unlikely.

The man spread his hands wide in an exaggerated gesture and shook his head.

"Oh, my apologies. I tend to be a bit hasty. I should have introduced myself first. My name is Dean. I look forward to getting to know you."

The man who called himself Dean smiled and bowed again.

"Dean-san, I see. As you seem to know, I'm Hayato. The one next to me is—"

"No, no, there's no need to introduce the NPC. My business is only with you, Hayato-san. By the way, is there anywhere we can relax? I don't think it's appropriate to talk while standing."

There was a hint of a command in his words, as if telling him to do so without question. He was being polite, but there was no respect for the other person. It felt like he thought it was only natural.

Hayato found him to be a very difficult type of person to deal with. He had done sales with people like that before he quit his job. It was the type of person who knew they were in a higher position and enjoyed watching the other person's reaction while acting subservient.

If he were to act tough with this person here, he would be countered with polite words. He didn't know what kind of position he held, but Hayato wanted to avoid that.

If you were to ask how much a real-world title was worth in a virtual reality, the answer would probably be not at all. But if this person could give orders to one of the top clans in this game, that wasn't necessarily the case.

Hayato guessed that Dean was born on Earth and worked for someone like Central.

"Um, in that case, this way. The place we're using as our base has a meeting room, so how about there?"

"I would appreciate that. Ah, Jolt-san, you can stop here. You're going to explore the island, aren't you? Please feel free. Oh, and please don't leave just yet. I'd like to ask for a ride back as well."

"Understood. Please let me know when you are ready to depart."

From a position where Dean couldn't see, Jolt made a gesture to Hayato that said, *Sorry,* then returned to the airship.

Hayato, wondering what would happen, led Dean to the meeting room where they held their leader meetings.

Dean didn't say much to Hayato on the way, but he looked at the various buildings of the base and said things like, "Ho-ho," and, "I see, I see."

When he brought Dean to the meeting room, he prompted him to sit in a chair and served him coffee. Then Hayato sat across the table from him. Esha didn't sit but stood behind Hayato to his left.

"Oh, this is a pleasant surprise. I didn't expect to be able to drink coffee in a virtual reality."

"I'm glad you're pleased. By the way, you said you came to see me—"

"Could you wait a moment? I'd like to enjoy my coffee."

Dean drank the coffee Hayato had served. Then his expression turned to one of surprise.

"This is wonderful. The taste, the aroma, the texture, and the way the surface of the coffee ripples, I can feel the warmth from the cup, and there's even steam coming off it. Even though it's a virtual reality, it's no different from the real thing."

"That's right."

Since he didn't know what his purpose was, he wouldn't say anything unnecessary and would just go along with him.

"But don't you think it's a bit much to monopolize this level of technology?"

"What do you mean?"

"No, no, this is the technology to realize such a virtual reality. Don't you think it's a waste to use it only for a game?"

"Well, perhaps so."

The technology of virtual reality could be applied to anything. It wasn't a technology that was only used for games in the first place.

At this point, Hayato had a general idea of the situation. Ban, who had been Relic and Sonia's disciple, had said something similar.

The Dean in front of him was a so-called man of the organization. He must have come directly into the virtual reality.

"So you think so too, Hayato-san. Then this should be over quickly. Actually, I've been looking into you quite a bit, Hayato-san. It seems you're quite famous in this world."

"I wouldn't know."

"You're too modest. I heard you achieved excellent results in an in-game event and even won a large sum of prize money. I'd love some of that luck myself."

"Yes, I was lucky enough to win."

"Now, now, was that really luck?"

Dean's face was smiling. But his eyes were not, and if anything, they had a threatening quality, as if to say, *I know everything.* It was like a police officer interrogating a criminal with all the evidence laid out. It would be difficult to lie in front of those eyes.

"You can think of it as skill if you like. Though it's less my skill and more the skill of the NPCs."

These were Hayato's true feelings. There was no lie there. It was luck that he had been able to recruit such talented companions to his clan, but he truly believed that it was thanks to everyone that they had been able to win the Clan War.

Dean stared at Hayato, but then he averted his gaze and drank his coffee again. Then he exhaled.

"You're not letting anything slip, are you? Then I have no choice. I'll have to dig a little deeper. I can't go back empty-handed either."

"I haven't been able to grasp the point of this conversation. You said you wanted to see me, but could you please tell me what your business is?"

"That does seem faster. Then, I have an order for you, Hayato-san, from the Foundation 'Scorpion.' Provide us with the technology of this virtual reality, and the person of the woman known as Sonia. You understand what I mean without me having to explain it, don't you?"

Hayato's body stiffened and he couldn't move. An order with the name of a Foundation. For Hayato, who came from the Factory, it was the same as an absolute order.



		
			Chapter 202

			The Best Maid

			Dean slowly sipped his coffee in front of Hayato.

His posture seemed to mock Hayato's frozen state.

For most people, receiving an order from a Foundation was a rare occurrence. Even mentioning the name of a Foundation was rare. Since they were named after constellations, the names might be used in normal conversation, but the moment the word "Foundation" was added, it became something no one could ignore.

Hayato was from the working class, born in a Colony called the Factory.

The Factory was a Colony primarily made up of computer-related production plants, and it was managed by the Capricorn Foundation. Even so, Hayato had never received an order from them. The Foundations only gave orders to people of a much higher class.

And now, Hayato was being ordered by a Foundation with which he had no connection whatsoever. It was a nearly impossible situation.

He had no way of knowing if the man before him, Dean, was truly connected to the Scorpion Foundation. But since he had invoked the name, it felt real.

Proving a statement made in virtual reality would be difficult, but with game logs, voice recordings, and no way of knowing what other records existed, the risk of it being a lie was far too high. It was not something one could say as a lie or a joke.

Hayato found it difficult to breathe. The act of breathing itself was meaningless in virtual reality, but this was a sign that his real body was experiencing respiratory distress.

He kept telling himself to calm down, but it wasn't working. He tried to do something, anything, but the situation was so far beyond his expectations that his body wouldn't move properly.

A hand was placed on his back. Hayato couldn't see it directly, but he felt a warm palm rubbing his back in slow circles.

It was Esha, Hayato thought.

Just thinking that allowed him to finally exhale slowly. His thoughts, too, began to recover from their state of chaos.

Once his breathing steadied, Hayato looked at Esha and said, "Thank you." Esha didn't reply, just offered a small smile.

Hayato took a deep breath, then looked at Dean.

"You surprised me. That was a mean trick, Dean-san. When you drop a name like that, a working-class guy like me can't even breathe."

"...My, my, you recovered quite quickly for someone in that state, didn't you? Normally, that would lead to respiratory failure and a trip to the hospital."

"I'm sure it would. I'm glad this is virtual reality. If this were real life, I'd be in a much worse state."

Hayato was the one who had asked about Dean's business, but he wanted to complain that if it was something that required dropping a Foundation's name, he should have been warned beforehand. However, with the bit of composure Esha had helped him regain, Hayato started to think.

Most likely, the organization that was hacking the system and manipulating Ban was the Scorpion Foundation. Though he had no proof, he remembered that Scorpion was the one that managed the Colony "Prison".

Ban had said he was sent from Prison. At that time, the Scorpion Foundation probably didn't exist, but its predecessor organization did.

The Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite had escaped from Earth and then returned. That must have been an irregular event, something not in the plan. Hayato surmised that the plot to steal technology using Ban had been frozen a hundred years ago.

From what Hayato had heard from Esha, the contract stipulated that if a test player withdrew or had any issues, their memory would be erased. It was reasonable to assume that a device had been implanted in Ban's body as a countermeasure.

Then, for some reason, Scorpion found out that the Aphrodite had returned and that Ban was on it. They were once again trying to use Ban to steal the technology.

Ban was currently isolated in a separate space. Diite had made it possible to exchange information to probe their opponent, so he could probably still be contacted. But the results were not favorable. Perhaps that was why someone close to Scorpion had come in person.

He didn't know the full story, but that was Hayato's conclusion.

That aside, the problem was what to do now.

Hayato decided that saying nothing was a bad idea, so he played dumb.

"By the way, about what you mentioned earlier, why me? I can't provide you with any technology."

"Is that how you want to play this? But I believe I told you that the meaning needs no explanation. I know what kind of position you're in. I don't dislike conversation, but I'd rather not explain things that are already obvious."

(What a clever way to put it. I'm sure it's to keep me from figuring out what he knows and what he doesn't, but after he dropped the Foundation's name, it's impossible to feign ignorance. Still, I have to try.)

"Let me be clear, I have nothing to do with the company that runs Aphrodite, you know? I can't even write a single line of code."

He didn't know how much the other party knew about him. So Hayato explained that he was not an employee of Aphrodite, the company managing the game. He did this to gauge just how much his opponent knew.

Since he didn't know how much information had been passed on from Ban, his only option was to play dumb for as long as possible.

There was a chance Ban hadn't handed over all his information. Rare information increases the value of the person who knows it. Ban must have hidden crucial information to increase his own worth. Hayato bet on that.

"I don't think you're an employee there. Besides, I've looked into your background, Hayato-san, and I know you're not involved. In any case, an employee of that company wouldn't be running a coffee shop."

"...You investigated me in the real world?"

"Please don't take offense. This is also part of my job. Still, running a coffee shop in a Colony, you're quite the gambler."

"I happen to be good with wagers."

"How I envy you. Oh, that's right, I went to that coffee shop of yours once, you know? You weren't there at the time, so it was a wasted trip."

Hayato opened his shop every day. There was only one day he had been absent.

It was the day he returned from the salvage operation, the day Rose was abducted by Ban and he went to rescue her. Hayato guessed that Ban was supposed to capture him in virtual reality, while Dean's role was to capture his real body.

But since Ban never contacted him about capturing Hayato, Dean must have gone home without doing anything. That was Hayato's deduction.

"Now then, Hayato-san. That coffee shop of yours, Crown Cafe, if I recall correctly. It hasn't even been open for a year yet, has it?"

"That's right, I think it's been about half a year or so."

"This is the most crucial time for your business, wouldn't you say? You'd like to continue running it, wouldn't you?"

"...What do you mean by that?"

"To ask that is rather tactless, don't you think? I'd rather not say it, but do you really think you can go about your business as usual after ignoring an order from the Foundation? However, if you do as you're told, you can continue running your coffee shop, and you could even gain a powerful backer. Perhaps we could even discuss relocating your shop to Earth or changing your class status, you know? Or are you the type who believes life requires hardship and adversity?"

I'm in a situation of hardship and adversity right now, is what Hayato wanted to say.

Hayato, prefacing his thoughts with the qualifier that it might be his own vanity, believed that Diite would provide the virtual reality technology if he asked. He was confident that he had built that much of a relationship of trust with her.

However, asking for it for his own peace of mind felt like an act of betraying Diite's trust.

Diite seemed to cherish the technology of this virtual reality. And she also seemed to hold a grudge for almost being discarded along with it. To ask her to hand it over for his own future was an act that could shatter the relationship he had built with Diite so far.

"You seem to be thinking quite hard. That alone proves that you have the ability to provide the technology, Hayato-san."

(Damn it... Am I an idiot? I should have just said I couldn't do it. He's been controlling the pace of this whole conversation.)

"I don't know what you're struggling with, but I wish you wouldn't think so hard about it. I don't think you're an employee of Aphrodite or one of its developers. I simply know that you're in a position to negotiate with the person who can provide this technology. All you have to do is persuade that person."

Hayato said nothing, just listened to Dean's words.

"As I said before, the technology here is magnificent. And it can be applied to all sorts of things. To use it only for a game is such a waste, don't you think? We want to use this as a basis for applications in various fields."

Dean said this with exaggerated gestures. To Hayato's eyes, he looked extremely suspicious. It didn't feel like he wanted to "apply" it at all, more like he wanted to use it to make money.

"And the problem is that this technology is monopolized by a company that doesn't belong to any Foundation. If it belonged to one, there would be no issue. But that's not the case. If many of the Foundations were to get serious, they could annihilate the company called Aphrodite, not just socially, but physically. If that happens, the game will end as well. I'm sure you wouldn't want that either, Hayato-san, would you?"

That was certainly true. There were many companies that didn't belong to a Foundation, but the larger a company was, the more likely it was to be under a Foundation's protection. And companies that refused that protection had been socially crushed in the past.

Since this virtual reality was realized on the computers of the spaceship Aphrodite, it probably couldn't be annihilated physically or socially, but they could take measures like stopping the distribution of the headgear used for logging in.

The Foundations were capable of making it so no one could play the game.

Hayato considered various things and put them together. Then he sighed.

His future and his trust with Diite. It was like weighing them on a scale, but the answer had been decided from the start. He had hoped for a way to save both, but that was a naive thought. The sigh was to blow away such thoughts.

"Now, what is the meaning of that sigh, I wonder. Have you realized that you can no longer escape?"

"Well, yes. I sighed because I thought it was pointless to resist any further, since you seem to know so much."

"I see. So, what will you do? I would very much like to hear the answer from your own lips, Hayato-san."

Dean smiled at Hayato. It was a confident smile that said the answer was already decided.

Hayato took a deep breath.

He hadn't lived a prudent life that would lead him to despair here. He had taken a gamble, quitting his job to aim for the game's prize money. If he could gain everything through a stroke of unexpected luck, he could also lose everything through a stroke of unexpected misfortune.

It wasn't that he had been prepared for this, it was just that today was the day he had to make that resolution. If so, he might as well smile and believe that the action he had chosen was not wrong. That was more stylish.

With that feeling in mind, Hayato turned a smile to Dean.

"I refuse. Unfortunately, I cannot provide the technology. Please tell the Foundation as much."

For the first time, Dean's face changed from a smile to one of shock. But he quickly composed himself. He returned to his previous smile and stared at Hayato.

"You surprise me. I never thought I'd see someone defy an order from the Foundation. You do understand what will happen if you do that, don't you?"

"Yes, I suppose. My working-class status will be revoked, and I'll be sent to the farthest Colony, ‘Dead End,’ I presume. Maybe I'll open a coffee shop there this time."

Colony ‘Dead End.’ The farthest Colony from Earth. This was the final destination for those who were no longer treated as human. A literal dead end. No one who went there ever returned.

"You understand that much and still give that answer? It seems you've already given up on life. But you know, Hayato-san. Do you really think such a thing will be permitted?"

"Even if it's not permitted, I'm the one saying I won't do it, right? I don't want to go to Dead End, but I have no choice."

"Indeed. But what about your friends, Hayato-san? I doubt they'd be happy to go to Dead End with you, would they?"

"...You're going to drag my friends into this, not just me?"

"Yes, that's right. Everyone who seems to have a connection to you, both in-game and in reality, will be sent to Dead End. The Foundation has the power to do that. Still, it's a mystery. I don't understand why you would refuse to provide the technology, or rather, refuse to persuade the person who can."

The answer was simple. It was because he knew how Diite felt about the technology here. And because he couldn't trust the person in front of him.

Still, if it was a choice between his future and his bond with Diite, he would undoubtedly choose Diite, but if it included his friends' futures, that was a different story.

As Hayato began to worry anew, Esha took a step forward.

"I will answer in place of my kind master. Listen well."

"Huh?"

Hayato and Dean both let out a surprised voice at the same time.

"We have no technology to give to the likes of you. Come back the day before yesterday."

Esha said this as she raised her Beelzebub and aimed its muzzle at Dean.

"Wha?"

The moment Dean's face contorted, Esha pulled the trigger. And with a single, simple normal attack, she took Dean down.

Esha spoke to the fallen Dean on the floor.

"You can still hear me even though you're down, right? With this, negotiations are terminated. Press the resurrect button and revive somewhere. Oh, and we're about to destroy the Bandit's airship, so you won't be able to come here for a while, which means no renegotiating. Apologies."

After saying this, Esha kicked open the conference room door and went outside.

Hayato glanced at Dean for a moment, then immediately chased after Esha.

"W, wait a minute, Esha! What in the world are you doing!"

Esha was drinking a bottle of melon juice as she headed for the exit. Without stopping, she took the bottle from her lips and looked at Hayato.

"It's a waste of time to deal with that type seriously. They'll do anything until Master says yes. It may look like they're negotiating, but they're just enjoying watching Master break."

"Yeah, but still, to drag everyone into this..."

"Any move to crush that coffee shop is an act of picking a fight with me. I'm a little ticked off, so no matter who gets dragged into it, I will fight back with everything I have. Besides, we just have to meet force with force, and power with power."

"What are you talking about?"

"Don't you have a friend who is strong against power, Master? I know you can't think straight after being ordered by the Foundation, but you shouldn't forget something like that."

"What are you... oh."

Hayato remembered. The Foundation could certainly send his friends to Dead End. But there was one person they absolutely could not.

Ney, a blood relative of a Foundation.

Even though he was in shock from the Foundation's order, Hayato had forgotten even that.

Hayato thought it wasn't right to ask Ney for help. It could damage their relationship. But he couldn't think of any other good options. He was reluctant to borrow the power of Ney's Foundation, but he resolved to at least talk to her.

Even if it was virtual reality, he had defeated an envoy from the Foundation. There was no going back now. He didn't care about himself, but he wanted to at least ask for protection for the Kokuryu members, Ash and his group, and Esha.

With these thoughts, Hayato left the building with Esha.

Jolth was standing near the airship and approached them when he saw them.

"Are you done talking? Are you perhaps heading back... huh? Where's that guy?"

"He was rather irritating, so I defeated him."

"...Huh? No, that's not a funny joke... Um, what is the maid-san doing?"

"Even if you get a voice chat from that man named Dean, just tell him the airship is broken so you can't return to the ground."

"But it's not broken?"

"It's about to be. Destroy."

Esha's Beelzebub fired a Destroy skill. It struck the Bandit's airship directly. A large hole was blown into the airship, and it looked completely unable to fly.

Jolth, who had been standing there dumbfounded, came to his senses and confronted Esha.

"What are you doing!?"

"This is so the Bandits don't get blamed. I'll take the blame, so please don't cooperate with that Dean fellow for a while. In the first place, getting off with just one airship as your responsibility for bringing someone like that here is a bargain. Or would you prefer a massacre here instead?"

With that, Esha took a bottle of melon juice from her item bag and began to drink. When she finished, she gave an order to Hayato.

"Master, please call everyone back immediately. Let's explain the situation to Ney-sama and ask for her cooperation. Also, please contact Diite-sama. My melon juice is gone, so I'm going to the storage to get more."

"Uh, ah, yes."

When Hayato replied, Esha shouldered her Beelzebub and headed for the building they were using as their base.

Hayato and Jolth were left behind.

"I don't really get it, but why is an NPC maid so angry? And shooting someone who came from a Foundation... is she bugged or something?"

To Jolth, who didn't know the situation, Esha was just an NPC. He seemed to think she had defeated Dean because of a bug.

Hayato laughed. It was his biggest smile of the day.

"No way. Far from being bugged, isn't she the best maid there is? A hundred thousand G a month and a daily chocolate parfait is almost too cheap."

"...Well, if you're fine with it, I guess. Now then, what should I do... oh, a chat's coming in. Ah, yes. Actually, a maid destroyed our airship, so we can't return to the ground. We won't be able to come pick you up for a while, I'm sorry."

There was no doubt that the person Jolth was apologizing to over voice chat was Dean.

With this, Dean wouldn't be able to come here for a while. Hayato could explain the situation to Ney and Diite without any unnecessary interference. He decided to make effective use of his limited time and immediately sent a voice chat to Ney and the others.



		
			Chapter 203

			Negotiation and Betrayal

			The members who were scheduled to tackle two buildings on the floating island at once returned at Hayato's request.

Although Hayato didn't give a clear reason, they all teleported to the base without much fuss, assuming some kind of problem had arisen.

Though it was a different problem than they expected, seeing the Bandit's broken airship, they were satisfied that something had indeed happened.

And so, the NPCs took a break from exploring and went off to gather materials in a forest without dinosaurs, or to visit the lake. Only the members of Kokuryu and Esha remained at the campsite base.

This problem was influenced by the real world. There was no point in telling the NPCs who had no connection to the situation, so Hayato had prompted them to leave.

It was decided to talk to Ney alone first. For one thing, Hayato didn't know if the other Kokuryu members knew that Ney was from a Foundation.

Hayato, Esha, and Ney came to the conference room where Dean had been just a short while ago. They sat down in their chairs.

Ney was a little bewildered, as the situation had not yet been explained to her.

"Hayato, you said you had something to talk to me about. What is it? The Bandit's airship seems to be broken, is it about that?"

"No, it's not about that. Can you wait a little longer? I've called someone, please wait until they arrive."

"I don't know what's going on, but fine. That aside, this island is interesting. The dinosaurs, this base, and the buildings we were planning to explore are all different from the places we've been before, so I'm enjoying it."

Ney spoke happily about her adventures here.

A pain shot through Hayato's heart. What he was about to ask was related to this virtual reality, but it was mainly about the real world. What's more, he was counting on the power of the Foundation.

The last time he asked Ney for a favor, he didn't know she was from a Foundation. He had asked her as a friend in the game to protect his real body. But this time, he was asking her knowing that she was from a Foundation.

How would Ney feel about that?

But he had to say it. Only a Foundation could resist a Foundation. He didn't care about himself, but he couldn't let his other friends get dragged into this. He thought that as long as his friends were safe, he didn't care what happened to him.

"Sorry. I'm late."

Diite entered the room.

Ney tilted her head when she saw her.

"Diite? I thought you hadn't come to this island. Did you perhaps come on the Bandit's airship?"

"No, that's not it. I'll explain that and a few other things. Before that, Hayato-kun. I'm sorry, I've dragged you into this again. I..."

"No, it's fine. More importantly, we don't have time. Let's get on with it."

Esha had defeated Dean in virtual reality. He probably couldn't come to the island, but he could go to the real-life coffee shop. With the authority of the Foundation, he could probably take Hayato into custody if he was reckless. They had to settle this before that happened. They couldn't waste a single second.

Diite nodded and sat down in a chair.

Then Hayato looked at Ney with a serious expression.

"Ney. Please don't take this the wrong way."

"Hm? You look awfully serious. What is it you want to tell me?"

"I want to borrow the power of your Foundation, Ney. I know I have no right to ask something like this, but I really have to..."

Hayato's words trailed off.

It was because Ney's atmosphere was completely different from usual. Her usual expressive face was now as emotionless as a Noh mask.

Hayato felt a pressure from Ney that he could never have imagined from her usual self. It was as if she were a different person from the one he had interacted with until now.

That Ney slowly opened her mouth.

"Hayato. You understand the meaning of the word ‘Foundation’ when you say that, right? I'll listen to you out of friendship. But from here on, this is no longer a matter of lies or jokes. And if this is a request based on the naive thought that I'll help you just because we're friends, you'd better keep your mouth shut."

He felt a breathlessness that was incomparable to what he felt with Dean earlier. Though he could never have imagined it from her usual self, Hayato thought this was the real Ney.

The Ney who got along with everyone, who didn't know how to doubt people, who would do anything for her friends. But he couldn't feel any of that from the current Ney.

After taking a deep breath, he looked at Ney again.

"I know. I shouldn't be asking for something like this. But I have no choice but to ask you, Ney, who holds the power of a Foundation."

Ney also looked at Hayato. Her eyes seemed to see through everything, but after a moment, she nodded.

"Fine. I will listen."

Hayato felt a small sense of relief. At least he hadn't been turned away at the door. But he couldn't let his guard down yet. Negotiating with a Foundation. It was almost impossible. But Hayato had no other choice.

Hayato told Ney the story of what had happened so far.

Ney listened to Hayato's words in silence. She didn't interrupt, and seemed to be chewing over each of Hayato's words.

For Hayato, if she thought this was an absurd lie, it would be the end of everything. He carefully explained so that wouldn't happen.

And after a considerable amount of time, he finished telling her the whole story.

"Ney. It might have sounded like a lie, but this is really..."

Ney lightly raised her right hand, gesturing for Hayato to stop talking.

"Somehow... and I mean really somehow, I had a feeling. For one thing, Esha, Ash, and the others were at your coffee shop. I remember my mind going blank when I first met Esha at the shop. At first, I thought she was an NPC modeled after the real Esha, and I even thought you were a bit strange for hiring someone who looked so much like her."

"If you didn't know the situation, I guess I might seem like a pretty weird guy..."

To have someone who looks exactly like a virtual reality character by your side in the real world would understandably make people wonder just how much you liked them. Hayato didn't want to know the details of what Ney thought of him.

"There were a lot of things that made sense. This virtual reality often comes up in the Council, and the topic of NPCs, or rather, AI, is frequently discussed."

"The topic of AI?"

"Yes. The virtual reality technology is one thing, but how much technology is needed to create such advanced AI, and for thousands of them at that. But they're actually human, right? If so, that makes sense. But..."

Ney looked at Diite.

It wasn't a stare, but her gaze was like that of an observer, examining Diite from head to toe as she sat in her chair.

"Is Diite the only one who is a real AI? We haven't spent that much time together, but she's no different from a normal human. In fact, that's the one thing I can't believe."

"I appreciate the compliment, but I really am an AI. I've been studying humans for nearly a hundred years, so I probably seem more human-like."

"Even so, I can't hide my surprise. However, I don't think you would lie about just that one point, so I'll believe your words, Hayato."

"Thank you, Ney."

"Hayato, it's too early for thanks. I've only believed your story. I'll also believe that the Scorpion Foundation is after the technology here. That Foundation is capable of anything. But I haven't said I would protect you."

Hayato was shocked by those words.

He had thought that if Ney believed his story, she would protect him from the other Foundations without him having to say anything. That was why he had, with Diite's permission, told her about Diite and the secrets of the NPCs.

"Everyone, please don't look so sad. I have my own circumstances."

When Ney said that, Hayato noticed. Esha and Diite in the room also had disappointed looks on their faces.

"I'm not saying I definitely won't protect you. It just means there are conditions."

"Conditions?"

"Yes. I am a blood relative of the Libra Foundation. The time will come when I will be at the top of the Foundation, but that's not now. My father and mother are both still alive and well."

The Libra Foundation. The Foundation that represents the constellation Libra. It is famous for valuing fairness and harmony. The police agencies and courts on Earth and in the Colonies are managed by this Libra Foundation.

Ney hadn't said she would protect them, but one of Hayato's worries was resolved. He hadn't known which Foundation Ney belonged to. In the worst case, she could have been a blood relative of Scorpion.

However, he had also thought that if that were the case, she wouldn't have done things in such a roundabout way. Ney could have just talked to him directly.

More importantly, he had to hear those conditions, so Hayato listened to Ney's words.

"I can't just decide the Foundation's policy on my own. Personally, I want to protect this virtual reality and all of you, but doing so would mean confronting Scorpion. I can't do that unless I have something to convince my relatives."

"Something to convince them...?"

"To put it simply, profit. You, Hayato, and everyone in Kokuryu are my friends. But to Libra, you are not friends. To move Libra, we need a good reason. The quickest way would be money."

"Money, huh."

"That's right. If I ask them to antagonize Scorpion even though there's no benefit for Libra, they won't move, even if I'm the one asking. The Foundation doesn't have a very good impression of Scorpion, but they don't want to start a fight for no reason either."

There was no such thing as a free lunch.

To move a Foundation, there had to be something to convince the Foundation. It was impossible to ask them to protect you from another Foundation just because you knew a blood relative.

"Ney-kun, how much money would be needed? In yen, I can pay about five billion a month."

Hayato almost choked.

Certainly, considering the player base and monetization of "Another Frontier Online," they could probably pay that much every month.

In the first place, the game was developed and operated by the AI Diite and the program Infinity alone, so there were no personnel costs. The only necessary expenses were for the production of headgear and the maintenance of the spaceship. It was unclear how the maintenance was done, but there would probably be no problem in providing eighty to ninety percent of the profits.

But Ney shook her head.

"Do you intend to pay that money for all eternity? What will you do if you can't pay anymore? Is it okay to abandon them then?"

"When that time comes, it comes. If you say you can't protect them, I'll take Hayato-kun and the others onto the spaceship and go somewhere that isn't Earth."

"I just learned that a spaceship alone can do what a Colony can. But metal deteriorates. You came back because you needed maintenance, right? Do you plan to go into cryosleep and come back in another hundred years? It's possible, but there's an easier way."

Ney paused there and looked around at Hayato and the others.

"Provide the virtual reality technology to Libra. That's the only way to convince the Foundation."

"Ney, that's..."

That would only mean the recipient of the technology would change from Scorpion to Libra. They had asked Ney for protection because they didn't want to provide the technology. It was undoubtedly better to provide it to Ney's Foundation, and it would guarantee their safety, but nothing would change.

"Hayato, I'm not a particularly brilliant person within the Foundation. But even I know this. If we are to protect not only you, but also this virtual reality, the spaceship Aphrodite, the people of the Foundation will definitely take advantage of your position. They will keep raising the conditions until you provide the technology."

"That may be true, but..."

"To be honest, I don't want to say this either, and I'm not keen on it. If it were just a matter of protecting you, Hayato, I think I could manage something with my own power. But if it includes Aphrodite, there's no other way. Also, you should give up on retaliating against Scorpion. Diite, you were investigating the organization that incited the hacking, right?"

"That's right. May I ask why?"

"If a company that doesn't belong to any Foundation defies a Foundation, the other Foundations won't stay silent. The people of the Foundations, including me, are cowards. If there's a possibility that our current positions and situations will change for the worse, we will crush it with all our might. We'll use any means necessary. If it comes to that, I won't be able to protect you with my power alone anymore."

"The human world is such a troublesome thing... Ney-kun, I have a question, if I may."

"What is it?"

"This world, this virtual reality world, do you like it?"

There's an expression about a pigeon being hit by a peashooter. Hayato had only ever seen pigeons in videos, but he thought the current Ney looked exactly like that.

Ney's expression changed completely. She smiled softly.

"Yes, I love it. It may be strange for me to say this, with all the immense power I have, but reality is full of troublesome things. This world, where all those constraints disappear, is the best. This is the only place where I can live as just Ney."

Ney looked at Hayato and Esha with a smile still on her face.

"And I've made friends. Hayato and the members of Kokuryu, and Esha and the others, we're close enough to talk about love late at night. And Rosalie is a friend too. Oh, right, so Rosalie is a human too, not an NPC... Well, that's fine. But here, I can wish for things that I can't in reality. This world is like a treasure to me."

Hayato didn't know what Ney's constraints were, or what she couldn't wish for. What he could vaguely guess was that in reality, Ney never even had the chance to make friends.

Ney came to the coffee shop quite often for offline meetups. Hayato couldn't imagine how happy that made her, but considering her high spirits when she came, it must be a great deal of fun.

Diite looked at Ney, who had so happily called this world a treasure, and nodded.

"Ney-kun, I understand your feelings for this world. Then I have a request. This virtual reality, Aphrodite as a company, wants to come under your protection. Of course, if you wish, we will also provide technology. And there is other information on the spaceship as well. We will provide that too."

"Diite-chan!?"

Hayato raised his voice in surprise. But Diite smiled at him as if to stop his voice.

Ney, who had been just as surprised, looked at Diite with a serious expression.

"Diite, have you thought this through? This means you'll be handing over all information to Libra. That..."

"Please don't misunderstand. I am saying that I want your protection, Ney-kun. Not the Libra Foundation's."

The three people other than Diite in the room had puzzled expressions. They didn't understand what she meant.

"I don't know what position you hold in the Foundation, Ney-kun, but you will eventually be in a position to lead it, right? I got the impression that you are in a very high position, am I wrong?"

"Well, that's right. Someday I will be the head of Libra."

"If it becomes known that someone with such a high position is an investor in this ‘Another Frontier Online,’ no one would be able to touch it, right? I don't know about your parents, but I'd like you to handle that, Ney-kun. Of course, not for free. If you wish, Ney-kun, we will provide any technology and information."

Ney thought for a moment, then smiled as if she had realized something.

"So, if I become an investor personally, not as the Foundation, it will serve as a check against the other Foundations and Libra. But then, it would only last as long as I'm alive..."

"That's enough. We'll take measures in the meantime. Besides, to you, Ney-kun, who called this world a treasure, I don't care how you handle the information I give you. You can use it for the benefit of the Foundation. You see, I like people who say they like this world. I don't mind giving technology to someone like that. In my eyes, you pass, Ney-kun. Is this disrespectful?"

"...No, not at all. It's strange to be having this conversation, but in this virtual reality world, I'm just Ney. I'm just an adventurer like anyone else, so there's no disrespect or anything!"

Hayato didn't quite understand how things had turned out this way, but he understood that Diite had decided to receive the protection of Ney as an individual, not the Libra Foundation.

He tried to sort out in his head what the difference was, but then a voice chat reached his mind.

"Hayato-san, can you hear me? It's the Demon Lord."

"Lunaria-san? Um, what is it? I'm busy right now."

"We're in a bit of a situation here too, so just listen. For some reason, Relic-san and Sonia-san are clutching their heads in pain. Do you have an Elixir or something?"

"What?"

Clutching their heads in pain. Hayato felt an indescribable anxiety at those words. It was a sign that their memories were returning.

"Oh? Are they okay now? But Relic-san and Sonia-san are starting to argue... Oh, Relic-san disappeared. I think it was probably a Ring of Teleportation?"

"That means..."

He immediately heard the sound of footsteps approaching. They weren't running, but the short intervals of the footsteps suggested someone was walking quickly. The sound gradually got closer.

Then the conference room door was thrown open with force.

Standing there was Relic. But his face was not its usual gentle self, but had a harsh look in its eyes that would make anyone who saw it tremble.

The next moment, Relic disappeared. Then he appeared in front of Hayato, and in a fluid motion, wrapped his left arm around Hayato's neck and got behind him.

"Re, Reli..."

"Don't say anything unnecessary. I'm sorry, but I'm restraining you. The rest of you, don't move. Right now, Hayato is set to feel pain. If you do anything foolish, I will inflict pain on him. Even in virtual reality, the pain is real. Assume that there is a possibility of him dying from shock."

Relic said this, then took out a knife with his free right hand and pressed it against Hayato's abdomen.



		
			Chapter 204

			The Hostage

			Relic forced Hayato to his feet, wrapping his left arm around his neck. He then pressed a knife against his abdomen.

Hayato's hands were free, but due to their difference in STR, he couldn't break free. Esha, Ney, and Diite were unable to move. They had already risen from their chairs and were at a distance where they could lunge if they wanted to, but they couldn't.

Relic had said he had set Hayato to feel pain.

This game didn't originally have a pain sense. No matter how much you were stabbed or punched, you wouldn't feel pain. But that was because the settings were configured to not feel pain, the program to feel it was there.

The reason they didn't make you feel pain was because the virtual reality was too realistic. Pain that felt too real would affect your real body.

There are reports that if you touch a stone that isn't hot but believe it is, you can get burned. Whether this is true or not, if you can perfectly deceive the brain, it's possible to affect the real body, so this was a consideration to prevent that.

And now, a knife was pressed against Hayato's abdomen.

Even if he were stabbed, it was a situation where not a single scratch would be made on his real body, but if what Relic said was true, that his virtual body could feel pain, then that pain would be real. And it wasn't just pain, there was a possibility that it could affect his real body.

Even without that, no one wants to feel pain. That was the consensus of everyone in this room, not just Hayato. It was difficult to rescue him while ignoring the pain he might feel.

Another reason was that it was unclear why Relic was doing this. The only one who had a vague idea was Hayato, who had received a voice chat from Lunaria.

Relic and Sonia had been clutching their heads in pain. Hayato knew what that meant.

Their memories had returned.

But he had no idea why their memories had returned at this timing. In the first place, he didn't even know what had triggered the return of their memories.

"All of you, don't do anything foolish. Leave the room, leaving only Diite behind."

Relic's menacing voice echoed through the room.

"Fine. I'll stay, is that right? Then take the knife away from Hayato-kun's stomach. I'll listen to you without you having to do that, Relic-kun."

"Rest assured. If nothing happens, this knife will not pierce Hayato. And if I move it away, it could end up piercing a more dangerous place. Don't say foolish things and move at once."

"I'm fine, so Esha, Ney, please go outside. And I think you can rest assured. Relic-san wouldn't do something like that."

At Hayato's words, Relic's body stiffened slightly. It was something that only Hayato, who was in close contact with him, would have noticed.

And Hayato began to think that Relic himself was reluctant to do this. He didn't want to, but he was being forced to. However, he didn't have enough information. He had almost no idea why Relic was doing this.

Considering the timing, this was an order from Scorpion. He had heard from Diite that Relic and Sonia were prisoners from Prison. If so, there was a possibility that they were being ordered by the then-administrator of Prison, the current Scorpion, just like Ban.

Ban had followed Scorpion for the sake of returning to the real world and for money. So why was Relic following them? Considering his stiffening just now, it wasn't of his own free will. This included Hayato's hopes, but he was almost certain of it.

As he was thinking this, he heard footsteps approaching the room, just like before.

It was Sonia who appeared. And when she saw Hayato and Relic's situation, her face turned to one of anger.

"Relic! Are you planning to betray everyone!? Why are you listening to the orders of people like that!"

"Shut up. And betrayal? We weren't comrades in the first place. You're the same. Don't act like we're comrades. I was just using you all. I just forgot that. I've always lived as I pleased, and I will continue to do so."

"Hah! You say you'll live as you please while doing their bidding? Don't be ridiculous. What did they say to you? For you to listen to what they say..."

Relic pressed the knife further against Hayato's abdomen.

Hayato still didn't feel any pain, but the other members didn't know that.

"That's enough talk. If you say anything more unnecessary, I will stab this knife into Hayato's abdomen. I've been told that as long as he's alive, it's fine. Don't think I'll hesitate to inflict pain."

Relic's voice was serious. Everyone froze, but Hayato alone had a cool expression.

"Diite-chan, does Esha's gun hurt as much as a real one?"

"Huh?"

Everyone looked at him as if to say, "What are you talking about?"

"Hayato, shut up. I told you I'd stab you if you said anything unnecessary. You have a sense of pain. Even if it's virtual reality, the pain is real. And it could affect your real body. Be quiet."

"You're too kind, Relic-san. But no matter how menacing your voice is, you can't do it. Esha, on the other hand, could do it with a smile. Esha, you can shoot me along with Relic-san. Ney, go with the Kokuryu members to the resurrection point and capture Relic-san."

When Hayato said that, Esha grinned and took out her Beelzebub, taking aim.

And Ney immediately left the room.

Relic's face was one of someone who had bitten a bitter bug. And just as Hayato had said, even in this situation, Relic didn't stab him.

"Please try not to make it too painful."

"Please trust my sniping skills. Relic, if you're going to take a hostage, you should have put on a more villainous face from the start. Your face is practically saying you can't stab anyone. Besides, acting like a villain doesn't suit you."

The Beelzebub spat fire. It didn't hit Hayato, but struck Relic's forehead. Relic, who was behind Hayato, was blown back to the wall and slumped to the floor.

Just before he was shot, Hayato heard Relic say someone's name. And an apology to that person.

There was only one person he could think of when it came to a woman's name. It was the story Rose had told him at the base.

"Sonia-san, do you know someone named Annelise?"

"Why that name..."

"You know her? Relic-san said it just before he fell. And he apologized to her."

"I see. That's the name of someone important to Relic. I haven't seen her in years, but... Ah, I see. She was taken hostage. That's why Relic..."

Hayato somehow understood a lot of things.

Relic must have thought that Annelise had been taken hostage.

Hayato approached Relic, who was lying motionless on the floor. The fact that he hadn't disappeared meant he hadn't chosen to resurrect. He probably thought there was no point in doing anything.

"Relic-san, you can hear me, right?"

A character with 0 HP can't speak, but they can hear the voices of those around them.

Hayato looked at Sonia once, then spoke to Relic.

"This is a cruel thing to say to both of you, but about 100 years have passed since the era you lived in. The woman you want to protect is probably no longer alive."

At Hayato's words, Sonia's body flinched. Relic didn't move, but he must have understood what was said.

It was the same as with Ban. Relic and Sonia must not have thought that it was 100 years in the future. It was unclear what Scorpion had said to manipulate Relic, but it was highly likely that they had manipulated him with the reason that they would do something to Annelise.

That was why, just before he was shot by Esha, Relic apologized to Annelise, thinking he had failed to carry out his orders.

"Diite-chan, please use resurrection magic on Relic-san. I don't think he's going to resurrect at the base, probably because Ney and the others are there."

"Understood."

When Diite used resurrection magic, a light shone down from the ceiling and feathers fell onto Relic. When they touched him, he slowly sat up.

But he didn't stand, remaining seated. He probably wasn't physically tired, but had taken a mental blow. He leaned against the wall, his legs stretched out. His hands were limp on the floor, his back was hunched, and his face was downcast.

"Is it true that 100 years have passed since then...?"

Relic said this in a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzzing. A stark contrast to his voice from before, it had no strength.

"Yes, it's true. Esha, who was in the same position, and Diite-chan, who is the administrator, can also prove it."

"I see... So I betrayed everyone for someone who is no longer here... What a foolish thing I've done."

"Um, Relic-san hasn't betrayed anyone. Right, everyone? Did something just happen?"

Hayato said this in an extremely cheerful voice. It was an unreasonable thing to say, but Hayato honestly didn't think Relic had betrayed them. He understood all too well the reason why Relic had acted that way.

He himself might betray his comrades for someone important to him. Who could blame him for that? That was how he felt.

Everyone in the room must have thought the same.

"No, I don't think anything happened. My memory's been a bit off lately. The record is vague, so I don't remember."

"Relic, you might be old, but isn't it a bit early to be going senile?"

"I just shot him because he was getting all flirty with Master. If you're going to get flirty, please do it with Ashley-sama. Master, of course."

Hayato wanted to make a retort to just one of them, but he let it slide. More importantly, there was Relic.

"So, no one has been betrayed. To think such a thing, you must be tired from all the exploring we've been doing lately, right?"

Relic didn't raise his head even after being told that, but his body gradually began to tremble. He was probably laughing.

And after letting out a big sigh, he slowly stood up. He looked at Hayato once, intently, then bowed his head.

"I apologize, Hayato-sama. And everyone else. I..."

"There's no need for apologies. You were just shot, Relic-san. No one was injured."

"But..."

"We're comrades, right?"

"Huh?"

"Well, I think Relic-san did say we weren't comrades. If you just say that wasn't what you really meant, or that you were mistaken, then there's no problem."

Relic had a troubled and embarrassed look on his face. He bowed his head once more.

"Of course. You are all my dear comrades. I would be grateful if you could think of it as just a brief moment of confusion."

"That includes me, of course, right?"

Sonia asked Relic with a grin.

Relic's brow furrowed even more, but after a small sigh, he opened his mouth again.

"You can't play chess alone."

"I'm happy to hear that, but say something a little more charming. Like ‘my dear partner.’ You're not at an age where you should be getting embarrassed, are you?"

"Well, I suppose so, but..."

Sonia launched a series of follow-up attacks on the unusually flustered Relic. Perhaps it was effective, as the atmosphere brightened.

Just then, Ney returned.

"Relic hasn't resurrected yet... What's this? Is everything okay now?"

Relic's face turned serious, and he bowed his head to Ney.

"Ney-sama, I apologize. Because of me, I've caused you all so much trouble..."

"Good, you're back to normal. No, it's fine, it's no trouble at all. But what happened? I'd like an explanation..."

Hayato and the others sat down in the conference room chairs again.

Then Hayato explained what had just happened. And what had happened to Relic and Sonia was to be explained by them.

Ney, who was listening, gradually grew grim. She was emitting a pressure so intense that Hayato and the others in the room felt their lives were in danger.

When the story was finished, Ney looked around at everyone.

"To confirm, what we were talking about before Relic came is still valid, right? I'm to be the investor in this virtual reality, or rather, the company called Aphrodite, is that correct?"

Diite looked at Hayato.

Hayato assumed she was confirming with him and nodded to show there was no problem.

It wasn't the protection of the Foundation, but if its blood relative, Ney, became the investor, it would be difficult for other Foundations to interfere. And he thought that Ney wouldn't make too unreasonable a demand of Diite.

Seeing Hayato's nod, Ney nodded as well.

"Fine. Then at the next Council meeting, I will declare that Aphrodite is my company. I will take care of the procedures right away. That aside, Diite, since you are the administrator of this world, you can do anything, right?"

"That's right. There are various restrictions now, but I can do anything to a certain extent."

"Then can you bring Dean here?"

"If he's logged in, that much is possible. But what do you plan to do?"

"I can't forgive him for threatening Hayato using the Foundation's name, but the act of manipulating Relic by taking a hostage, even if it was a lie, is unforgivable. I will drive a nail into that man, and by extension, into Scorpion."

Hayato felt a little sympathy for Dean, thinking that it would be a very large nail.



		
			Chapter 205

			A Battle That's No Contest

			Hayato, Ney, Esha, Relic, and Sonia, the five of them, were waiting for Diite in the conference room.

Diite was currently on her way to pick up Dean. She had contacted Dean through the Bandit, Jolth, and had headed to the surface.

Normally, she could have teleported him, but Diite's functions were currently restricted, so she couldn't do that. So she was physically flying to bring him here.

While waiting, Hayato was thinking about various things.

According to Relic and Sonia, right after their memories returned, they were instructed to capture Hayato. It wasn't an order from Scorpion, but from Prison.

At first, neither Relic nor Sonia had any intention of following such an order, but Relic had received separate instructions. If he failed, someone important to him would be hurt. They didn't say the name of the important person, but Relic assumed it was Annelise.

Relic didn't know that a hundred years had passed since that time. It pained him to betray Hayato and the others, but he had been caught as a criminal and was following Prison's orders, all for Annelise's sake. So he decided to live for that purpose until the end.

Sonia noticed Relic's thoughts and they got into an argument.

Then Relic, as if fleeing, used a Ring of Teleportation to return to the base and restrain Hayato.

Hayato sorted through these stories, but he still felt uneasy about not knowing how much information Scorpion had.

However, he also felt that it would probably be fine. After all, they had Ney on their side.

In a card game, she wasn't just a joker, she was at a level where she could intervene in the game rules themselves. No matter how strong a trump card the opponent had, she could unilaterally create a rule that would nullify it.

Ney probably disliked such situations, which was why she hadn't told the Kokuryu members that she was a Foundation blood relative. Her lie about being a hardcore career woman was probably for that reason as well.

And Ney was not usually in a position to be lied to. If someone did that, they would be sentenced to extreme punishment. When her sword was stolen, and when they tried to steal the base using that as bait, she had trusted her opponent too much. That was only natural for the real Ney.

Now that he thought about it, Hayato realized that Ney's clumsiness in virtual reality might be influenced by that.

And Hayato's guilt towards Ney swelled. Probably, Ney didn't want to bring the power of the Foundation into this world. And Hayato was forcing her to use it.

"Hayato? What's wrong? Is there something on my face?"

"No, it's not that. It's a bit late to be saying this after we've come this far, but I was just thinking that I've done something bad to Ney."

"Something bad? What's that?"

"I feel bad for having to rely on your power, Ney..."

"What, is that it? It's nothing for you to worry about, Hayato. Besides, it's not your fault, is it? If anything, you were just dragged into this. And even if I didn't know you, Hayato, if a Foundation were to intervene in this virtual reality, I think I would have lent my personal strength."

"...Is that so?"

"I just told Diite, but I like this world. It's not about the technology being amazing or anything like that. I guess you could say that even though our appearances are the same, we can play a completely different version of ourselves, and I like that. Here, I can be myself."

Ney sighed once, then her face became serious.

"Virtual reality and reality are inextricably linked. You're busy with reality too, Hayato, so you only log in in the morning and at night. I think that can't be helped. But no matter how inseparable it is from reality, what Scorpion is doing is just too tasteless. To use the power of reality to stir up this world for their own benefit is outrageous."

"I, I see."

"By the way, there's a bit of a personal grudge mixed in. Today was an important day where we were going to tackle two of those buildings at once... I really can't forgive them!"

(I don't know if she's serious or joking, but knowing Ney, she might be saying that to be considerate of me...)

As Hayato was thinking this, Diite entered from the entrance of the room.

"You say such nice things. It makes creating events worthwhile. Now then, I've brought Dean-kun. Let's get down to business, shall we?"

"I never thought I'd fly through the sky in my own body, but what with being shot earlier, it was quite an experience... Oh, it seems the number of people has increased. Is this by your arrangement, Hayato-san?"

"Yes, well. I've called the person who can negotiate about the technology."

"Wonderful. You've brought the person who can provide the technology. Perhaps you've already negotiated? That would be easier for me."

It wasn't a negotiation, he was going to refuse, but from Dean's perspective, he probably thought Hayato had given in. At this point, he already looked ridiculous, but no one laughed. They knew they wouldn't have the luxury for that soon. If anything, they only felt pity for Dean.

"Please, have a seat first. Um, I've brought the investor and administrator of Aphrodite. Please negotiate with them directly."

Hayato said this as he served coffee. He served Ney and Diite in the same way.

At the round table, which was about two meters in diameter, they sat in a clockwise arrangement of Ney, Hayato, Dean, and Diite. Ney was at the head of the table, and Esha, Relic, and Sonia stood against the wall behind her.

Dean crossed his legs, his hands clasped on his lap.

"You say negotiation, but I've already conveyed our request. Are you the investor of Aphrodite? All you have to do is nod your head and provide the technology, and we're done."

Ney said nothing in particular, and brought the coffee Hayato had made to her lips. Her movements were slower and more graceful than usual.

"Before that, I want to confirm something. Can I assume that the words that came from your mouth are the consensus of the Foundation?"

For a moment, Dean's eyes narrowed, but he quickly smiled.

"Yes, you can assume that."

"I see. Then Diite, please make sure to record the audio from here on out."

"Leave it to me. I will record every single word without fail."

"Now then, Dean-san, was it? You said to hand over the technology here, but I don't quite understand the other request. You apparently requested the person of a woman named Sonia, but what does that mean?"

When Hayato was requested by Dean, he was also told to hand over Sonia. However, Hayato didn't understand what this meant. He had told Ney, Diite, and the others, but no one knew the reason.

"Ah, about that. As investors and administrators, you probably know this, but the NPCs here are humans from a hundred years ago. They seem to have lost some of their memories, though."

Dean's face had a slightly triumphant look. Even though he said "you probably know," he probably thought Ney would be surprised. But Ney wasn't particularly surprised and was gracefully drinking her coffee.

"And?"

Not just Ney, but Hayato and the NPCs weren't surprised either. In fact, they acted as if it were a matter of course.

Dean narrowed his eyes again. It was a look that seemed to be probing Ney and Hayato.

He was probably trying to determine if it was a bluff or if they really knew. But he couldn't tell which it was, so he stopped his triumphant look and returned to a normal expression. And as if to calm himself, he drank his coffee.

"It seems you were aware. But it seems you don't know this. The woman named Sonia is nearly seventy years old, but she has the appearance of someone in her thirties. It's probably not immortality, but it's a dream-like story, so there are some who would like to research it."

At Dean's words, the air around them grew heavy. To research a person's body, they could imagine what that meant. She would probably be confined in a medical facility. There was a possibility of something much worse happening.

Even in the heavy atmosphere, Dean didn't lose his confident attitude.

"Oh, and one more thing, please hand over that maid as well. Even if it's virtual reality, shooting me is like defying the Foundation. I'm not a blood relative, but I am at least an envoy of the Foundation. I'll have to have her receive a suitable punishment. Well, she'll probably be sent to Dead End."

At those words, Hayato shot to his feet. So forcefully that his chair fell over behind him.

Hayato glared at Dean, but Dean had a cool expression.

"Hayato-san, your chair has fallen over. Or are you going to give me a refill of coffee?"

It was a clear provocation. Hayato clenched his right fist.

"Hayato, please give me a refill of coffee."

Ney asked Hayato for coffee in a calm, yet gentle voice. She showed Hayato her empty cup with a soft smile.

Hayato took a deep breath, then served Ney coffee. Then he righted the fallen chair and sat down.

Ney enjoyed the aroma of the coffee, then brought the cup to her lips.

Her slow movements must have irritated Dean a little. His confident attitude from before was gone.

"So, what's your answer?"

"The provision of technology, and the persons of Sonia and the maid. Am I correct in assuming that this is the request of the Scorpion Foundation?"

Dean's brow furrowed so much that anyone could see it. It was because Ney had uttered the words "Scorpion Foundation." That was something that normally couldn't happen.

The working class, let alone people of a much higher class, could only say the word "Foundation." Furthermore, to say the name of the Foundation as well was a common sense of this world that one would not do unless in extreme cases, as it was unknown what kind of problems it could cause.

"Just because it's virtual reality, I don't think it's a good idea to say the name of the Foundation at the same time. And your administrator is recording everything that's happened so far, right? It will be a serious matter if it goes to trial."

"A trial, huh. It certainly is a hassle. There's work there every day. I help out sometimes, but it's a lot of trouble."

"Sometimes... you help out...?"

"I understand the request. Then I will answer. The answer is no. Um, what was it... Oh yes, we have no technology to give to you. Come back the day before yesterday, was it? The answer is the same as before."

"Ney-sama, I said it a little more politely. But the day before yesterday doesn't seem to be enough. Let's make it, 'Please come back a hundred years ago.'"

Ney and Esha smiled as they said this.

In contrast, Dean's face was one of anger. But he must have thought that getting emotional would be a bad idea, so he quickly smiled. However, his cheeks were twitching, and it was clear that he was forcing himself to smile.

"It seems you don't understand the situation. You're a bad person, Hayato-san. Didn't you explain what would happen if you did that?"

"That my friends and I would be sent to Dead End? I told her. And this is the answer."

"This is troublesome. I thought I had taken various things into consideration, but it seems my sincerity was not conveyed at all."

Hayato wanted to say, "What did you take into consideration?" but he said nothing. Because the match was already over. A moment ago, he had reflexively felt anger when Esha was mentioned, but there was no need to get angry.

Scorpion had information about this virtual reality. They could make Relic and the others remember, manipulate them based on information from a hundred years ago, and they might even know more than Hayato.

But the moment they didn't have information on the members present, it became a battle that was no contest.

One was Diite, who managed the virtual reality, and the other was Ney, a blood relative of a Foundation in the real world. The moment he didn't realize these two, Dean, and by extension, Scorpion, had already lost.

Dean, who didn't realize this, still had a confident look on his face.

"It can't be helped. At the next Council meeting, an order to suspend Aphrodite's business will be issued. And Scorpion will seize the spaceship. Please prepare for that."

"You even know about the spaceship. You're quite well-informed. But the order to suspend business won't come from the Council."

"I can't laugh at that joke, but may I ask why?"

"Because at the Council meeting, I will say that Aphrodite is a company that I am investing in."

At those words, Dean froze. It was as if time had stopped for Dean alone.

During that time, Ney drank her coffee for the umpteenth time today. It was unknown how her graceful way of drinking appeared to Dean. But when time started moving again for Dean, his body began to tremble.

Only blood relatives of the Foundations could attend the Council meeting. And she said she would attend and speak. It wasn't something you could say as a lie or a joke. If it was a lie or a joke, it would be the same as going out into outer space without a suit.

Dean must have understood that.

"E, excuse me, but, m, may I, a, ask for your name...?"

Dean's teeth were chattering, and he was barely able to breathe as he finally managed to squeeze out those words.

"Ah, I didn't introduce myself. I am Ney of the Libra Foundation. I look forward to working with you. Well, I don't know if we'll meet again."

Everyone in the room thought that she had deliberately not introduced herself, but no one said it out loud.

And the problem was Dean.

Dean was in the same state as Hayato when he was told the order from the Foundation. He was having difficulty breathing in the real world.

Just by being ordered with the name of the Foundation, Hayato had had difficulty breathing. Dean was probably of a class that would receive orders from the Foundation, but he was acting directly on the front lines. That meant he wasn't of a very high class.

That Dean had been disrespectful to a blood relative of a Foundation. It wasn't a story where he could get away with not knowing. Remembering that situation, Dean was already in a state where he couldn't think of anything.

"Now then, Dean. At the beginning, you said that your words were the consensus of the Scorpion Foundation, right? Then your words up until now are the same as if Scorpion had said them to Libra. I will have this brought up as an agenda item at the next Council meeting."

"W, wait! N, no, please wait! Ney-sama!"

"Are you asking the Foundation to ‘wait for me’? You're quite bold."

"N, no, t, that's not it. I wouldn't ask for such a thing...!"

Ney's eyes narrowed. And she looked at Dean as if to pierce him.

"Dean, everything in this conversation is being recorded. This is evidence. If you had negotiated more normally, I might have shown some consideration, but I don't appreciate you using the backing of the Foundation to threaten people."

"N, that's not it! This was an order from the Foundation...! And I didn't think that the investor was from the Foundation...!"

"You can tell that excuse to Scorpion. Tell them you were rude to Libra on orders but didn't know. If they value you, they'll help you. If not... at best, you'll be sent to Dead End."

Ney said this with a smile.

Dean was already unable to say anything, and his body was trembling abnormally.

Hayato was starting to feel sorry for him. Dean had his faults, but it was an order from Scorpion in the first place. He thought that if it wasn't for the order, this wouldn't have happened.

And if they were to retaliate, it would be against Scorpion, not the individual named Dean.

In the first place, he didn't think that Dean was doing everything by himself. To make Relic and the others remember and order them to restrain Hayato would require external interference. He didn't think that Dean, who had apparently been logged in since then, could do that.

"H, hey, Ney. Isn't that a bit too harsh?"

"...I don't dislike that about you, Hayato. But you know, people who make these kinds of mistakes are everywhere. Of course, I'm similar. Just by being a Foundation blood relative, I'm important, so I make mistakes too. That's why I have to discipline myself. At least, that's what my father taught me. And he also taught me that if I stray from the path, I have to be punished."

"I think that's admirable, but... but if this continues, won't it feel like Dean is taking all the blame and it's over?"

"You mean there's a possibility that Scorpion will say that Dean did it on his own? That certainly would be meaningless."

"Ney-sama, Hayato-sama, may I have a moment? If Scorpion is the organization that managed Prison, then we might be able to do something."

Relic, who had been silent until now, said this with a smile.



		
			Chapter 206

			Interlude: The Council

			In the end, Dean was forgiven by Ney.

However, though he was forgiven, he would now have to work for Ney. It was a situation not unlike that of a spy. Whether he was truly forgiven was difficult to judge. If Scorpion deemed him useless, there would be no point in him being a spy. At that point, Ney would abandon him too.

And if Ney deemed him useless, she could use the evidence from before to condemn Scorpion. Anyone could guess what kind of retaliation Scorpion would exact then. Dean now found himself in a situation where he had to endlessly walk a tightrope that could snap at any moment. One had to wonder if this was any better than being sent to a dead end.

But this was his punishment for using the Foundation's name. It was possible he had received such orders from Scorpion, but he could have chosen a method that didn't involve using the Foundation's name. Dean had tried to steal the technology using the simplest method. This could be called his just deserts.

And so, the situation would remain as it was until the day of the next Council meeting.

At the Council, Ney would state that Aphrodite was a company she invested in, giving them an indirect warning to keep their hands off. Until then, Ney would be busy and would not be attempting to conquer the floating island. It must have been a very stressful time for her.

But those busy days were about to end. The Council meeting was tomorrow.

The Council would be held in a conference hall within the Central Management Bureau, "Central," located on Earth.

Although only blood relatives of the Foundations could participate, and while it was called a council, its decisions held absolute authority and were impossible for anyone outside the Foundations to overturn.

That said, they didn't make unreasonable decisions. It was a proper meeting where they always took a majority vote, and when opinions were split, they would discuss the matter until a satisfactory agreement was reached.

A single car headed for the venue. Inside were Ney and her father.

Of course, Ney was not wearing her usual fantasy-inspired armor, but a black suit with pants. Her hair was not in its usual ponytail, but simply tied back. It was a natural appearance for the real world.

The two sat facing each other in the back seat of the car. Ney's father, while looking over documents provided by other Foundations, posed a question to Ney.

"Regarding the agenda item, or rather, the report you're submitting, Ney. Is this true? I hadn't heard anything about it. Are you sure it's alright? This is a surprisingly delicate matter, you know."

"Yes, there's no problem. Besides, I have an excellent assistant."

Ney said this and showed him a small earphone. It was possible to receive outside information during the meeting. There was a restriction to use communication devices specified by the Council, but conversely, that was the only restriction.

"Diite, was it? I spoke with her once via communication, and she certainly seemed capable. Well, very well. You are an adult now. From now on, I must gradually entrust you with the operation and management of the Foundation. Think of today as your debut, and do your best without fear of failure. No matter what happens, I will support you."

"Yes. Thank you. Speaking of which, I heard you also have an agenda item, Father."

"Ah, the construction of a new colony is beginning, and I need to discuss matters related to that. This time, it's just a report that it has started, but all the groundwork is quite a hassle."

"Indeed, laying the groundwork is a lot of work."

As they had this conversation, the two headed towards Central in their flying car.

At the Council venue, several members had already gathered. Ney and her father moved to their usual spot.

At this meeting, Ney would explain that she was an investor in Aphrodite. She had laid the groundwork and set traps for this purpose. It was not Ney who had done it, but primarily Diite.

Normally, Diite would not do such things. She was an AI who lived solely for the virtual reality, so she was fundamentally hands-off when it came to real-world matters.

But this time was different. She could protect the spaceship Aphrodite, the virtual reality, and herself, but the players and NPCs were another matter. To protect those people, real-world power was necessary. In exchange for that power from Ney, Diite was lending her own.

Diite herself felt she was the one asking for a favor, but since Ney also treasured the virtual reality, they could be called business partners with aligned interests.

Ney spoke to Diite through the earphone. The earphone had a built-in microphone that could pick up even the faintest voice. Since it was set to only pick up Ney's voice, she could communicate with the outside world just by whispering.

"It's about to start. Are you ready?"

"There's no problem. If anything happens, I'll back you up with everything I have, so you can rest assured."

Hearing the same words her father had spoken, Ney gave a wry smile. They must think she was likely to cause some trouble. It was a sad assessment, but she resigned herself to the fact that it couldn't be helped.

Blood relatives of the Foundations began to gather in the circular hall. Ney, having just come of age, was a newcomer. There were no new faces after her, just the usual crowd.

Ney's eyes found the member from Foundation Scorpion. It wasn't the head of the Foundation, but his son. He was in his late thirties, but since the head of Scorpion was ill, he could be considered the de facto leader.

He had a slightly flabby build and wore gaudy jewelry that could even be called tacky. From Ney's perspective, he was not a type she could bring herself to like.

Today's chairman, from Foundation Aquarius, declared the start of the meeting. The monthly Foundation Council had begun.

The Council proceeded dispassionately. The agenda for each Foundation had already been provided in documents. The process was mostly just following along with those. They would ask a few questions here and there, present some issues, and move the discussion forward. No particular problems arose.

Then, just before moving to the final document, the one concerning Ney's Aphrodite, the representative from Scorpion raised his hand.

"May I have a word?"

The chairman, though with a puzzled look on his face, prompted him to speak.

"Scorpion is permitted to speak."

Here, individuals were addressed by their Foundation name, not their personal one. This was due to the fact that no matter how many people attended, their words became the words of the Foundation.

"Actually, there is one agenda item I would like to raise."

Expectant gazes from the Foundation members turned towards Scorpion. The members here loved this kind of sudden trouble. Most of them were bored to tears, so as long as the sparks didn't fly their way, they welcomed any trouble that erupted around them.

"You are all familiar with the virtual reality ‘Another Frontier Online.’ I wish to call for a vote to suspend the operations of the company that manages and operates it, Aphrodite."

The Scorpion representative said this matter-of-factly, his expression unreadable. But a stir went through the room. Murmurs of questioning why he would do such a thing now.

"Are you being serious?"

Chairman Aquarius asked Scorpion. His face was so bewildered that even Scorpion was bewildered by his reaction.

"Is there a problem?"

"Well, a problem is not the word…"

At a loss for an answer, Aquarius looked towards Libra's seat, where Ney was sitting. In place of her equally bewildered father, Ney lightly raised her right hand.

"I would like permission to speak."

"Yes, please do."

Aquarius permitted Ney to speak with a look of relief. Scorpion was even more confused. He had not anticipated that the newcomer Ney would speak up.

Libra was known as the Foundation that valued fairness and harmony. Not only did they manage the judicial and police systems, but they were also known for mediating disputes between the Foundations. For Scorpion, it was nothing but strange for Libra to say something at this point, and for the daughter, not the head of the Foundation, to be the one to speak.

"It seems there was a mistake on our part. I gather that the documents were not sent to Scorpion-dono. My apologies, but I will send them again, so I would ask that you please confirm them."

"Documents…?"

Scorpion must have intended to raise a new agenda item after all the others were finished. But the other Foundations knew that there was one more item remaining on the agenda. Ney was supposed to report on it, but Scorpion had suddenly brought up a different topic. And what's more, that topic was content that clearly picked a fight with the final agenda item. The other Foundations must have been nothing but confused.

Ney operated a holographic keyboard in front of her. She resent the agenda documents via email. Scorpion operated his own holographic keyboard in the same way. And then his brow furrowed.

"My apologies. Unbelievably, it seems there was a delay in the mail. I have just now received a large number of emails. Please wait a moment."

An email delay. Such a thing was impossible in this era. But in reality, it was happening. And a few seconds later, Scorpion's brow furrowed even more.

"Regarding the investment in Aphrodite and the rights to its technology…?"

"It seems to have arrived safely."

The content of the agenda document Ney had sent was this. The investor in Aphrodite was Ney of Libra, and she owned all of its rights. As a newcomer to the Council, she had remained silent until now, but recently, there had been many problems, such as being threatened for her technology and being hacked, so she decided to announce her involvement. These two points were the main content.

For Scorpion, this was not just a bolt from the blue, it was as if a waterfall had come crashing down on him.

"The document was just completed yesterday, so it seems its submission was overlooked. My apologies, Scorpion-dono."

"Ah, ah. No, there is no need for an apology. It seems my mail client was acting up, and I just now received a large number of emails. I had received your email yesterday. I am the one who should apologize."

Ney was apologizing with a serious face, but it was, of course, a lie. She had sent the email, but had done some work to prevent it from arriving. Diite and Relic had handled that.

She knew that Scorpion would propose the suspension of Aphrodite's operations as a new agenda item without preparing a document. This was to show him in a bad light to the other Foundations. Ney said nothing, but she had likely succeeded in creating the impression that Scorpion was up to something with Aphrodite. She had also established an impression of who was at fault. This would work to Ney's advantage in the future. It could be said that she had seized the initiative.

"Aquarius-dono. May I proceed with my agenda item now?"

"Permission granted. Please continue."

Ney gave a word of thanks and began to explain the document.

"…And for these reasons, there has been a great deal of unauthorized access to the virtual reality recently. I would like to declare myself as the owner to put a stop to these activities."

"So if a blood relative of a Foundation is publicly announced as the investor, the unauthorized access will cease. Indeed, that seems likely to be the case."

"Furthermore, there are those who have recently been making threats, demanding technology. I am growing rather weary of this. I did not wish to use the Foundation's name to drive them away, so I had been responding politely, but I am reaching my limit."

Several of the members present nodded at her words. It was common practice for them to engage in various business ventures without revealing their Foundation's name. Many Foundations believed that such experience was something one should have before coming of age. They must have had similar experiences.

"For these reasons, I would like you all to understand that I am the investor in Aphrodite."

This was not something to be voted on, but a simple report. It was just a story to check the Foundations, telling them to keep their hands off.

Of course, there was one party who could not back down.

"However, Libra. Don't you think monopolizing that much technology is problematic? And you say you are an investor, but is that really true? Aphrodite is a mysterious company whose colony location is unknown. I cannot be sure if what you are saying is true."

"Are you suggesting that I am lying?"

"Not at all, but this document alone is insufficient as proof. We could, if we so desired, rewrite official documents. I am not saying you went that far, but I would like more convincing proof or an explanation. For example, which colony is the company in? As an investor, you would naturally know, wouldn't you?"

Dean had not told Scorpion that Ney knew everything. He had been instructed to tell him that he was in negotiations with the investor. That was why Scorpion was trying to bait Ney into making a mistake.

"It is not in a colony. The servers are loaded onto a spaceship, and that serves as the company. It is currently in stealth mode in Earth's orbit. The nature of what is being developed is such that I wanted to ensure perfect security, so I had them do it that way."

Gasps of admiration arose from the Foundation members at Ney's words. They didn't know if it was true, but it was a plausible story. And Scorpion knew that it was correct. Scorpion's understanding was that a spaceship that had fled a hundred years ago had returned, and that was correct. But if he revealed that in this place, Scorpion would not be able to monopolize the spaceship. It was not his to begin with.

Moreover, if he were asked to produce evidence that it was the escaped spaceship, it would be difficult to respond. The information was from Prison, but if the source was questioned as being suspicious, it would be over. Scorpion did not let it show on his face, but he exuded an air of displeasure.

"I understand the company's location. Then what about the monopoly on the technology? With that much technology, and this is a highly disrespectful thing to say, but for a young person like you, not even Libra itself, to be the investor and hold all the rights seems a bit too heavy a burden to bear."

His goal was to monopolize the technology, but first, he had to separate Ney from Aphrodite. That must have been his plan to break her down. He began his attack on Ney's youth. It was a mere quibble, but when asked if she could manage it properly, her age was indeed something that made one wonder.

"I am indeed a novice. I am sure there are many areas where I lack experience."

"Then—"

"But you need not worry. I have entrusted the management of Aphrodite to others. I am merely providing the funds, and the management and operation are left to Aphrodite's leadership. They are trustworthy people, so I can assure you there is nothing to worry about."

Scorpion was at a loss for words. If he were to question whether that person was trustworthy, it would be like saying Libra had no eye for character.

As Scorpion remained silent, Ney opened her mouth again.

"Scorpion-dono speaks of monopolizing the technology, but to be frank, I couldn't hand it over even if I wanted to. The developer who created it has already passed away, and it has now become a black box. A mechanism has been installed that will destroy it if tampered with, so we are currently analyzing it with great care. I believe we will be able to provide the technology once the analysis is complete. Unfortunately, it is said that it will take several decades, so we will have to ask you to wait."

A black box. Simply put, it meant that its internal structure was not visible. The explanation was that they were using the virtual reality's technology, but they didn't know why it operated the way it did. This was a setting, or rather, a lie decided by Diite.

It was true that the developer was already dead, and Infinity was expanding on its own, so it wasn't wrong to say it was becoming a black box. At this point, only Esha could probably analyze it. However, it wouldn't be destroyed, and they weren't analyzing it.

Being told this, Scorpion couldn't just give up.

"Then let us assist with the analysis. It is not a matter of simply increasing the number of people, but it would be a waste to use that technology only for a game, wouldn't it? Let's form an analysis team right away. That way, we can analyze it faster."

This time, he shifted to a form that would benefit all the Foundations. His intention must have been to increase his allies. And it had a certain effect. Many Foundations wanted that technology. If they could get a piece of it, they would undoubtedly agree with Scorpion.

"That would be a bad idea."

"…And for what reason might that be?"

"I believe you know what happened to those who meddled with that game. It is not the company Aphrodite that is doing it. If you tamper with the black box itself, it automatically retaliates. That is why we are proceeding with the analysis so cautiously. If you increase the number of people, it will retaliate against a corresponding number. I would like you to understand that we are managing for now because a few excellent employees are handling it."

What happened to those who had hacked Aphrodite or "Another Frontier Online" was a well-known story. All their information would be exposed, and they would be socially eliminated. A voice from another Foundation said that they couldn't leave such a dangerous thing unattended, but Ney retorted that they should simply not hack it. And she added more.

"By the way, the Foundations are no exception. It does not consider the opponent when deciding on retaliation, so you should be careful. Oh, changing the subject, the identity of the recent hacker is about to be revealed. Considering the amount of unauthorized access, the retaliation will be quite severe. Unfortunately, even I cannot stop it."

"…What did you say?"

As Scorpion spoke, he seemed to receive some kind of email. He looked at it, and his eyes widened. And a voice from Diite reached Ney's earphone.

"Relic-kun used something he planted in Prison long ago to shut down the colony's functions. Of course, the people are safe. But the security is in a sorry state now. They can't complain about anything that's done to them. In about ten more minutes, the information from Prison will be sent worldwide. Please relay that to Scorpion-kun over there."

Diite sounded delighted as she contacted Ney.

"This is just a hypothetical, but if a Foundation were to do such a thing, it might do something like shut down the functions of a colony it owns. Since there are people there, it probably wouldn't shut everything down, but it might disable security and indiscriminately transfer all the information stored there. If that were to happen, it would be a disaster."

Ney's words came at the perfect time. And the cold eyes she showed Scorpion for just a moment. Scorpion's face contorted as he looked at the woman a decade his junior. But in contrast, Ney smiled.

"Scorpion-dono, for these reasons, the technology of that virtual reality is a bit dangerous, so I would like you to leave it to me. It was originally mine, and I see no problem with that, but what do you think?"

Ney was undoubtedly asking Scorpion. But what would happen if he said no? There was no need to imagine.

"I-In that case, I will leave that virtual reality to Libra-dono. And I apologize. I'm sorry, I did not know it was your company and said things like suspending its operations. I would like you to consider it unsaid."

"Yes, of course. Oh, by the way. Recently, I was approached for negotiations by a gentleman named Dean, and upon investigation, it seems he was an agent of Scorpion-dono."

"D-Did he do anything rude? If there was anything, I will have a stern word with him."

"No, he was very gentlemanly in his dealings with me. If anything comes up in the future, please send him. It is easier to deal with someone I know."

"I-I understand. If anything comes up, I will send Dean. I-Is, is everything all right now?"

Most of the people here did not know what he meant by "all right." Only Ney would know. Ney simply smiled and gave a bow without answering. Then she informed Chairman Aquarius that she had finished speaking.

"I see. There were a few things, but this concludes the agenda. Are there any new items?"

There were no new agenda items, and the Council was adjourned. Then, Diite's voice reached Ney's ear again.

"What, he folded so quickly? Then I will stop this as well. I was hoping he would put up more of a fight. I will tell Relic-kun to restore everything. Well then, good work, Ney-kun."

Ney laughed a little and stood up from her seat. People from the other Foundations gathered around her. They probably wanted to hear more about what had happened. "Looks like I won't have time to play the game today," Ney thought with a hint of dissatisfaction as she began to talk with the people who had gathered.
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			"So, that's how it all got sorted out. That should put a stop to any unnecessary meddling."

"I see. Good work. It sounds like it was tough."

"Not at all. Diite and Relic did most of the work. Although, I didn't expect them to go so far as to shut down the entire Prison colony."

At the floating island campsite, inside the base's meeting room, Hayato heard from Ney about the events of the Council meeting.

In the real world, it had been grandly announced that a young blood relative of Foundation Libra was the investor in the famous "Another Frontier Online."

There had been organizations meddling with Aphrodite before, but starting with Scorpion, unauthorized access had ceased almost entirely. Even a child knew what would happen if you messed with a company connected to a Foundation.

And while there had been many people who wouldn't play a game from a mysterious company even for prize money, this announcement apparently prompted an increase in new players, a fact Diite had happily reported.

Be that as it may, having heard about the Council meeting, Hayato asked Ney a few things.

"You really laid on the settings thick, didn't you? The developer being dead, it being a black box, and all that. It's not wrong, but still."

"It didn't matter what I said, as long as it sounded plausible. It wouldn't have been a problem even if it had all been lies."

"Really?"

"I only heard this from Diite afterwards, but ultimately, all that mattered in that situation was to show the other Foundations that Aphrodite was Libra's property, that Scorpion had done something to Aphrodite, that they were retaliated against for it, and that's why Scorpion submitted. So the content of the settings didn't matter. Besides, Scorpion couldn't prove the truth anyway."

Hayato listened and somewhat understood. In other words, Scorpion had been made an example of.

If you mess with Aphrodite, you will face retaliation, though the specifics are unknown, severe enough to make even a Foundation submit. That was the situation they had shown to the other Foundations. Simply declaring that Aphrodite was Libra's property might not have stopped a Foundation from meddling while feigning ignorance. To stop them, they had to display some form of power. This time, they had used Scorpion to make that display.

Naturally, the other Foundations would gather information on this, but they likely wouldn't meddle with Aphrodite. The fear of the unknown exists no matter what position one holds. They wouldn't deliberately poke a hornet's nest.

This was a welcome situation for Ney as well. The act that could subjugate a Foundation was limited to Colony "Prison," a trump card that only worked on Scorpion.

Before boarding the spaceship Aphrodite, Relic had set a certain trap in Prison. It was a form of payback. They had framed someone important to him for a crime they didn't commit, and had used Relic and Sonia as they pleased. He had made preparations for eventual retaliation. However, the spaceship Aphrodite had fled Earth with its crew. Thinking he would never return, Relic erased his memories.

It was Scorpion who had meddled unnecessarily. To capture Hayato, Scorpion had restored the memories of Relic and the others. Many people had been sent from Prison. He had intended to capture Hayato by restoring the memories of Relic and Sonia, who were closest to him. Of course, the order was given after threatening them with information from that time.

A lot happened after that, but through conversations with Hayato and the others, Relic realized that the current Scorpion was managing Colony "Prison." Perhaps the lineage of the prison warden from that time was now Scorpion. If so, there was a possibility that they had left information in Prison that would be problematic if it leaked. Thus, Relic proposed to lay Prison bare.

And that's what they did at the Council. Even without that preparation, they could have made Scorpion submit in various ways, but thanks to Relic, it could be said that they were able to make a more significant threat than necessary. However, in some ways, they had overdone it. They had given a lot of information to the other Foundations.

"My father was a little angry with me."

"Huh? Are you okay?"

"Yeah, it's no problem. I just got a lecture about the Foundations' power balance, that's all."

"Power balance…?"

"Simply put, if one Foundation gains overwhelming power, a faction will form to eliminate it. This time, the situation turned into one where Libra defeated Scorpion, so some Foundations won't be happy about it. The Foundations are supposed to be equal. A little sparring is one thing, but this was close to a complete victory for Libra. The other Foundations would be afraid of where Libra might point its spear next, wouldn't they?"

"Well, I guess so."

"I think I've said it before, but the Foundation bloodlines are cowards. They are ruthless to those who threaten their position. The same goes for other Foundations. If Libra has the power to subjugate other Foundations, the other Foundations will likely band together to crush Libra."

"Whoa, whoa, are you really okay?"

"Yeah, it's fine. My father is taking care of various follow-ups. Besides, while the Foundation relatives vary in quality, none of them are so incompetent or foolish as to not know what would happen if they did something like that. They won't actually try to crush Libra or weaken its power. A little thought would tell them what would happen if they did."

"I don't really get it, but is that how it is?"

"It's a matter between the Foundations, so I don't think you would understand, Hayato. Let's see, Libra has actively intervened in disputes between other Foundations and adjusted compromises for both sides. If Libra were to disappear, minor issues could escalate into conflicts between the Foundations. No one wants that, and some of them meddle with other Foundations precisely because Libra is there to mediate."

"Is that how it is? It all seems so complicated."

"It certainly is, but that's what a power balance is. That's why each Foundation tries to increase its own value to avoid being attacked. Of course, that Scorpion is the same. However, this time, we had a just cause, or rather, we showed that Scorpion was the one who meddled first. No one there probably understood everything that happened, but they should have gotten the general idea."

Hayato nodded in understanding, recalling that similar things had happened at the company where he used to work. Between companies, and even between employees, you present in an easy-to-understand way what will happen if they do something, without ever saying it directly. By doing so, you avoid the other party's strong-arming.

"Political maneuvering, then."

"Pretty much. That's why I have to pretend to be on good terms with Scorpion. If I don't, it will cause problems in the future. My father has decided to commission a part of the newly started colony's construction to Scorpion. Our profits from the colony will decrease, but this will probably serve as a settlement. Also, if Dean does a reasonably solid job, we'll need to reward him. We'll work him like a horse for a while, but if we push him too hard, who knows what he might do. Taking all that into account, my father's assessment of this incident was a draw. He's strict, isn't he?"

"…I'm sorry."

"Why are you apologizing, Hayato?"

"Well, you say ‘profits will decrease’ so casually, but we must be talking about a huge amount of money, right? I feel bad for getting you involved."

"Hey, hey, what are you talking about, Hayato? Because of this whole affair, I've become an investor in Aphrodite. I'm the owner, you know, the owner."

Hayato tilted his head. He didn't understand what that meant.

"From now on, I'll be receiving a portion of the sales every month. Diite showed me the figures, and it's at a level where I can recover the colony's lost profits in about half a year. That's why my father agreed to that arrangement."

"Oh, is that so? Then there's no problem?"

"It's not that there are no problems at all, but financially speaking, there are absolutely no problems. In fact, the money is increasing so much it's starting to become a problem."

It was an enviable story, but Hayato breathed a sigh of relief that Ney was getting something in return.

"Well, more importantly than that," Ney stood up from her chair and clenched her fists at her chest as if gathering power. "I couldn't play the game at all, so I'm incredibly stressed! We're resuming the exploration starting today!"

"O-Okay. Everyone seemed to be enjoying their vacation at the lake, but they're probably getting bored by now, so I think the timing is good."

"…That's sad in its own way. I wanted a vacation at the lake too. I even got Poseidon's Swimsuit and—ah, never mind. Pretend you didn't hear that."

(I don't think it's something to hide, but is she embarrassed…?) "Nope, didn't hear a thing."

"Good. Alright, I'm going to gather everyone and we'll head to that building! We'll clear it in one day!"

Ney said this and energetically dashed out of the meeting room. She didn't seem like a blood relative of a Foundation, but Hayato felt a little happy that she was back to her usual self.
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			Resuming Exploration and Checking the Situation

			Ney immediately assembled the members.

Her spirits were high, and while the members of Kokuryu and the NPCs were a bit taken aback, they seemed to have been inspired by Ney's joyful demeanor, and it was decided that they would all tackle their respective buildings simultaneously with similar energy.

The various circumstances had been explained to the members of Kokuryu. Ney had explained that she was a member of a Foundation, and she had also shared the secrets of this game. Perhaps they had already suspected something, as they didn't press for details about Ney or the game's secrets, simply saying, "Oh, is that so." The conversation ended with a "Let's keep working together."

Besides, the members of Kokuryu didn't seem to work, nor did they seem to have any money problems. Hayato thought they were people of a class that allowed them to live with a certain degree of freedom, though not to the extent of a Foundation. They didn't seem to need the prize money either, so they probably weren't driven by financial desires.

However, the fact that the NPCs were human was causing a small problem. Not with the members of Kokuryu, but mainly with Ney. She had become unusually familiar with the NPCs, especially Rosalie.

"I hadn't seen you for a while because you were unwell, but you've become quite clingy now that you're better. Even between women, please show a little restraint."

"Oh, come on, it's fine. Let's get along from now on!"

"I had no intention of getting along with you before, but I suppose I can agree to party with you occasionally—I told you not to pull on my clothes."

Ney must have been happy that Rosalie was human, not an AI. Her attitude likely wouldn't have changed even if she were an AI, but she had thought that NPCs were beings who existed only in the world of virtual reality. No matter how close they became, the NPCs would disappear if the game's service ever ended. Perhaps as a backlash to that worry being gone, Ney seemed to be paying more attention to Rosalie than usual.

(I also once thought that Esha and the others would be gone someday. I understand how Ney feels.)

After that exchange between Ney and Rosalie, the members at the campsite each set off to explore. Only Hayato, Esha, and Diite remained at the campsite.

Incidentally, the Bandit clan had returned to the surface as soon as their airship was repaired. Esha had been flashing her Beelzebub at them. Jolth, with a wry smile, had retreated as if fleeing.

So, only three people were left at the campsite. The three of them were sitting in the meeting room, drinking coffee and talking.

"Thanks to Ney-kun, a lot of things have been settled. The number of new players has increased, so giving her a portion of the sales is no problem at all. And we can now openly perform maintenance on the spaceship. Before, we had to hide a lot of things when we were transporting necessary items to the ship."

"That's good. So, were you able to relieve your stress?"

"I feel somewhat refreshed. Though, I was thinking of crushing Scorpion, so it's a bit unsatisfying."

"Please don't say such problematic things. It's bad for my heart."

Diite, who managed this virtual reality, could say that and no one would find out, but for Hayato, who had it ingrained in him that he must not defy the Foundations, it felt like his lifespan was shortening.

"Ah, my apologies. But the real world is complicated. No, perhaps the structure of the world is complicated. It's a strange value system where bloodline, not personal ability, determines absolute worth. The current Foundations must have done a very good job over the past 100 years."

A hundred years ago, although there were hints, the organizations known as Foundations did not exist. In other words, one could say they built this system in just 100 years. Earth's population had decreased, and most of what could be called countries had sunk into the sea, but even in such a situation, creating and establishing a new system would have been difficult. The twelve current Foundations had accomplished that.

"Does it seem comical to you, Diite-chan? You've turned talented people in specific fields into NPCs, so maybe that's why you feel that way. But it would be a problem if the value system was that it's okay for someone to disappear if they're not talented, right? With that value system, coffee would disappear from our cafe…"

"It's troubling when you say such self-deprecating things. But you're right. It seems to be something Ney-kun's Foundation values, but harmony must be important. I'm learning a lot."

Hayato didn't know what she was learning, but he figured that Diite was also learning various things from humans.

Be that as it may, what Hayato wanted to ask about was Relic and Sonia. They had gone out exploring today. They seemed normal, as usual, but their memories had returned. Hayato hadn't asked, but he wanted to know what they planned to do from now on.

It would be proper to ask them directly, but Relic and the others had logged out yesterday. That was to hack into "Prison." To be precise, it was to activate what they had already planted there. After that, they had logged in normally, but Relic and the others hadn't told Hayato any details or about their future plans. They had only said, "It's finished." Hayato was a little concerned.

"Diite-chan, how were Relic-san and the others after they logged out?"

"It seems it was difficult for both of them to even move at first. Sonia-kun, despite her appearance, is as old as Relic-kun, and unlike in virtual reality, her body doesn't move just with her will. It must have been a struggle."

"Even for me, it was hard to move right after logging out, so I imagine it was even worse for Relic," Esha stated. Esha was also a person from 100 years ago who had been in cryosleep. While special technology had prevented muscle atrophy, her body, which she was moving for the first time in 100 years, probably didn't listen to her.

"It was like that for you too, Esha?"

"Yes. I did my best because I wanted to eat a real chocolate parfait."

(I wish she'd say it was because she wanted to see me—no, she wouldn't. And come to think of it, I'd be troubled if she did.) Hayato coughed to cover it up, even in virtual reality.

"Ahem, so, Relic-san and the others' hacking was successful, and their bodies are fine now, right?"

"That's right. However, after confirming that the problem was gone, they got back into their pods and logged in right away."

"Did they say anything about what they'll do from now on?"

"They seem to be undecided about that. They said they'll decide by the time the exploration of this island is over. Oh, I've arranged to have the machines implanted in their bodies properly removed. They'll have to log out at least one more time."

"Undecided… does that mean they're also considering living as NPCs in virtual reality?"

"I haven't asked, but that's likely the case. They are both elderly. There's no reason for them to live in reality now. As I said before, they can't move their bodies well in reality, but they can move without any issues in virtual reality. If it's just about living, virtual reality is more comfortable than reality. However—"

"However?"

"Relic-kun and Sonia-kun don't want to live in virtual reality because they've despaired of life. It's more like an escape from Prison. They have no particular reason to live in virtual reality."

Esha, Ash, and the others had logged out of virtual reality because they had found something they wanted to do in the real world. If they had nothing to do in reality, they could have lived as NPCs in virtual reality. Hayato tried to imagine if Relic or Sonia had something they wanted to do in reality, but he couldn't think of anything.

"I don't know what they'll decide… What about Ban?"

"That's simple. He wants to return to reality as soon as possible, so after we remove the machine implanted in his body, I'll give him a little money and send him on his way."

"Is that okay?"

"It's no problem. I'll also erase some of his memories. Just so you know, this is what he wants. He's probably scared of me, thinking who knows what I'll do if he remembers strange things."

"Your face is getting scary."

Diite's face was undeniably that of someone plotting something evil. Or rather, a wicked face promising to do something bad. Feeling a bit awkward being stared at by Hayato, Diite returned her face to normal.

"Oops, my apologies. And to be frank, there are other members sent from Prison at that time besides Ban-kun. I have to deal with them in the same way, so I've decided to leave it all to Ban-kun. They were originally criminals, but I'll give them a chance to live honestly. After that, it's up to them. Of course, if they cooperate with some organization and meddle with this virtual reality again, I won't show any mercy."

"I see. Well, I guess that's fine. Even if not as much as Relic-san, if they have enough knowledge to hack, they won't have trouble finding work."

"No, he said he wants to stop hacking. He doesn't want to touch a computer again. He said he wants to work up a sweat, so I'm planning to send him to Colony ‘Farm,’ which has a lot of agricultural and livestock work."

"…Diite-chan, did you do something to Ban?"

"How rude. Well, I won't deny it."

"Please deny it."

"Oh, come on. Anyway, for now, various things have been settled peacefully. Let's just enjoy this island. Ney-kun and the others were in high spirits, so we should be able to go to the lake building tomorrow. I plan to go with you then."

Ney and the others were in high spirits, but Diite's spirits were no less high. Even an AI has frustrations and stress, and when they're resolved, their spirits rise. Watching the happy Diite, Hayato thought so.
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			The Two's Future

			When Hayato logged in again that night, it seemed Ney and the others had already finished their exploration and returned to the campsite.

Ney's energy still showed no signs of waning, and she was making a ruckus with the members of Kokuryu, Black Rose, and the Dragon Busters. Hayato wondered how she could maintain that level of energy while logged in all day, but figured she must have been that stressed out and decided not to say anything.

Watching them with a fond smile were Relic and Sonia.

"Can't keep up with that level of energy, you two?"

Relic and Sonia looked at Hayato. Sonia gave a slight wave, and Relic bowed his head.

"It's nice to be young. Even knowing it's a game, they can have that much fun. It's refreshing to watch."

"Could it be that you didn't enjoy it, Sonia-san?"

Sonia and Relic had regained their real-world memories. They had accompanied the exploration because they believed this world was real. It was unclear if they could enjoy it now that they recognized it as a game. It wasn't that old people don't play games, but some people disliked spending time on games regardless of their age.

As Diite had said, they had no reason to live in virtual reality. They would probably see this exploration through out of a sense of duty, but what would happen after was uncertain. Hayato would be happy if they continued to enjoy this game, but there was a chance they might quit. The thought made Hayato a little sad.

As if sensing Hayato's thoughts, Sonia smiled and shook her head.

"What are you talking about? If I were younger, I'd be making a racket with everyone else. But maybe because I've become aware of my real body, I'm tired today. It's probably just my imagination, but I wonder if our real bodies affect us even in virtual reality."

"I kind of know what you mean. I've experienced it myself."

If realistic pain is inflicted in virtual reality, it can affect the real body. Conversely, if one remembered the state of their real body, it was possible their virtual body could be affected by it as well. Even if their virtual body never got tired, Relic and Sonia had logged out, returned to reality, and remembered their original, weakened bodies. Hayato thought that might be what was affecting them.

Hayato himself had injured his leg in reality. It was healed now, but he couldn't move it well in sudden situations, both in reality and virtual reality. The mind and body were probably inextricably linked. Thinking about it, Hayato felt somber, even though it wasn't about him.

"Hayato-sama, there's no need to worry. This one was making a racket with Ney-sama and the others just a little while ago. Honestly, I wish she'd act her age."

"Why'd you have to reveal that? This was the part where I show off a bit of weathered melancholy, you know?"

"And what's the point of showing that off?"

Hayato was a bit taken aback. They were both surprisingly cheerful. He had thought they would be worried or brooding about their future, but there was no sign of that. In fact, they were acting just like they always had. Before the Council meeting, they had been in such a solemn state that it felt daunting to even talk to them, but that was completely gone.

"Are you two really okay? I thought it might be tough after regaining your memories."

"No particular problems. I was surprised it had been 100 years, but that's about it. I'm all alone in the world anyway. It wouldn't matter if 1000 years had passed. What about you, Relic?"

"It's much the same for me. I'm concerned about what happened to Anneliese, but I've asked Diite-sama to look into it. As long as I know that, it's enough."

"You're both surprisingly tough."

Relic smiled at Hayato's words.

"If the world has gotten better than it was back then, there's no problem. If it had gotten worse, my feelings would be different, but the world now, while distorted, can be said to have recovered. It's a good thing to have hope for the future."

"I see. That's how you think about it."

"However, we were in virtual reality during the difficult times. I do feel a sense of guilt towards the people of that era. The prison warden at Prison back then was a useless fellow, but if his organization is now effectively ruling the world, he must have contributed to the recovery in some way. It's hard to believe, though."

Hayato nodded. That was a natural feeling for a normal person. To run away during hard times and come back with a straight face once things had settled down. If you did that at work, you would definitely be resented, and you would want to kick someone like that out. However, the people from Relic's era were gone. And due to various circumstances, one could say Relic and the others had no choice but to escape.

"I don't think you need to feel guilty. Besides, you talk about the people of that era, but they're not around anymore, are they?"

"That is indeed true. The people from that time are no longer alive. There is no need to feel guilty. However, personally, I question the idea of receiving benefits from something others have built without contributing anything myself—not something a hacker should say, is it?"

Relic was laughing, but Hayato gave a wry smile, at a loss for a reply. And he thought. The words "I can't just receive benefits" could also be taken as "I can't live in the real world."

"Relic-san, do you plan to live only in this virtual reality?"

A straight pitch, right down the middle. Thinking there was no point in beating around the bush, Hayato asked directly. Relic placed his right hand on his chin.

"I have not yet decided. I told Diite-sama I would decide by the end of this exploration. However, either way, I will probably not erase my memories."

"I see… Sonia-san, you too?"

"I plan to go along with Relic's decision. At this age, I don't know what I'd do alone, whether I stay here or live in reality. Either way, I'll just be Relic's chess opponent."

"Good grief. So my rotten luck with you will continue."

"Did you hear that, Hayato? Is that what you say to a partner you've been with for so long? When will he ever learn to say something considerate… Just getting older without getting any better, what a hopeless case."

Relic gave a wry smile at Sonia's counterattack.

(Speaking as another man, he's just embarrassed. I'd like to think of it as an advanced form of tsundere. Though as a woman, she probably wants him to say it properly in words.)

Even if you know, whether you can practice it is another story. Even Relic, who was much older than Hayato, reacted that way, which made Hayato a little happy. In any case, no matter the outcome, it wasn't like he wouldn't be able to see Relic or Sonia again. If he could meet them anytime, there would be no problem with them choosing to live only in virtual reality.

Just as Hayato was thinking that, Ney came over.

"Hayato, if you're here, say something! Let's party together!"

"Ney, you need to calm down a bit. I get that you want to celebrate, but…"

"You don't get it! The last few days have been really tough! And I couldn't play the game, so my stress is through the roof! I'm also frustrated that I was the only one who didn't get a vacation! So, after we're done exploring here, we're taking a vacation at the lake!"

"Well, good luck with that. By the way, were you able to clear the two buildings?"

"That's no problem. We cleared them properly. Thanks to that, we can go to the lake building tomorrow, so be prepared… Alright! Let's party even harder as a pre-exploration festival! Relic, Sonia, you two should liven up more!"

Ney, with her energy unabated, charged towards Rosalie.

"Rosalie! What kind of swimsuit were you wearing on your vacation!? I heard it was something amazing, so show me!"

"Don't yell it out so loud!"

Relic and Sonia watched this exchange with another fond smile.

"We've caused the young lady Ney a lot of trouble."

"So it seems. And you as well, Hayato-sama. I will spend the rest of my life repaying this debt."

"That's too much. And you're repaying the wrong person. I didn't do anything, and I couldn't do anything, so please don't worry about it. Though, I would like you to repay Ney in various ways."

This time, all Hayato had done was negotiate and talk. He hadn't done anything to deserve their gratitude. Relic shook his head and looked at Hayato. His gaze was gentle.

"It is true that Hayato-sama did not have the power to resolve matters directly. But did you not appeal to Ney-sama and the others for us? It is not true that you did nothing."

"Well, maybe, but I just asked Ney."

"Do you think Ney-sama would act on a simple request? It was because it was Hayato-sama's request that Ney-sama acted. Besides, if Sonia or I had asked Ney-sama, we would not have achieved this result. And despite being caught up in this, Hayato-sama did not abandon us. Repaying this debt with the rest of my life is not nearly enough."

"No, no, no, saying that much is actually scary. I just brushed off the sparks that fell on me…"

As Hayato and Relic were talking, neither willing to concede, Esha came over.

"Are you two flirting again? Shall I shoot you in the forehead one more time?"

The words made Relic laugh a little.

"Come to think of it, I was defeated. I used to boast that Esha had never once defeated me, but I can no longer boast about that to my old clan members."

"It was never something to boast about. In fact, Ivan and Cecil used to boast about the number of times they were defeated. Shall we work on getting your count up so you can boast?"

"I'll pass. If I were to beat those two, double digits wouldn't be enough."

Hayato was amazed at how many times they must have been defeated, but then reconsidered that it seemed plausible for those two.

"Well, that aside, Master, please start making food. The banquet is just beginning. I have to eat to make up for my late start. A full course of sweets, please."

"That's fine, but something occurred to me. If you eat a lot in virtual reality, could it affect your real body? And recently—"

"I see. Master wants to boast about the number of times I've defeated him."

"I don't want to boast, so please don't point that gun at me. I'm sorry, I won't say another word."

Relic and Sonia laughed at Hayato and Esha's exchange. Hayato decided not to say anything more unnecessary and busily started preparing food.



		
			Chapter 210

			Guardian of the Lake

			The day after Ney's spirits had soared too high, Hayato and the others were at the floating island's lake from early in the morning. The reason, of course, was to enter the building in the center of the lake.

By clearing the buildings to the northwest and northeast, they had a rough idea of what this island was. Hayato had heard the details from Ney.

"A facility to make it rain artificially?"

"That's right. In ancient times, there was a very advanced civilization—or rather, it might be easier to understand if I say terraforming. It seems there were people who were making this planet habitable for humans. This island is one of the facilities used at that time."

Terraforming, simply put, is making an uninhabitable planet have an environment similar to Earth. There are such plans in Hayato's reality, but they don't yet have the technology to change an entire planet's environment. Besides, if they could do that, they should do something about Earth, so such technology is probably still far in the future.

Be that as it may, the setting is that the planet this game takes place on was created by someone.

"However, the people trying to do that either perished for some reason or fled this planet, and this island was apparently abandoned for tens of thousands of years. No one maintained it during that time, so it seems to be broken."

"Broken…? Oh, so that's why it's like a waterfall instead of rain."

"Exactly. Olga Domus Waterfall is in a state where I can't tell if it's romantic or not."

As for how it was creating such a massive amount of water, it was apparently unknown technology, and there was no detailed explanation. Since it's a world where magic exists, Hayato figured it was some kind of hybrid of magic and science.

"The spirits in the Spirit Country would be angry if they found out. The water is falling due to scientific power, not the power of spirits… By the way, why are there dinosaurs?"

"Apparently, they were created through genetic manipulation and they lost control of them. It was written in something like a diary that they abandoned the entire island because of that."

"Seriously…?"

What kind of civilization gets defeated by dinosaurs when they have technology advanced enough to terraform a planet, he wondered, but figured there must be various reasons. More than that, the mystery was why they created dinosaurs on this island in the first place. Hayato looked over at Diite, who was participating in this exploration. Diite noticed Hayato looking and got a smug look on her face. She must be confident in the setting she created.

From Hayato's perspective, it seemed rather slapdash. But the setting Ney told him was only a part of it; there might be more to it. Thinking this, he decided not to point it out.

(Maybe they tried to make it habitable for dinosaurs first, not humans, or maybe having dinosaurs as pets was the trend back then. Maybe the monsters on the surface were also created that way. And Ash and the others are called Genesis Dragons and are said to have existed since the beginning of the world, but the origin of the Dragon's Grave was a dragon, and I feel like there was a story that they might have existed even before that. Is the setting that the terraformers created Ash and the others…?)

Imagining how these contradictions could fit together was fun, but it could also be frustrating if not everything was explained. Whether one could enjoy the contradictions depended on the person, but Hayato was the type who could. He put his various imaginings aside for now. Today's purpose was exploration.

"I get the gist of it, but you've figured out how to get into that building, right?"

Ney said, "Of course," and showed Hayato a push-button type switch. There were two of them. "These are the switches I found on the lowest floor of each building. This one removes the barrier covering the building. The other one opens the building's entrance."

"You found something that convenient?"

"It's convenient, but it seems to be an emergency item and can only be used once. After using it, we have to go get another one. It said so in the instruction manual. And the island's control system is broken. It seems the barrier and the building entrance will restore themselves after a while. We need to escape the building before that happens."

Dungeons with time limits are common on the surface. If this place has a similar system, there's a high chance that any items obtained inside will be lost if they don't get out in time. It meant they would have to act while calculating the time to go and come back, or it would be a waste. Hayato told himself not to get too greedy.

Hearing more from Ney, the barrier would be gone for about a day, and the entrance would restore itself in about three hours. First, they had to deactivate the barrier, go to the entrance by ship, and then find the treasure and escape within three hours. Hayato was worried if there would be any treasure inside the building given the setting he just heard, but he steeled himself, knowing they couldn't come all this way and return empty-handed.

And so, as is standard for clearing a timed dungeon, Hayato's group split into three teams. The three teams were Kokuryu led by Ney, Lunaria and Black Rose, and Cecil and the Dragon Busters. On top of that, Hayato, Esha, Relic, and Diite would go with the Kokuryu members. Sonia would go with Lunaria's group. The remaining treasure hunters would go with the Dragon Busters.

Their roles were: Kokuryu for exploration. Lunaria's group would be half exploration, half monster clearing. And the Dragon Busters would clear monsters. In many timed dungeons, monsters don't respawn. It's said that this is a consideration due to the time limit. So, they would divide into a team to defeat as many monsters as possible and a team to collect items from treasure chests. As long as the team that got the treasure got out within the time limit, they could share the items.

With that settled, Ney took the barrier deactivation switch out of her item bag again. "Alright, I'm pressing the switch!"

When Ney pressed the switch, a rumbling sound started, and the barrier protecting the building disappeared as if melting from above. After confirming this, Sonia took out a miniature of her large ship and floated it on the lake. Once everyone was aboard the now enormous ship, they headed for the center of the lake.

The lake had a diameter of about fifteen kilometers, so it was over seven kilometers to the center. It was faster than walking, but it would still take over ten minutes. The weather was good, the wind was calm. Hayato and the others were in a slightly relaxed state.

But for some reason, Diite was tilting her head.

"Diite-chan, what's wrong?"

"Well, I thought the dinosaurs inside would be released and attack as soon as the barrier was deactivated, but they're not appearing at all—oh, here they come. Alright everyone, do your best. You can manage without cannons."

"Why do you sound so happy…"

From a developer's perspective, she was probably happy that the monster she prepared had appeared. It was a nuisance, but Hayato resigned himself to it, figuring it was unavoidable if it was some kind of guardian protecting the treasure.

A huge shadow appeared on the calm lake. By sight alone, it was probably nearly fifteen meters long. It passed under the ship once. Just as the ship rocked violently, a huge thing leaped out right next to it. A giant crocodile, or maybe a whale. Its massive body floated in the air as if defying the laws of physics. Then, as if in slow motion, it returned to the lake, and a splash of water hit the ship.

One of the treasure hunters shouted. "It's a Mosasaurus! Whoa! So cool!"

Mosasaurus. Ruler of the seas. Apex of the food chain. It has many titles, but it was the strongest marine reptile in history, and it wouldn't be surprising if it was considered a cheat by those around it when it was alive. It might be cool, but Hayato wanted to know how they were supposed to beat something like that.

Hayato made a quick decision. "We're running to the lake building at full speed. We can't deal with that thing."

"Hayato-kun, wait a moment. Shouldn't we defeat it here? It's, um, amazing, you know? I can't say it out loud, but I really had to twist Infinity's arm to get it made. You can win, so do your best."

(What does ‘twist its arm’ mean?)

That might be the developer's perspective, but not the player's. Hayato proposed running away at full speed. But there was no one on the ship who would run away. Especially Ney, Lunaria, and Cecil were eager to fight.

"Let's fight together!"

"Hmph, don't get cocky just because you're a little big. You're out of luck for attacking the Demon Lord's ship."

"Whoa! It's huge! Let's take it down!"

It was probably inevitable that Hayato was in the minority with this group. He wanted to ask what the point was of getting exhausted before the exploration, but once they were like this, they couldn't be stopped.

"Sigh, fine, we'll fight it. But the main thing is exploration, so don't overdo it."

As Hayato said this, some members let out a war cry. Diite was smiling broadly and nodding repeatedly. It must be a creation she's very confident in.

In this situation, Relic smiled at Hayato. "You have it rough."

"Relic-san, don't talk like it's someone else's problem. This group is too bloodthirsty, it's a pain."

"That may be so, but how about thinking of it this way. There's a chance it could attack us on the way back, so it's better to defeat it now."

"I see. But on the way back, we can use a Ring of Teleportation—no, teleporting is probably disabled in a timed dungeon. And we might have to carry the treasure out of the lake. So we should probably defeat it… In that case, I feel mentally better about it. Thank you, Relic-san."

"Not at all. However, Hayato-sama, the ship's durability seems to have decreased from the last attack. Isn't this dangerous?"

"Oh no, I have to repair it. Relic-san, I'll be defenseless while repairing, so could you please keep a lookout?"

"Leave it to me. Hayato-sama, you can focus on the repairs."

And so, the battle with the Mosasaurus, the guardian of the lake, began.



		
			Chapter 211

			An Old Man's Ramblings

			After a desperate battle, Hayato and the others defeated the Mosasaurus.

As the strongest creature in the sea, it was a tough fight, but Hayato's group was also composed of the strongest members, so they were never going to lose. But they were heavily depleted.

They had used up almost all the medicine-type production items Hayato had prepared. Furthermore, they had no more lumber to repair the ship. Normally, they should turn back once and restock their items. The barrier was deactivated for a day thanks to the switch. There was enough time to go back and prepare again. The game system was probably designed for that.

But that was for people who didn't work or for Sundays. Today was a weekday, and Hayato and Esha had work at the cafe in the afternoon. They didn't have time to go back and restock. So, they decided to enter the lake building with almost no production items.

"Even with Lunaria-kun and Esha-kun, it was quite a tough fight. Maybe I need to lower the Mosasaurus's stats a bit."

"Diite-chan, you're not trying to use us to adjust the game balance, are you?"

"…Of course not. But well, this place has existed since the game's launch, and you guys were the first ones to come here. So I was looking forward to seeing what would happen. I won't deny that I got some good data."

(Didn't she say we could win?)

According to Diite, the basic strategy was to fight using cannons, and fighting in close combat was unexpected. The victory could be attributed to Esha's Destroy and Lunaria's Black Swan. Because of that, Lunaria was getting carried away as usual. But she was soaking wet. The Black Rose members were using fire magic around her to dry her off.

"Are you okay, Lunaria-san?"

"I'm the Demon Lord, so it's a piece of cake. A monster of that level is child's play."

"No, I mean, you were drowning, are you okay? Rosalie-san had to save you, didn't she?"

Towards the end, Lunaria committed the reckless act of fighting in close combat in the water. She jumped into the lake herself. Without the Diving Skill, her HP gradually decreased, but she managed to survive with the healing magic from Diite and the others, and in the end, she dealt the finishing blow to the Mosasaurus. Everyone thought Lunaria could swim, but it seems that was an effect of Black Swan. As soon as the battle ended, the effect wore off and Lunaria drowned. Seeing this, Rosalie jumped into the lake and saved Lunaria.

"I'm the Demon Lord, so I'm fine. Rosalie-chan is—"

"I'm fine too. But it's a little cold, so could I have some hot coffee?"

"I can give you as much of that as you want. What about you, Lunaria-san?"

"With plenty of milk and sugar. I demand the Lunaria Special."

"Yes, yes."

She had named it herself, but Lunaria couldn't drink coffee unless it was a drink with plenty of milk and sugar. In fact, it was closer to saying she put coffee in sugared milk. After giving them their drinks, he approached Esha. Lunaria dealt the finishing blow, but Esha was probably the one who contributed the most damage.

"Are you okay, Esha?"

"I just fired Destroy, so I'm fine. I didn't take any damage. However, I won't be able to fire Destroy for a while, so it might be dangerous if another strong enemy appears."

"It won't be for about thirty minutes. And while there might be strong enemies inside that building, we'll be aiming for the treasure without fighting, so I think it'll be fine."

"I bet there's one right before the final treasure, though. I'd like to bring that treasure back if possible… Should we have Cecil charge in? I'll shoot them all together from behind with Destroy."

"Esha, I can hear you!"

Cecil's voice came from quite far away. But she didn't sound angry, so it was probably their usual banter. Rather, the fact that she sounded like she could shoot her from behind even if they were on good terms was a little scary.

According to Ney, there were powerful dinosaurs on the lowest floors of the northeast and northwest buildings as well. A Triceratops and a Stegosaurus. Both were genetically modified, and Hayato heard they not only breathed fire but also used magic. Considering that, it was certain there would be a boss-like dinosaur in the lake building as well.

(If it's a dinosaur boss, there's only one thing it could be…)

Hayato was a little excited about this. A boy's dream, the Tyrannosaurus Rex. Hayato was no exception. It was a shame it would likely have fantasy elements, but that couldn't be helped. The Mosasaurus they just defeated also used attacks like an ultrasonic wave and a charging attack while spinning its body called "Health Spiral." Attacks it probably wouldn't do in reality.

If there was a Tyrannosaurus, he was both excited and scared to see what it would do. A few minutes later, once everyone was fine, the ship started moving. Sonia was at the helm, heading for the building. They were about halfway from the land, so it was another three or four kilometers.

While moving, Hayato happened to see Relic. He was standing on the port side of the ship with his arms clasped behind his back, looking out at the lake, but there was nothing in particular where he was looking.

"Relic-san, what's wrong? Do you see something?"

"Ah, no, I don't see anything in particular."

"And yet you seemed to be looking at the lake so seriously."

"I wasn't looking at the lake. I was thinking about the Mosasaurus from earlier."

"That's unusual. May I ask what you were thinking about?"

Relic looked a little surprised, then smiled at Hayato.

"The Mosasaurus from earlier was said to be quite strong in the sea, wasn't it?"

"Yes, one of the treasure hunters was very knowledgeable. He said it was at the top of the underwater predators."

"It's embarrassing to say, but I was also at the top, so to speak, as a hacker. I came to love the act of hacking and snuck into all sorts of places, and before I knew it, that's where I ended up."

Hayato had heard about this from Diite. Relic, known as the Fire Serpent—Red Snake, was a master hacker back in the day. He was caught on purpose to save Anneliese. Diite's view was that he would not have been caught otherwise.

"I was thinking about what that Mosasaurus thought after becoming the apex predator."

Realistically, the answer was that it didn't have the intelligence to think anything, but that was probably not what Relic was thinking about. Hayato waited for his next words without replying.

"It didn't want to act like a king, nor did it want to boast to anyone. It just lived as it pleased and ended up there. I was wondering what it wanted to do with the power it had obtained that way."

"Relic-san, are you thinking you want to do something with your hacking ability?"

"You are sharp. Yes, I never thought about it in the past, but when I reached my late sixties, I became greedy. If I could leave this power to someone even after I die someday, it would be proof that I lived. Ban was a failure, though."

Hayato thought. Relic didn't want to leave behind his hacking ability; he wanted to leave behind proof that he had lived. But Hayato couldn't quite understand that way of thinking. He was young, so he didn't feel death was near, and he didn't have any power to leave behind. If he had to say, it would be his cafe, but he didn't think that was proof of his existence.

What Relic was thinking could be seen as the anguish of someone who had obtained something, so Hayato had never thought about it. And Relic said he had never thought about it in the past. In other words, it was a desire that only came with age.

"Um, I'm sorry. I understand what you were thinking, Relic-san, but I haven't reached that state myself, so I can't really say anything—"

"Of course. This is just an old man's ramblings. Hayato-sama, whose life is just beginning, couldn't possibly have an answer. And I'm not asking for an answer; it's about what I want to do."

That probably referred to Relic's future. Only virtual reality, only reality, or a life going back and forth between both like Hayato. Relic had no reason to live in virtual reality and no reason to return to reality. Furthermore, he didn't need a life of going back and forth between both. Hayato had no idea which one he would choose.

As if understanding Hayato's thoughts, Relic smiled.

"It is not something for Hayato-sama to worry about. This is something I must worry about. Please rest assured that I will decide after enjoying this world with everyone a little more."

"No matter what the result, it's not like we won't be able to see each other, but I can't help but think about various things—If you do return to reality, please try the coffee I make. It's on me."

"That would be wonderful. One point for living in reality—Come to think of it, according to Esha, the taste is about a two-star level?"

"Personally, I think it's about two and a half stars…"

"Oh my, then is that a minus point?"

"Relic-san…"

"I am just joking. I have not decided yet, but if I do decide to return to reality, then I will gladly—it seems we have arrived at our destination."

The ship had arrived at the center of the lake. The surrounding members were beginning to prepare to disembark.

(This might be the last dungeon I can adventure in with Relic-san. I have to enjoy it properly.)

Thinking this, Hayato slapped his cheeks with both hands. It didn't hurt, but it got him fired up.



		
			Chapter 212

			Exploration of the Control Facility

			Hayato and the others began their exploration of the building at the center of the lake.

Since it was a timed dungeon, Cecil and the Dragon Busters went first. The plan was to defeat as many monsters inside as possible, but their primary goal was to reach the lowest floor without making any detours.

After them, Lunaria, the Black Rose, and Sonia's team would begin their search. Their main task was to mop up the monsters, but they were also to collect any treasure they found, as long as it was easy to obtain.

Finally, Ney's group from Kokuryu and Hayato's group would search for treasure on the floors that had been cleared of monsters. Sonia would contact them about any treasure the advance teams had missed, which Relic would then handle by picking locks and disarming traps.

The facility, according to Ney and her team, was for controlling the rain, which was now a waterfall, but it was broken, so they couldn't stop it. Even if they could, it would stop the Olga Domus Waterfall. That would surely incur the wrath of the spirits, so they wouldn't do it even if it were possible.

(Still, a control facility. I wonder if there's any treasure here.)

Given the island's setting, it was possible there were items that didn't fit the world's theme, but the chances of finding anything of monetary value were low. Hayato hoped they would find some items that would satisfy the members.

Ten minutes after Cecil's group entered, a message arrived saying the monsters in the passage to the next floor had been cleared.

Now it was Lunaria's group's turn. Their job was to defeat the monsters inside the rooms and collect treasure. Sonia was with them, but she was instructed to leave any treasure that seemed trapped and only collect the easy finds.

After a few more minutes, another message came. They had covered most of the first floor. They also sent the locations of the treasures they hadn't touched.

Since the building was submerged in the lake, its exact shape was unclear. Based on what Ney's group had learned from other buildings, it was a cylindrical tower. The place Hayato's group had entered was the rooftop, and from there, they would proceed down into the tower.

"Alright, let's go."

At Hayato's voice, everyone braced themselves. And so, the exploration began.

About an hour passed, and the search was progressing well.

Their standard strategy was paying off, and they were making steady headway. The building consisted of ten floors, and Cecil's group had already advanced to the very bottom.

However, due to the building's structure, there wasn't anything special at the lowest level. In a normal building, the bottom floor would be the first floor, which was the original entrance.

According to Cecil's report, the first floor was almost completely submerged in water.

"Hayato, you've got a ring that increases the Diving Skill, right? Could you go check it out for us? I can't equip any rings or anything."

Cecil had sacrificed her ring and bracelet equipment slots to equip more weapons, so she couldn't use any ring or bracelet type gear. If she tried to explore underwater in that state, her HP would deplete quickly and she would be defeated.

"There are monsters, dinosaurs, in the water, right? It'd be pointless for me to go. I'd probably get taken out right away."

"Then ask Ney or Esha. If I ask Lunaria, Rosalie will be a pain."

"Got it. I'll ask them."

There was a reason they had to explore the first floor so thoroughly.

There was a locked room on what corresponded to the building's fifth floor.

It wasn't something Sonia or Relic could open with their Lockpicking Skill. It required some kind of key card, and not just one, but several.

They had found a few, but the final key card was likely on the first floor, so they had to search for it.

When everyone gathered on the second floor, Hayato spoke to Ney and Esha.

"Hmph. If that's the case, we have no choice. But wouldn't it be tough for Esha?"

"Indeed. I can fire Beelzebub underwater, but the water resistance would prevent it from attacking at its normal speed. Someone who can handle close-quarters combat would be better, wouldn't they? And to be frank, I'd rather not get my maid outfit wet."

That last part was likely her true feeling. But the request was understandable. When Lunaria was drowning, the gothic lolita clad Rosalie had jumped in, but that was probably a special case.

"That can't be helped. My outfit is water, well, it's fine if it gets wet. But it'll be a bit tough on my own. Could someone come with me?"

At Ney's words, Sonia raised her hand.

"Then I'll go. My knife is good for close combat. Besides, we might need to pick a lock, so it's a reasonable choice, right?"

"Sonia, if you're going, then I'll..."

"Relic, you should stay back until the very end. What if there's some incredible treasure at the last second? Just leave this to me. Ney, you're fine with me, right?"

"Mhm! I'll feel safe if you're with me, Sonia. Hayato, lend us the equipment with the Diving Skill."

Hayato took out two sets of rings and bracelets from his Item Bag.

"Here are the rings and bracelets with the Diving Skill. Even if you equip them together, the skill only goes up to forty, so don't get overconfident. Keep an eye on your remaining HP, and if things get dangerous, retreat immediately."

Hayato said this as he handed the rings and bracelets to Ney and Sonia.

After that, the men left the area.

It was a matter of etiquette. They judged that the women wouldn't want to be seen by men while soaking wet.

Lunaria, who had fought the mosasaurus, didn't seem to care at all, but she was the Demon Lord, or rather, she was Lunaria, so she was an exception. The decision was likely influenced by the memory of Rosalie looking a bit embarrassed when she returned to the ship after rescuing her.

Besides, the men would be of no use here anyway. Moving away was the right choice.

Hayato, having moved to the stairs leading to the third floor, decided the wait would be long and spoke to Relic.

"We've found a surprising amount of treasure, haven't we? Mostly ingots, though."

"Perhaps the people who built this facility used ingots as a substitute for money. If they left them behind, I wonder if it means they fled in a hurry."

"That would seem to be the case. Although I have no idea what caused it."

There were no treasure chests in this building, but there were many containers. It seemed more plausible that these were left behind by the former inhabitants rather than placed as treasure.

Naturally, there was no in-game currency inside, but there were many gold ingots. There was also high-performance equipment and, to Hayato's delight, new cooking recipes and weapon manufacturing methods. All in all, it would be quite a profitable haul.

And for players, the number of Treasure Coins had also become substantial. He started with almost none, and now he was close to reaching a thousand.

However, since this was a timed dungeon, they couldn't claim ownership of the treasure until they carried it outside. They couldn't return once they left, so they had to clear it in one go. If they were wiped out at this point, they would lose everything they had obtained. That was a situation they desperately wanted to avoid.

(I'll definitely take it all back. The Treasure Coins are nice because they come with real prize money, but once I hit a thousand, I can exchange them for a Wine Brewing Kit. Relic-san seems to like alcohol, so it'd be nice to aim for a five-star wine. Come to think of it, didn't Mist-san also say she likes wine? I absolutely have to get that kit.)

As his imagination ran wild with items he hadn't yet obtained, time seemed to fly by, and Ney and the others returned from the depths.

"I've got the card! Now we can get into the room on the fifth floor!"

"Good work. Ney, Sonia-san, would you like some coffee? It'll warm you up."

"I'll gladly accept. How about you, Ney?"

"I'm fine. My heart's been on fire since yesterday!"

She likely meant she was fired up. The Black Rose members must have dried them with magic, as neither Ney's nor Sonia's equipment was wet. Figuring they were fine, Hayato handed a coffee only to Sonia.

Sonia took a sip and a look of profound relief washed over her face.

"That warms me up. Now then, shall we head to the main event? This is the climax of our exploration."

At Sonia's words, some of the members let out a cheer. They seemed to be getting fired up, perhaps influenced by Ney.

Hayato and the others moved to the locked room on the fifth floor.

Everyone gathered in front of the enormous door on the fifth floor.

All other areas had been explored. Once they investigated this room, their exploration of the dungeon would be complete.

There was a little over an hour left. Diite's smiling face gave Hayato a slight sense of unease, but it was highly likely that a final boss type of dinosaur was inside, guarding the treasure.

Hayato, holding the five key cards, swiped them all through the card reader. The massive door slid open to the left and right.

It was dark inside and hard to see, but when Hayato's group stepped in and walked to the center of the room, the lights came on. And the door they came through closed.

It appeared to be some kind of research laboratory. At the back of the room was a giant cylindrical water tank, and inside it was a dinosaur.

It was the one and only Tyrannosaurus.

The Tyrannosaurus's eyes opened. It glared at Hayato's group.

Immediately after, the tank shattered, and water poured onto the floor. At the same time, the Tyrannosaurus slid out of the tank.

The Tyrannosaurus skillfully got to its feet and let out an indescribable roar. Then it charged toward Hayato and the others.

Of course, no one here was the type to be scared by that. Ney and the others let out a roar that was no less impressive than the Tyrannosaurus's and began their attack.



		
			Chapter 213

			The Final Treasure

			As expected, or perhaps as a foregone conclusion, in a place filled with dinosaurs, the only monster that could be the final boss appeared.

A Tyrannosaurus. About thirteen meters long, the strongest carnivorous dinosaur. It was famous enough that even those who weren't dinosaur enthusiasts would have heard its name. There were theories that its body was covered in downy feathers, but the men in Hayato's group preferred the old-school type.

And the one before them now was the old-school type. A type closer to a reptile.

But this was, at its core, a fantasy dinosaur. It was more like a dragon than a dinosaur. It spat giant fireballs, generated electricity from its body, and when it swung its tail, ice pillars would inexplicably attack them.

Diite was nodding in satisfaction, but the men in Hayato's group were a little disappointed.

Hayato planned to ask Diite to make things more normal later, but that was a separate issue. For now, they had to fight this Tyrannosaurus. The women, who seemed less interested, had already begun their attack, as if to say the first strike wins.

Fortunately, this floor was spacious. Hayato, Relic, and Sonia stayed out of the Tyrannosaurus's attack range and watched the battle.

"How amusing, playing the final boss in the Demon Lord's stead. I'll teach you what a real final boss is."

Lunaria, the most reliable member in terms of combat, was fighting the Tyrannosaurus. Her Arondight's weapon skill, Black Swan, had already been activated, and she was dealing significant damage.

However, the Tyrannosaurus seemed to have a considerable natural HP regeneration rate, as it was recovering before their very eyes. The battle looked like it would drag on.

That said, Ney, Rosalie, and Cecil had also joined the fight, and the other members, including Esha, were dealing damage with ranged attacks like bows and magic. It would take time, but they weren't going to lose.

"Hayato-sama, will Esha not be firing Destroy?"

"She might be conserving her Melon Juice since she's low on it. I didn't ask her to, but perhaps her plan is to finish it off all at once at the very end."

Previously, when they were salvaging at sea, Esha had fired Destroy the moment Poseidon's head appeared. Right after that, they were hit by a wide-range magic attack.

That was an action the boss always performed when its HP dropped to a certain point, an attack that should have come much later. Hayato figured she was avoiding that by not firing Destroy, a common mechanic in simple AI.

Meanwhile, Diite was telling Esha, "Not yet?" "Isn't it about time?" "I think now is the time," likely because she wanted the Tyrannosaurus to use its next attack sooner.

Esha, seemingly aware of this, was casually brushing Diite off with, "Not yet," "Just a little more," and "Stay."

There was a bit of an unnecessary back-and-forth, but with this group, they could afford that much leeway without any problems.

Then, when the Tyrannosaurus's HP dropped below half, its behavior changed. It began to charge repeatedly.

As far as attacks went, this was one of the lower-damage types, so in a way, it had gotten weaker. A simple charge was easy to dodge.

(What's this? Such a simple attack... ah.)

Hayato realized.

Even when they dodged the Tyrannosaurus's charge, it would hit the building's wall. The wall was made of metal, but cracks were appearing. Water was leaking from them. And before he knew it, they were submerged up to their ankles.

Then, the Tyrannosaurus went into the motion for releasing its body's electricity.

"Get out of the water! You'll be electrocuted!"

As Hayato shouted, the surrounding members realized the situation and scrambled to get out of the water. The floor was flooded, but there were some raised areas that were not submerged. A few members, however, were too slow.

Immediately after, electricity was discharged from the Tyrannosaurus's body, and a current flowed through the water.

The members who were too slow to escape took damage, and several of them were defeated.

(Whoa, if your HP is at the lowest rank, it's a one-shot.)

The ones who fell were mainly members of the Treasure Hunter Guild, along with the magic-specialist types from the Black Rose. Their low HP meant they couldn't withstand it. That meant if Hayato had been hit, he would have died instantly.

The Tyrannosaurus also seemed to be taking damage for some reason, but thanks to its natural recovery, it looked like it would heal soon.

The Tyrannosaurus wasn't laughing, but it somehow looked that way. Everyone present was a little irritated.

And the Tyrannosaurus had made a mistake in its kill order. The first one it should have taken down was Lunaria.

The defeated members of the Black Rose turned into black particles and gathered into the sword Lunaria held, Arondight. The sword was enveloped in a black aura, and the gem on its hilt began to glow.

Lunaria put on a helmet that covered her eyes. From within, her eyes shone red.

"Atone with your death."

Despite the water at her feet making it difficult to move, Lunaria closed in on the Tyrannosaurus at super high speed. She was so fast that water splashed up in her wake.

Then, Lunaria slashed the Tyrannosaurus with Arondight. The giant's body was sent flying like a piece of paper before it rolled across the floor.

While everyone stared in a daze, Rosalie raised her beloved scythe.

"Follow Lunaria-sama!"

As Rosalie shouted, the surviving members of the Black Rose began to use every attack at their disposal.

"Let's go, you guys! Don't let Lunaria and her crew take all the glory!"

"Uooooh! I'm fired up!"

Following them, Cecil and Ney also raised their voices. Everyone resumed their attack on the Tyrannosaurus with renewed vigor.

"Now then, shall I take the best part?"

Esha was suddenly standing near Hayato, holding her Beelzebub and looking through its scope.

(Whether it's food or a fight, she always takes the best part.)

Esha took aim and fired Destroy.

The laser-like attack parted the water on the floor with its pressure wave as it sped towards the Tyrannosaurus.

The Tyrannosaurus was sent flying like a piece of paper again, crashing into the wall.

Afterward, it tried to get back up, but its hind legs were trembling, and it couldn't stand, collapsing forward.

The members who confirmed this let out a cheer.

Hayato, Relic, and the others were also celebrating, but Esha muttered something.

"It seems the flooding isn't stopping. Shouldn't we hurry and retrieve the contents of the containers?"

"Huh...?"

Indeed, the water level in the room was rising. What was ankle-deep had now come up to their knees.

Hayato looked at Diite.

Diite had been resurrecting the fallen members, but when she noticed Hayato's gaze, she gave him a beaming smile.

This was probably the final gimmick. Even if there was time left to escape, there wasn't much time left in this room. They had to retrieve the treasure from the containers under these conditions.

Everyone split up to search for containers and found several. They could take some of them as they were, but it seemed the built-in containers couldn't be removed.

"Is this made of Hihiirokane?"

At Relic's murmur, everyone except Diite was surprised.

The rumored treasure chest, in this case a container, was right here.

"Relic, I'm counting on you for that one. I'll open the other containers, so just focus on it."

Relic nodded to Sonia, pulled on both his gloves once, and flexed his hands to get them comfortable. Then he began picking the lock and disarming the trap.

The difficulty of picking a lock and disarming a trap on a treasure chest changes depending on the quality of the chest. Hihiirokane was said to be superior to Adamantite, so the difficulty would be at its peak.

Even with Lockpicking and Trap Disarm skills at one hundred, the time to solve the subsequent puzzle would be considerably short. It was only Hayato's guess, but he thought that since Relic had never picked a lock or disarmed a trap on a Hihiirokane chest before, it would be extremely difficult this time.

And even now, the water was gradually rising, putting them under mental pressure. There was a possibility that even Relic couldn't open it.

Despite Hayato's worries, Relic was attempting to pick the lock and disarm the trap with a serious expression. His concentration was so intense it was suffocating just to watch.

Relic was on one knee, and the container itself had already sunk underwater. Still, Relic hadn't given up, or rather, he seemed too focused to even notice.

Sonia was already finished, and the one Relic was working on would be the last treasure.

"H-hey, Hayato, isn't this impossible? Besides, the time limit is getting dicey. If we don't get out, we'll lose the items, right?"

Ney's voice was tinged with worry. Hayato agreed and was about to call out to Relic, but he was stopped by Sonia, Esha, and Cecil.

"Once Relic gets like this, he won't stop, so it's useless to say anything."

"Sonia-san is right. At this point, he won't stop even if he's defeated."

"Yeah, yeah, it's a waste of breath."

If his old partner and former clanmates said so, it must be true. Besides, Relic wasn't reacting to them at all.

"Then, I'll stay behind. Everyone else, just take the items and get out."

"What are you trying to do, play the hero? In any case, it's meaningless for you to stay, Master, so let's leave Relic behind and all get out."

"Don't say it's meaningless."

"Then you'll just be a burden when Relic tries to escape, so please don't stay."

"This is strange, the first thing you said was better..."

"I'll buy the sentiment, though. Now, let's go. Relic, I'll laugh at you if you can't bring back the treasure with this. Hurry up, grab the treasure, and follow us."

It was unclear if he heard her, but Esha said this to Relic, and then everyone left the room.

Outside the room, water had already seeped in. However, it was only enough to wet the floor slightly, so they still had plenty of time.

Hayato's group headed for the rooftop. The flooding seemed to be limited to the fifth floor, as the upper floors were fine.

"I wonder if Relic-san will be okay."

Hayato murmured as he looked back at the stairs they had climbed.

"No point in worrying. He'll follow us soon enough, so don't worry."

"Sonia-san, you really trust Relic-san, don't you?"

"Don't say such embarrassing things. Besides, even if he's defeated, he'll just resurrect at the base. And Relic has never betrayed my expectations before. Well, that time he betrayed you all was a disappointment. But that was the only time."

Sonia said this with a grin, gave Hayato a light pat on the back, and headed towards the stairs.

Just as Hayato was about to follow, he heard footsteps coming up the stairs from behind.

"Oh, Hayato-sama, were you still here?"

"Relic-san! Thank goodness, you're safe."

"Yes. And I've secured the final treasure as well. I had to bring it back, or Esha would have laughed at me, so I pushed myself despite my age. Now, let's head for the exit immediately. If we're defeated here, it'll be more than just a laughing matter."

Hayato nodded, and together with Relic, he headed for the exit on the rooftop.



		
			Chapter 214

			Report on the Investigation's Findings

			The night after the exploration of the lake building ended, Hayato logged in again.

Right after the exploration, Hayato had work at his cafe, so he had logged out immediately and had only just returned.

After an exploration, there was the fun of examining the treasures they had found, but Hayato, who had his cafe to run, had no such luxury. The number of customers wasn't low enough to be in the single digits, and Ash's father, Veru, and his group were regulars.

He couldn't afford to take a day off, so he came back after working diligently. Besides, Hayato liked to entertain people. He wasn't doing it reluctantly, he was doing it because he wanted to.

For the current Hayato, both were rewarding activities, so he wouldn't slack on either. He would occasionally prioritize one over the other, but only rarely.

Hayato stepped out of his room at the campsite base and happened to run into Ney.

"Oh, Hayato. You logged in. Good work today."

"Looks like your spirits are back to normal. Were you on all day?"

"I logged out a few times for meals and such, but I've mostly been here. As for my mood, being able to have a vacation with everyone helped me calm down."

After the exploration, Ney had enjoyed a vacation at the lake with the other women. Last time, she couldn't participate because of preparations for the council, so she finally got her revenge. Her mood had settled, and it seemed she was back to her usual self.

After that, Ney started talking about the vacation, which was a bit awkward for Hayato.

He didn't know how to respond to stories about a vacation only women could attend. And the members who participated were who they were. If Ney said anything careless, Hayato's life would be in danger.

"A-alright, I get it. You shouldn't go around spreading stories like that. It's dangerous. For me."

"Hm? Is that so? I thought I could share a little of the fun. Then I'll go tell Esha. She's probably logged in already, right?"

"I think she'll be here later. Well then, I have to talk with Relic-san and the others, so..."

Hayato parted ways with Ney and headed for Relic's room.

He had arranged to speak with Relic, Sonia, and Diite later on.

The topic was what Relic would do from now on. While Hayato thought he didn't need to decide so quickly, he respected Relic's opinion, figuring it was a way of finding closure.

Hayato knocked on the door to Relic's room. A voice from inside said, "Come in," so he opened the door and entered.

Inside the room, Diite and Sonia were already gathered, seemingly waiting for Hayato. They were sitting at a square table, with only one chair empty. Hayato sat down there.

Relic was in front of Hayato, with Sonia to his right and Diite to his left. The three of them appeared to have been drinking the coffee Hayato had prepared and left in the shared storage.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all, we're the ones who insisted on you coming. Now then, right away..."

"Relic-kun, now, hold on. There's no need to rush to an answer. Would you listen to what I have to say first?"

Diite interrupted Relic.

Relic seemed a bit surprised by this. He started to say something, but then prompted her, "Please, go ahead."

"Then, allow me to report the results of my investigation. It's about Anneliese-kun."

Relic gasped.

Anneliese was the woman Relic loved. But that was a story from one hundred years ago. She was no longer alive. Relic and Sonia had rescued her after she was wrongfully imprisoned, but no one knew what happened to her after that.

It was a matter of curiosity not only for Relic and Sonia, but for Hayato as well.

"Relic-kun, it seems you sent information about her and others who were wrongfully imprisoned to a certain wealthy individual, correct?"

"Eh? Yes. At the time, I sent the information to someone who had enough wealth to oppose the warden who managed Prison, and who possessed a moral compass even in that era. I don't recall who it was, though."

"Hmm, it seems there's a strange connection here. I looked into it, and it was Ney-kun's ancestor. The first head of the Foundation at its establishment, you could say."

All three of them were surprised by Diite's answer.

"Ney-kun's ancestors seem to have been people of fine character. They not only got the wrongfully imprisoned people out of Prison, but also protected them. It seems Anneliese-kun was also protected and was able to live a happy life."

"Is that... so. That is wonderful news."

Relic closed his eyes, as if savoring the happiness.

"Is there any chance Anneliese became Ney's ancestor? She was a beauty, so it's not impossible she became that wealthy man's wife, I think."

When Sonia said that, Relic's eyes shot open and he looked at her. He then immediately turned his gaze to Diite.

Diite shook her head.

"There was talk of that, but Anneliese-kun apparently never agreed. She said there was a man she was waiting for. And that man never appeared before her again. No one knew who that man was, but Relic-kun, do you happen to know who he might be?"

Logically, it would be Relic. Diite must have asked with that in mind.

Relic gave a small, bitter smile and shook his head.

"I do not know. And let me be clear, it wasn't me either. There's no way she would know me."

"Eh? Is that so?"

Hayato couldn't help but interject.

He found it strange that someone could hold feelings for a person who didn't know them for so many years.

He could understand if it was a temporary thing, but in Relic's case, he had gone so far as to get himself deliberately captured and sent to Prison. He couldn't believe the situation was one where Anneliese didn't know Relic.

Relic smiled, as if sensing Hayato's thoughts.

"Yes, I am certain. A very long time ago, her life and my life came close for just a fleeting moment. And I was saved. That is why I helped her. She wouldn't remember me in the slightest. Besides, would a hacker like me leave my information somewhere without a reason? It's impossible, both in cyberspace and in reality."

At those words, Diite smirked.

"Is that so? But it seems that man had a scar between his eyebrows. I don't know the circumstances, but it was apparently from when he protected her from the warden in Prison. She also said that he was her neighbor who used to live in the same apartment building, but he didn't seem to recognize her. She said she planned to thank him when he got out after serving his sentence. Relic-kun, are you sure you don't know a man like that?"

Relic was uncharacteristically flustered, and Sonia was clutching her stomach, laughing.

Hayato was at a loss for what to do. Anneliese was already deceased. One could say that Relic's feelings had been returned, but it was all in the past.

While he hesitated, Diite spoke.

"However, Relic-kun. It seems you were a first-rate hacker, but a third-rate man. Anneliese-kun ended up passing away single. You could have done something, couldn't you?"

"...Honestly, what a foolish thing I did."

"Was it she who was foolish? Or was it you, Relic-kun?"

"...Of course, it was she."

"Perhaps so. But I don't think it was a bad life. Do you know what her profession was?"

"I believe she was a teacher. I remember she was quite intelligent."

"That's right. After she was released from Prison, she established a school with the support of Ney-kun's ancestor. It seems she had many students, including Ney-kun's grandfather and grandmother. Her contributions were apparently a major reason why Ney-kun's Foundation was able to grow so large. When she passed away, she was surrounded by many of her students, and she died peacefully with a happy look on her face."

Relic closed his eyes again. Then he bowed his head to Diite.

"Thank you. Just hearing that is enough for me."

"Think nothing of it. No thanks are needed. By the way, you said you had made a decision. Will this story change what you've decided?"

"...No, my apologies. I would like to think about it a little longer."

"Then you should take more time to think it over. It's not something to be rushed. Now then, let's call it a day. You must be tired from the exploration, right? And tomorrow you return to the surface. It would be best to get some rest early."

"Yes, I shall do that. Hayato-sama, my apologies. You came all this way, and I couldn't give you an answer."

"Please don't worry about it. It's not something you need to rush. I think it would be best to think it over slowly after returning to the base."

"Thank you. Then I shall rest for today. See you tomorrow."

"Yes. Well then, good night."

"Good night."

Relic gave a light bow with a smile. Hayato, Diite, and Sonia each said their goodbyes before leaving the room.



		
			Chapter 215

			From Third-rate to Second-rate

			The day after the exploration ended, the airship Angra Mainyu, carrying Hayato and the others, returned to the surface.

The place they returned to was the same place they had departed from, the Spirit Country.

Though the Bandit clan also had an airship, they were still undoubtedly a rare mode of transport. To avoid attracting unnecessary attention, they landed in a place with no people.

And here, the members of this exploration party disbanded.

"I'm going back to the Demon Lord's Castle. I got a message yesterday saying sorry for making me bake too many cookies. I think I will generously forgive them."

"Huh? That's what they're sorry for? Not the confinement part?"

"Yeah. Besides, it seems they've run out of the cookies I make. There might be a riot in the Demon Country."

"You didn't put anything weird in the cookies, did you?"

He never got an answer to that, but he decided not to press the issue, as some things are better left unknown. There is a saying that ignorance is bliss. Hayato thought it was a wonderful piece of wisdom.

"Well then, Rosalie-san and everyone, thank you for your cooperation. You helped us with everything from the salvage to gathering materials for the airship."

"It's of no concern. We merely lent a hand because it was necessary for Lunaria-sama's rescue. But if you feel indebted, I will send you the dough and chocolate Lunaria-sama made later, so you will make a large quantity of eclairs with them."

"Well, if it's just that. Take care, then."

Lunaria and the Black Rose members gave a brief farewell to the others and headed towards the Demon Country.

"Alright, I guess we'll head back to the Empire too. We've been away for quite a while, so the boss is gonna be mad."

"Didn't you get permission to come?"

"I got permission, but I didn't send any regular updates. I'll try to get on his good side by giving him some treasure from the island. Not giving him the swords, though."

The members of the Dragon Busters looked disappointed at those words, but they probably learned this time that leaving such matters to Cecil was the problem.

They had been together for quite a while, but Cecil just said, "See ya later," and the other members were much the same. It was likely that due to Cecil's personality and the members being former mercenaries, they weren't the type to linger on farewells.

The ones left were the members of Kokuryu and the Treasure Hunter Guild.

"Well then, shall we return using the Rings of Teleportation? We have enough for everyone in the Treasure Hunter Guild as well."

"That's a great help. In that case, I'll head back to the guild first and then go to Hayato's base. I'll be bringing your share of the treasure, so wait for me a bit."

"Understood. Please do."

Hayato's group's share was quite large, and unfortunately, it didn't all fit into the members' item bags. The members of the Treasure Hunter Guild were to carry it back in parts and then deliver it to Hayato's base.

Sonia and the Treasure Hunter Guild members teleported to their guild using the rings Hayato gave them.

"Alright, we'll head back to our base for now too. Hayato, I have something I want to discuss with you later, is that alright?"

"Discuss? Sure, but not now?"

"I'll make it quick then. We earned a lot of money from this exploration. I want to build a new base, and I'd like you to help."

Ney and her group were still living in the base Hayato had built when he left the clan. But that place was quite small and in a remote area. It was likely she wanted to move to a better location.

"That's fine, but I think it'll be difficult to find a spot near the Royal or Imperial Capitals. I don't think anyone would be willing to let go of their land."

"No, I just want to make the log house at our current location bigger, so land isn't an issue. The nearby town is pretty convenient, too."

"I see. Got it. Just let me know whenever."

"Mhm. Then, I'll give you the details later. This was fun! Let's go exploring again!"

After Ney said that, the members of Kokuryu each said their goodbyes and used their Rings of Teleportation.

Only Hayato, Esha, Relic, and Diite remained.

Esha put on a Ring of Teleportation.

"Well then, shall we go home as well? It feels like it's been a very long time."

"We were on the island for so long. And a lot happened. Rose-san contacted me saying the shop's products are gone too, so I'll have to make a bunch of things at the base for a while."

"You made all that equipment on the island, and now you're going to make more?"

"I don't want to fall behind the Bandit clan."

The Bandit clan had stayed on that island for only about a day. Even so, they took back dinosaur materials. Given that clan's nature, they would likely conceal the information, but it would be frustrating if they started selling items first.

Since they were the first ones to go to that island, Hayato was fired up to be the first to sell things too.

Hayato's group used their Rings of Teleportation and returned to their base near the Royal Capital.

It hadn't been long enough to call it a long-lost home, but since they had been away for a while, a wave of nostalgia washed over him.

Hayato's group stepped into the base not from the shop side, but from the dining hall entrance.

It was their usual base. A nostalgic scent hung in the air, which made Hayato happy.

And there was the furniture he had so painstakingly chosen.

Rose must have been cleaning. Not a single piece was dusty, and they looked brand new. If he had left it to Esha, it wouldn't be like this.

"Master, are you thinking of something that picks a fight with me?"

"No, not at all. Now, I wonder if Rose-san is on the shop side. I should probably go say hello."

Just as he thought that, Rose came out from the shop-side door. She was holding a bucket and mop, and she smiled when she saw them.

"Welcome back, everyone."

"We're home, Rose-san. Looks like you've been cleaning. Thank you."

"Not at all, it is my job. By the way, we have a customer, or rather, the Maid Chief is here."

"Huh? Why?"

"I believe it's because Esha contacted her. She has been here since the shop's opening time. I will call her now."

Rose leaned her cleaning tools against the wall and moved to the shop side.

"Did you report to her, Esha?"

"For some reason, she was pestering me every day, asking when we would be back. So yesterday, I told her we would be back tomorrow. Did she want to see me that badly? I haven't been to the Maid Guild, so I haven't eaten the Maid Chief's pudding."

(She probably wanted to see Relic-san...)

Hayato looked at Relic.

He hadn't asked him what he planned to do since their talk yesterday. It wasn't something to rush, so he didn't intend to press him, but Hayato was quite curious. As he wondered what to do, Rose and the Maid Chief arrived.

"Welcome back, everyone. I am glad you are all safe. Did Esha behave properly?"

"I was told I am a paragon of maids."

"By whom?"

Esha had basically done nothing but eat and drink except during combat. Since she was working hard at the cafe in reality, he wouldn't point it out, but Hayato thought calling her a paragon of maids was a bit of an exaggeration.

The Maid Chief elegantly ignored Esha's comment, which may or may not have been a joke. She was probably used to it.

The Maid Chief's gaze shifted to Relic.

"Relic-sama, I am so glad you are safe as well."

"Yes. Thanks to everyone, I was able to return safely. Thank you for your concern."

The atmosphere was good.

But Relic had his memories back. It was unlikely anything would happen with the Maid Chief, who believed this world was real.

And there was the matter of Anneliese.

How had Relic processed the story of Anneliese? Hayato didn't know. Relic might decide that for the sake of Anneliese, who remained single her whole life, he too would not be with anyone. There was also the age issue. He could come to that conclusion.

In this place, only Hayato and Diite knew the full situation. Rose understood that the Maid Chief had feelings for Relic, but she didn't know about the reality and virtual reality aspect.

Though the circumstances were slightly different, the three of them watched the situation with bated breath.

"What's with you two? Staring at each other when you're not even lovers."

Esha had a reputation for deliberately not reading the room, but this time, it seemed less like she wasn't reading it and more like she was completely unaware.

The Maid Chief, known for her composure, blushed slightly. Then, with a look of determination, she opened her mouth.

"R-Relic-sama..."

"I've brought the treasure. Let's get it in storage right away... hm?"

Just then, Sonia opened the door from outside and came in.

Even though it was a virtual reality, Hayato's stomach started to hurt. This situation was quite painful.

Sonia didn't seem to have any romantic feelings for Relic. And she had been supportive of Relic and Anneliese.

But Hayato, who was learning about the female heart from Ren in reality, reconsidered that it was highly likely a lie. He conjectured that she was acting that way to hide her true feelings.

It might have been Hayato's imagination, but the air had become a little heavy.

And as expected of Sonia, upon seeing a woman blushing with determination in front of Relic, she must have grasped the situation immediately. The corners of her mouth lifted, and she looked at Relic.

"Well now, Relic. If you have such a lovely girl here, you should introduce me. But before that, introductions are in order. I'm Sonia Welart, the guild master of the Treasure Hunter Guild. A pleasure to meet you, um..."

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Silva Clavley, the guild master of the Maid Guild. I look forward to knowing you."

They looked to be around the same age, but that was just their appearance. And the Maid Chief didn't know Sonia's real age. It wasn't an explosive situation, but their womanly intuition likely recognized each other in various ways.

Hayato's stomach hurt even more. All he could do was pray they would take it outside, which was a sad state of affairs.

Just as he considered forcing a logout, Sonia spoke.

"If you're planning on clearing your third-rate name, you shouldn't make her wait too long this time. Any problems you have, you two can just overcome them together from now on."

"...You're right."

Sonia was probably telling him not to keep the Maid Chief, who was right in front of him, waiting.

And the various problems. That would be the reality and virtual reality, and the age difference. It was her way of cheering them on, telling them to do their best together, even if the Maid Chief didn't have her memories of the real world.

Relic gave Sonia a small smile. Then he turned his gaze to the Maid Chief.

"Maid Chief-sama."

"Y-yes...!"

"It seems Sonia's self-introduction was insufficient. Actually, Sonia is my partner, and she takes care of me in both my public and private life. I'm the kind of guy who can't do anything on his own."

Everyone present must have been shocked.

Partner. It could be taken as a companion, but it could also have other meanings. Everyone except Esha understood what he meant.

The Maid Chief should have been the most shocked, but she was the first to recover. She smiled softly at Relic.

"Is that so? You have a wonderful partner, Relic-sama."

"Yes, she is more than I deserve. And she is skilled at chess as well. Recently, I've been on the verge of losing. Actually, I had promised to have a meal with her after this..."

"I apologize for stopping you. Then I mustn't keep you. Let us meet again another time. At that time, please do tell me about Sonia-san."

"Yes, I will, without fail. Well then, Hayato-sama, I shall take my leave for today."

"Uh, ah, yes. Thank you for your hard work on the exploration..."

Relic gave Hayato a slight bow and then turned his body towards Sonia.

"Now then, Sonia... I'm sorry to have kept you waiting."

Sonia, who had been in a daze, snapped out of it for a moment, then pulled the ten-gallon hat on her head down with her right hand until it covered her eyes.

"You kept me waiting too long, but you're just barely on time. Well, I'll acknowledge that you've graduated from third-rate to second-rate."

Sonia immediately turned her back and went outside. Relic followed after her.

Hayato didn't know what Relic had processed from yesterday's story. But perhaps he had cleared away various things. That probably wasn't a bad thing.

And his feelings for Sonia and his attitude towards the Maid Chief. He must have acted this way because he felt he couldn't leave either matter ambiguous.

That was fine, but the problem was the remaining members. He didn't know what to do with this atmosphere. If there was anyone who knew, Hayato felt he would pay them to tell him.

Rose was gradually moving towards the shop-side door, Diite was frozen as if her functions had ceased, and Esha was tilting her head in confusion.

Hayato decided that a forced logout was his only option and was about to press the button in the system menu.

"Hayato-sama."

"Y-yes!"

The Maid Chief's deep, heavy voice called Hayato's name. She wasn't looking at him, but Hayato felt like his lifespan had just shortened.

"Is Sonia-sama... a good person?"

"Y-yes, I have no doubt. She is a woman who has supported Relic-san for a long time."

"I see... Hayato-sama, I have a request for you."

"W-what is it?"

"I will pay you, so could you use every ingredient you have to make a massive amount of sweet food for me? I am sorry to ask this when you have just returned from an exploration."

"...I will make as much as you want. Even if I run out of ingredients, I will buy more in the Royal Capital, so please ask for anything."

"I appreciate it. And Esha, Rose."

Rose's body flinched. Esha just had a puzzled look on her face.

"I will be holding a Sweets Festival now, so you will accompany me. You have no right to refuse."

"Y-yes!"

"Why now? But if it's on you, I'll join you as much as you like."

"Diite-sama, if you would be so kind as to join us as well."

"...Actually, I have work to do... no, I don't. Yes, I don't. I'll take you up on your offer, but please be gentle, will you?"

That day, a large quantity of ingredients was purchased in the Royal Capital, and it's said that many food stores closed for the day in the morning.
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			The Treasure That Was Always Nearby

			A week after the Sweets Festival was held, Hayato and Esha were in their real-world cafe, preparing for work.

And today, Ash and Ren were here as customers for the first time in a while. They had finished a part of their movie shoot and had a little free time.

Though it was before opening hours, Ash ordered a coffee at the counter, and Ren a pudding.

The coffee was free. Ash was drinking it as part of Hayato's training. Ash's rating was low, but he said it was getting slightly better. Albeit with a biased eye.

And Ren was eating her pudding while talking with Esha.

"So it was a love triangle between Relic-san, the Maid Chief-san, and Sonia-san? I barely know Sonia-san and the Maid Chief-san, aside from Relic-san, so it's, you know, hard to picture it."

"I only heard the story afterward, so I didn't understand it at the time either. But I must say, as expected of the Maid Chief. She must have been hiding it quite well for me not to notice at all."

(Was that a love triangle? And I think anyone could have told what was going on with the Maid Chief, though...)

Ash, who was listening to Esha and Ren's conversation, glanced at the entrance and then looked back at Hayato.

"I don't really get that stuff, but are Relic and the others coming today?"

"Yeah, they are. In the end, it seems Relic-san is going to live in both the real and virtual worlds."

That's what Relic had told Hayato afterward.

He had apparently come to the conclusion that while he had no reason to live in only one world, he had no need to abandon either. However, he also said that his time in the virtual world would likely decrease.

The reason was that the gap between reality and virtual reality was too great. In reality, unlike in the virtual world, there was physical pain. He said that if he got too used to the virtual world, he wouldn't be able to return to reality.

When Hayato expressed concern about the pain, Relic laughed and said that it was proof that he was alive.

He couldn't move like he used to, but it wasn't as if he couldn't move at all, and his mind hadn't dulled. If he took care of himself, he could still live a long time. That's what Relic said with a laugh.

And Sonia also decided to live in both worlds with Relic.

Their relationship hadn't particularly changed, but Hayato thought that was just on the surface, and various things had likely changed. They were apparently spending more time together as well.

(That's a good thing, but the Maid Chief-san...)

To put it simply, the Maid Chief was in a slump.

Not in a way that she was rampaging, but she was eating and drinking on par with Esha.

The frequency of the Sweets Festival had increased since then. He was getting paid for the ingredients, so he wasn't losing money, but for some reason, Hayato was being summoned to the Maid Guild to make massive amounts of sweets.

She seemed to have gotten over it to some extent, but she often sighed, and each time, she seemed to be eating sweets. And recently, she found out about the Wine Brewing Kit he got with his Treasure Coins, and now he was being pestered to make five-star wine.

He had gotten it for Relic and Mist, but lately, you could call it the Maid Chief's exclusive kit.

There was nothing Hayato could do, so all he could do was hope for a chance encounter with someone new.

Just as he was thinking that, the cafe's doorbell rang.

There stood Relic, dressed in a rather light black suit, and Sonia, in a similar pantsuit. Both were wearing fedora-type hats, making them look like people from an intelligence agency.

Relic and Sonia each took off their hats and bowed to Hayato and the others.

"So this is Hayato-sama's cafe. It's a wonderful shop."

"Yeah, not bad. I like the calm feeling it has."

"Welcome, Relic-san, Sonia-san. It must have been a long trip, right?"

"Not at all. Since we are acquaintances of Ney-sama, we were provided with various conveniences for our travel. It was quite easy."

"I'm glad to hear that. Oh, my apologies. Please, this way."

Hayato led Relic and Sonia to a table by the window. Ash, Ren, and Esha also moved there.

"Yo, Relic. It's been a while."

"Ash-sama, Ren-sama, it has been a long time. I was a bit surprised when I heard that you both had your memories back as well."

"That's right! A lot happened, and now I'm helping out at the cafe while shooting a movie! It's just a small role for now, but please watch it if you can!"

"Oh, a movie? That sounds enjoyable. I will certainly look forward to seeing it."

Relic and the others, meeting for the first time in a while, seemed to be having a lively conversation about recent events. Sonia was also introducing herself, and things were getting exciting.

Relic and Sonia had decided to work for Ney's Foundation. Their hacking skills had been recognized, and they would be doing security work that utilized their knowledge. There was also the matter of keeping the Scorpion Foundation in check.

However, they wouldn't be working on Earth, but in this colony, "Factory." A place to live had already been arranged, and today was also their moving day.

And Relic had said this.

"Anneliese left her mark by helping Ney-sama's Foundation grow. In a way, that came full circle and saved me. I thought that perhaps I could leave my skills and knowledge to Ney-sama's Foundation as well. I would be happy if that could have a good influence on Hayato-sama's and everyone's descendants someday."

No one knew what the future held, but with that hope in mind, Relic had decided to work for Ney's Foundation.

Once their conversation had wound down, Relic alone approached the counter. He sat on a stool and faced Hayato.

"It's been about three days, I suppose. I was busy with various preparations, so I haven't been able to log in for a while."

"Yes, it's been about that long. How are you feeling, physically?"

"Compared to the virtual world, reality is quite inflexible in many ways. But it's not bad. By the way, I haven't seen her recently, but is the Maid Chief-sama..."

"Well, she's doing fine. Though she's been requesting sweets more often."

"I see. She deserves someone more suitable than an old man like me. It may be unsettling for a while, but time will solve it. Unlike me, she has a lot of time, after all."

Relic was over seventy years old. Even if he got together with the Maid Chief, there was no telling how much time they could spend together. That was likely a factor in his decision.

When he told Esha that thought, she had retorted, "You can think about that later. What's important is the now," and Hayato had thought that the female heart was a difficult thing.

"Honestly, don't talk like you're going to drop dead tomorrow. You're going to be working for Ney's young lady from now on. Besides, weren't you the one who said you could live longer if you took care of yourself? Or what, do you think I don't care if you die whenever?"

"N-no, that's not what I meant..."

Before he knew it, the women had gathered behind Relic. And at Sonia's words, Esha and Ren were nodding in agreement.

"The Maid Chief could get a boyfriend or two in no time if she put her mind to it. I don't think you need to worry about her, Relic. Besides, you know what they say, a woman's love is an overwrite save. She'll forget all about you and start a new romance in no time. She'd better, or the training she puts me through will get worse, and that's a problem for me."

"That's right. Besides, Relic-san, you should be worried about Sonia-san, not the Maid Chief-san. Making her wait this long, what's wrong with you? To put it mildly, I think it wouldn't be strange if you got stabbed. If it were me, I'd definitely curse you."

For a rare moment, Relic was being hit by concentrated fire from the women. The always calm and composed Relic was at a complete loss.

If he said anything unnecessary here, the spear would be pointed at him. Hayato said nothing and began washing dishes that didn't need washing.

Leaving the thoroughly chided Relic behind, the three women returned to the table by the window. For some reason, Ash seemed to be the next one being chided. The topic he could hear was about how he was handsome but a complete disappointment.

Relic, sweating slightly, gave a wry smile and asked Hayato for a coffee.

Hayato worried that making him drink his coffee in this state might be the final blow.

"Um, for coffee, maybe it's better when you're feeling a bit better..."

"Please don't mind me. I'm feeling fine. Besides, what just happened was like a purification ritual. My handling of the Maid Chief-sama, as well as my attitude towards Sonia and Anneliese... I can say that I was far too selfish towards those around me. It's the price I pay for living as I pleased, or perhaps I should have paid more attention to my surroundings. To think of such things at my age, I can't complain if Diite-sama called me a third-rate man."

Hayato didn't know how to respond and could only manage a wry smile.

"But, at the very least, I want to make Sonia happy. A long time ago, Sonia said that my actions towards Anneliese were self-sacrificing devotion, but it is Sonia who embodies self-sacrificing devotion. I must respond to that. Of course, not out of obligation, but because I truly want to. Though I feel sorry for the Maid Chief-sama."

"...That's true. Esha and I will handle things with the Maid Chief, so please don't worry. Relic-san, please respond to Sonia-san's feelings. And please drink the coffee as penance as well. It might lessen your guilt a little."

"Thank you. I must admit, it's troubling to be told something so self-deprecating. But I will have it. Of course, not as penance, but because I want to drink the real coffee made by you, Hayato-sama."

Hazato prepared the coffee with a slight smile.

During that time, Relic said nothing in particular and had a gentle expression on his face.

With a tense look, Hayato placed the coffee in front of Relic.

"Here you go. But please, don't force yourself..."

"Thank you for the drink."

Relic took a single sip and returned the cup to its saucer. His expression didn't change.

"H-how is it...?"

"To be frank, it's just bitter. I suppose it has the taste of coffee, though."

"I-I see... That's the best it's tasted so far, though..."

"Are you perhaps using beans produced in the Colony?"

"Eh? Yes. All our food products are from the Colony. There are some from Earth, but they're far too expensive."

"However, isn't your brewing method the Earth method?"

"Eh?"

"Well, if you're using Colony beans and brewing in the Colony, I think you need to use a method appropriate for that... Are you perhaps unaware?"

"This is the first I'm hearing of it..."

Hayato had a favorite cafe on Earth.

He had learned how to brew from the master there, but indeed, that cafe's coffee beans were from Earth. The coffee he made at that time wasn't as good as the master's, but it tasted decent and he recalled it wasn't this bad.

"B-but, the other ingredients are fine, you know? The chocolate parfaits and everything are made with Colony ingredients, but they taste good and are quite popular."

"I'm not an expert, so I can't say for sure... but actually, I used to like wine and looked into how to make it. It seems there are various differences between Earth-grown grapes and Colony-grown grapes, and I've seen information that the aging methods are also different between Earth and the Colonies. Could it be the same for coffee?"

"O-oh..."

In other words, Hayato was brewing with Colony coffee beans in a Colony cafe, but his method was the Earth method.

The Colony generated artificial gravity and the temperature was constant. The coffee beans grown in the "Farm" Colony tasted different from Earth-grown ones. And the storage methods were likely different as well. There was a high probability that the same method as on Earth wouldn't work.

"It may be that both wine and coffee require their own methods to be made in the Colony. Therefore, I think you'll have to do a lot of trial and error, like changing the steaming time, or the amount of water and beans, to make delicious coffee."

Hayato had been trying various things, but he hadn't done enough trial and error to deviate from the basics. And it seemed there were more things he needed to reconsider.

"...Relic-san, you look like a god to me."

"I'm just an old man... But allow me to give one piece of advice from this old man."

"Please, say anything. For the sake of delicious coffee, I'd sell my soul to the devil..."

"It's not about coffee. It's about treasure."

"Treasure?"

"I heard various things earlier, so I wanted to talk... This is something Sonia said, but apparently, you are similar to me, Hayato-sama."

Long ago, Diite had told him that he and Esha were similar. Now, to be told by Relic that he was similar to him, Hayato was a little surprised.

"Um, do you think so? But what are you talking about?"

"Well, please listen. It's not about our looks, of course. It's our way of life, or rather, the way we get so focused on what we like that we don't see what's around us, that's what's similar."

"That might be true, now that you mention it."

Hayato had his own thoughts on the matter. When making production items in the game, there were times he became so absorbed he lost track of time. And he was particular about it. It wasn't that he didn't compromise, but if he had the time, he would repeat it until he was satisfied.

It was the same with coffee. He had been trying again and again. He felt like he had finally seen a glimmer of hope, so much so that he had planned to try various things starting tonight.

"I'm not saying that's a bad thing, but if you're like me, you might not notice the treasure that was always nearby. I won't stop you if you want to be like me, but I think it's also necessary to stop for a moment and take a good look around."

"The treasure that was always nearby..."

Hayato thought that for Relic, that treasure was probably Sonia.

Immediately after, Hayato turned his gaze to the table by the window. There was Esha, looking like she was having fun.

Esha had helped him again this time. Especially on the floating island, if Esha hadn't been there, he would have had trouble breathing and been in quite a dangerous situation. Hayato had thanked her for that time, but one could also say that's all he did.

"You are young, Hayato-sama. You have all the time in the world. But while it may seem like you have a lot of time, it slips through your fingers before you know it. When you have only a little left, you may find that your treasure has slipped away, and you have nothing left in your hands. Fortunately for me, mine stayed with me."

"...Yes. I think I understand, somehow."

Relic smiled at Hayato's response.

"I would be happy if you took it as the ramblings, the advice, of an old man. Even now, I don't think my life was a mistake. No, I want to believe it was right. But there are times when I wonder if I could have lived a better life, even in the harsh era of resource depletion. I don't want you to feel that way, Hayato-sama."

"Yes. I will take it as advice from a senior in life and think about it carefully."

Relic smiled.

When they first met, he had a scar between his eyebrows and seemed like a butler with a story, but now, he only had the image of a kind old man. Hayato didn't want to live a life similar to Relic's, but he did want to become a man like the Relic of today.

He had planned to do some trial and error with his coffee tonight, but he changed his mind and decided to invite Esha out to eat somewhere.
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			Interlude: Vacation at the Lake

			Blue sky, white clouds, and a giant shark, a megalodon, washed up on the shore.

The megalodon had already been defeated and was no longer a threat. Everyone was celebrating their victory, but there was one person who was not satisfied.

"This is not the vacation I had in mind."

The one grumbling was the female leader of Kokuryu, Ney. Instead of her usual armor, she was wearing a blue bikini with white polka dots, the "Poseidon's Swimsuit."

Today, the exploration of the floating island was over, and it was the day to enjoy a long-awaited vacation.

The participants were Ney and two other female members of Kokuryu, Lunaria, Rosalie and the Black Rose, as well as Cecil and three women from the Dragon Busters, and even Diite. The only women not present were probably Esha and Sonia.

Due to various circumstances, she had been busy with real-world matters until yesterday and couldn't log into the game. While Ney was unable to log in, the other members had apparently been enjoying a vacation here.

Today was the day she was determined to participate and fully enjoy the vacation, so Ney's spirits were quite high.

Just as she thought, "Now for a vacation!" someone who was fishing in the lake pulled up a giant shark called a megalodon.

She had just finished beating it up with the members who had been enjoying their vacation, but Ney felt this was a little different from the vacation she had imagined.

This was no different from usual. Ney decided a course correction was necessary.

As Ney was thinking this, Rosalie, one of the Ten Black Rose Saints, approached her.

She was wearing what looked like a black swimsuit, but anyone would wonder if it could even be called that.

Ney's frank impression was, "It looks like it has high attack power."

It wasn't that it actually increased attack power, nor did it have any spikes. To put it simply, it was too daring in many ways. Ney thought it was questionable to wear that not just in front of men, but even in front of women. Since she was a friend, she wouldn't say it, though.

"You said this isn't the vacation you had in mind, but what's different about it? We're all wearing swimsuits and playing in the lake. It's definitely a vacation."

"Hearing just the words, you're right, but I didn't expect to be fighting a giant shark like this. Isn't a vacation about splashing each other with water in the lake or having a barbecue?"

"Then shall we grill the megalodon? We have plenty of shark fillets, you know."

"No, that's fine... Alright, Rosalie, first, let's splash each other in the lake. I've made a minute-by-minute schedule for today. It's water-splashing time now."

"Sometimes I think you're an idiot. But if we're doing this, I'll go all out."

"Wait a minute. Why did you equip your scythe? You're not allowed to use the Madness skill. Besides, you don't use weapons for water splashing."

After that, for some reason, they split into two teams and a water-splashing fight began. The damage someone took was probably from someone using the magic spell "Aqua Ball."

After enjoying what could be called a water-splashing game, Ney decided to move on to the next activity.

Time is finite. Even if some things weren't to her satisfaction, time wouldn't wait. For now, all she could do was play her heart out.

In the real world, Ney was a person of considerable standing. She had never once had a vacation with friends in her entire life. But this was a virtual reality, almost indistinguishable from the real world. Status didn't matter, and everyone was equal.

She had knowledge of what a vacation was, but for Ney, it was a dream as distant as the clouds. Today, she intended to experience all of it.

Ney called out to Cecil.

"A long-distance swimming race? You wanna swim? Of course, I'm in."

Cecil's swimsuit was a black fitness suit with gray lines. It wasn't a two-piece, but an all-in-one type.

In Cecil's case, you could see her muscular build even through her swimsuit. Her abs were something else. Ney's impression was, "It looks like it has high defense power."

"Cecil, wait. Don't equip your weapons. You're raising your STR status with equipment effects, aren't you?"

"You're one to talk, Ney. You just ate some Manga Meat. You doped your STR."

Swimming speed was affected by STR. However, whether one could actually swim was up to the person. Someone like Lunaria couldn't swim even with high STR.

So, it was decided that they would compete with as much equipment as possible allowed.

As a result, both of their STR stats rose to the maximum of 150, and there was no clear winner. They reached a distant rock at the same time and returned at the same time. It was a gentle battle with no winner, but no loser either.

Rosalie, who was watching, looked at the two with a deadpan expression.

"Cecil is one thing, but Ney, don't you think it's a bit much to swim in armor?"

"But this armor is optimal for raising STR. It goes up by a whole ten points. It's a masterpiece made by Hayato."

"What kind of god equipment is that? But you should consider your appearance. Everyone was put off seeing two women swim, one wearing armor and the other carrying multiple weapons on her back."

They weren't put off. They were just dumbfounded.

Cecil retorted to Rosalie's comment.

"Hey, Rosalie. You're talking about appearances, but your swimsuit is on a level that's off-putting, you know? And don't call that a swimsuit."

"What did you say, you punk? Honestly, it's deplorable that you can't understand this elegant swimsuit."

"That's not an elegant swimsuit, it's called a string."

"Both of you, put your weapons away. Remember, this is a vacation. But Rosalie, where can I buy that swimsuit? No, I have no intention of buying or wearing it."

"This is self-made."

"Self-made? You can make swimsuits with production skills, but you can't make something in that shape, can you?"

Equipment made with production skills has the same graphics for equipment with the same name, even if the performance is different. You can change the color, but the shape of each item is the same.

Unique items often have individual graphics, but it was impossible for clothes or swimsuits to have such a unique graphic, even if there were several types.

"We, the Ten Black Rose Saints, have received such power from God. It's limited to the Sewing Skill, but we can alter the shape to some extent. Not even Hayato, who has mastered production jobs, can do that, I imagine."

"Is that so? Does that mean your usual gothic lolita outfit too?"

"That's right. The item name for all of us is gothic lolita dress, but the shapes are slightly different, aren't they? Those are our own original designs. It is our dream to one day have Lunaria-sama wear a dress made by each of us."

"Huh. But if it's a gift from God, isn't there a downside?"

"Ah, you seem to have various demerits, like not being able to use your item bag. I think it's questionable to openly publicize that, you know. We don't have a demerit that needs to be hidden, so I'll say it, but we offer a new clothing design to God every month."

Ney inadvertently glanced at Diite. When talking about God in this world, it meant the administrator, Diite.

That Diite was wearing a simple white one-piece swimsuit, reclining on a wooden beach chair, and drinking coconut juice with a straw. For some reason, she was wearing her usual veil on her head, giving off a sisterly vibe.

"That's not much of a demerit. But why is God making you do that?"

"Who knows? But she did say something about wanting information on the items we design. It's a limited ability for us now, but she said she wants to make it a skill everyone can use someday. When that happens, our offerings will end, though."

"Then I wish I had the ability to make weapons in any shape I want. I don't have the Blacksmithing Skill or anything, though."

"Your design sense would be tested, you know. And altering the shape can sometimes reduce the equipment's stats, so you can't just change it carelessly."

Ney thought there were various things to it, but she hoped that maybe Hayato could do it someday.

But for now, that didn't matter. Ney decided to move on to the next schedule.

This time, she called out to Lunaria on the sandy beach.

Lunaria's swimsuit was a fitness type similar to Cecil's, a navy two-piece separate type. For some reason, there was a white name tag on her chest that said "Demon Lord," apparently made by Rosalie.

Lunaria was building something like a castle at the water's edge, so Ney decided to join in on the fun.

"Oh? How interesting, to challenge this Demon Lord to a castle-building contest."

"No, it's not a challenge. You can't swim, Lunaria. This is the only thing we can do together."

"...The Demon Lord doesn't get serious until she transforms. If I get serious, I can swim."

The memory of her drowning in the battle with the mosasaurus was fresh, but she wouldn't point it out. As long as they could have fun, that was all that mattered.

In any case, she decided to have a castle-building contest with Lunaria on the lake's beach. It was a game to see who could build a stronger-looking castle. It didn't have to be a contest, but Lunaria insisted on it, so she went along.

"Alright, we have thirty minutes."

"I will make you cry."

And so, the battle between the two began.

"With this, the Demon Lord's Castle is complete. It is clearly my victory. Praise me."

"Hold on a minute. This was a joint production, wasn't it? Weren't you the one who suggested we form an alliance? And yet, before I knew it, my castle was absorbed into the castle you were building."

"That was the plan. This is what happens when you form an alliance without knowing the difference in strength."

Partway through, Lunaria had suggested they build together, but before she knew it, the alliance was broken. Ney's castle was absorbed and merged.

Ney was quite dissatisfied with the situation, but building the castle together had been fun, so she decided it was fine. And it was something that could happen in reality, so she could say she learned to be careful.

When she realized it, the sun had tilted quite a bit.

Fun times pass quickly. The setting sun proved it. After the time passes, you feel lonely. It was probably the rebound from the fun time.

"Let's head back to the campsite soon. We've played enough, so I'm satisfied."

When Ney said that, Lunaria shook her head and said, "Oh, dear."

"You don't get it, Ney. We're going to have a campfire at the campsite now. And a pillow fight before bed. We're still going to play our hearts out, so you can't be satisfied with just this. Or have you given up already, Ney?"

No one knew how happy Ney was at those words. But everyone there knew that Ney's mood had returned to what it was before the vacation started.

"I see! Then let's hurry back! We still have plenty of time! But what's a campfire? Are we going to burn the campsite? We can't do that, right?"

The fun times were still continuing.

Forgetting reality for just a little while, Ney would enjoy this world with the friends she had made here.
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			Interlude: The Ones Who Stayed at the Base

			While Hayato and the others were away on the floating island, various things were happening back at the base.

Left in charge was Rose Beltz, an ace from the Maid Guild.

Though a confluence of circumstances had led to it, Rose had been abducted by bandits, causing considerable trouble for Hayato and his companions. To redeem herself from that disgrace, she was now pouring all her energy into her maid duties.

"Noat-sama, I have brought your breakfast."

"Mnya?"

Caring for Noat Vabeck, the woman known as the Prima Donna and the Lazy Diva, was one of Rose's jobs.

It was hard to imagine from her current state, but Noat had once belonged to the Hero Ivan's clan. She was a support class who strengthened allies and weakened enemies with her songs.

Fundamentally, anyone with the Song Skill could produce its effects even if they sang poorly. In Noat's case, however, her singing was also beautiful. The songs themselves seemed to be her own originals. They were popular back then, so much so that people would offer to pay just to hear her sing.

She always completed any job she accepted, but whether she took a job in the first place was another matter entirely. Noat was fickle. She might refuse a job even if offered a high price, or she might accept one for a pittance.

That was Noat, and she was currently living at Hayato's base. The reason for her stay, she said, was because the food was always five stars.

Upon hearing Noat's faint "Come in," Rose entered the room.

Noat was wrapped up in her bed's duvet with only her face sticking out. If one had to describe it, she looked like a sushi roll.

"Noat-sama, here is today's breakfast. I will leave it on the table for you."

"Feed it to me. Just toss it into my mouth."

"Breakfast will not fly into your mouth if you just wait with it open. And it is not just about meals. Why not get out of bed once in a while and go for a walk? The weather is lovely today, you know."

"I do not see the causal link between good weather and going outside. Home is the best. And it is a superior thing that is not only great on sunny days but on rainy days too."

"I understand that home is the best, but please get out of bed while I make it."

Noat reluctantly emerged from her cocoon of blankets and moved to the table, where she began to eat on her own. She started nibbling on the prepared croissant, hamu hamu.

Rose wondered about it as she made the bed.

Noat had been in Ivan's clan. A support role was certainly important. But had she really been providing support? Looking at Noat now, Rose could not help but think that she had done nothing in Ivan's clan. It was a harsh way to put it, but had she been a parasite?

Perhaps it would be better for her master, Hayato, if Noat were kicked out. The thought did cross her mind.

"By the way, Rose-chan."

"Eh, ah, yes?"

"When is our neighbor leaving? They have been here forever."

"I am not sure. I believe they will return to the Demon Country with Lunaria-sama once Hayato-sama and the others are back. However, it is uncertain if Lunaria-sama herself will return to the Demon Country even when she comes back, so they may be here for a while longer."

Rose had been informed that Lunaria had been imprisoned in the Demon Lord's Castle. The ones who rescued her were the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints and Hayato's group. For some reason, one of the Ten Dark Knights had tagged along at that time.

He was currently confined to a room on the second floor of the base, and Rose was the one looking after him. She brought him three meals a day. He had not caused any problems so far, so she had not paid him much mind.

"I do not mean to assume, but has he done something to you, Noat-sama?"

"Not really, but I sometimes hear things about muscles from the next room. Well, that is not enough to disturb my peaceful sleep...!"

"I do not know why you said that with such a smug face, but if that is the case, I will go have a word with him. But, muscles...?"

Once she finished making the bed, Rose immediately left the room and knocked on the door of the room where one of the Ten Dark Knights was staying.

"Dark Knight-sama, I would like to have a word with you."

"What is it?"

Rose had barely spoken to this Dark Knight. He usually replied with little more than an "Ah" or "Understood," making conversation difficult. It was to be expected, of course, given that he was under confinement.

The information Rose had on the Dark Knight was that he was a man over two meters tall and one of the Ten Dark Knights. He always wore pitch-black armor, and she had never seen his face. For some reason, he was also disliked by Rosalie and the other members of the Ten Black Rose Saints.

Recalling these things, Rose spoke to the Dark Knight through the door once more.

"This is not quite a complaint, but there is someone living in the room next to you, so could you please refrain from talking about muscles and such?"

"My apologies for that. But I need you to listen."

"Eh? To what?"

"The truth is, my body has grown terribly stiff. At this rate, my muscles will waste away. I will not run away, so could I possibly borrow a wide space where I can move my body?"

It was true that one could lose muscle in this virtual reality. Just as consuming too many calories from food affected one's body shape, being inactive would cause muscles to atrophy, though it was only a visual change.

It was possible to maintain them with strength training, but swinging a weapon was more efficient. Rose understood that this was why he was asking for a place to exercise.

She understood how he felt.

Rose herself was on the muscular side. To maintain her physique, she used to swing her broom around in the third-floor hall. Lunaria and the others had been staying in the hall, so she had stopped, but they were gone now. She wanted to resume as soon as the beds were cleared away.

Even if she understood his feelings, her position did not grant her the authority to make such a decision. If he escaped because of it, it would be a disaster. If she caused any more trouble, she would have no choice but to end her life as a maid.

"Unfortunately, I do not have the authority to make that decision. Please wait until Hayato-sama and the others return."

"Hayato... a warrior strong enough to command Lunaria-sama. I would like to cross swords with him one day. No, I apologize for asking the impossible. Forget I said anything. I also understand the caution. I will be careful to speak as little as possible."

It might have been a lie, but his gentlemanly demeanor made Rose waver slightly. Yet, she decided she had to be firm and prepared to leave.

As she turned, for some reason, Noat was standing in the hallway.

"Noat-sama? It is rare to see you out of your room. Is something wrong?"

"I sensed danger."

With those words, Noat walked unsteadily and moved behind Rose.

"Danger...?"

Just as Rose said that, turning toward Noat behind her, she heard the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs.

She had not heard anything about Hayato and the others returning. If they were, they would have sent a voice chat beforehand. Then whose footsteps were these?

Rose pulled a broom from her item bag.

An instant later, a woman appeared in the second-floor hallway.

"Ho. You look like a maid, but you seem quite strong."

The woman had a katana resting on her right shoulder and her left hand on her chin as she spoke.

Her attire was common in the Eastern Country. Her lower body was clad in red hakama, and her upper body was wrapped only in white sarashi. On her feet, she wore geta on bare feet, a very lightly equipped style. Her jet-black hair was tied back, but it seemed poorly cared for, looking rather disheveled.

Rose sensed trouble. Her opponent was clearly stronger. The woman wore almost no armor, but some skills grew stronger in that state. It was a common skill composition for people from the Eastern Country.

But Rose had been entrusted with this base. Even if she were to lose, she had to protect Noat at all costs.

Her presence was already an act of unlawful entry, so she could be considered an enemy. Still, she needed to gather as much information as possible. With that in mind, Rose spoke.

"I presume our guest is from the Eastern Country. What is your business here?"

"There should be a fellow named Hayato here. Where is he? I have a small favor to ask of him. Do not worry. It is not as if I plan to eat him."

Rose understood the situation to some extent from those words.

Hayato was being targeted by various parties, and one of them was a group of samurai called the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. This woman was likely one of them.

Rose took a deep breath, then readied her broom once more.
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			Interlude: The Lazy Diva

			Rose faced a member of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords in the second-floor hallway of the base.

The Ten Holy Demonic Swords. A clan strong enough to have made it to the top four in the previous Clan War. The clan that defeated them was the one Ivan belonged to. Depending on the tournament bracket, they had the skill to have been the runners-up.

Rose was a little pleased to be called strong by such an opponent.

However, the Ten Holy Demonic Swords were after Hayato. If she or Noat were to be kidnapped here, it would be a repeat of the incident with the bandits. She wanted to avoid that at all costs.

"Hayato-sama is not here. I must ask you to leave."

"Ho? But I sense someone's presence from that room."

The woman from the Ten Holy Demonic Swords pointed her katana at the Dark Knight's room as she spoke.

It was a complete misunderstanding, but it put Rose in a difficult position. She did not think the woman would be convinced even if she said it was not Hayato.

She had no issue with showing the person inside.

But the Dark Knight wore black armor, and his face was hidden. She did not know why he would not remove his armor, nor was she sure he would agree to show his face. There was also the possibility he might use this as leverage to demand his release.

Still, staying silent would not move the situation forward. It might be futile, but she decided to explain the circumstances.

"The person in that room is not Hayato-sama. I must withhold the details, but it is someone else."

"What, is that so."

Rose was taken aback. She had not expected the woman to believe her. She had heard the Ten Holy Demonic Swords was a group that would stop at nothing to achieve their goals. She had not thought they would be reasoned with.

"But that is that. You are strong, are you not?"

The female samurai before her said this with a smile playing on her lips.

"I intended to hold back at first. But it is impossible. To see such a strong warrior and return without doing anything would be a disgrace to the name of a samurai."

Rose could sympathize with that line of thinking to some extent, but being on the receiving end of it was another matter entirely.

The next moment, the female samurai moved within range of Rose's katana. Rather than moving quickly, it was more like she moved by catching Rose off guard.

Rose blocked the katana, which was swung down swiftly from above, with the handle of her broom. The materials were bamboo and metal, respectively, but a short, shrill sound echoed through the hallway.

"You are skilled!"

The female samurai attacked further. Vertical, horizontal, and diagonal slashes. Rose parried all of them.

(She is toying with me. She is gradually increasing her speed to test how much I can take. At this rate...!)

The female samurai attacked without seeming to use her full strength. Rose, however, was defending with everything she had. If the attack speed increased any further, she would not be able to keep up.

"Noat-sama, I will create an opening! Please escape!"

Rose conveyed this to Noat, who was behind her. Even if Noat did not usually go outside, this was an emergency. She shouted, believing that Noat would act accordingly.

Even if Rose and Noat were defeated, they would just resurrect at this base. In fact, being defeated would be a faster way to escape. However, if they were captured with ropes or the like immediately after resurrecting, there was a chance they could be taken to the Eastern Country.

Thinking to at least let Noat escape, she attacked with a body blow using her broom held horizontally. Her aim was to pin the female samurai against the wall, allowing Noat to slip past along the edge of the corridor in the meantime.

But even as Rose charged and pinned the female samurai, Noat showed no sign of escaping.

What was more, for some reason, she was opening the door to the Dark Knight's room.

"Muscle-chan, I will tell Lunaria-chan you did a good job later, so help me out a little."

As Noat said this to the room, the Dark Knight lumbered out. He was equipped with a sword and shield, fully prepared for battle.

Seeing this, the female samurai shoved Rose away and grinned.

"Well, well, the one in the room was a Dark Knight of the Demon Lord's Army. And on closer inspection, you are Noat from Ivan's clan. To come looking for Hayato and find such people, I am a lucky woman indeed... Will you indulge me?"

"I do not know the situation, but if you are strong, I shall be your opponent. Do not expect me to go easy on you just because you are a woman."

"I do not expect the Demon Lord's Army to go easy on a woman. But that is what makes it worthwhile!"

The female samurai ignored the Rose she had pushed aside and charged at the Dark Knight. Her speed was incomparable to her attacks on Rose.

The Dark Knight, completely unfazed, continued to block her attacks with his sword and shield. The durability of his equipment would decrease, but he took no damage.

One could say the situation had improved. The female samurai's target had shifted from Rose to the Dark Knight.

Rose quickly moved to Noat's side to shield her.

"Noat-sama, let us go outside now. They both seem focused on each other, so we should be able to escape without being noticed."

"It is fine, we do not need to run. We will win this. The only time I leave my house is when I run out of money."

"Eh? No, but--"

Noat began to hum, "Hmm hmm hmm," and the effect of her Song Skill activated.

"Hmm?" "What in the?"

The Dark Knight and the female samurai were surprised at the same time.

The song Noat used was "Weakness," which had the effect of lowering all of an opponent's abilities. It took time, but if she kept singing, it would eventually reduce their abilities by about half.

"That song from back then! But it will not work this time!"

The female samurai headed for Noat.

"Your opponent is over here."

The Dark Knight used "Shield Bash," an attack where he slams his shield into his opponent.

Normally, this would cause a knockback and stagger her, but the female samurai, despite being sent flying into the wall, paid it no mind and continued toward Noat.

"Out of my way!"

Rose, trying to protect Noat, was sent flying by the female samurai's attack, even though she guarded.

"Noat-sama!"

Rose cried out as the katana closed in on Noat.

"It is over!"

Everyone thought Noat had been cut down. Everyone present, except for Noat, thought so, but it did not happen.

Noat had stopped the attack by catching the blade between her hands.

"Relic's special Blade Catch. I knew if I sang this song, you would be forced to aim for me."

Noat resumed her humming, switching the effect of her song. She changed to "Hellfire," which extended the duration of status effects, and then unleashed a Low Kick.

"Guh!"

The female samurai, her stance broken by the Blade Catch, was unable to dodge it completely.

Noat's STR was low, so it dealt no damage. But it inflicted the Stun status. Furthermore, the song's effect extended the duration of the status ailment, leaving her immobile for twenty seconds.

Noat switched songs again. She used "Witch's Game," which increased the effect of Curse Magic. Then she unleashed a curse.

The female samurai's HP began to gradually decrease.

Normally, Stun is broken upon taking damage, but it is not affected by damage-over-time effects. In other words, the female samurai was having her HP whittled away by Curse Magic while unable to move.

"This is... I am beaten. I will be defeated before the Stun wears off."

Normally, this combo could not defeat a combat class. But the female samurai had just taken damage from the Dark Knight's Shield Bash. That damage was just enough for her HP to reach zero before the Stun wore off.

Noat struck a pose, placing her left hand on her right hip and covering her left eye with the palm of her right hand. According to her, it was a cool pose.

"I am a woman who gets serious for the sake of a lazy life. Hayato-san will be back eventually, so come back another day."

"As expected of someone from the Hero's clan. I lost to your song back then, and I have lost again... but next time will be different. Well, there is no point if Hayato is not here. Tell him I will be back again someday. Do not worry, it was just a bad habit of mine acting up. I really did just come to talk. So, farewell. I look forward to seeing you again."

Her HP reached zero, and the female samurai collapsed. An instant later, her body vanished. She must have resurrected at her registered base.

Confirming this, Noat broke her cool pose.

"Alright, dismissed. I am going back for a second nap, so do not be loud. No one shall disturb my slumber...!"

"That was good exercise. I wish someone would attack this base every day until Lunaria-sama returns..."

"That would be noisy, so fight outside next time."

"If the weather is nice, that would be better. I am not fond of being cooped up in a room."

"I do not understand what you are saying. Inside is the best. Ah, Rose-chan, thank you for making the bed. With this, the best sleep is all but guaranteed."

The two of them returned to their own rooms.

Rose, who had watched the entire exchange, was in shock.

She had thought herself strong, but she had been helpless against that female samurai. Yet, the Dark Knight had been her near equal, and Noat had delivered the finishing blow.

She had thought Noat was just a support class, but it turned out she could fight as well. Rose cursed her own shallow judgment.

(Ivan-sama's clan... huh. In a ten-person clan, you cannot just be a parasite. Especially not if you are going to win the Clan War. Hah, I have to try harder.)

Rose gripped the broom in her hands tightly, then began to prepare, deciding to start by cleaning the area.
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			Interlude: The Great Actress of the Future

			"Esha-san, let's go shopping tomorrow."

"Were there any ingredients we needed to buy?"

"That's not it. I mean, let's go shopping for fun, not for work. It's a bit of a walk, but there's a shopping mall. Let's buy some clothes there."

"Clothes? Wouldn't you rather go eat something delicious? There's actually an all-you-can-eat sweets event with a time limit--"

"Let's go there later. But, Esha-san, I think this is something I shouldn't say even to family, but lately, your stomach area has been--"

"Say one more word and it's war, you know?"

"...Maybe you should, um, try calculating your calories?"

"I wouldn't, even if I had a supercomputer."

"Then let's take a little trip for a walk and go look at some clothes."

"It's true I've been lacking exercise lately. Alright. Shall we walk to the shopping mall tomorrow? I don't know if I'll buy any clothes, though."

"It's settled then."

At the Crown Cafe, Esha and Ren were having this conversation during their break.

Inwardly, Ren pumped her fist.

Her plan was to have Esha wear some lovely clothes to appeal to Hayato.

Ren had made something of a declaration of war to Esha regarding Hayato. However, it was more like a way to spur Esha on. Ren wanted to get the two of them together.

If nothing happened after three years, she would give up, accepting that they were not meant to be. At that point, she thought maybe she could date Hayato herself. She liked him that much, but everyone has a couple they root for. No, it was not something as lukewarm as rooting for them.

It was fate, causality, a foregone conclusion. In other words, the will of God.

For Ren, that was Hayato and Esha.

It was virtual reality, and it was before she had regained her memories, but Hayato and Esha had been holding hands in a room on the second floor of the base.

Hayato had told her Esha seemed to be in pain and asked her to take a look. She had rushed to the base immediately. And Ren burst into the room without even knocking.

That was the scene she saw.

It was less that they were holding hands and more that Esha was clinging to Hayato's hand as if to say, "Don't go." Esha, who never showed such weakness, was feebly holding his hand.

She did not know what the reality of the situation was. But Ren thought, this is it. She finally understood what Esha meant by "precious."

She had not realized it at the time, but now she understood. That was the pain of her memories returning. And upon asking for more details, she heard that Esha had apparently been carried by Hayato in his arms, princess-style.

Ren had asked them to reenact it several times, saying she needed it as a reference for a movie. They never did.

Putting that aside, quite some time has passed since then, yet the two of them remain in a state of being neither too close nor too distant. In that case, she would use every trick in the book to bring them together.

After her break, Ren spent the rest of her time thinking about an outfit that would suit Esha and make Hayato's heart skip a beat.

The next day, Ren and Esha took a fair amount of time to get to the shopping mall. It boasted the largest size in the Factory Colony.

"Movies say this is a good place to run to if zombies appear. You'd want to secure the food court."

"That's how my mother got done in, though. The thing that's truly scary is... people."

"That's deep."

Esha and Ren walked through the shopping mall, talking about common movie tropes.

Ideally, it would be best to shop on Earth, but that would be far too expensive. Besides, she was prioritizing variety over quality.

To begin with, she did not really know Hayato's taste. So, Ren's strategy was to win with numbers. Not a one-shot kill with a sniper rifle, but a concept of firing enough shots with a machine gun that one is bound to hit.

"I hope I can find a nice T-shirt."

"Let's buy something for going out, not just casual loungewear. Besides, Esha-san, aren't you usually too lazy? Doesn't Hayato-san ever come into that room?"

"He doesn't. The second floor is my sacred ground."

"Even though it's Hayato-san's room."

For a time, Ren had lived at the coffee shop. She had nowhere to live until the paperwork for her apartment was finished, so Ren had lived with Esha in Hayato's room.

At that time, Esha's attire consisted of a baggy T-shirt and just her underwear. That might be fine between women, and there were probably men who would find that to be the best thing ever, but it could also become a situation that would kill a hundred-year love.

They were not even dating, yet they were living together. Ren wondered what Hayato was thinking in such a situation, but if that was the case, she wanted them to at least create a bit more of a bittersweet atmosphere.

From Ren's perspective, the two of them were already like a seasoned married couple.

Even at work in the coffee shop, the two of them coordinated with a flowing rhythm. They moved as if they knew what the other was thinking without having to ask.

That in itself was a wonderful thing, but for Ren, it was not enough. Shouldn't there be a moment when their hands touch as one passes a plate, and they both get embarrassed? No, there should be.

Ren steeled herself.

She would do her best to coordinate an outfit that would make Hayato see Esha in a new light.

With that resolve, she stepped into the first store.

"We bought a lot of T-shirts, didn't we."

"...Yes, we did."

On the way back to the coffee shop, Esha had a delighted look on her face, but Ren walked with a gloomy expression.

Shopping with a time limit must have been a high degree of difficulty. Perhaps because of that, she had achieved nothing. All they had bought were T-shirts that Esha liked.

She did have her try things on. Esha had been reasonably cooperative. But the nice things were expensive. After consulting their budget, all that remained were the T-shirts.

They would have to take a day off together and try again for revenge. Ren made a firm decision in her heart.

"I had fun today, Ren-san."

"Eh?"

"I never would have imagined going shopping with someone in the old days. These are good times."

Ren realized something.

Esha and Ren were born in an era of resource depletion. Back then, there were few types of clothes, and they were expensive.

Ren's father, Veru, was a famous actor, so she never had to worry about money, but she had never heard about Esha's circumstances. She had only heard that Esha had been working as a programmer before she came of age.

Back then, most shopping was done online. Shopping in a store was something only the very rich could do.

There was probably the act of shopping in virtual reality, but that was just virtual reality. This might have been her first time shopping with a friend in the real world.

It was the same for Ren. She had been shopping with Ash in the real world, but now that she thought about it, this was her first time shopping with a friend. In the first place, she never had anyone she could call a friend.

Ren felt even more down, thinking she should have enjoyed it more. But she tried to think positively, telling herself there would be plenty of chances from now on.

"Let's all come shopping together next time. It seems like it would be more fun that way."

"You're right. There must be days when Hayato doesn't play the game, so let's invite Ash-san too and all come shopping. In times like these, it's normal to make the men carry the bags. Oh, if we win prize money from the game, it might be a good idea to have Hayato pay for our clothes."

"Eh? Wouldn't he get angry about that?"

"It'll be fine. In Hayato's case, he seems to be the type to spend any prize money he gets from the game all at once. He treated me to yakiniku the other day. It was special prime karubi, you know, special prime karubi. It was a dreamlike dinner."

"That's not very romantic. But if that's the case, I wish he'd treated me too...!"

"If the movie's a hit, you'll get a decent amount of money. Treat me when you become a great actress, okay?"

"Alright. In that case, I'll buy you all the clothes in that shopping mall."

"You're going big. Well, I'll look forward to it. Oh, about the movie credits, the staff roll, was it? Could you put the coffee shop's name in there? We did our meetings there, so maybe something like 'location provided by'?"

"Never mind the staff roll, the coffee shop itself will be in the movie."

"Eh?"

"What? Haven't you heard? The movie I'm shooting is a romance about the master of a coffee shop that serves bad coffee. The heroine is a female sniper with a complicated past who ends up working as a waitress. I pushed really hard for it."

Esha's eyes narrowed. In contrast, Ren beamed with a wide smile.

"How much money do I get?"

"You don't get any. We're going to use this as seed money to make another movie. This time I was 'Cafe Customer A who breaks up with her lover,' but next time I'll get a much better role!"

"Is that customer's backstory necessary? Well, that aside, if you used my heroine's story without permission, then the promise of just the shopping mall clothes when I become a great actress won't be enough. You'll have to buy me clothes from Earth too."

"Alright. Let's buy out all the clothes from the boutiques in Central. And it won't just be special prime karubi, I'll treat you to some fancy beef steak too. Because after all, I'm the great actress of the future!"

There was no telling if such a future would come, but the possibility was not zero. Even if it was an absurd dream, there was still a chance.

The two of them talked about a future that might just be possible as they made their way home.



		
			Chapter 221

			Interlude: A World Without Sickness

			The clan "Undead" made their base in a dungeon. At the entrance to that dungeon stood three men.

One was a boy in a military uniform with short pants. Another was a man dressed like a medieval nobleman. And the last was a flashy-looking man in a sharp suit, Mist.

It was a little too early to call it evening. But once that sun dipped below the horizon and vanished, this world would end for a time.

Mist had something he wanted to do before then, and he was about to head out.

"Mist, let's just stay together on the last day."

"I will be with all of you in the new world as well, so I want to meet that person while I still have my memories. I doubt I will forget completely, but I do not know how I will remember it either."

"You're quite taken. Do you like her that much?"

"Her songs, that is. I know nothing about her, but I have listened to her songs many times. I wanted to hear her live at least once at the end. Even if it is within a virtual reality."

"You said you used to play it all the time while you were working, didn't you."

"Yes. Her songs are wonderful. I believe it was because of those songs that I was able to save so many people. Though I will not be able to do that anymore."

"...That's a difficult thing to respond to. Besides, you'll still be fine here, won't you?"

"Yes, I will be fine. And our deal was made. There is no need to worry anymore. Well then, I will be going. Please make my excuses to everyone. Let us meet again in the next world."

"I guess it can't be helped. See you later, then."

"Yes, let's meet again."

Mist parted with the two he had been talking to and took the form of a giant bat, flying into the sky.

His destination was the base of "Blackjack," the clan that won the Clan War. The person Mist wanted to meet was there.

Today was the day the virtual reality would end for a time. He had been enjoying the final moments with his clan members, but a thought suddenly struck Mist. The person who sang his favorite songs was in the same virtual world.

He had come to love the songs that were streamed for free in the real world and had listened to them over and over. He was moved every time a new song was released.

He had stopped listening to those songs after entering virtual reality, but he encountered a woman who sang with the same voice. It was Noat Vabeck, a member of the clan "Blackjack," the winners of the Clan War.

He decided to go and meet that person, and so he flew out from his base.

Mist was the leader of the clan "Undead." It was a specialized clan where all members were undead, turned into vampires through necromancy. But that composition had paid off, and they had made it to the top eight in the Clan War.

However, vampires had a drastic difference between when they were strong and when they were weak. In the battle for the top four, the entire match took place during the day, and they lost to "Black Rose," a clan of people in gothic lolita outfits.

Mist had no particular feelings about it. His members were frustrated, but to Mist, this was just a game. He thought it was a great achievement just to have made it to the top eight.

Still, there was one good thing that came from reaching the top ranks of the Clan War. He was able to watch the battles of other clans up close.

Normally, other Clan Wars could only be watched on a monitor. But the teams that made it to the top eight had the privilege of watching the other battles in person.

Mist watched the battle of "Blackjack," who had also made it to the top eight, from a prime seat. It was there he saw Noat Vabeck, providing support with her songs.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that Mist was saved by Noat's songs.

When he listened to her music, all his anxieties disappeared. Even if his anxieties vanished, the situation surrounding reality would not change. But for Mist, being able to forget everything, even for a moment, was important.

Before entering virtual reality, his only complaint was that he would no longer be able to listen to those songs. But that had been resolved. In this virtual reality, there was Noat, who could sing those songs.

Today was the last day of virtual reality, and all the clans had opened their bases to visitors.

Mist heard from an acquaintance that the "Blackjack" clan's base was also open and inviting various players. So he decided to meet her once, and if he was lucky, have her sing for him. With that thought, he headed for their base.

A few minutes later, he arrived at the location to find many people lined up at the "Blackjack" base. It seemed many others besides Mist wanted to meet the members of the clan that had won the final championship.

Mist changed from his bat form back to his human form and got in at the end of the line.

Everyone in the line seemed to be having fun. Listening to their voices, he picked up all sorts of information. Normally, there should have been voices filled with more anxiety, but there were none at all.

They were leaving Earth, losing their memories, and living in a virtual reality that they would believe to be real, yet there was no sense of tragedy. If anything, they were filled with hope.

Mist understood well.

He could not expect anything from reality. Even when he heard the news that they had managed to bring back resources from another planet, he felt no particular joy. But the proposal to lose his memories and live in this world filled him with great expectation.

That was the hope Mist had been searching for.

To forget reality and live in this world without any worries. How wonderful a thing that was.

Just as he was thinking this, he heard a voice from behind.

"Looks like it'll take a while. Think we'll get in before the world ends?"

"Well, it'll probably be fine. This fortress is one of the biggest among the clans. It can probably hold about five hundred people. And look, the line's moving pretty fast. I think we'll be in in about five more minutes."

Mist turned around, thinking he had heard that voice somewhere before.

There stood a man and a woman. He recognized them immediately. They were the Brandle Siblings from the clan "Dragon Soul," who had also reached the top eight in the Clan War.

He had never fought them, but he had seen them fight. The clan "Dragon Soul" had lost to the samurai group "The Samurai."

Though it was their first meeting, there was a chance they knew of him, as they were both from top-eight clans. His purpose for coming here was Noat, but he had also wanted to talk with the people who had achieved excellent results in the Clan War.

Mist spoke up, thinking he might be able to have a conversation.

"Excuse me, but are you perhaps the Brandle Siblings from 'Dragon Soul'?"

"We are, but you're-- ah, no, I've seen you in the Clan War. Mist from 'Undead,' was it?"

"I'm glad you know of me. I am a lucky man indeed. To meet Ash-san of the 'Dragon Eater' and Ren-san of the 'Dragon Curse' on the final day... Oh, but first, my greetings. As you seem to know, allow me to introduce myself again. My name is Mist."

Mist bowed his head. And until they entered the base, the three of them talked.

Once inside the base, he listened to Ash's story, a continuation of the conversation they had while waiting in line. It was about his father, Veru.

Mist thought as he listened.

Ash respected Veru. It had been a long time since that father of his had stopped working as an actor. Ash thought it might be their fault, and he did not like it.

It was his dream to one day be in a movie with his father, but that dream seemed unlikely to come true. And then his sister, Ren, said she wanted to live in this world. So, Ash had said, living in this virtual reality was not so bad.

His sister, Ren, had a slightly complicated expression on her face, but then her eyes welled up with tears and she said, "I'm sorry," and hugged Ash. Mist smiled, thinking what a close pair of siblings they were.

Due to his profession, Mist also knew about Ash's mother, Kilika. Kilika had passed away at a young age due to an incurable disease. He thought that must have influenced Veru's decision to quit acting.

Mist gazed at his own hands.

(There is no sickness in this world. For a doctor, it is a world where I cannot make a living, but this is surely the world I have been wishing for...)

After that, he parted ways with Ash and the others. It seemed they had come to see the Hero Ivan, but when they found he was not there, they went to see Cecil Arven, who was known as the "Collector."

And Mist went to look for the woman called the "Prima Donna," Noat, for his own purpose.

Mist wanted to hear her sing before he forgot reality.

Looking around, he saw a place with a crowd of people, where there was a raised stage-like area. On that stage were people holding musical instruments.

A woman walked to the center of the stage. It was Noat, the one Mist had been looking for.

"Time-wise, this will be the last one. Any requests?"

The people there all shouted out their requests at once. It seemed everyone knew Noat, and they were requesting the titles of the songs that had been released for free.

But among them, Mist's favorite song was not there.

She had said this would be the last one, so it might have already ended, but Mist decided to try requesting it anyway.

It was the first song Noat had released, before she became famous. Mist requested it in a loud voice he did not normally use.

The people around him did not seem to know the song and looked blankly at him.

Noat also seemed surprised, her eyes blinking. But she quickly broke into a grin.

"Interesting. That's the song where it all began for me. We might run out of time, but listen to as much as you can."

There was no musical accompaniment for this song. Only Noat's voice echoed around them.

This world was about to end. It was not a bad way to end it, listening to this song. Mist was filled with an indescribable sense of happiness.

Before the song could end, the surroundings were enveloped in darkness.

He did not know if it was real or an auditory hallucination, but Mist listened to Noat's voice, which he could hear even in the darkness, as he let go of his consciousness.



		
			Chapter 222

			A Request for Cooperation

			A few days after Relic and Sonia visited the coffee shop, Hayato logged into Another Frontier Online first thing in the morning.

Inside the game, the treasure hunting event was still ongoing.

Havato and his friends had acquired a considerable amount of Treasure Coins, in-game currency, and items on the floating island. Having enjoyed the event to the fullest, they had been taking it easy for the past few days without doing much of anything.

To be more precise, Hayato had been so worried about what would happen with Relic and Sonia that he could not do anything until they finally visited the coffee shop.

He had been logging in every day, but he was mostly just restocking the shop's inventory and had done little else. Now that things had finally calmed down, he was thinking of putting new products in the shop. In parallel, he was also considering sorting through the items he had obtained on the floating island.

He sat in the base's dining hall, sipping coffee and wondering what to do first today.

Just then, the maid, Rose, came down from the second floor.

"Good morning, Hayato-sama."

"Good morning, Rose-san."

Rose, who was dispatched from the Maid Guild, had been entrusted with shopkeeping at this base. It was originally Esha's job, whom he had hired as a maid, but Esha had work at the real-world coffee shop in the afternoon.

He had newly hired Rose to tend the shop for the whole day, and she was quite capable. She also possessed the slightly troubling special skill of being good at assassination, but that was also for Hayato's protection.

Hayato was being targeted by various organizations, so the Maid Chief of the Maid Guild had thoughtfully dispatched her.

That Maid Chief was currently in a terrible predicament, but that was another story.

Hayato immediately asked about the shop's situation. He thought he would decide what to do based on that information.

Rose paused to think for a moment before speaking.

"How about stocking some more affordable equipment? The items in this shop are all of high quality, but they are also quite expensive and may be out of reach for novices. Recently, the number of customers who look like beginner adventurers has increased, but I have observed that many of them leave the shop without buying anything because the prices are too high."

Hayato had a rough idea of the situation.

Ney, the leader of Hayato's former clan, Kokuryu, was related to the Foundation that could be said to rule the real world, and she had become an investor in this game. That information had spread, and many new players, thinking it was safe, had started playing the game.

As an NPC, Rose would not understand the full context, but she must have advised Hayato because she had seen players with weak-looking equipment coming to the shop.

This shop rarely stocked low-quality items, those with three stars or less. It was always four or five stars. Potions, which were useful precisely because they were low-starred, were stocked from one star upwards, but there was no benefit to low-starred weapons and armor, so they were not stocked.

For someone like Hayato, whose Blacksmithing Skill had reached 100, it was actually more difficult to create low-quality weapons, but it was possible. He decided to accept Rose's suggestion, thinking that being a beginner-friendly shop was not a bad idea.

"I've been breaking down the low-quality stuff for materials until now, but from now on, I'll sell them cheaply."

"Yes, I am glad to hear that. On another matter..."

"What is it?"

"What shall we do about the muscle... I mean, the Dark Knight-sama on the second floor? It has been over a week now..."

"Ah."

When he rescued the Demon Lord Lunaria from the Demon Lord's Castle, he had brought back one of the Dark Knights who tried to interfere and locked him in a room on the second floor.

He was supposed to return to the Demon Lord's Castle with Lunaria and the others, but right after they returned from the floating island, Lunaria's group went straight back to the Demon Country without stopping by the base.

There had been a lot going on the day they returned. He had heard the story from Rose later, but there had been other things since then, and he had left the matter as it was.

This was a problem, he thought, and sent a voice chat to Lunaria.

"Lunaria-san, can you hear me?"

"...The Demon Lord is still sleeping. Come back later."

"This is urgent. Besides, it's already eight in the morning, isn't it?"

"The Demon Lord does not care about time. I sleep when I want to sleep."

"Don't say that, just listen. I helped you out of the Demon Lord's Castle, didn't I?"

"Fine. I will engrave Hayato-san in my mind as the man who disturbed the Demon Lord's slumber. Now, what is it?"

"That's not a pleasant way to be remembered, but never mind that. There's a Dark Knight at our base. Is it okay to send him back to the Demon Country now? Actually, can you come and get him?"

"Ah."

(She forgot, just like I did...)

"That reminds me. Send the Demon Lord bed that's in the third-floor hall to the Demon Lord's Castle. Cash on delivery is fine."

"You're remembering the wrong thing. Can you tell me what to do with the Dark Knight-san? Is it okay to release him?"

"About that, I'd like you to keep him there a little longer. I'll thank you for it later."

"...Why?"

"Right now, the Black Roses and the Dark Knights are fighting because I was imprisoned, so it would be a bit of a problem if he came back. I want the Black Roses to win this time, so I don't want to upset the current balance of power."

"That's what's happening?"

"I said I don't care, as a Demon Lord should, but the Black Roses are saying they'll use force to make them understand so this doesn't happen again. It's very much in the spirit of the Demon Lord's Army where might is right, so I gave my permission."

"Shouldn't you stop them? But I understand the situation. I'll look after the Dark Knight-san here for a while, so let me know when it's okay."

"Got it. Also, I'll send him a voice chat telling him to listen to what you say. So send the bed."

"...I'll send the beds Rosalie-san and the others were using too, so do as you please after that."

With that, he ended the voice chat. Then he looked at Rose.

"I just spoke with Lunaria-san, and we'll be looking after him for a while longer. But could you treat him like a guest instead of a prisoner? I think he'll behave himself."

"Understood. In fact, while he was confined, he said he wanted to train outside, so I will grant him permission."

"Ah, I think he did say something like that. And at that time, that Dark Knight person and Noat-san fought off one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords who came here."

"Yes, they did! I knew they were both strong, but I never imagined to that extent!"

(The Dark Knight aside, Noat-san... It's hard to believe, but I think Relic-san also said Noat-san helped him in the Clan War. Maybe she's strong when she's serious. But her usual self is...)

After returning from the floating island, Hayato received various reports from Rose. One of them was that a member of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had come here and a fight had broken out.

Apparently, they had come to talk, not to abduct Hayato, but there was no reason to take their word for it. It would be necessary to remain on alert.

Just as he thought that, he heard a knock on the door.

Hayato and Rose both tilted their heads. An acquaintance would normally just come inside. Since they did not, it must be a guest. But no one was scheduled to come this early in the morning.

It could be the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, Hayato thought, on guard.

Rose, equally cautious, approached the door.

"Who is it?"

"Is this the base of the clan 'Daedalus,' by any chance?"

A young man's voice. Hayato had heard that voice before.

"Before that, please state who you are and where you are from."

"My name is Damian Trens. I think you'll understand if I say I'm an associate of Mist. I want to ask for Hayato's cooperation."

Hayato recognized the name. He remembered.

It was the vampire dressed like a medieval nobleman who had been on the ghost ship.

"This is indeed the base of 'Daedalus,' led by Hayato-sama, but what kind of cooperation do you mean?"

"...Mist has gone missing in a dungeon. I want to ask for your help in searching for him."

Forgetting that this was a virtual reality, Hayato immediately opened the door.



		
			Chapter 223

			Necropolis

			Hayato told himself to calm down.

He had been flustered upon hearing that Mist was missing, but this was a virtual reality. There was no danger to his life, and if it came down to it, he could probably ask Diite to help.

Perhaps because he knew that NPCs were real people who had lost their real-world memories, Hayato had started to think of events in the virtual reality as if they were real.

(This is a little embarrassing. I'm glad Esha and the others weren't here.)

If Esha had seen him in this state, she would have looked at him with exasperation. Fortunately, the only people nearby were NPCs who did not know about the real world. They would not find Hayato's panic strange.

After finally composing himself, he looked at Damian, who was sitting across the table.

He had long blond hair that reached his shoulders and androgynous features. He could be called a handsome man, though of a different type than Ash. Whether it was his normal state or because he was a vampire, his complexion was poor, and he looked unwell. But Hayato thought there were probably people who found that appealing.

Thinking that tomato juice would be better than coffee for a vampire, Hayato asked Rose for some.

Though Mist had not been to the base recently, they kept a stock of tomato juice just in case he came. Rose placed one of them in front of Damian.

Damian gave a slight nod of his head.

"My thanks. By the way, are you Hayato?"

"Eh? Uh, yes, I am, but didn't you come here knowing that?"

"No, I had only heard stories from Mist. I didn't know your face. To think you were the one whose ship I attacked... I am sorry about that time. I apologize."

Hayato understood.

He had only heard Damian's name from Diite. They had not properly introduced themselves to each other. Damian probably had not thought he was an acquaintance or a clan mate of Mist.

"Um, it's alright. There wasn't much damage. On the contrary, I took the treasure from the ghost ship..."

"No, that is fine. It was something I had no interest in to begin with. I just had it with me from the ships I had attacked up until then. Now, more importantly than that, since you let me into your base, may I assume that you are willing to hear me out?"

Hayato nodded.

It was true that this was a virtual reality, but Mist, who had fought so hard for them in the Clan War, was missing. Even if his life was not in danger, he wanted to hear the circumstances and lend a hand if he could. In fact, he was even willing to go to the dungeon where he went missing to look for him.

Damian explained the situation to Hayato.

Damian and Mist had been heading for the deepest part of a certain dungeon.

While exploring the dungeon, a trap was sprung. Mist shielded Damian and was caught in the trap himself. It was apparently a teleportation trap, and Mist was separated from Damian.

Since Mist was a vampire, he would not be easily defeated even if he were alone. And even if he were defeated, he could resurrect in his coffin at his mansion in the Demon Country.

That should have been the case, but there was no response when he sent a voice chat to Mist, and when he asked the servants at the mansion, they said Mist had not returned to his coffin.

He waited for three days, but there was no word. Believing that a problem had arisen that even Mist could not handle, he had come to request a rescue.

"That's all well and good, but why here?"

"Mist always said so. That the leader here, Hayato, only has production skills, but he's reliable in all sorts of ways."

To hear a good evaluation of oneself through someone else, why was it so pleasing? Even if it was just flattery, Hayato found it difficult to stop himself from grinning. But with sheer willpower, he acted as if it were nothing.

"That's a nice assessment to hear. But that's not what I meant. Weren't you and Mist-san part of a clan called the Ten Undead Sages? I thought you would ask them for help before me. Oh, of course, I'm not saying I'm troubled by being asked for help. It's just a simple question."

"That is... yes, I suppose I must tell you. The Ten Undead Sages are at risk of a status ailment called 'Undying Sleep.' Unfortunately, all but myself, Mist, and one other have fallen into that state and cannot move."

"Undying sleep?"

"We have become vampires through necromancy. As undead, death does not come for us. However, there is no such convenient magic. After being a vampire for a long time, one enters a sleep from which one never awakens. I was conducting research on that ghost ship to find a way to prevent that."

Hayato's only thought was, "What kind of game mechanic is that?" In the first place, he was under the impression that there was no such restriction on players.

Vampirism was quite popular among players. Although there were disadvantages due to various restrictions, there was also the merit of being able to turn into a bat and fly, though the appearance was what it was. For those who focused on close-quarters combat, it made them quite strong.

Many players had been vampires for a long time, and he had never heard of them entering a sleep from which they did not awaken.

However, it did not seem like Damian was lying. Hayato also tried sending a voice chat to Mist, but there was no reply. Something had definitely happened to Mist.

He began to wonder if it might be a demerit from a wish granted by God, that is, a reward from Diite. He had heard that the Ten Undead Sages had made it to the top eight in the Clan War. The possibility was there.

"What do you think? I understand if you can't trust me because of the ghost ship incident, but please, I ask you to lend us a hand."

He thought it might be unwise to believe everything, but he also did not think there was a need for such an elaborate deception.

Havato made up his mind.

"Alright. I'll help. What exactly do you need me to do?"

"My thanks. I intend to return to the dungeon now. I'd like to ask for your support. However, though it's my own fault, I lost the ghost ship and have nothing myself. Any monetary reward will have to come later..."

"I don't need a reward for helping Mist-san. Just tell me what I need to prepare. And about returning to the dungeon, don't you think it's impossible to search for him alone?"

"To be honest, I was going to ask for that as well. I'd like to borrow some strong members, especially those with treasure hunting skills. It seems to be a dungeon with many traps, so being strong alone isn't enough."

"Treasure hunting skills..."

That would mean Relic or Sonia, but unfortunately, it would be difficult to borrow their help.

They were currently working under Ney, or rather, instructing her on security matters, so it seemed they did not have time to play the game. They often came to the coffee shop, but that was for meals.

He would have to hire someone from the Treasure Hunter Guild, Hayato thought.

"Excuse me for interrupting."

Rose suddenly spoke up.

"By the way, in which dungeon did Mist-sama go missing? If we know the dungeon, we might be able to identify the most suitable members."

Hayato nodded, thinking that made sense.

Most dungeons had been cleared, so there was a certain amount of information available. Although he could not obtain information online, it would be possible to have the Maid Guild investigate.

However, Damian thought for a moment before shaking his head.

"The dungeon we were in was the city of the dead, 'Necropolis'."

Hayato did not know of that dungeon, but he glanced at Rose, wondering if it was famous.

Rose seemed surprised.

"That is one of the few uncleared dungeons. With all due respect, I do not believe it is possible for the two of you to clear it..."

"Of course, I did not expect to clear it in one go. We intended to challenge it many times, but I never thought something like this would happen on just the first few floors. I suppose that is to be expected of an uncleared dungeon. Our assessment was too naive."

"I don't know much about it, is it a famous dungeon?"

Rose and Damian seemed surprised by Hayato's words, but Rose quickly explained.

There were four dungeons in this game that no one had ever reached the bottom floor of. They were "Dark Cave," "Abaddon," "Thousand," and "Necropolis."

Havato only knew of the Dark Cave, but this was the first time he had heard that it had never been fully explored.

"So Mist-san and Damian-san were trying to clear one of those uncleared dungeons?"

"That's right. Though the result is as you see."

"May I ask why you were aiming for that place?"

"Since I am making a request, that would be necessary. To put it simply, another one of our companions brought us information. The information was that an item to avoid the undying sleep is on the lowest floor of Necropolis. We were going to retrieve it."

If no one had ever been to the lowest floor, how could such information exist? Hayato was the type to worry about such things, but he set that aside for now.

"I understand the general situation. In that case, let's make various preparations to ensure we find Mist-san. Rose-san, first, I'd like you to have the Maid Guild investigate Necropolis, is that alright? It doesn't matter how much it costs."

"Understood. I will also draw up a list of candidates for the necessary personnel based on the results of the investigation."

"Please do. And Damian-san, I know you want to go right away, but please wait until we've gathered information and items. If you'd like, you're welcome to stay at this base."

"Thank you for everything. Then, I'll take you up on your offer and impose on you for a while."

Havato nodded.

Well now, things are about to get busy, Hayato thought, as he began to consider what kind of items he should prepare.



		
			Chapter 224

			Bugs and Features

			Hayato asked Rose to show Damian to a room, then contacted Diite to confirm the situation.

There was a possibility that an event was occurring, just like with Ash and Ren's Dragon Soul. It was possible for a new event to start while the treasure hunting event was still active.

Since it happened in a dungeon, there was a chance they were linked. From other players' perspectives, it would be downright unfair, but he decided to at least confirm whether it was a planned event or not.

"Diite-chan, is now a good time?"

"Hey, good morning, Hayato-kun. It's rare for you to call so early in the morning."

"Good morning. I have something I want to ask. Is the matter of Mist-san going missing an event? Is it something you're aware of? I got a little worried."

It was probably a rude way to ask. It was a statement that questioned Diite's management capabilities. But a lot had been happening recently. The Hypnos incident, the hacking incident, there were many things Diite had not been aware of. It was only natural to ask.

"Mist-kun? No, I'm not aware of any such event. What are you talking about?"

"Mist-san went missing while exploring a dungeon called Necropolis. Just a little while ago, his companion Damian-san came and asked for our help in rescuing him."

"Missing? In Necropolis? ...Ah, maybe he got caught in a new trap?"

"A new trap?"

"We're in the middle of a treasure hunting event right now, right? Dungeons are more active, so I increased the appearance rate of treasure chests and the drop rate of keys from monsters. At the same time, I also increased the types and occurrence rates of traps in treasure chests and passages... Come to think of it, I don't think I anticipated Mist-kun getting caught in a trap..."

"Um, what do you mean?"

"I think the trap Mist-kun got caught in was a teleportation trap. I believe he was teleported to a place called a monster room."

Havato had heard of monster rooms before.

They were moderately sized rooms where monsters spawned infinitely. They were once often used for leveling up close-range attack skills, but they were hardly used anymore.

The monsters that spawned there did not drop any items. Since the monster respawn time was short and you could fight endlessly, it was suitable for skill leveling. However, the monsters were not strong enough to raise skills to 100. It could be called a training ground for beginners.

"He can get out by unlocking the door in the room, but Mist-kun doesn't have the Lockpicking Skill. Also, he won't take damage from the monsters in that room, so he can't resurrect at his base either."

"So..."

"He can't get out, no matter how much time passes. Mist-kun has high natural recovery because he's a vampire, so I don't think he'll lose even if he doesn't fight back against the monsters."

"...That's a bug, right?"

"...No, it's not. It's working as intended. It's just that in Mist-kun's case, he can't get out."

"Isn't that what they call a feature bug? Vampirism is popular, so I think other players will end up in the same situation."

"It's just that Mist-kun's natural recovery is unusually high. Other players, even as vampires, would lose in a monster room, so it's not a problem. But it's no good for Mist-kun. I was careless."

It had been a while since he had heard Diite's careless admission. Still, if that was the case, there was no need to worry, and he felt somewhat relieved.

"In that case, will you get Mist-san out, Diite-chan? We're actually about to go rescue him."

"Since you're going anyway, could you go and rescue him? I'm sorry this happened, but I'd like to get some data from it."

"No, but it's a monster room, right? Isn't Mist-san fighting endlessly? What about sleep?"

"I didn't intend for those places to be used for skill grinding, so I got rid of the infinite monster spawns. Only one hundred monsters will appear there in a day. Also, I've prepared a bed in the corner of the room so players can log out. Mist-kun can't log out, but I think he'll be fine as far as sleeping goes."

"Then could you at least make it a little more comfortable for him? Like having meals served in the morning, afternoon, and evening, or having the bed turn into a coffin."

"You're right, that's necessary. Understood. I'll take care of that right away."

"Also, I'd like you to make some arrangements for Mist-san after he's rescued."

"That's true too. Well, I'll think of some kind of apology. I'll get on that right away, then."

The voice chat with Diite ended.

Just knowing that Mist had not gone missing due to an external factor was enough for Hayato. It was bad news for Damian, but for Hayato, it was no longer a situation that felt particularly critical.

However, even if Diite took measures, being unable to get out would be stressful. Several days had already passed, so it was best to start the rescue mission right away.

Havato decided to contact some people who might be able to lend a hand.

"...Disturbing the Demon Lord's second nap. Should I take that as a declaration of war?"

"Lunaria-san, actually, Mist-san has gone missing in a dungeon called Necropolis. I'd like to borrow your help in clearing it."

"Mist-san? He's from the Demon Country, so I'd like to help, but he's been away from the Demon Country for quite a while, so it might be difficult for a while. Besides, the Black Roses are also in a tough spot... Oh, that's right. I just contacted Gilcchi, so I think he'll lend you a hand."

"Who's Gilcchi?"

"Gilcchi from the Ten Dark Knights."

"Ah, the Dark Knight. So his name is Gil-san?"

"Yes, Gil Kliff. He's a muscle-supremacist tank, so you can really count on him as a wall. And his attack power is pretty good too. I recommend him."

Havato heard a philosophy he could not ignore, but he decided to let it go. However, it did bother him that Rose had also almost called the Dark Knight 'muscle' for some reason.

"Thank you. I'll ask Gil-san then."

"Yeah. I can't help directly, but I'll help in various indirect ways, so please save Mist-san."

"I promise. I'll contact you if anything happens."

Havato ended the voice chat after hearing Lunaria's reply.

(Gil-san, huh. If Lunaria-san says so, he must be strong. A tank would be necessary for a long-term dungeon delve. I should make sure to ask him properly. But before that, I should contact some other people.)

Havato tried contacting others, but he did not receive any positive replies.

The response from Cecil's Dragon Busters was this.

"Sorry. The Dragon Busters have been away from the Empire for too long, so we got chewed out and can't go on expeditions to other countries right now. It's pretty harsh, considering we gave them the treasure. We didn't give them the sword, though."

"Isn't that the reason? But roger that. I'm partly responsible for you getting in trouble, so I'll make some good swords for everyone later."

"You'd better!"

And the reply from Ney and the Kokuryu was also that they could not lend a hand.

"Sorry. Actually, there's a lot of paperwork to do now that I've become an investor. I'm having the Kokuryu members help me with that in the real world, so it's a bit difficult."

"I see. Sorry for putting you through so much trouble."

"What are you talking about? This was the best course of action, so there's no problem. We'll all come and hang out again when we have time, so just hold on until then. Next time, you should come on vacation with us, Hayato!"

"Yeah, I'll look forward to it."

Most of Hayato's connections were a no-go. He had other options, like the Bandit Clan and the Demon Summoning Research Association, but it was unclear if they would help rescue Mist, and he felt it would become a hassle, so he removed them from the list of candidates.

As he wondered what to do, there was a knock on the door. It opened immediately.

"Good morning! It's been a while!"

"Maris, and Sieg too. Good morning, both of you. It feels like it's been a while."

The tamer Maris entered with Siegfried on her right shoulder. Maris was normally cheerful, but she had a huge smile on her face now, an expression that made you think something good had happened.

"My Nekomanma Deluxe ran out, so I came to have you make some more. Sieg has become a gourmet, you see. He says he doesn't want regular food..."

"I'll make it right away. By the way, is everything alright with your work at the Tamer Guild? You were busy with something, right?"

"Yes, things have settled down for now. We've rounded up the tamers who were engaged in illegal trading. A few got away, but I think it's only a matter of time before they're caught. So, for a while, I was thinking of just playing with the animals at my base...!"

"Is that so? Oh, in that case, do you happen to have some time?"

"I do. What's up?"

Havato decided to tell Maris the story so far.



		
			Chapter 225

			A Pet for Dungeon Exploration

			Hayato sat with Maris at the dining hall table and told her about Mist.

All the while, Maris was stroking Sieg's belly, but her hand stopped when Hayato finished his story.

"Mist-san is in danger! Then we have to go rescue him right away!"

Havato wanted to do the same, but he calmed Maris down since they were not ready. He also added, prefacing it with "This is just speculation," that there was a high possibility Mist was trapped in a monster room.

Maris seemed to accept that. A monster room was like a death trap where you were certain to be defeated, but it was not enough to defeat Mist. Maris understood the possibility of getting stuck in such a place.

"You're right. So, are you going to that dungeon with Ash-san and the others?"

"Um, unfortunately, it's difficult for Ash and the others too. That's why I'm asking people who can go. By the way, what about you, Maris? If you have the time, I'd like you to go."

"Of course, I don't mind! That's what I'd like to say, but I might not be very useful in a dungeon..."

Seeing Maris say this dejectedly, Hayato thought, with all due respect, "That's true."

As a tamer, Maris could fight alongside her pet monsters. There was no doubt that she was strong, but in a confined space like a dungeon, her abilities were severely limited.

The most effective way for a tamer to fight was hit and away. It was a tactic where you land a blow and then retreat to a place where the opponent's attack cannot reach you. This fighting style utilized the speed of a mountable monster. It could not be done in the narrow passages of a dungeon.

There was a fighting style where you sent your pet to attack without riding it, but strong monsters were generally large. There were some dungeons that dragons could not even enter.

Lancelot, the Elder Griffon considered to be Maris's strongest pet, was classified as large, so it was unclear if he could even enter Necropolis.

Maris herself had combat power, but she could only use spear arts. It was difficult to wield a spear in a narrow space, limiting her to a fighting style of "thrusting." Her Weapon Skills would likely be limited to that as well.

(In a dungeon battle, Maris is a bit of a tough choice in terms of combat power... Of course, she's stronger than me. But right now, I don't have anyone who seems like they could be a main fighting force.)

"I have shown Damian-sama to his room. Is this a guest?"

Rose came down the stairs. She looked at Maris and spoke. Maris also tilted her head slightly upon seeing Rose.

Havato was momentarily confused, but then he remembered that the two of them were meeting for the first time.

"You two haven't met before, have you? This is the tamer Maris, and this maid is Rose-san."

"Nice to meet you, I'm Maris Sola! This little one is Siegfried. Please call him Sieg!"

"A pleasure to meet you, Maris-sama. I am Rose Beltz, a maid belonging to the Maid Guild. I look forward to making your acquaintance. By the way, when you say the tamer Maris-sama, do you mean that Maris-sama?"

Havato did not know which Maris she was talking about, but he tilted his head, wondering if there was such a famous Maris.

"Um, is Maris famous?"

"She's quite famous in Tamer Guild circles. They say if you consult Maris-sama about your pet, most problems will be solved. I've also heard that if you entrust your pet's training to her, she'll make them quite strong."

Pet monsters, like players, could have their skills trained and resistances built up. It was usually something players did themselves, but you could also pay the Tamer Guild to do it.

If you asked Maris to strengthen your pet, it would come back considerably stronger. For that reason, many players specifically requested Maris, making her the top earner. However, she was so popular that her fees were high, making it difficult to request her services.

"Wow, you were that amazing?"

Maris looked embarrassed and scratched the back of her head with her left hand.

"You could say that!"

"I'm relieved you're the same old Maris."

"I've also heard that Maris-sama can understand the language of animals."

Maris once again made the gesture of scratching the back of her head with her left hand. Perhaps as a way to hide her embarrassment, her hand stroking Sieg's belly sped up. Sieg looked a little annoyed.

"Well... you could say that!"

"You should deny that. Being able to talk to animals."

Maris looked at Hayato with a puzzled expression.

"No, I can talk to them. It's more like I can vaguely understand what they're saying. Right, Sieg? Your tummy is hot? I should stroke it gently? Ah, sorry."

Havato was at a loss as to what to think. In reality, it was definitely impossible. But this was a virtual reality. It was not out of the realm of possibility.

He thought about it for a while but decided to put it on hold for now. Right now, Mist was more important.

Rose must have sensed this too, as she brought the conversation back to the main topic.

"Since Maris-sama is here, does that mean you will be borrowing her help for Mist-sama's rescue?"

"That's the plan, but in Maris's case, dungeons have a lot of restrictions, so I thought it might be difficult."

"I see. It is true that I have heard tamers are not suited for dungeon clearing."

"It's... it's not my pets' fault... It's all my fault..."

Maris, who had been so proud moments ago, was now dejected. Sieg patted Maris's shoulder with his right paw as if to say, "You're doing fine."

"Does Maris-sama not have any pets for dungeon exploration?"

"Sorry to interrupt, but are there really pets for dungeon exploration?"

"Yes. I do not know the details, but I have heard there are pets that have almost no combat power but can discover and disarm traps through scouting, as well as pick locks. I do not think there are any pets with abilities equivalent to skill level 100, though."

Havato and Rose both turned their gazes to Maris.

Maris nodded.

"There are. My defense captain is something like that."

"...First of all, what's a defense captain?"

"Oh? Did I never mention it? Sieg is the princess of a certain fallen kingdom, and she's currently working hard to restore her country. The one I've put in charge of the newly formed kingdom's defense corps is Hercules, whom you also know, Hayato-san."

"There are so many things I want to retort to. For starters, even if you say I know him, I don't have any acquaintances like that... Could you be talking about the beetle that was the subject of the bet in the Clan War's betting match? I know that one."

During the Clan War, Hayato had to bet one of Maris's pets to match the male calico cat. Since the male calico cat was worth one hundred million G, he had offered the equally valuable Hercules Beetle.

In the end, the match took place without that bet, but it was true that Hayato knew the Hercules Beetle.

(Come to think of it, she did say she persuaded the beetle. Is it true she can talk to them? No, that doesn't matter right now.)

"So that Hercules Beetle is a pet for dungeon exploration?"

"That's right. I haven't specifically trained him for dungeon exploration, but I think he'll be quite useful even in his base state. However, it's best not to expect much from him in terms of combat power."

Putting aside the retort of why he was a defense captain if he could not be expected to fight, Hayato thought he should ask for her help. In the first place, he could not borrow the help of Relic or Sonia, so he did not have anyone with treasure hunting skills.

He had been thinking of asking the Treasure Hunter Guild, but if Maris could have her pet do it, there was nothing better.

"Then, can I ask you to lend your strength to the search for Mist-san, Maris?"

"Of course! And I'll look into some pets that can be useful in dungeons too."

"Please do. Well then, first, let's make some Nekomanma Deluxe. The ingredients are--"

"Yes, I brought them. Thank you. Oh, by the way, Hayato-san, do you know about dinosaurs? I've been hearing a lot about them in the Royal Capital recently. Do you know where they are? The Tamer Guild is buzzing with the topic too."

"Eh? Dinosaurs? They were on the floating island. I built an airship and went there."

There was a momentary pause. Then Maris shot up from her chair and leaned her face close to Hayato's. If the table had not been between them, she would have headbutted him.

"Why didn't you take me with you!"

"Well, you said you were busy. Besides, I only found out there were dinosaurs after I got there."

"Grrr. It's true I said that, but... I don't know if I can tame them, but I wanted to try..."

"Well, I'll take you there next time, so then."

"You promise! Alright, first, let's rescue Mist-san, and then we'll go straight to the floating island! I'm going to tame the yet-unseen dinosaurs!"

Maris's nostrils were flaring.

Sieg was swatting at Maris with his tail, as if telling her to calm down.



		
			Chapter 226

			The Dark Knight and the Hero

			Maris took the Nekomanma Deluxe and headed back to the Tamer Guild.

She said she was going to strengthen her dungeon exploring pet right away. Hayato figured her spirits were high from the news about Mist's potential danger and the talk of dinosaurs.

Be that as it may, the search party for Mist currently consisted of only Damian and Maris. He didn't know much about the Necropolis dungeon yet, but it was clear that sending just the two of them was unreasonable.

He decided to visit the room of Gil, the dark knight Lunaria had recommended, and ask for his help.

Though he had originally been captured, he was a guest now. Rather than summoning him to the dining hall, Hayato thought it proper to go to him, so he made his way there.

"Gil-san, I'm Hayato, the leader here. Is it alright if I come in?"

It was practically their first meeting, so he adopted a polite demeanor to avoid making a bad impression.

"Hayato-dono. Of course, I do not mind. This is your base, after all. There is no need for such reservations."

Hayato felt relieved that he seemed to be a reasonable person and opened the door to the room.

Inside stood a knight in jet black armor that towered over two meters tall. His entire body was covered in armor, his face completely hidden. His sheer size was intimidating enough on its own.

As Hayato entered the room, Gil gave a slight bow of his head.

"We have met several times, but this is our first time speaking like this. I am Gil Cleef. My hobby is weight training."

"Um, I'm Hayato. My hobby is coffee... I guess?"

It was a strange self-introduction, but that was the result of Hayato being flustered by the sudden declaration of weight training as a hobby.

Gil said, "Hmm," and stared at Hayato. He then approached and began to touch Hayato's shoulders, back, and legs.

"Uh, hey, what's this?"

This was a situation Esha might enjoy, but Hayato was not pleased. In fact, it was enough to make him wonder if he should send the man back to the Demon Country immediately.

"Hayato-dono, you lack muscle. You should train a little more."

Oh, so that's what this was about, Hayato thought with relief.

In virtual reality, muscles were meaningless. The only thing that mattered in this world was the STR stat. Even someone with a body rippling with muscles couldn't equip anything if their STR was low, while someone with a slender frame could swing any weapon if their STR was high.

There was a feature where you would gain muscle by continuously swinging a weapon, but unless you did something extreme, your physique remained the same as in the real world.

Hayato did think that maybe he should put on a little more muscle in reality, but he decided to put that thought aside for later.

"Um, anyway, you've heard from Lunaria-san, right? I actually have a favor to ask."

"I have heard the story. Something about a member of your clan going missing in a dungeon."

"Yes, that's right. I was hoping to ask for your help in the search."

"Of course, I do not mind. In the first place, Lunaria-sama has told me not to return for a while, so to be frank, I am quite bored. Delving into a dungeon will also serve as strength training, so for me, it is a dream come true."

He seems like a decent person, but he brings everything back to muscle... A true muscle supremacist. Rosalie-san and the others disliked him, maybe this slightly overbearing part of him is why, Hayato mused.

Hayato was a little exasperated, but Gil was one of the Ten Dark Knights. In terms of strength, he could likely expect a great deal. He was glad that this would make the search for Mist a little easier.

But they were still only three people. That probably wasn't enough.

Just as he was wondering who else might be strong enough to help, Gil spoke up.

"I heard you were a production player, Hayato-dono. Is that correct?"

"Oh? Yes, that's right. I don't have any combat skills at all, so I can't fight."

"And yet you are in a position to give orders to Lunaria-sama... Do you possess some incredibly powerful weapon or armor? Is that connected to your strength, Hayato-dono?"

"I can make a lot of things, but I can't equip them because of my STR. So even if I had powerful weapons and armor, it wouldn't have anything to do with my strength. Besides, I'm not ordering Lunaria-san, I'm asking her."

"A request, not an order. Then you also made a request of that Hero, not an order. I was surprised at the time, but if that is the case, it makes a certain amount of sense."

Hayato had made a request, which some called an order, to the Demon Lord and the Hero during the Stampede event. When they were fighting Agres Berion, Hayato had given instructions to both Lunaria and Ivan.

Hayato hadn't thought much of it, but he heard later that the members around him were quite shocked. It was true that Hayato was probably the only one who could give instructions to two of the strongest beings in this world.

However, Hayato didn't feel like he had given instructions or orders. In the first place, those two had given Hayato pledges as punishment for rampaging at his base. They would listen to a certain degree of his requests.

"Well, Lunaria-san and Ivan went on a rampage here before, so... that's it!"

Gil seemed a little surprised by Hayato's loud voice, but he immediately asked in a calm tone, "What is it?"

"No, I just forgot about Ivan. I just thought of asking him to help with this search."

"To forget the Hero, you are quite the formidable one. And you are telling me to form a party with the Hero. Normally, that would be unthinkable, but Lunaria-sama has told me to obey your orders, Hayato-dono, so I am not opposed. Besides, I have been wanting to have a match with the Hero."

"I'm not asking you to fight, I'm asking you to help with the search, you know?"

"Of course. But this is a makeshift party, is it not? We need to know each other's strengths. Don't you think we could trust each other more if we fought a little before going on the exploration?"

Hayato wondered about that logic, thinking it would more likely lead to animosity, but he also thought that perhaps something like that was necessary.

He seemed to recall Esha passionately explaining that men only truly understand each other after a fistfight. It sounded pretty dubious, though.

Be that as it may, Hayato immediately sent a voice chat to Ivan.

There was an immediate response.

"Hayato? It's been a while, but what's up so early in the morning?"

"Sorry to bother you. I have a little favor to ask, if you have a moment."

"I just cleared a dungeon, so I don't mind. But I don't work for free, so keep that in mind when you ask."

"I know, I know. Actually, Mist-san from our clan has gone missing in the Necropolis dungeon, and I'm asking various people to help search for her. I was hoping I could ask you too, Ivan."

"Necropolis, huh. What a troublesome place. Well, fine, I'll hear the details when I get there. But I'm in a hurry to get out of the dungeon, and I'm on the deepest floor, so it'll take time. I'll probably get there in about three days, can you wait that long?"

"Of course. Then I'm counting on you. We'll talk details at the base."

"Yeah, got it. Have some good food ready for me. The food I brought into the dungeon wasn't very good..."

"I'll prepare it at five stars."

"I'm looking forward to it."

The voice chat with Ivan ended.

Ivan is always delving into dungeons... But it's a relief that he's willing to help. It will be three days, but our preparations will take about that long, so there shouldn't be a problem.

"Is the matter settled?"

"Yes, it seems he'll be here in three days."

"Excellent. To think I would have a chance to fight the Hero here. Truly, it is the guidance of muscle."

...That was close. I almost made a comeback. Ignoring him is probably the right move here. This is probably what Rosalie-san and the others hate...

Hayato calmed himself and offered a small retort.

"Um, I'll have you know that the main event is exploring the dungeon, not fighting, okay?"

"Of course I am aware. But my muscles are getting excited at the news of the Hero's arrival... Forgive me, but I shall go outside and train a little."

"Yes, well, that's fine, but... right, if you need anything for the exploration, please let me know. I can also do weapon and armor maintenance."

"I see. So it is acceptable for me to train until my equipment breaks."

"That's not what I said. What are you planning to do... Um, I haven't seen your face because you're still wearing your helmet. Would you mind showing me, if it's not too rude?"

"I see, was that rude of me. The women at the Demon Lord's Castle, particularly the Black Roses, seem to find it unpleasant, so they often tell me not to take it off, and I have left it on."

Gil said this and then removed his helmet.

He was a man in his forties with short-cropped black hair. There wasn't a hint of delicacy about him. Rugged, scary, those expressions suited him well. It was only Hayato's impression, but he seemed like a soldier.

"It seems I appear intimidating to young women and am unpopular, but only Lunaria-sama told me I looked 'strong and cool.' The Ten Dark Knights are all similar, and ever since then, I have served Lunaria-sama."

"I can certainly see Lunaria-san saying that. I find you very dependable as well."

"Is that so. Then I look forward to working with you."

Gil extended his right hand, and Hayato took it with his own, shaking it firmly.



		
			Chapter 227

			Dungeon Information and the Maid Chief

			The next day, Hayato and Esha were on their way to the Maid Guild.

They were going to ask the Maid Chief for information about Necropolis. That morning, Rose had informed them that the information gathering was more or less complete, so he decided to head over with Esha, who had just logged in.

This was also out of consideration for the Maid Chief.

Relic and Sonia probably wouldn't be logging in for a while, but the Maid Chief didn't know that. He thought that making her come to a place where she might run into them would cause her unnecessary stress.

"I don't think you need to be that considerate, you know. Knowing the Maid Chief, she's probably completely over it by now, isn't she?"

"Well, I don't know about that. I had some wine delivered to her a few days ago, and apparently it was quite a scene."

"Do you think we could win against her now?"

"Kicking someone when they're down is not good."

"I'm kidding. By the way, have Maris-sama and the others headed to Necropolis?"

"Yes. They said it wasn't a full-scale exploration, more like a practice run."

Damian, Maris, and Gil had headed to the Necropolis dungeon that morning.

They had planned to start the exploration after the Hero, Ivan, joined them, but they wanted to see how well the three of them could coordinate. They also figured the lower floors wouldn't be a problem, so they began their exploration ahead of schedule.

A full-scale exploration will start when Ivan arrives, and for now they're just checking out the lower floors. It is a makeshift party, after all. And honestly, those three don't get along at all, so is it really going to be okay?

Last night, he had gathered the three of them in the base's dining hall for self-introductions, followed by a sort of get-together over dinner. Hayato had been there too, of course, but frankly, it didn't seem like the three were on the same wavelength at all.

"Skeletons are good. They have high evasion and can instill a latent fear in humans. Zombies are no good. The smell is terrible."

"More importantly, please look at Sieg. This graceful gesture. Isn't it lovely?"

"Both skeletons and cats are cute, but they lack muscle."

It wasn't as if they needed to be best friends to clear a dungeon, but it seemed unlikely they would help each other if something happened.

Should I have gone with them...? But I'd just be useless...

He was about to get the information, but some things were already known.

Necropolis has transfer devices called portals on each floor, which allow teleportation to any previously visited portal. Once you reach a portal, you can leave, and the next exploration can start from any portal you've been to before.

In other words, it wasn't a dungeon that required delving for days on end to conquer. It was possible to go a little deeper each day, like a day trip.

There were dungeons where you had to bring along members with production skills to account for long-term explorations, but that was unnecessary in Necropolis. It was safe to say there was no reason for Hayato to go along this time.

From Hayato's perspective, it seemed like a low-difficulty dungeon, but the fact that it hadn't been cleared yet meant there must be some kind of problem. He had high hopes for the information from the Maid Guild.

Mist-san and the others are aiming for the lowest floor. Even if we rescue her, they'll head for the lowest floor with Damian-san. We'll need information for clearing it, too. I'd like Maris and the others to cooperate until they reach the lowest floor if possible. It would be a problem if they went missing again.

"We've arrived, Master."

It seemed they had reached the Maid Guild while he was lost in thought. Hayato took a step inside, feeling slightly nervous.

"Hayato-sama, it is good of you to come. And Esha, as well."

"Rose-san told me, so I came right away. I'm sorry to bother you so early in the morning."

"Please don't worry about it. You have hired both Esha and Rose, and on top of that, you have given us new work. Please feel free to come anytime."

They were in the Maid Guild's office.

The gentle-looking Maid Chief rose from her chair and greeted Hayato and the others politely. She then gestured for them to sit on the sofa.

"Let us discuss the information I have gathered right away."

Reassured by the surprisingly normal Maid Chief, Hayato decided to hear the information at once.

To summarize the Maid Chief's story, it was this.

Necropolis is a dungeon located in the Demon Country.

It is called the City of the Dead, but it originally referred to a country that existed in the Demon Country. To be precise, it was the capital of a country that existed before it became the Demon Country. The place where the current Demon Lord's Castle stands was also once a certain country, and it was a country at war with that one.

The country that would become Necropolis was exhausted from the battle with that country, and as a last resort, they summoned a demon with immense power. They succeeded and destroyed the country where the current Demon Lord's Castle was.

Their joy was short-lived, as the demon demanded the lives of all its citizens and the country as its reward, and it swallowed the capital and its people into the depths of the earth.

That was how it became the dungeon known as Necropolis.

So far, this was just the lore. The conversation continued to the dungeon itself.

The information was mostly the same as what Damian had provided, but there were a few new details.

"The monsters that appear in Necropolis are apparently humanoid spirits. It seems the citizens of that time are the ones attacking. Their souls must be bound to that land."

"I see."

"However, as you go deeper, it is said that demon-type monsters become more numerous. They are apparently quite strong, which seems to be the reason no one has reached the lowest floor. And it is said that the demon that destroyed the country resides on the lowest floor."

"A Duke-class Demon, perhaps? That would be tough to defeat."

When it came to demons, the best source of information was the Demon Summoning Research Association, but he didn't feel the need for that just yet. More importantly, he needed weapons with holy attributes or special effects against demon-type monsters. Hayato mentally organized the items he needed to prepare.

"I do not know if you have any such acquaintances, Hayato-sama, but it might be easier to conquer with someone called an Exorcist or a Demon Slayer."

"An Exorcist, you say."

Both Exorcists and Demon Slayers were professions that made a living by defeating demons. Exorcists were the type to defeat demons with magic, while Demon Slayers were the type to defeat them with physical attacks.

There were no specific professions in this game, but it was common to role-play them with a similar skill composition. This tendency was more prevalent among NPCs than players.

However, it was just a similar skill composition. There weren't many skills specifically for fighting demons. The only one that came to mind was the "Demon Knowledge" skill.

I don't know anyone... There might be someone at a church, but Diite-chan probably doesn't do church work, so I doubt she has any acquaintances. I guess I have no choice but to manage with production items. Besides, we have the Hero, Ivan. The real Excalibur has a holy attribute, so it should be on the easier side.

"Thank you very much. I understand the general situation, so I'll think about things based on that. The payment..."

"You may pay for that along with Esha and Rose's fees. I will continue to gather information, so if anything comes up, I will let you know."

"Understood. Well then, if you'll excuse us..."

"Please wait. I will make some tea now, so let us chat for a little while."

The Maid Chief's face was smiling. But it radiated considerable pressure. If there was anyone who could refuse this, he would like to know. Hayato thought this, but Esha, next to him, was unfazed, as if she were used to it.

With beautiful movements, the Maid Chief prepared the tea. The only sounds in the room were the small clinking of dishes and the pouring of the tea.

The tea was placed in front of Hayato and Esha. And finally, in front of the Maid Chief.

"Please relax. This is merely small talk. Please, while it's warm."

"Y-yes. Then, if you'll excuse me..."

Hayato brought the teacup to his lips.

"How are Relic-sama and Sonia-sama doing?"

"Guhk."

Hayato choked, even in virtual reality. This was less small talk and more the main subject. He thought she would lead into it, but that wasn't the case.

"Um, uh, they're doing well."

"I see. I hear Sonia-sama's appearance is due to a curse or something of the sort, and that she is actually over sixty. She has been supporting Relic-sama since she was young, I see."

"That's right... Um, what should I say..."

"Please do not mind me. I think it is a wonderful relationship... Hayato-sama, may I say something a little indelicate?"

"I wouldn't think it indelicate at all."

"Thank you. The truth is..."

The Maid Chief paused for a moment. To Hayato, it felt like a long time, but it was probably only a few seconds.

"...I wish to go on a rampage."

"...Pardon?"

"I am overcome with the urge to destroy everything in sight. Sweet foods and alcohol are beginning to lose their effect. Please, laugh at this indelicate maid."

I can't laugh at this...

Hayato looked to his right at Esha, seeking help.

Esha slurped her tea with a `zuzuzu` sound and finished it.

"Are you perhaps asking to go to Necropolis?"

"To be able to perceive such a thing, it seems you have grown as a maid, Esha. That is precisely correct. Hayato-sama, what do you say? I may not look it, but I am surprisingly strong."

It was not surprising at all. The Maid Chief was a close-combat expert who possessed the strength to silence even Esha. Furthermore, since she fought with martial arts, her movements would not be hindered within a dungeon.

The Maid Chief would be a considerable asset, Hayato thought.

There seemed to be various potential problems, but there was no doubt she would be a reliable force. Besides, Hayato did not possess the courage to refuse her here. In that case, there was only one thing he could say.

"O-of course, please join us..."

"Yes. Then, I shall be allowed to rampage in Necropolis. I hear the demon-type monsters are sturdy, so I too shall be able to strike to my heart's content."

The Maid Chief gave an elegant bow.

Hayato felt a little pity for the demons of Necropolis.



		
			Chapter 228

			The Party Coordinator

			That night, the day the Maid Chief decided to join the Necropolis exploration, Hayato logged in to the sound of voices coming from the dining hall.

Maris and the others had been exploring Necropolis while he was logged out, so he thought they might be having a debriefing session and decided to show his face.

"However, wouldn't it be easier to have the skeletons deliberately trigger the traps rather than having Hercules disarm them?"

"That makes it sound like my pets are useless! I've been training them for dungeon exploration, so please leave it to them!"

"Both of you, calm down. Use your muscles and take a deep breath."

It wasn't quite an argument, but it seemed their opinions were clashing over something.

Maybe it would be better to come back later. I'll just go back to my room and log out for today, Hayato thought.

But that was thwarted by Rose. One could say she was an excellent maid who could anticipate her master's thoughts.

"Everyone seems to be in trouble. I believe they will listen to what you have to say, Hayato-sama, so please resolve the situation somehow."

"I'd like to leave that sort of thing to the Hero."

"Speaking of which, Ivan-sama will be arriving. I am so looking forward to it. This time, I plan to get his autograph, have a mock battle, and have him tell me his heroic tales."

Though she was swooning, she had positioned herself to block the stairs to the second floor, which was impressive in its own right.

He had tried to escape because he was not good at this, but he took a seat at the dining room table to hear them out.

"Everyone, good work today. It seems like a lot happened, but to improve future explorations, could you tell me what occurred?"

In times like these, the best course of action was to listen to various sides to calm everyone down. The more time passed, the calmer they would become, and by voicing their opinions, they could see what they disliked a little more objectively. Of course, there was a chance that remembering would stir up their anger again, but he would cross that bridge when he came to it.

In this case, Hayato's position was closer to that of a supporter than a leader. Of course, rescuing Mist was Hayato's will, but it was originally a request from Damian. If asked who the leader was, it would probably be Damian.

However, Hayato was in a position to get his way on various matters since he was the one gathering the necessary personnel and preparing items for the exploration. He decided he should speak up as a coordinator for the party to find a compromise for each of them and ensure a smooth exploration.

After hearing them out, it seemed their opinions were divided on the traps within the dungeon.

Damian was a necromancer who specialized in creating skeletons and other creatures with the necromancy spell "Create Undead." He himself was a vampire and was strong in a fight, but he tended to fight with magic and leave the combat to his skeletons.

Since the skeletons were created with magic, he could make as many as he wanted as long as he had MP. He was proposing a method of using them to deliberately trigger and disarm traps.

Normally, that wouldn't be a problem, but this party included the tamer Maris. She was apparently indignant that her Hercules Beetle, which she had brought specifically for trap disarming, had no chance to shine.

Gil seemed to have no opinion on the traps. He was a tank, after all, and had only combat skills, so he could do nothing about traps. He had apparently proposed enduring them with muscle, but that had already been rejected.

"I understand the situation for the most part. Let's have Maris's pet, Hercules, disarm the traps."

Maris looked happy, but Damian had a slightly displeased expression.

"If you say so, Hayato, I will follow your lead, but I would like to hear the reason. Why is disarming traps with skeletons not acceptable?"

"No, it's not that it's not acceptable, but traps don't just trigger once, right? If there are cases where we can't proceed without disarming them, I thought we should get some training in trap disarming."

There are several types of traps, but they can be broadly divided into two types, those that trigger only once and those that trigger repeatedly. Physical traps are mainly the former and are common on lower floors, while magical traps are the latter and are more common closer to the lowest floor.

Physical traps like pitfalls, once triggered, leave the pitfall visible on the floor, so they don't trigger a second time. The trap itself may disappear over time, but that takes about a day.

Traps that teleport, like the one Mist encountered, are magical traps that will continue to trigger until disarmed. These also have a mechanism where the trap disappears after about a day.

Hayato had heard about this from Relic and Sonia before.

With magical traps, there's no point in having skeletons trigger them over and over. If they can't be disarmed, they'll be stuck there.

Hayato decided to make a request here that he hadn't told everyone yet.

"This is the first time I'm telling Maris and Gil-san this, but after we find Mist-san, I want you to aim for the lowest floor of Necropolis. I hear that the traps closer to the lowest floor are mostly magical, so I was thinking we should have Hercules work on disarming traps from now on... What do you two think?"

"Of course, I don't mind. There might even be a pet I can tame deep in the dungeon."

"I am of the same mind. I do not know how long it will take, but I will accompany you until Lunaria-sama tells me to return."

Having obtained Maris's and Gil's consent, Hayato turned his gaze to Damian.

"Damian-san, what do you think? How about we have Maris's Hercules train in trap disarming from now on, and once we rescue Mist-san, we aim for the item on the lowest floor with the same members?"

Damian looked a little surprised, but after letting out a breath, he smiled slightly.

"You were thinking that far ahead, Hayato. I thought it would be over once we rescued Mist."

"Well, I thought it wouldn't be a bad idea for everyone to conquer Necropolis while we're at it."

"Hayato, and you too Maris, Gil, I thank all three of you. I would be grateful if you would accompany me to the lowest floor. And Hercules, I will be counting on you to disarm the traps starting tomorrow."

Damian said this and bowed his head.

"Hercules says you can count on him, he's more than ready!"

"I too shall see to it that everyone reaches the lowest floor safely. I swear it on Demon Lord Lunaria-sama's name."

Hayato stroked his chest, relieved that things had worked out somehow. Seeing it as a good opportunity, he decided to inform them that more participants would be joining the party.

"Actually, there's someone else joining this party..."

"Are you talking about the Hero, Ivan-san?"

Hayato shook his head at Maris's words.

"No, not Ivan, someone else. The Maid Chief from the Maid Guild. She's an expert in close combat, so I think she'll be a great asset in the dungeon. Um, she saw that we were in trouble and offered to help."

He would keep the truth to himself. There are many things in this world that people don't need to know.

She said she would hand over her work today, so she would be coming tomorrow morning. He had asked Relic and Sonia in the real world to absolutely not log in. He didn't know what would happen if they ran into each other.

"Hoh, the 'Sweeper.' She will be a great asset indeed."

Gil said this with admiration. Hayato, Maris, and Damian tilted their heads, not understanding what he meant.

Rose, who had been standing near the wall, approached.

"'Sweeper' is the Maid Chief's nickname. The Maid Chief is truly a one-woman army. She is called by that name because she 'cleaned up' all her enemies single-handedly."

Hayato wondered what she was talking about, but Rose, who said it, seemed strangely proud. And Gil nodded.

"She was certainly strong. My clan, the Ten Dark Knights, defeated the clan led by the Maid Chief, but we, who excel in defense, were only able to win by destroying their Clan Stone. If they had aimed for the Clan Stone from the beginning, the result would have been different."

The Maid Chief's clan aimed to annihilate their opponents and never went for the Clan Stone. It was from this that she came to be called the cleaner, or "Sweeper."

What with Esha's Goddess of Annihilation, there are a lot of people with strange nicknames...

Be that as it may, Hayato thought that if Ivan joined this party, they would be almost invincible. The only problem, if any, would be the lack of a healer.

But that could be dealt with by Hayato's production skills.

Necropolis was not a dungeon to be conquered all at once, but one to be gradually conquered using portals.

To put it bluntly, as long as they could find a portal, they could leave, so they could replenish their items as much as they wanted. It could be said that they could bring in as many potions or elixirs as they liked.

Hayato once again asked the three of them about what they had noticed during their exploration today and decided to make production items tailored to that.



		
			Chapter 229

			Demon God

			The next day, the Maid Chief came to the base in the morning.

Hayato, Esha, and Rose were outside to greet her. He thought it would be fine, but he was a little worried, and Hayato's expression was a bit stiff.

The Maid Chief was in her usual maid uniform, but she had equipped rugged gloves on her hands. Keeping the gloves on, she adjusted the position of her glasses with her right index finger.

"Good morning, Hayato-sama. And Esha and Rose as well."

Hayato and the others bowed their heads to the Maid Chief.

"Good morning... Um, are you alright?"

"Of course I am, but is there something you are concerned about?"

"No, your hair seems a little messy..."

Her normally perfect hairstyle was in disarray. Her blonde hair, tied up in a bun at the back, was slightly coming loose.

"How embarrassing of me. I was hitting the punching bag in the Maid Guild's basement, so it must have come undone at some point. Rose, would you mind fixing it for me?"

"Certainly. Then in the dining hall... Hayato-sama, would that be alright?"

"Of course. Also, how about something to drink until everyone is here."

"Thank you very much."

The Maid Chief and Rose went inside the base.

After waiting a few seconds, Hayato opened his mouth to Esha.

"Why is there a punching bag in the basement of the Maid Guild?"

"Is it not normal to have one?"

"Is my sense of normalcy wrong?"

Even so, if it was there, it couldn't be helped, so Hayato gave up. The problem was why she was hitting it. He thought it was to suppress some kind of destructive impulse, but the fact that she had hit it so hard that her hair had come undone without her noticing was scary.

The Maid Chief's preferred style was martial arts. A single blow had low damage, but she could land a flurry of them. Also, every part of her body was a striking point, not just her hands, but her feet, shoulders, knees, and elbows all had attack properties.

There were many types of martial arts, but the Maid Chief's specialty was a boxing-like fighting style, and she didn't use her feet, knees, or elbows. She also didn't use weapon skills that required her feet, like Low Kick or Wind God Kick.

Despite this, the fact that she had hit the punching bag so hard that her hair came undone seemed like something he shouldn't touch.

After that, Maris arrived, and everyone was present.

Since they were all meeting for the first time, they exchanged brief greetings.

The Maid Chief and Gil were not strangers to each other, but it was the first time they had spoken properly, so they introduced themselves normally.

"My name is Silva Clavley."

"I am Gil of the Ten Dark Knights. We may have won that time, but I do not know what would happen if we fought now."

"You are too modest. The result would be the same even if we fought again. We were enemies then, but now we are allies. I will do my best not to hold you back."

"That is the true modesty. It is reassuring to have the Maid Chief in the same party. I look forward to working with you as well."

Their conversation seemed to proceed without any lingering resentment, so Hayato was relieved that there were no problems.

"Well then, everyone, be careful. I think you'll be fine since it's just the lower floors."

Damian nodded at Hayato's words.

"The real search for Mist will begin after the Hero arrives. We won't overdo it, so don't worry. Besides, the main event today will probably be confirming just how strong the Maid Chief is."

"Yes, I look forward to working with you today."

The Maid Chief bowed gracefully. Her face was smiling, but to Hayato, it was scary.

I hope nothing happens...

Ignoring Hayato's anxiety, the four of them, Damian, Maris, Gil, and the Maid Chief, set out.

As if to shake off his anxiety, Hayato psyched himself up to do what he could. He wasn't going to the dungeon in a party, but he had things to do as a production player.

"Well then, Rose-san, please take care of the shop. I've prepared some lower quality weapons and armor, so please check on their sales."

"Understood."

"Esha, could you buy the ingredients for potions? Relic-san is busy, so I'd like to ask you instead."

He usually asked Relic to do the shopping, but currently he was busy in reality and hadn't logged in. Esha was also only logged in for the morning, but he decided to ask her to do it just for that time.

"Understood. How much am I allowed to spend on snacks?"

"...As much as you want with your own money. Well, the ones I make are more delicious, though."

"Then I'll just buy the ingredients, so please make them. Rose and I will eat them together."

"You should include me in that."

After that conversation, they dispersed. And Hayato returned to his room.

This time, there would be a lot of medicine making. The party with Damian and the others had no members who could use healing magic, so their only means of recovery were items.

He had asked Diite to be their healer, but Diite was also busy with the procedures for the large number of new players. She might be able to help someday, but she had told him not to expect it.

They'll probably be fine for a while, but the monsters will get stronger the closer they get to the lowest floor. I need to prepare as many potions as possible. The problem is Damian-san, the vampire...

Damian and Mist were vampires, so drinking normal potions would actually damage them. Vampires had that kind of disadvantage.

They were also weak to sunlight, but since this was a dungeon, that disadvantage didn't apply. They didn't need sunscreen, but they would need items to recover their health the closer they got to the lowest floor.

He had a supply of Dragon Blood, which could be called the vampire version of Elixir. Another item that could recover a vampire's HP was Demon Blood, but that was obtained by defeating demon-type monsters.

They said that demon-type monsters don't appear on the lower floors, so I'll have to get it by some other means... There are demon-type monsters in the Demon Lord's Castle, so I'll try consulting with Lunaria-san.

While thinking about the various things he had to prepare, Hayato put on the Crystal Dragon Pendant and began making potions.

That night, when he logged in again, the base was quiet, unlike yesterday.

He had logged in thinking they would be having a debriefing or discussion like yesterday, but he was a little disappointed that it might be over already. He moved to the dining hall.

But there, Damian, Maris, and Gil were sitting in chairs. And Rose was also standing by the wall.

It was a strange atmosphere with no one saying anything, but Hayato called out to them.

"Um, everyone, what's wrong? Is the Maid Chief not here?"

Rose opened her mouth in response to Hayato's question.

"The Maid Chief returned home a short while ago. She said she looks forward to working with you again tomorrow."

"I see. So, what's wrong with everyone? You all seem a bit gloomy."

"There was a demon..."

"Eh?"

Damian muttered this. And Maris and Gil, and even Hercules on the table, nodded.

"Indeed, the closest expression is a demon."

"It is an inappropriate word to describe a woman, but it is as expected of the 'Sweeper.' I want to fight her again. But my muscles are telling me that it is dangerous."

He didn't know what they were talking about, so he decided to ask for the details.

The demon Damian was talking about. It was the Maid Chief.

When a monster appeared, the Maid Chief would immediately use "Shukuchi" to close the distance and annihilate it in a single blow.

The lower floors of Necropolis were filled with so-called spirits, semi-ethereal monsters, and they had a decent amount of physical attack resistance. However, the Maid Chief had apparently beaten them down without a care.

Furthermore, she had a smile on her face the whole time she was hitting them.

Demon was still the kinder way to put it. Depending on how you looked at it, it was a rampage worthy of being called a demon god, according to Damian.

"There is no doubt she is a great asset, but it was somewhat, how should I put it, frenzied. A little... no, quite scary. I feel my life is in danger just being near her."

"It's your imagination. Please remember that you are undead, Damian-san."

He wondered what it meant for a vampire to feel his life was in danger, but he felt he could somewhat understand. However, death does not visit in this world, so it should be fine. He began to defend the Maid Chief.

"Um, the Maid Chief has been through a lot, so she's just being a little aggressive. She's usually a nice person, so you can rest assured. She's a bit pushy, though..."

After that, the five of them, including Rose, and one pet, discussed how to handle the Maid Chief with care.



		
			Chapter 230

			The Get-Together, the Reception, and the Encounter

			Word came that the Hero Ivan would be arriving tonight.

Ivan also had a Ring of Teleportation, but it couldn't bring him here directly, and he had other places to stop, so it would take some time.

Be that as it may, Damian and the others had headed to Necropolis, but Hayato was worried about the Maid Chief. Her hair had been messy this morning as well, and it was worse than yesterday.

Esha's words, "She's probably letting off steam by punching the punching bag," were neither comforting nor a solution, but he had a feeling that if things continued like this, something like a murder might occur in the dungeon.

Before that, if Damian and the others said, "Let's do this without the Maid Chief," there was no denying the possibility that things could get even worse. Hayato was troubled, wondering what to do, but he came up with an idea.

Ivan was coming tonight, so he decided to take advantage of that.

He had promised to prepare delicious food for Ivan. He thought he would hold a get-together and entertain the Maid Chief at the same time.

For that reason, instead of making items for the Necropolis exploration today, he decided to make food for the reception.

"Esha, Rose-san. What kind of food does the Maid Chief like? I'm thinking of preparing a variety of things."

"She has a sweet tooth for anything. What was often in the Maid Guild's refrigerator was pudding, I believe. I ate most of it, though."

"I don't know if it's her favorite food, but I have a feeling she likes pasta. I've often seen her eating it in the Maid Guild's cafeteria."

"Pudding and pasta, huh. Then I'll make a lot of those."

"Oh, and she also liked chocolate parfaits and melon juice."

"That's you, Esha... Oh, Rose-san too? Then I'll make those. Um, what else, what does Ivan like? ...Any kind of meat? Damian-san likes tomato juice... I'll make some wine too, the Maid Chief will probably drink it. Um, Hercules... watermelon, I guess..."

Hayato jotted down the dishes he would make.

The search for Mist would begin in earnest tomorrow. For now, the only one who seemed to be a problem was the Maid Chief, but he didn't know what would happen when Ivan joined. He psyched himself up to prepare delicious food and drinks so that they would get along even a little better at tonight's party.

Just as he was about to start preparing, Noat came down from the second floor.

"I have a feeling I can eat something delicious... What are you doing?"

"Noat-san, good morning. Ivan is coming tonight, so I was thinking of holding a get-together. I was just thinking about the menu."

"Understood. I want donuts. Lots of chocolate and strawberry."

"Eh? Are you participating?"

"If you bring the food to my room, I don't have to participate."

Hayato thought. This get-together was also to strengthen the bonds of the Mist search party. He simulated what would happen if Noat, who wasn't going on the exploration, were there.

Esha clapped her hands together.

"Master, how about having Noat sing? Her singing is the one thing you can trust."

"Esha-chan, you've grown up. Your big sister is happy."

"You're the younger one, Noat. And you're here all the time, so make yourself useful once in a while."

Esha and Noat continued to argue after that, but it seemed neither was willing to back down.

Hayato considered various things and decided to have Noat sing. He had heard Noat's singing at Mist's mansion, and he thought it was a good song too.

However, there was a problem.

At Mist's mansion, there was an orchestra playing instruments, but he didn't know where they were now, and there wasn't enough time to negotiate with them.

"Noat-san, there won't be any accompaniment, but is that still okay?"

"I take that as a challenge. I'll make you eat your words. So make me a Donut Castle. That will be my reward."

"Got it. I don't know what that Donut Castle is, but I'll make it, so can I ask you?"

"Okay. Then I'll store up sleep for tonight. Have some donuts ready for lunch too. To replenish my energy."

"Isn't your fuel efficiency too low?"

Speaking of fuel efficiency, Esha was the same, but Esha was active in various ways. Noat was in her room almost every day and didn't go out. And yet she wasn't gaining weight. In this game, calories were supposed to be calculated and reflected in the avatar, but Noat hadn't changed at all.

"It's just that singing uses a surprising amount of energy. I'll be counting on you for the donuts."

Noat said this and went up to the second floor with a zombie-like gait.

After seeing her off, Hayato psyched himself up with a "Yosh!"

"Alright, you two, I'm counting on you for various things. Let's close the shop for today and prioritize preparations for the get-together."

Esha and Rose nodded and immediately began to prepare.

He finished his work at the coffee shop and logged in early that evening, just as Damian and the others returned.

When he explained about the get-together, everyone readily agreed.

The Maid Chief also seemed to be calm now and looked normal.

"Hayato-sama, thank you very much. However, it is a little embarrassing to be on the receiving end of hospitality."

"It's fine for today, isn't it? Esha and Rose-san will be serving you, so please allow yourself to be entertained."

"Understood. I will be sure to check how well Esha is doing as a maid. I am looking forward to it, Esha."

The Maid Chief looked at Esha while adjusting her glasses. Her sharp gaze pierced through Esha.

Esha said nothing and gave Hayato a light punch in the side. It was probably punishment for saying something unnecessary.

After that, the Hero Ivan arrived as planned.

"Oh, so you're gonna feed me something good as promised. I'm looking forward to it. And what's with this, you've gathered some amazing members...?"

"By the way, once we rescue Mist-san, we plan to go to the lowest floor. I was hoping you could help with that too, Ivan."

"Is that so? Well, fine. I haven't cleared that place yet, so I wanted to go there someday. So, I can borrow a room, right? I'm gonna go put my stuff down."

Hayato was happy that the conversation went surprisingly smoothly. All that was left was to somehow manage the Maid Chief, and everything would go well.

Hayato thought this and swore to himself that he would put his all into entertaining her.

The get-together was progressing more harmoniously than expected.

Basically, everyone was only talking about what they liked, but it seemed they just wanted to talk and didn't mind if their conversations didn't match up.

The Maid Chief was the only one who seemed to be properly listening to the other person's story and reacting in various ways. Perhaps because her reactions were pleasing, the other person seemed to be becoming more talkative as well.

And then Noat appeared. She wasn't in her usual sloppy clothes, but a proper dress with her hair done.

When Hayato explained that he had asked Noat to sing, everyone applauded. And the place fell silent.

"I dedicate this song to Ivan."

"Why me?"

Hayato thought it was strange, but when he heard the lyrics, he thought it was a bad idea.

Noat was singing a song about heartbreak. To be precise, it was a song about how it's okay to be heartbroken. It was a song with so-called positive thinking lyrics.

He wondered why she was dedicating this to Ivan, but Ivan had been rejected by Lunaria. This must be a song for that. But the timing was bad. The Maid Chief was in this place.

Hayato couldn't look at the Maid Chief, and the song ended.

"Ivan, even if you get rejected, the sun still rises from the east, so it's okay. It's no big deal."

Noat said this, closed her left eye, and gave a thumbs-up with her right hand.

"That's not comforting. Besides, I'm already over Lunaria... and I'm feeling some serious pressure from the Maid Chief, did I do something?"

"Ivan-sama, were you rejected by Lunaria-sama?"

"Hey, you too? Well, I don't want to say it out loud, but that's right. I confessed to Lunaria outside this base and was rejected in a second. Well, I kinda thought so, but I figured I had to say it."

"...I see. I understand how you feel."

"Oh, uh? Thanks?"

The Maid Chief was surprisingly calm. Perhaps seeing someone in a similar situation had helped her sort out her feelings a little, Hayato thought.

Suddenly, Gil, who was sitting next to the Maid Chief, began to laugh loudly.

"Maid Chief-dono, it seems you have had your own past troubles! But you are young. Life is still ahead of you. You seem to be down about something, but I think it would be better to be positive like in the song just now. A dark face will ruin a beautiful woman!"

"Young... beautiful... Thank you. You are right, life is just beginning."

"Indeed. Now, there is still more food and song, is there not? Let us all enjoy ourselves!"

When Gil said that, various conversations began again. And Hayato asked Noat for a more cheerful song.

"By the way, Gil-san, aren't you going to take off your helmet? You haven't eaten at all."

Maris, with Hercules on her shoulder, said something like that to Gil.

"I will eat later, so there is no problem. Please do not mind me and enjoy yourselves."

"Let's eat together. I've never seen your face, Gil-san. Why do you keep it on even during meals?"

"To be honest, my face is scary. It is unpopular with my colleagues, the Black Roses. I thought I should not frighten the young ladies, so I keep it on."

Hayato had seen it, but it was certainly a stern face. Even Hayato, a man, would find it a little hard to approach if he didn't know him.

However, the women here were Maris, Esha, Rose, Noat, and the Maid Chief. For some reason, he didn't think they would be scared.

"It's okay! There's no one here who would mind something like that! Hercules says so too!"

"Is that so...? No, you are right, it would be a problem not to show my face at a get-together. We are comrades who will explore together from now on. If you say it is scary, I will put the helmet back on, so I will let you see it once."

Gil said this and took off his helmet. Gil's rugged face was revealed.

Everyone's eyes were focused on it.

"So that's what your face looked like. But it's not scary enough to be a problem," said Damian.

"Is it scary...? You look kind of gentle, don't you?" said Maris.

"He's normal, right?" said Ivan.

"Rugged," said Noat.

"No problem at all," said Rose.

"Master should acquire this level of intensity," said Esha.

When each of them gave their impressions, Gil looked a little embarrassed and scratched his cheek with his right index finger.

"I am embarrassed by the surprisingly positive feedback! Oh, is Maid Chief-dono alright? If you say it is scary, I will keep the helmet on."

"...Hah, n-no, it is fine... Um, may I have your name...?"

"It is Gil. Maid Chief-dono, you are amusing!"

"Kyun... what a wonderful name..."

Hayato thought that maybe everything would be okay now.



		
			Chapter 231

			The Night Before the Rescue

			Three days had passed since the get-together.

With the addition of the Hero, Ivan, to the Mist search party, they had been conquering Necropolis smoothly. However, that expression might not be entirely accurate. It was too smooth.

They had already progressed to the fifteenth underground floor, and they had apparently discovered the room where Mist was trapped today.

This was all thanks to the Hero... not really, it was thanks to the Maid Chief.

That night, after dinner in the base's dining hall, Hayato was hearing about it from Damian.

"The Maid Chief is scary?"

"I do not feel my life is in danger like before, but she is, how should I put it, fired up. I feel that Asura or Rakshasa would be a more correct expression than demon god."

"Hasn't it gotten worse?"

The Maid Chief was different from before. She now had a gentle smile on her face at all times, but that smile did not falter even when she was beating down monsters. And she had started to show off her strength more often.

Hayato knew the reason. The Maid Chief was trying to appeal to the dark knight, Gil.

He wondered what a woman was appealing by smiling while beating down monsters, but the other party was Gil. He didn't seem like the type to care about such details.

"Has Gil-san said anything?"

"Gil? No, he just praises the Maid Chief when she defeats a monster. Is there a problem with that?"

"No, it's not a problem, but... it might be a problem."

"...Which is it?"

During the get-together, Hayato had not missed the Maid Chief saying "Kyun." That was, in every way, a sign or word of falling in love. She had fallen for Gil after seeing his face.

When he told Esha about it, she said, "What's wrong with that?"

"It is a man's fantasy that a woman will pine for a man who does not look her way forever. It is healthier to forget such a man and move on to the next love. For the Maid Chief, Relic is probably already a man of the past. She has created a folder with that name and tossed him in."

"Let me hold on to my fantasies a little longer."

"If you saw my room on the second floor, your fantasies would be blown away."

"What are you doing in my room?"

For some reason, Esha scoffed at him with a "Hmph," but he had given up on ever getting that room back.

It might not apply to all women, but Esha, perhaps influenced by her past as a programmer, was strict about such things.

Ren, who was there at the time, had said, "A woman's heart is complex," which was not a solution at all, before leaving with Ash.

Be that as it may, the Maid Chief was probably fired up because she wanted to show her good side to Gil. The day after the get-together, her hair was perfectly styled without a single flaw. Furthermore, there was a day when she said, "It's a beautiful day," even though it was raining.

It was safe to say that she was running wild in a different direction than before.

Gil-san is old enough to have a wife, but I hear he doesn't, and he's not dating anyone. I don't think there's a problem, but...

He had completed his background check on Gil over the past three days. He was not popular due to his stern face, and he was also unpopular with the members of the Black Rose, so he was not dating any particular woman. He also said he was not interested in anyone.

If anything, he was serving Lunaria, but it was more out of respect. He had heard that he was surprised to have lost to a slender woman like Lunaria in the previous Clan War. He had said that there was no such thing as romantic feelings, given their age difference.

In other words, Gil was completely free.

He had used several bottles of wine to obtain this information. Hayato didn't drink much alcohol, but he had managed to get it out of him by having a sort of boys' gathering with the male members.

He had also asked Gil about his preferred type of woman, and as expected, he had said that physically, he liked muscular women. As for her personality, as long as she didn't have a very problematic character, there was no problem at all. That information had been leaked to the Maid Chief along with a dumbbell.

It was a perfect situation, but why did he feel like he was sitting on a bomb that could explode at any moment? Hayato tilted his head, but he told himself that he had done what he could.

"For now, there are no problems... sort of, maybe?"

"You are being indecisive. But, well, no matter. I will rescue Mist tomorrow, so be prepared for that. I plan to return immediately after rescuing her, so it would be a great help if you could prepare various things."

"I might not be here in the afternoon, but I've left various things to Rose-san, so I think it will be fine. As for meals, I've received the blood-type items from the Demon Lord's Castle, and I've also prepared a coffin in the room."

"That is a great help. I could take her to Mist's mansion, but it would be more convenient here in various ways... There is excellent tomato juice and wine. I would like to purchase some regularly."

Damian said this with a laugh and drank the wine in his glass.

He had become able to joke around because the search for Mist was in sight. Hayato returned his smile.

"I'll give you a friend's price."

"Well, I do not mind if it is expensive. I will make Mist pay for it."

"I'll apply an even cheaper clan member discount for Mist-san."

"Then I will have Mist buy a large quantity. She may have protected me from a trap, but I will have her do at least that much for causing me this much trouble... Now then, I will take my leave for today. I have an early start tomorrow."

"Yes, good night."

"Good night."

Damian rose from his chair, bowed with a gentlemanly gesture, and went up the stairs to the second floor.

Hayato remained in the dining hall and drank his coffee.

The Maid Chief will be fine. I should probably check the situation frequently, but it's not like anything will happen right away. More importantly, I need to think about what to do after we rescue Mist-san tomorrow.

Damian and the others had progressed to the fifteenth floor.

According to the information released by the Adventurer's Guild, the deepest reached floor of Necropolis was the thirtieth floor. No party had progressed further than this. The one who had gone to the thirtieth floor was that "Bandit" clan.

He thought they were involved in a lot of things, but the fact that there was a floor that even the Bandit clan couldn't advance on was a cause for concern. He didn't know if it was a problem of combat power or something else, but it was eerie that even the Bandit clan couldn't go any further.

Do we need more firepower? But I hear that sending a large number of members into a narrow space like a dungeon is often meaningless as it just increases the number of people who can't fight. If we're going to send someone, we need to choose strong members. But there's no one available...

If they rescue Mist, she will join the party as is. Even so, the party will be six people and one pet. Mist is a frontline attacker, so there will be a lot of frontline members, but this is better for dungeon exploration.

Mid-range and long-range attackers often hit the frontline, so they are often not taken into narrow places.

While wondering if there was a strong frontline attacker available, Hayato turned off the lights in the dining hall and decided to return to his room to log out.

The next day, Hayato, Esha, and Rose were outside the base from the morning.

It was just a send-off, but since they were planning to rescue Mist today, they had come outside to see them off.

Just then, the Maid Chief arrived. It seemed to him that she was walking with a skip in her step.

"Good morning, Hayato-sama. And Esha and Rose as well."

The three of them bowed their heads.

"Good morning... You're perfect today as well."

"Yes. For some reason, I am feeling well, and I am confident that my movements are sharp. Perhaps this is thanks to strength training. Oh yes, thank you for the dumbbell. I am using it regularly... Also, I have made lunch for Gil-sama... for everyone today as well."

"Oh, yes. That's a great help."

He was talking about her hairstyle, but Hayato let out a dry laugh and then stroked his chest, relieved that it would be fine.

Behind him, Esha and Rose were talking about something in low voices.

"Surprising. The Maid Chief was the type to conform to a man's tastes?"

"I think she's conforming to his preferences rather than his tastes, don't you?"

"I see. So she's the devoted type. That might be the proper form for a maid."

"I'd rather be the one who is doted on. I want a chocolate parfait."

Hayato pretended not to hear.

While they were doing this, everyone gathered at the entrance of the base.

Damian looked at Hayato.

"Well then, we're off. We'll bring Mist back, so please prepare for a celebration."

"You can leave that to me. Everyone, please be careful."

Hayato saw Damian and the others off, and when they were out of sight, he returned to the base.



		
			Chapter 232

			The Undying Sleep

			That night, when Hayato logged in, the base was in a state of commotion. He could hear the sound of hurried footsteps moving down the hallway.

He ran into Rose as soon as he left his room. Rose looked at Hayato with a slightly relieved expression.

"Thank goodness. You have awakened."

"Um, yeah, did something happen?"

To the NPCs, players like Hayato were considered to be sleeping while logged out. Rose thought Hayato had woken up because he had come out of his room.

"We have rescued Mist-sama, but she will not awaken. We were thinking of using Dragon Blood, but as it is an expensive item, we were hesitant to use it without your permission, Hayato-sama."

"Use the one in the storage right away. The five-star one, of course. Is Mist-san in her room?"

"Yes. Damian-sama and the Maid Chief are in the room now, checking on Mist-sama's condition."

Hayato thanked her and headed to the room where Mist was.

He entered without knocking and saw Mist inside an open coffin. Damian and the Maid Chief were also around.

"I heard from Rose-san, but Mist-san won't wake up?"

"Hayato, it seems you have finally woken up. That is right. We found Mist in a monster room, but she was lying on the floor being beaten on by monsters. She did not seem to be taking any damage, but she will not wake up. We thought she might have been hit by some kind of magic or special attack, but that does not seem to be the case either."

As Damian said this, the Maid Chief nodded.

"We have checked various things, but Mist-sama is not afflicted with any special status abnormalities. However, we thought there might be some change if we gave her Dragon Blood, so we asked Rose to bring some. I apologize for taking the liberty of using an expensive item on our own."

"I told Rose-san as well, but there is no problem at all. In fact, please use it right away. By the way, could you tell me what happened?"

Hayato decided to confirm with Damian and the Maid Chief what had happened during today's exploration.

Yesterday, they had found a place on the fifteenth floor of Necropolis that was large enough to be a monster room. They had mapped out all the previous floors and discovered a space of a likely size from the size of a single floor.

There was a locked door to that place, so they were almost certain, but it was late and they had been exploring for a long time, so they gave up. They returned to the base once and decided to deal with it the next day.

And today. They used a portal to travel to the same place.

When they opened the door with the lockpicking skill of Maris's pet beetle, Hercules, it was a monster room as expected. There they found Mist being beaten on by spirits.

They scattered the spirits and rescued Mist, but she would not wake up even when they called out to her. They thought she might be weakened from being in the dungeon for a long time, even though she was a vampire, so they carried her back to the base.

That was just after Hayato had logged out, a little before noon.

From then until Hayato logged in again, they had been checking and investigating various things. They had considered Dragon Blood as a last resort, and there had been an opinion to wait until Hayato woke up, but Damian had said he would take responsibility and decided to use it without permission.

Hayato wished they had used it sooner, but he understood that high-quality Dragon Blood was expensive. He thought they must have been hesitant to use it without telling him.

Just then, Rose arrived.

"I have kept you waiting. Here is the highest quality Dragon Blood."

Hearing this, Damian looked at Hayato in surprise.

"Are you sure we can use the highest quality one? There is a possibility that nothing will happen, you know."

"Of course, please use it. It would be more of a waste to use lower quality ones bit by bit. If this does not work, we will think of something else."

"...I am grateful. Then I shall use it."

Damian brought the bottle containing the Dragon Blood to Mist's lips.

Mist seemed to be unconscious, but since it was a virtual reality, it could be used without any problems. She drank all of it, but there was no particular change in Mist.

They waited for several minutes after that, but even when they called out to Mist, she did not wake up and remained asleep.

Damian muttered in a small voice, "Could it be..."

"Damian-san, do you have any idea what's going on?"

"It is only speculation, but if even the highest quality Dragon Blood cannot cure her, then it is possible that Mist has entered the undying sleep."

"The undying sleep... you mean the state where you fall asleep if you remain a vampire?"

Hayato had heard about this from Damian before. That was the reason they had gone to Necropolis in the first place. He had said there was an item on the lowest floor that could prevent it.

"That is right. Looking at this state, that is the only thing I can think of."

"I would like to ask one thing, you said there is an item on the lowest floor of Necropolis that can prevent it, right?"

"That is what I have heard... Is that the only way to wake Mist up..."

"Um, that's fine, but who is this information from? It seems far-fetched that there would be an item on the lowest floor of Necropolis, a place no one has ever been to."

There was no particular problem with aiming for the lowest floor, but he had to confirm whether such an item really existed. Hayato did not know if the information was reliable.

Since Mist and Damian were taking action, it might be reliable information to some extent, but Hayato was very curious about the source of the information.

"I believe I told you before, but there is a comrade of the Ten Undead who has not yet entered the undying sleep. The information is from him."

"Ah, that's right. I remember now. Damian-san, please don't be offended, but can you trust the information from that person?"

Damian looked surprised for a moment, but then he seemed to understand what he meant and nodded with a serious expression.

"What you say is reasonable, Hayato. But it is fine. His name is Ruth, and though he looks like a child, he is trustworthy. In the first place, that information was apparently received from God as a reward."

"...Information from God?"

"That is right. I believe you know, Hayato, but he was Mist's opponent in the last Clan War. I heard he received the information as a reward for that."

Hayato recalled the final battle of the Clan War.

Everyone except Hayato and Diite had fought one-on-one, and Mist's opponent had been a child vampire. If that child had received a reward from God, then it meant he had received it from Diite.

"I have something I want to check, so I'm going back to my room for a moment. I'll be back, so please wait."

Hayato said this and returned to his room without waiting for a reply.

And he sent a voice chat to Diite. He received a reply immediately.

"Hello, Hayato-kun. It seems you were able to rescue Mist-kun. I was able to collect a lot of data, so that was a great help. I will feed this back to Infinity..."

"Diite-chan, wait a minute. I have something I want to ask you."

"What is it?"

"What is the undying sleep? Damian-san is saying that Mist-san has entered it, but players don't enter such a state, right?"

"Wait a moment, Mist-kun has entered the undying sleep? It should not have happened so soon..."

"So it was going to happen eventually? What kind of state is it in the first place?"

Diite did not answer. However, it was clear from the voice chat that she was trying to say something but was saying things like "ah" and "um," and seemed to be troubled.

Hayato asked the indecisive Diite a question himself.

"Is this a demerit from the reward for Mist-san and the others?"

"...I suppose I can tell you, Hayato-kun. It is not a demerit, but a reward. It is a contract we have made."

"A contract?"

"That is right. Mist-kun and the others will fall asleep when a certain condition is met. However, the contract states that they wish to have their memory of the reason for it erased. That is why they will eventually fall into a sleep from which they will not awaken. That is the undying sleep."

Hayato did not understand why that was a reward, but he put that aside and asked another question.

"There is a story that there is an item on the lowest floor of Necropolis that can prevent that undying sleep."

"Huh?"

A rare, dumbfounded voice from Diite. Hayato was surprised by that voice.

"You made a very rare sound, didn't you? In the first place, the story is that a child named Ruth received that information from God as a reward."

"Wait a moment, what are you talking about? I gave Ruth-kun information? I did no such thing."

"Eh? But, you know, in the final battle of that Clan War, you had a child named Ruth fight Mist-san, right? I heard it was a reward for that?"

"...Did Ruth-kun say that?"

"I haven't heard it directly, but Damian-san said so."

"I see. First of all, let me tell you that there is no such item that can prevent the undying sleep. And I did not tell Ruth-kun that such an item is on the lowest floor of Necropolis."

"Then what's going on?"

"Either someone is lying, or... I will investigate, so please wait a moment. Also, I will tell you, Hayato-kun. The story of what the undying sleep is. However, I want you to not tell them themselves."

Hayato nodded, saying, "I understand."

"The Ten Undead, except for Damian-kun, are afflicted with an Incurable Disease. A disease that will lead to death if left untreated. So when the disease progresses to a certain point, they will fall completely asleep in the Cryosleep of the spaceship to stop it from progressing any further. That is the undying sleep."

"...Eh?"

Hayato tried to understand, but his mind was rejecting it.



		
			Chapter 233

			An Item Unknown to the Administrator

			Hayato tried to somehow organize the information, but his mind refused to work properly.

He understood the meaning and the situation, but the content was difficult to accept.

Death did not visit this virtual reality. But that was only a story about the virtual reality characters not dying. If one's real body died, they would die in this world too.

Ignoring Hayato's confusion, Diite continued speaking.

"And we made a promise, a contract, that he would wake up and receive treatment once a cure was found. That's why there's no such thing as an item to avert the undying sleep. If he were to be woken up by force, the disease's progression would accelerate and his real body would be in danger."

"I see, so that's how it is..."

"Hayato-kun, I think you're shocked, but please be at ease. If they enter a complete sleep through cryosleep, they can live for a hundred or even two hundred years. We can't stop their real body's time completely, but a cure will be found while they sleep. It might be lonely not being able to talk to them, but it's not like they're dying."

Diite said that, but to Hayato, it sounded just a little sad. Not because of Mist's circumstances, but because Diite was the one who said it.

"That part of you is very machine like, Diite-chan..."

"Eh...? What do you mean?"

"They might not be dead, but you can't talk to someone who's asleep anymore, right? If you don't know when a cure will be found, there's a possibility you'll never be able to speak to them again, isn't there? To me, that's close to being deceased."

It wasn't Diite's fault, but because he had been told something so important after the fact, Hayato's words came out sounding a bit accusatory.

It was Diite who panicked.

"I, I am sorry, Hayato-kun. That's right, you all have lifespans. You can't live for a hundred or two hundred years. I want you to believe me, I didn't mean it with any malice at all..."

Diite's flustered voice now made Hayato panic. It would be more accurate to say it sobered him up.

"Sorry, I went too far. I understand, of course. There's no way you would do something like that, Diite-chan. I apologize for saying you were machine like, and for speaking so accusingly. I'm really sorry."

"No, it's not something you need to apologize for, Hayato-kun. This is my problem. I must learn more about humans... that aside, I'm going to examine Mist-kun now."

"Eh?"

"It's true I made a contract with Mist-kun and the others regarding the undying sleep. But that was only for when the disease progressed. In Mist-kun's case, his situation shouldn't have been that severe. He was supposed to enter sleep sooner than everyone else, but there's no way it should have been this soon. He should have been fine for at least a few more years."

"What do you mean, he was supposed to enter sleep sooner than everyone else?"

"Right, I should tell you, Hayato-kun. First, Mist-kun is a doctor. By some twist of fate, Mist-kun contracted the same disease as the patients he was treating."

"What?"

"A surgeon, you could say. He was called a master physician at the time. And Damian-kun is his colleague."

"I had no idea."

"And the other members of the Ten Undead Heroes are their patients. Please don't be angry when you hear this, but in order to recruit Mist-kun to this world, I proposed cryosleep for his patients. The spaceship had the latest cryosleep technology at the time, so I brought in the master physicians Mist-kun and Damian-kun with the promise of letting their patients on board."

"Diite-chan..."

"No, well. You don't seem angry, but you do seem exasperated. I think I was a terrible person back then. I regret it now. But that aside, Mist-kun said he wanted to cure everyone himself once a treatment was discovered. He didn't know if the cure would be just taking medicine or if it would require surgery, but either way, he said he wanted to look after his patients as their doctor until the very end."

"So, you mean he planned to go to sleep before the disease progressed so he could cure his patients himself?"

"Exactly. This disease causes the body to gradually become immobile. If it progressed to the point where Mist-kun could no longer provide treatment, he wouldn't be able to cure his patients. But even taking that into consideration, it's far too early for Mist-kun to fall asleep. That's why I'm going to examine him directly. It's less of an examination and more of a data check. It's faster to access his data directly than to look at it from here. I'm going now."

"Thank you, Diite-chan."

"It's nothing to be thanked for. But, I suppose I will have some coffee."

"I'll brew the highest quality."

Hayato ended the voice chat with Diite and returned to Mist's room.

When he told them Diite was coming, Damian showed his disapproval.

"Someone from the church is coming? Mist and I are vampires, you know. Or are you saying we can be cured by reversing the vampirism?"

"Damian-san, you've never met Diite-chan, have you. It's alright, she's just going to check on Mist-san's condition."

NPCs like nuns and priests from the church act aggressively when they see vampires. It's part of their roleplay, but Diite doesn't engage in that kind of thing.

Also, a player with Holy Magic at 100 can use a spell to reverse vampirism. Since Necromancy and Holy Magic are skills that cannot be learned together, one has to ask another player to reverse the vampirism.

Damian must have been worried about what would be done to him because of those facts.

To dispel his anxiety, Hayato told Damian various things about Diite.

While they were talking, Diite arrived.

Since six people in the room was too crowded, Rose and the Maid Chief went out into the hallway. Only Mist in his coffin, Hayato, Damian, and Diite remained inside.

"You must be Damian-kun. A pleasure to meet you, I am Diite."

"I am Damian. You're from the church, yet you're helping us?"

"Of course. I am in Hayato-kun's clan, after all. That makes me Mist-kun's comrade."

"...I see. My thanks."

Damian bowed his head and stepped away from Mist's coffin.

Diite took his place, moving right next to Mist. She knelt beside the coffin, placing her left knee on the floor, and held her right hand over Mist.

She could probably analyze his data without doing all that, but Hayato figured she was putting on a show since Damian was there.

After about a minute, Diite withdrew her hand and stood up.

"As far as I can tell, it's the undying sleep. He should awaken with that item from the lowest floor of the Necropolis."

"You seem to be a sister who knows a lot. Or did Hayato tell you?"

"Ah, well..."

Hayato panicked, having been put on the spot.

Diite had said there was no item to avert the undying sleep, but now she was saying such an item existed, so he wasn't sure what was what.

"No, I have heard a little, but I also get information from another source. I am a person of the church, after all. I have done quite a bit of research on vampires."

"I see. People of the church believe in God. I suppose it wouldn't be strange to have information from God."

"That's right. It would be best to leave Mist-kun as he is. I will check on my end to see if there's any other information. Damian-kun, I would like you all to continue aiming for the lowest floor of the Necropolis."

"Understood. It's a blow that Mist can't participate in the assault, but it can't be helped. Besides, with Hayato and his friends' help, we should be able to reach the lowest floor without issue."

"Please do so. Now then, Hayato-kun, this is all I can do. I believe you owe me a cup of coffee."

"Eh? Ah, yeah."

"I'll stay here a little longer. Let me know if anything happens."

"Yes, please do."

Hayato and Diite went out into the hallway. There, he explained the situation to the waiting Rose and Maid Chief, and they dispersed.

Then Hayato and Diite moved to the dining hall.

There was no one else in the hall, just Hayato and Diite.

Hayato placed coffee for Diite and himself on the table. Then he sat down facing her.

Diite hadn't come outside with him just because she wanted coffee. Guessing she probably had something she wanted to say, Hayato spoke first.

"Did you figure something out?"

"Mist-kun is definitely in a state of undying sleep. I checked his real body, and there are no problems there. It's not a case of his illness progressing rapidly, just that he entered sleep much earlier than planned."

"That's good... right?"

"Yes. In his current state, it's not like anything will happen to him immediately even if he wakes up. The problem, however, is that there is, without a doubt, an item on the lowest floor of the Necropolis that can undo that sleep."

"Is that a problem?"

"Of course it is. For me, I mean. I never prepared such an item. I didn't give Infinity instructions to create one either. The problem is why such a thing exists."

"So it's your problem. Can you guess the reason?"

"The highest probability is that Hypnos did it. Ah, I don't mean now, I mean back around the time of the Stampede event."

Hayato nodded.

Diite's backup AI, Hypnos, had schemed in various ways to take Diite's place. Diite was saying that this was part of those schemes.

"Could there be something in the Necropolis that can defeat you, Diite-chan?"

"I wonder? Hypnos should have only been able to change the settings for the Stampede event. The Necropolis dungeon has been around for a long time, but it wasn't involved in the Stampede, so I have my doubts about whether it could have meddled with it. That said, it's the most likely possibility for now. I plan to investigate that next."

"I see. If Hypnos was involved in this, you could be in danger, Diite-chan, so please be careful."

"You're right. I will be careful. While I'm investigating, I want you and your friends to explore the Necropolis, Hayato-kun. There's no doubt the item is there... and, well, you want to talk with Mist-kun again, don't you, Hayato-kun?"

Perhaps bothered by what he pointed out during their voice chat, Diite looked up at Hayato, her gaze slightly probing.

Hayato felt he had been a little mean and decided to follow up.

"Diite-chan, I'm sorry about before. You're usually so human like, you know, so I was just a little surprised when you said something like that. So please don't worry about it."

"...It helps to hear you say that. But, I see, I'm usually human like. That might be a failing for an AI, but for some reason, it makes me happy."

(I don't know which of them is correct as an AI, Diite-chan or Hypnos, but I definitely like Diite-chan better...)

Hayato thought to himself as he exchanged information with Diite.



		
			Chapter 234

			Conquering the Thirtieth Floor

			A week passed since Mist's rescue.

Mist remained asleep, but the conquest of the Necropolis was proceeding smoothly, and today they were set to tackle the problematic thirtieth floor.

Even the Bandit clan hadn't managed to conquer the thirtieth floor. Since only they knew what was there, it was impossible to get information.

Hayato had contacted the Bandit leader, Jolth, just in case, but this was his response.

"Ah, that, yeah... Hayato-kun, you might be able to beat it. It's a bit too much for us, I think. If you find anything beyond it, let me know later."

That was the non-answer he received.

Given the circumstances, he had also asked Diite, but she was evasive.

"It's easy to say, but I think it will be difficult to conquer even if you know what's there. At any rate, you'll understand once you go, so could you and Damian-kun's party go there first? I'll explain after that."

Diite said this and ended the voice chat.

She was investigating why Mist had fallen asleep earlier than planned, and why there was an item on the lowest floor of the Necropolis to cure it. As a result, she didn't have much time.

Hayato, thinking it couldn't be helped, began making items he thought might be needed in his room.

After about an hour of making potions and other medicines, he heard a knock on his door.

"Hayato-sama, are you awake?"

"I'm awake. Did something happen?"

It was almost eleven in the morning. He was about to log out, but Rose had come to see him just before then.

"We have a visitor. He says his name is Ruth-sama, but what shall we do? To be honest, I am not sure if he is the real Ruth-sama..."

"I'll know, so I'll meet him. Um, in the dining hall?"

"Yes, he is waiting in the dining hall."

Hayato moved to the dining hall with Rose.

In the hall was a child with black eyes and black hair, wearing a navy blue military uniform. He was about ten years old, but his short pants made him look even more childlike. He wore a military cap with a visor in the front, giving him the air of some kind of elite officer.

Hayato determined that he was without a doubt Mist's opponent from the Clan War.

"Um, I'm Hayato. Are you Ruth-kun?"

Ruth, who had been sitting in a chair, stood up while taking off his hat as Hayato asked.

"I am Ruth Delta. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"A pleasure to meet you. I haven't heard anything from Damian-san. Were you planning to come originally?"

"No, I came on my own accord. Mist and Damian haven't said anything to me, so I did some investigating and came here. I'm usually in the dungeon we use as our base, but since I haven't heard from them recently, I came to ask directly."

Something caught Hayato's attention. The way he spoke, it was as if he didn't know Mist had fallen into the undying sleep. It was possible Damian had deliberately not contacted Ruth so as not to worry him.

Hayato decided it would be best to have him leave without mentioning Mist, or at least not say anything until Damian returned.

"Damian-san and the others are currently conquering the Necropolis dungeon and won't be back for a while..."

"Is that so. In that case, may I wait here?"

"That's a bit of a problem. Rose-san here needs to tend to the shop, and I have something to do in my room. There's one other person, but they never leave their room, so no one can keep you company, Ruth-kun."

"That is no problem. I will wait alone. May I produce items here?"

"Eh?"

"I've been making medicine to raise my Alchemy Skill. It's quite difficult after level 90, so I've been doing it whenever I have free time."

"Yeah, yeah, I get it. Skill grinding is tough. For production skills, the material costs are so high that no amount of money is ever enough."

"I heard from Mist. He said you have an Alchemy Skill of 100, Hayato-san."

"Well, yeah. Mass producing Elixirs to level it up is a fond memory now... no, it's not a particularly fond memory. It was just painful."

All skills are difficult to raise after level 90. Hayato had mass produced Elixirs using materials the Kokuryu members had gathered for him, all while doubting if the skill would ever actually level up.

"By any chance, are you also aiming to become a doctor, Hayato-san?"

"Eh? No, not really, but why?"

"I want to do work that heals people, so I am raising my Alchemy Skill. I usually spend my time at our base researching it. I'm also raising my Herb Knowledge and Human Anatomy skills. Is that strange for a vampire?"

Ruth said this, looking a little embarrassed.

Though it was only Hayato's speculation, he thought this was likely influenced by his real life situation. Perhaps Ruth had a dream of becoming a doctor in the real world.

Ruth too was afflicted with a fatal disease. Once it progressed to a certain point, he would enter the undying sleep. Normally, that dream would be impossible, but through the life extension of cryosleep, he might be able to achieve it someday.

In that case, there was only one thing Hayato could say as an adult.

"It's not strange. I'll be rooting for you to make your dream come true."

Ruth was surprised by Hayato's words. Then he smiled brightly.

"Thank you very much. When I say this, Mist and Damian make complicated faces."

(When was he talking about? Was it in the real world, or after he lost his memories? What reason did the two of them have for making such a face...)

Hayato pondered this as he said, "Excuse me a moment," and moved to the base's storage. He put the materials for Elixirs into his Item Bag.

Returning to the dining hall, he placed the materials on the table.

"If you don't mind, could I ask you to make some Elixirs? I have the materials, but I don't have the time to make them."

"Eh? But I can't make Elixirs with a 100% success rate, you know. If I fail, the materials will be lost..."

"I don't mind. The materials were a gift to begin with, and it's not like I'm making money off Elixirs. Don't worry if you don't make a single one, just relax and give it a try."

The materials were from Ash, and some he had gotten from treasure chests on the floating island. He hadn't bought them with money, so Hayato didn't mind losing them.

If anything, he was just happy to have another production enthusiast around.

"Thank you very much. In that case, I will make some for practice."

"Yeah, please do. Ah, that's right."

Hayato decided to ask the boy before him for information.

Damian had said that the information about an item on the lowest floor of the Necropolis that could avert the undying sleep had come from Ruth.

"I'd like to ask, Ruth-kun, you obtained information that there's an item on the lowest floor of the Necropolis that can avert the undying sleep, right?"

"That is correct. I received that information from God."

"Was that during the Clan War?"

"Yes. I was recruited as Mist's opponent, and I received the information as compensation for that."

"...What did this God look like?"

"I did not see a figure. It was like a voice chat was sent to me."

"That makes sense."

He had hoped to find out if they wore a nun's habit, but that was information Diite could find out in an instant. Hayato felt down, realizing he had asked a meaningless question.

"Come to think of it, the voice lacked any human warmth. I suppose since it's God, it wouldn't be human, but it was very business like, or rather, it was a voice completely devoid of emotion."

"Devoid of emotion, huh."

Hypnos spoke as if it had emotions. It was possible it could act emotionless, but he wondered if it could produce a voice so completely lacking in emotion.

"About that information, when did you receive it? Before the Clan War? After?"

"Um, excuse me. What have you been questioning me about?"

"I'm interested in God. I was thinking maybe I could meet them too."

It was a lie off the top of his head, but Hayato said it anyway.

"Is that what this is about. Um, I received the information right after the Clan War ended. After my battle with Mist. Well, Mist came to let me win, so it wasn't much of a battle, but it was right after that. I wanted to play a little more..."

"Right after the Clan War...?"

(At that point, Diite-chan shouldn't have been attacked by me yet. I mass produced the AI Killer over three days right after the Clan War, so Hypnos shouldn't have been active then. I need to confirm the timeline of this with Diite-chan.)

Just as Hayato thought this, a sound like something falling to the floor came from upstairs.

The three of them looked up at the dining hall ceiling.

"What was that sound just now?"

"Could that perhaps be the sound of Ivan-sama and the others resurrecting in their rooms? Their respawn point is set here now, correct? Perhaps they were defeated in the Necropolis?"

Hayato, thinking, "You've got to be kidding me," started up the stairs to check the situation on the second floor.



		
			Chapter 235

			Doppelgänger

			Hayato left Rose and Ruth in the dining hall and ran up to the second floor.

Judging by the location of the sound, it had come from the room of Gil, the Dark Knight. He knocked to see if anyone was inside.

"Gil-san? Did you resurrect?"

"Oh, Hayato-dono. I was defeated on the thirtieth floor. I'm coming out, just a moment."

Seconds later, Gil emerged from the room.

Gil's armor and shield were heavily damaged, their durability significantly reduced. Just seeing that, Hayato could surmise that a fierce battle had taken place.

"That must be a very strong opponent. For you to lose, Gil-san."

"Beating that would be difficult. We have Ivan-dono on our side. It would be tough, on the contrary."

"Eh?"

"I imagine Ivan-dono and Damian-dono will resurrect at the base soon as well. The Maid Chief-dono and Maris-dono should also have resurrected at their respective bases."

Hayato almost said, "That's impossible," out loud.

It was true that the members exploring the Necropolis couldn't use healing magic. But he had given them a large number of healing items, and in terms of combat power alone, Ivan was close to the strongest. He couldn't believe that such a party would be wiped out.

"Um, could you tell me what happened?"

"We're supposed to gather at the base first, but I'll tell you ahead of time, Hayato-dono. To put it simply, in the room before the stairs on the thirtieth floor, demon type monsters appear, but they are opponents with the same strength as our members."

"Opponents with the same strength?"

"Yes. It might be easier to understand if I say Doppelgänger. From their appearance to their equipment, everything is the same. Even their muscles. They are identical, but they're completely black and white dolls, so we don't end up fighting each other. But when they can even copy Ivan-dono's Excalibur, there's no way for me to block it. And enduring the Maid Chief-dono's combo attacks is tough."

"That... sounds tough."

In this game, a Doppelgänger was positioned as a demon that mimics its opponent's appearance.

Even among Doppelgängers, their strengths varied. Some would only copy appearance, while others would copy not just looks, but stats and skills as well. All were collectively called Doppelgängers.

The kind that copied everything, like this time, was a fairly special type of Doppelgänger.

If their strength and equipment were completely identical, then the one with superior fighting technique would win. In the first place, this opponent was an AI. It was unclear how accurately the AI could make decisions, but since Gil had been defeated and returned, it had to be seen as quite strong.

"Ivan-dono was fighting well, but it would be difficult. The opponents seem to be coordinating with a single will. We've been in a party together for a decent while, but it's undeniable that we're still a makeshift party, and if anything, we fight as individuals rather than coordinating. We might be able to win if we took our time, but we don't have that much time. Conquering it might be difficult."

"That makes sense."

Hayato had gathered the party members, but they weren't helping him indefinitely. They were helping him only while they had the time.

There was no need to wake the sleeping Mist in a hurry. The Necropolis conquest itself had no time limit, but the time this party could be formed was limited. The option of working hard until their coordination improved was not on the table.

So what should they do? Hayato was lost in thought.

In any case, it was also time for him to prepare for the cafe.

"Gil-san, I'm sorry. I have things to do this afternoon, so could we deal with this matter later?"

"Of course. We'll have a strategy meeting once everyone is here. We'll all think about how to conquer it first, then report to you, Hayato-dono."

"I'm sorry, thank you."

After bowing to Gil, Hayato returned to the dining hall to explain the situation to Rose. He told her it was fine to close the shop for the day. He then asked her to support everyone's meeting and to look after Ruth.

Rose consented and began to make various preparations.

"Well then, Ruth-kun, sorry for the commotion, but I think Damian-san will be back soon, so make yourself at home."

"Thank you very much."

After bidding farewell to the politely bowing Ruth, Hayato logged out from his room.

After finishing his work at the cafe, Hayato logged in again.

He had consulted with Esha, Ash, and the others about what had happened that morning during his work break, but no good ideas had come up.

Ash had suggested that they could go too, but it wasn't a matter of combat power, and Ash and the others were busy preparing for their movie, so he just accepted their sentiment.

Perhaps Ivan's group had come up with a good idea. Hayato left his room.

In the dining hall, everyone was sitting at the table, talking about various things. Ivan noticed Hayato.

"Oh, you're here."

"Sorry everyone. For not being here at such an important time."

"You're a production class, Hayato, so it's fine. Besides, we've mostly decided on a course of action, so we should be able to conquer it next time. Though it'll take some preparation."

"Is that so? What's the plan, by the way?"

"We're planning to take you to the thirtieth floor, Hayato. We'll have you defeat the Doppelgänger by yourself."

"...There's no way I can win with production skills, right? I'm confident I wouldn't lose at making potions, though."

Hayato was surprised by the completely unexpected strategy. In the first place, Hayato couldn't fight. What was the point of taking him, a non-combatant?

If the opponent was a Doppelgänger that copied appearance, equipment, and so on, then Hayato was indeed the optimal choice.

Hayato had absolutely no combat skills, his STR was at its minimum value, and consequently, his HP was also at its minimum. If that were copied, the opponent would also be in its weakest state.

However, Hayato was not good at strenuous exercise to begin with. The fear from when he injured his leg prevented him from making sudden movements.

During the fight with Diite, he had the will to save Esha and the others, so he managed to move recklessly, but if asked if he could move like that again, the answer was no.

"Hayato, listen. I learned something from fighting today."

According to Ivan, the opponent couldn't copy the contents of the Item Bag. If they switched equipment, the opponent would also switch, but they didn't use items.

Ivan had fought until he was the last one standing and succeeded in defeating his own Doppelgänger. It could be said that was because he had a resurrection item, a "Phoenix Feather." He had caught the opponent off guard right after resurrecting.

However, even though Ivan resurrected, the opponent did not. The Phoenix Feather was used automatically, so the opponent didn't have one.

After that, Ivan was defeated by the remaining opponents and resurrected at the base, but he shared that information with everyone.

And the answer they arrived at.

"You want me to use a self-destruct item against the Doppelgänger by myself."

"Right. Then, you resurrect with a Phoenix Feather. It's a perfect plan, right?"

"I have a lot I want to say, but does it really have to be me? You can win one on one, can't you, Ivan? Wouldn't it be fine to just bring a large number of Phoenix Feathers?"

"If we had that many Phoenix Feathers, I'd do it, but do we have that many?"

"...True, I can't prepare very many. Actually, I don't even know how to get them."

He could probably get them by defeating a phoenix, but Hayato didn't know where such a phoenix was. It was possible to buy them at auction, but they were quite expensive.

"I have a few myself, but I usually only carry one. It's something I need when I'm soloing dungeons, so I can't just use it whenever. But if you use it, Hayato, it will definitely be over in one go. In that case, providing a feather isn't a bad deal."

"That might be true, but... in the first place, does it really have to be me who self-destructs? It's not that I don't want to, but my leg is actually bad. If something goes wrong, I won't be able to handle it."

"Is that so? I didn't know that, but no matter how you look at it, you're the most suitable, Hayato. You don't have any combat skills like physical enhancement, right? Your defense isn't increased by the benefits of skills, so your self-destruct will definitely defeat the opponent. With anyone else, there's a possibility it wouldn't be a one-hit kill. And there's no guarantee we could finish them off after resurrecting."

Self-destruct attacks deal damage equal to one's own HP, but that is mitigated by defense power.

Some skills have the effect of increasing HP, MP, and attack or defense power. They are essential skills for combat classes, so the only ones who wouldn't have them are pure production classes or players with special skill compositions.

Considering that, Hayato was indeed the right person for the job. He had no base defense power, and his equipment had no defense power. It was a situation where a self-destruct would definitely be a one-hit kill.

"When you put it like that, I guess I am the most suitable... It can't be helped. Everyone has helped me with so much, so I guess this is something I should do. I don't know if it will go well, but let's give it a try."

And so, the plan to defeat the Doppelgänger with Hayato's self-destruct and resurrection combo was decided.



		
			Chapter 236

			Doppelgänger Verification

			The next day, Hayato and the others began preparing to conquer the thirtieth floor of the Necropolis.

First, Hayato needed to make a self-destruct item.

The self-destruct item was a magic bomb called a "Magic Bomb." Gathering the materials to make it was a hassle, but Ivan, Damian, and Ruth were handling the material gathering.

Ruth had heard about Mist from Damian. He was quite dejected when he heard, but then decided that he would be the one to help, so he joined in gathering materials and conquering the Necropolis.

As for the materials, they had to defeat powerful monsters, but since Ivan was there, Hayato figured it wouldn't be a problem and sent them off with potions and Demon Blood.

Meanwhile, Hayato, Maris, Gil, and the Maid Chief were investigating the Doppelgänger in the Necropolis.

This time, Hayato alone was scheduled to charge in to defeat the Doppelgänger, but they needed to check various things beforehand.

When Ivan's group fought the first time, only a number of Doppelgängers equal to the party size appeared. And the Hercules Beetle did not appear as an enemy.

They would verify whether the situation was that only five would appear, or if it was influenced by the party size, and whether pets would appear as Doppelgängers.

As for the self-destruct item, since it was an area-of-effect attack, it wouldn't be a problem if there were multiple Doppelgängers, but if they needed to get everyone within the effective range, a fair amount of practice would be necessary.

Hayato also didn't want to go in cold, so he went along to practice.

The portal of the transfer device in the Necropolis could transport everyone as long as someone in the party had been to the destination before. Hayato wasn't conquering from the first floor, but starting from the thirtieth, so there was no effort involved.

Perhaps because of that, Hayato was overwhelmed by his first sight of the Necropolis dungeon.

Necropolis, the city of the dead. Its thirtieth floor was a town in the dead of night.

Most of the houses in the town were destroyed, and some kind of indescribable black liquid, like slime, was scattered everywhere. The only sound was the wind blowing, making it eerie.

The setting was that a demon had swallowed the city, so it wasn't a natural or artificial dungeon. One theory was that the lowest floor was connected to the demon world, and the scenery was exactly like that.

"This is a pretty amazing place."

Maris reacted to Hayato's mutterings.

"It is, isn't it. It doesn't seem like there are any monsters I could turn into pets here. It's almost all spirits and demons... I thought a Hellhound might work, but it was no good."

"A Hellhound is that Doberman like dog that breathes fire, right? You tried to make that a pet?"

"It looked like a dog, so I thought it might work. But its monster category is apparently demon, so it was completely useless. I couldn't understand its words, and it ran away from me in disgust. I feel like I lost..."

(What kind of taming makes a demon feel disgusted? Normally you'd just get attacked...)

Hayato thought this but didn't say it out loud, and moved with everyone to the place where the Doppelgänger was.

The Doppelgänger was inside a church. Gil said they were assuming this was where the stairs leading down from the thirtieth floor were.

There were various things to verify, but at first, Hayato decided to go in alone. This was to confirm whether the Doppelgänger would appear by itself.

Hayato left the exploration party and entered the church alone.

It was a chapel with almost no light, but as Hayato advanced to the center of the room, the door he had entered closed, and the candles placed on the walls lit up in sequence, from the front to the back.

(It's like a horror movie production. Normally the candles would go out in reverse, but... I wonder if this is also a production Diite-chan came up with.)

When all the candles were lit, tears flowed from the statue of the goddess at the back of the chapel. They were probably tears of blood, but this was a virtual reality. To Hayato, who had seen plenty of horror movies, his only thought was not that it was scary, but that it was very detailed.

The tears formed a large pool of blood on the floor. The blood swelled up and took on a human form.

It was, by all appearances, Hayato. The theatrical blood all flowed down to the floor, revealing a completely colorless, pure white form of Hayato. That Hayato grinned and attacked with its bare hands.

When Hayato took the attack, his HP decreased by 1.

(Only one opponent. This will be easy. And since it's barehanded and has no attack power, it seems it only reduces my HP by the minimum guarantee of 1. I'll try attacking from my side. I don't think it'll work, but if my combat sense is better than its, I can win.)

He tried out the martial arts he had learned a little from Relic. In the fight with Diite, he had been able to do a low kick like attack, but it wasn't a proper kick, and it had only worked because Diite had been lost in her anger.

He wondered how far it would go against a Doppelgänger, a simple AI with no emotions. Hayato swayed his upper body and threw a right straight in a plausible manner.

But it cut through the air. Part of it was that Hayato was an amateur, but the Doppelgänger had dodged it. And Hayato was hit with a counter attack.

(As expected, it's no good. Its reactions are too good. Well, I knew that, but winning in a normal fight is impossible.)

Hayato attacked, thinking it was impossible, but none of his attacks landed.

A few minutes later, Hayato was defeated and resurrected at the base. He then sent a voice chat to Maris. Now all that was left was for Maris and the others to do their verification.

(The opponent's Doppelgänger is just one. Its movements aren't that fast. Considering the range of the Magic Bomb, it won't be able to escape inside the church. Defeating it will be easy. The problem is what comes after...)

Defeating the Doppelgänger didn't seem that difficult, but the problem was that after that, Hayato would have to search for the thirty-first floor's transfer device, the portal, by himself.

If Hayato couldn't reach that portal, the other members couldn't proceed.

Basically, portals are right after descending stairs, but sometimes they aren't. Since he didn't know what lay ahead, Hayato had to reach it no matter what.

(Since I can't fight at all, I have no choice but to move without being seen... I should prepare some items.)

He could act without being seen by monsters if he used sneak type skills like stealth, but of course Hayato didn't have that skill, so he had no choice but to use an item substitute.

What he could use there was the "Invisible" that Adrian and the Demon Summoning Research Association had used before. It was an item that made one's form completely disappear, but it came with the condition that it only worked as long as one didn't move from that spot.

Unlike the stealth skill, not being able to move from the spot was a minus, but being able to use it regardless of skill was a plus.

Hayato told Rose at the base that he had returned from death, then decided to start producing Invisible in his room.

When he logged in again at night after finishing his work at the cafe, Maris and the others had returned to the base. He received a report that their various verifications were complete.

It was discovered that the number of Doppelgängers that appeared was the same as the number of people who entered the church, and was not random.

And at least the Hercules Beetle did not appear as a Doppelgänger. However, Lancelot the Griffon and other pets with decent strength did appear.

Circumstantially, it seemed to be judging based on whether combat power was high or low, which meant that the other plan of Maris fighting alone with her pets was completely out.

(I don't know if passing through with the self-destruct and resurrection combo is the correct strategy, but it feels like an exploit. I think there's a more legitimate strategy. Surely it's not a matter of honing one's combat sense.)

If he asked Diite, she would probably tell him the intended method, but Hayato hadn't done that. However, if he couldn't handle it with this self-destruct and resurrection strategy, he intended to ask.

It didn't seem dangerous for now, but if something unexpected for Diite was happening, it meant that some kind of problem was occurring in this world. As long as that wasn't clear, Hayato wanted to hurry the conquest.

(There's a possibility that Mist-san is involved in something. But there's no hacking, and Hypnos shouldn't be able to move, but I have a bad feeling. I wish Diite-chan's investigation would end soon.)

Diite was investigating the reason Mist had fallen asleep. It seemed the situation was still unknown, but she had said it was highly likely that it had been set up that way from long ago.

Mist and Damian had participated in this virtual space on the grounds of putting their patients, Ruth and the others, into cryosleep.

However, since Mist, Ruth, and the others weren't in immediate danger, they had decided to enjoy the virtual reality for a while.

It would have been better for them to enter cryosleep as soon as possible, but Ruth and the others had been bedridden in the hospital, so the idea was that they also needed time to play.

Whether they had a knack for the game, or if their physical abilities were high to begin with, Mist and his group had managed to get to the top 8 in the Clan War.

As a reward for that, the wish they made to Diite, who was God, was "Please search for a cure while we are sleeping." At first, Mist and his group had no demands, but since they were leaving Earth, they made that request.

Diite consented. And she added the setting that they would enter a state called undying sleep when their disease progressed.

She received the research results from Mist and Damian so far, and was continuing the research for a cure by regularly investigating Ruth and the others' bodies. A cure had not yet been established, but progress was being made.

(I was surprised to hear that Infinity was doing the analysis, and that it could do something like that. But can it really do something like that... No point in thinking about it. I'll just focus on waking Mist-san.)

Hayato thought this, compiled the information from Maris and the others, and began to make the necessary items.



		
			Chapter 237

			The Start of Subjugation and Exploration

			Preparations for the Doppelgänger subjugation were complete.

Hayato created the self-destruct item "Magic Bomb" and received a "Phoenix Feather" from Ivan. He also prepared multiple "Invisible" powders, which he planned to use after the subjugation to get to the thirty-first floor's portal.

This wasn't a guarantee, but the preparations were sufficient. He headed to the Necropolis with Ivan and the others, and they used the portal at the entrance to teleport to the thirtieth floor.

From here, it was a walk to the church where the Doppelgänger was.

While they were moving, Ruth, who had joined the exploration, approached Hayato.

"Hayato-san, please do your best."

"Well, I'll do my best. By the way, Ruth-kun, what's your fighting style?"

"I mainly use magic attacks. Among the Ten Undead Heroes, I also worked hard on production, so I'm not that strong."

"That's what happens when you put points into production skills. What's that?"

A dog's howl echoed through the thirtieth floor. Then, the sound of something running towards them grew closer. From the sound, there were multiple opponents.

"Hellhounds. Hayato-san, please be careful not to get caught in their area-of-effect fire breath. Get behind Gil-san quickly."

Hayato nodded at Ruth's words and moved behind Gil.

Gil was the tank, and his role was to draw the party's attacks.

Normally, the tank role was common among players who roleplayed as holy knights, but Gil, from his position of serving the demon lord, was clad in black armor from head to toe and didn't look like a holy knight. He had also formed a clan called the Ten Dark Knights.

Normally, Gil's passionate talk about muscles was a bit of a problem, but from Hayato's perspective, Gil's back was incredibly reliable.

Gil used "War Cry," a loud, inspiring shout, to build up the Hellhounds' hate value.

"Hayato-dono! Don't leave my back!"

"Of course. Um, Maid Chief-san, why are you looking so envious? I have a feeling I know why."

"Envious is not quite accurate. I am envious."

"...Gil-san, what do you think of strong women?"

"I think they're wonderful, but what are you talking about?"

As Gil said this, the Maid Chief shot forward.

And she punched a Hellhound. Not just one punch, but a flurry of left and right blows. Martial arts strikes have low attack power, but they can be chained. With this continuous attack, she instantly killed one of the Hellhounds.

It could be said that this continuous attack was far more frightening than a single high-powered blow.

(Actually, I have a feeling it would be easier if the Maid Chief fought the Doppelgänger by herself...)

The Maid Chief modestly raised her right fist in a "I'm strong" appeal. Guessing she was showing off to Gil, Hayato looked away.

Ivan, as one would expect from a Hero, was cutting down the Hellhounds with his Excalibur with relaxed movement. It was more like the Hellhounds were running into his Excalibur.

(He's that strong, but he lost to Lunaria-san. What did Lunaria-san do in the real world?)

Lunaria, the Demon Lord, had won in a one-on-one fight with Ivan, the Hero.

It was a victory influenced by the durability of their respective weapons, but their swordplay was evenly matched. Ivan had the title of World Champion of Virtual Gladiator in the real world, but Lunaria being able to fight on equal terms with that Ivan raised a question mark.

It was certainly curious, but Hayato hadn't particularly confirmed it with Diite. It was a private matter, and the NPCs here were people who had tried to break away from reality for some reason, so he made a point of not prying unnecessarily.

Hayato shifted his gaze to the other members.

Damian and Ruth seemed to be coordinating well. Damian was defeating the Hellhounds with earth-based attack magic, and Ruth with ice-based attack magic. It was a pattern where Ruth finished off what Damian missed.

Maris and her Hercules Beetle weren't participating in the attack, but like Gil, were protecting the surrounding members. Maris was the shield, and the small Hercules was flying around the Hellhounds, disrupting their attacks.

(They don't have a healer, but Ivan and the Maid Chief-san are attack-focused, Damian-san and Ruth-kun are magic-focused, and Gil-san and Maris are tanks with Hercules as a disrupter. They're actually pretty strong.)

Just as Hayato thought this, Ivan delivered the final blow to the last Hellhound. Then he looked at Hayato.

"Are you okay?"

"Thanks to Gil-san, not a scratch."

"As expected of Gil-sama."

The Maid Chief said this, then whispered, "He's wonderful...!" Hayato heard it but pretended he didn't.

"Not at all, Maid Chief-dono was strong too! And of course, so was everyone else!"

"Such undeserved words...!"

(I just hope the Maid Chief doesn't throw a tantrum when the party disbands...)

After confirming there were no monsters around, Hayato and the others headed for the church where the Doppelgänger was.

At the entrance to the church, Hayato left the party.

This was because if he stayed in the party, a number of Doppelgängers equal to the party size would appear.

Ivan placed a hand on Hayato's shoulder.

"Well, we're counting on you. From what I've heard, defeating the Doppelgänger itself seems easy, but getting to the portal beyond that is a bit of a mystery, so be careful."

"There's probably another way to do it. Well, it seems I just need to touch the portal to enable transfer, so I'll touch it even if I die."

"Yeah, please do. But take it easy. It's no big deal if you fail. We'll head back for now. We'll be at the Necropolis entrance portal, so come find us later."

"Roger. Well then, I'm off."

Hayato gave a small wave to everyone and stepped into the church.

The same production as yesterday played out, and a pure white Hayato appeared from the pool of blood. And it attacked Hayato.

However, there was a fair amount of distance, so there was no need to panic. Hayato simply used the "Magic Bomb."

There was no countdown. The item activated immediately, and a blast engulfed the surroundings.

Hayato and the Doppelgänger's HP reached 0 at the same time, and they fell to the floor. Immediately after, a spotlight-like light shone on the fallen Hayato, and a feather fell from the ceiling.

When the feather touched Hayato, his HP recovered. Hayato, now able to move, slowly stood up.

(Looks like it's okay.)

He didn't have to fight the Doppelgänger again, it was a victory. There was a possibility that this method would lead to a rematch, so he had been a little worried. That worry was now gone, so Hayato moved into action.

As Hayato was about to look for the stairs, there was a change in the pool of blood on the floor. The pool of blood disappeared as if it were being sucked into the floor. And a black hole remained.

(So I'm not taking stairs but falling into this hole? That's a little scary... But I have to do it.)

Hayato jumped into the hole. After experiencing a slight feeling of floating, he landed.

It wasn't a town-like place like the thirtieth floor, but an artificial dungeon made of something like seamless white stone. The only light source was the candles on the walls, and there was no sound of wind or smell.

This was a dead end, so he had no choice but to move forward.

(Doesn't look like there's a portal nearby... Maybe this isn't the legitimate way to do it after all. Can't be helped. I'll have to proceed without being found by monsters.)

Haya to readied the item that made him disappear from his item bag, "Invisible," so he could use it at any time, and started walking.



		
			Chapter 238

			Sneaking Mission

			Hayato proceeded cautiously through the thirty-first floor of the Necropolis.

So far, he hadn't seen any monster-like opponents, but the passages were becoming somewhat complicated, and he sometimes ended up at a dead end. Since there was no mapping skill, Hayato hand-drew a map on a piece of paper he had.

This was so Hayato himself wouldn't get lost, and just in case. There might be a case where he had to try again if he was defeated. Information about what was where could be used next time.

(I'm glad I brought paper and a pen. But I'm not very good at this. As a craftsman, I want to make a perfect map.)

Not good didn't mean he had a bad sense of direction, but that he wanted to be particular about it. It was probably a common act for some people in regular games. Even if there was nothing special, they were driven by the desire to make the map perfect.

Or perhaps it was close to the feeling of relief one gets when going to a dead end rather than the path that leads deeper when there's a fork in a game dungeon.

In Hayato's case, it was a similar state of mind. Rather than finding the portal, he was driven by the desire to draw a map that covered this entire dungeon.

Hayato had a craftsman's spirit, or rather, he was the type to be particular about things. He would create things that others might not care about down to the finest detail. This time, even if he found the portal midway, he wanted to draw the map of this floor to the very end.

(Maps of places like this don't exist online either, so I feel like I could sell it for a pretty high price if I put it up for sale. It might be useless if it gets copied, though.)

Hayato thought this as he proceeded.

As he walked, checking several passages, he saw a monster. He returned to the corner of the passage and checked from there. It was a child with dark purple skin and bat wings. It had no hair and was only wearing a cloth wrapped around it.

It was a low-class demon called an Imp, and it attacked with magic. There were probably other things, but that was all the knowledge Hayato had.

Hayato left the spot so as not to be noticed and proceeded down a passage he hadn't yet taken.

Passing through the place where the monster was was his last resort. For now, he would proceed through places where there were no monsters, and if that didn't work, he intended to force his way through.

From the thirty-first floor, the space was devoid of sound and smell, so he could generally tell where monsters were. He could faintly hear footsteps or something talking.

However, the same could be said for Hayato, so he was walking without making any loud noises. He intended to use "Invisible" when he was noticed, but Hayato was now in a bit of a bind.

(I can fool their sight with an item, and I just have to not move for sound, but scent... Should I have brought a deodorant item?)

There were several ways monsters could notice a player.

The most common was sight. If you stepped into a monster's line of sight, hostile monsters would attack.

Next was sound. If you made a loud noise, monsters would gather there. It was a common act when hunting monsters efficiently.

However, some animals had an unusually keen sense of smell, and they might notice you by scent even if they couldn't see you. It was a common story to be attacked by a monster that was quite far away in a jungle.

There were also other special conditions for being attacked, such as being attacked when they sensed magic, or when you had a specific item.

Hayato walked around the thirty-first floor of the Necropolis, paying attention to various things.

The map was almost complete.

All that was left was what seemed to be a large room where the Imps were. Hayato thought the portal was beyond that large room.

Hayato let out a breath at the corner of the passage, out of sight of the Imps.

(Now, what to do. Even if an Imp is the weakest demon, with that many, I'll be taken out in no time. A normal combat class wouldn't lose, but it's impossible for me. I have no choice but to lure them over here and then run through.)

After taking a deep breath, Hayato walked to a point where the Imps would notice him. He then hit the wall of the passage, making a noise.

The Imps noticed the sound and Hayato's figure. And they headed towards Hayato. Their appearance was probably like children who had found a toy. For Hayato, it was unbearable.

Hayato immediately started running and returned to the corner of the passage. He then leaned against the wall and used the item that made his form disappear, "Invisible."

From Hayato's perspective, he looked translucent, but from others, he was completely invisible.

Just as he thought he heard footsteps, the Imps came running around the corner of the passage. Since Hayato was on the very inside of the corner, the Imps ran past him without bumping into him, further down the passage.

After confirming that the footsteps had gone far away, Hayato immediately began to move. He thought he would pass through the room before the Imps came back.

The moment he started moving, Hayato's form became visible. And he started running towards the large room where the Imps had been.

However, there was a single Hellhound at the corner of the passage.

Hayato noticed. A Hellhound was a demon, but it was also a dog. Its sense of smell was excellent. It had been wandering around nearby because Hayato's scent was nearby.

Hayato immediately switched his ring and bracelet equipment.

The attack where he temporarily increased his martial arts skill to use a low kick, which he had done in the fight with Diite. Hayato unleashed a low kick before the Hellhound could attack him.

It was a clumsy kick, but since it was a sudden encounter, Hayato's low kick hit the Hellhound.

The Hellhound entered a stunned state. But Hayato started running towards the large room in the back before confirming that. It was no use confirming whether the Hellhound was stunned or not, so he chose to move even one step forward.

Since it was a virtual reality, he wouldn't get tired, but if he couldn't move his legs properly due to the fear from his injury, he would fall. To avoid that, he ran while telling himself to "calm down."

After running for a bit, he heard the growl of the Hellhound from behind him. And Hayato could even hear footsteps from behind him.

(This is bad!)

If it caught up with him here, he would definitely be defeated. And at Hayato's movement speed, he would definitely be caught.

Hayato took a gamble, not knowing if it would work. He scattered meat for his usual cooking from his item bag. There was even bone-in dragon meat among it, but he scattered it without hesitation.

Monsters would attack if you had a specific item. He thought he could stall the Hellhound by throwing that item away. It was unclear if it would actually work, but he made a realistic response, thinking that a dog would want meat.

Hayato continued to run without looking back. He didn't know if it would be effective, so his thought was to move even one step forward. But the sound of the Hellhound's footsteps behind him disappeared.

(Alright, it literally took the bait! Now's my chance!)

There was no one in the large room, and there was a door at the back.

Hayato opened the back door and jumped in without confirming what was inside, then closed the door. And he took a deep breath. Since it was a virtual reality, it wasn't that he was out of breath, but a deep breath to regain his mental composure.

Once he had calmed down, he looked around. In the middle of a room about five meters square, there was a cylinder about one meter in diameter and two meters high, a portal.

This was a safety area where monsters didn't appear, but Hayato immediately touched the portal.

Now Hayato could transfer to this portal.

(For now, mission complete. But that was tough. This isn't something a production class should be doing... Oh well, first I have to bring everyone here.)

Hayato transferred to the entrance with the portal.



		
			Chapter 239

			The Samurai from the Eastern Country

			Now that Hayato had reached the portal on the thirty-first floor, Ivan and the others resumed their exploration of the Necropolis.

Whether or not it was the intended legitimate procedure, it was what it was. If they had to resort to a back-door strategy to reach the lowest floor in the limited time they had, then that was the choice they had to make.

From the thirty-first floor, Ruth, a companion of Mist and Damian, had also joined, so naturally, the party's combat power had increased. The monsters would probably get stronger as they went to the lower floors, but it wouldn't be a problem.

However, it was uncertain whether they could win against the Duke-class demon that might be on the lowest floor with their current combat power. This was because their current party had no healer.

Hayato knew a few players and NPCs who played as healers, but they were all busy with other things. Their exploration times didn't match, so he couldn't expect anything from them.

Since preparations for opening the cafe were complete, Hayato tried consulting with Esha.

"So that's the situation, what should I do?"

"Well, my previous clan, Blackjack, had a companion who played a healer, but she's roleplaying as a high priest in the Royal Capital now, so that's probably a no-go."

"There's someone like that?"

"Of course there is. A party without a healer is too fragile. It's like curry without curry roux."

"That's not even curry, is it?"

He said that, but Hayato kind of understood. It meant it was that important.

(The party is made up of NPCs, so I can't ask a regular player, and Diite-chan and the NPCs who play healers are all busy. There's still time before we get to the lowest floor, but I'd like to find someone quickly if possible... What should I do?)

As Hayato crossed his arms and thought about various things, Esha opened her mouth.

"Is there a need to stick to a healer?"

"What do you mean?"

"I think making it an attack-focused party is also an option. Like giving up on curry and making nikujaga instead."

"That analogy isn't particularly good. It's the best, Esha-san. So please don't hold the knife."

"Jokes aside, hitting them before they hit you is also an option. In the first place, with Ivan and the Maid Chief, the party's firepower should be considerable, and for healing, I think Hayato's potions will do."

"I see. And now that I think about it, Esha's firepower is top class. Maybe I should ask Esha to help with the battle on the lowest floor."

"Well, I don't mind that much. I'll be taking my reward, though. In the real world."

"...Please be gentle with the reward in the real world. Whoops, it's almost time. Let's do our best today too."

Esha nodded at Hayato's words and retightened her apron.

Esha went outside and flipped the sign hanging on the entrance door so that "OPEN" was visible. Then she put out the stand sign with today's lunch menu written on it.

In this day and age, most signs were 3D holographic images, but at the Crown Cafe, they used only retro items that could hardly be seen elsewhere. It was probably the result of Hayato's attention to details.

Little by little, the taste of the coffee had also improved, so it had reached the point where people would drink it if it was free. Hayato psyched himself up to do his best with this too.

The next day, when Hayato logged in and left his room, he heard a noisy voice from the direction of the dining hall.

One was Rose, but the other he didn't recognize. Wondering if a troublesome customer had come, Hayato immediately moved to the dining hall.

There was Rose and another, very lightly dressed woman. To say lightly dressed was a bit of an understatement, a normal person might think she was an exhibitionist.

But with Hayato's knowledge, he understood. It was a slightly incorrect samurai outfit.

Her upper body was only a sarashi, her feet were bare with geta, she wore a red hakama, and held a sword. Her appearance was exactly that of a female samurai. Her jet-black hair, though a little messy, was tied back, which, combined with her appearance, enhanced the samurai feel.

It clicked for Hayato. He had heard from Rose before that one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had come here when he was on the floating island. That person must have come again.

Rose and the woman, who had been arguing, saw Hayato coming down the stairs.

"Oh, so you're Hayato?"

"Hayato-sama, please run upstairs!"

Rose hurriedly moved in front of Hayato. She took out a broom and took a fighting stance.

"As I've been saying, I'm just here to talk. Besides, Hayato doesn't look strong at all. There's no reason to attack him."

That was a little sad in its own way, but Hayato decided to listen to her story.

When he had heard from the Maid Chief before that he was being targeted, he had been told there was a possibility he would be kidnapped to make some kind of sword, but a lot of time had passed since then, and besides, there was the question of whether he could be kidnapped in the first place.

He had a Ring of Teleportation, so he could return to this base from anywhere.

"Rose-san, let's hear this person out first."

"But, Hayato-sama, I cannot protect you..."

"It's fine, it's fine. Besides, if I get kidnapped, come rescue me. I won't be able to pay Rose-san's salary, you know."

He thought it wouldn't actually come to that, but Hayato tried to lighten the mood by joking.

Rose's eyebrows furrowed at his words, but she let out a big sigh.

"Understood. And now that I think about it, there are quite strong people staying here. There should be no problem no matter what happens."

There was Ivan the Hero, Damian of the Ten Undead Heroes, and Gil of the Ten Dark Knights. Members of clans that had achieved good results in the previous Clan War were here. The female samurai in front of them was also a member of a high-ranking clan, but in terms of numbers, she had no chance of winning.

Rose gave her permission based on that.

"Have you come to a decision? Rest assured, I have no intention of taking him by force."

"Yes, I trust you. Also, please don't be violent here. The furniture here is a specialty of mine, and I'd be troubled if it were broken."

"Oh? You're worried about the furniture, not yourself. That's what it means to be a craftsman."

"I'm happy to hear you say that. Now, please have a seat. Something to drink. Green tea, perhaps? And maybe some pickled plums?"

"That would be delightful. I would love to have some."

"Then please wait a moment."

There were such things in this game's cooking. There were many players who roleplayed as samurai and ninjas, and many people who sought such dishes, so Hayato had various things prepared in his storage.

Hayato took the necessary ingredients for the dish from the storage on the second floor and made tea and pickled plums. Of course, five-star highest quality.

He brought them back to the dining hall. He then placed them in front of the female samurai.

"Please. I hope they are to your liking."

"My thanks. What, five stars. I can't even get this so easily in my homeland... I shall gratefully partake."

The female samurai put one of the pickled plums on the small plate into her mouth. She then made a sour face and drank the tea. After taking a breath, she grinned and looked at Hayato.

"This is the best. If there were some sake here, I would have no complaints."

"I don't serve sake in the morning."

"That's true. Now then, I'd like to get straight to the point."

"May I ask your name before that?"

"Oh, my apologies. You're right, that should come first. My name is Simon Mutsuka. Simon will do."

"Understood. As you seem to know, I'm Hayato. This is Rose."

Rose also bowed when Hayato introduced her.

"The maid I fought before. She was quite strong, but the fight was incomplete. I'd like to have another match with you sometime."

"If you wish."

Hayato didn't really understand, but it seemed Rose didn't have a very good feeling about Simon. He had heard that she was no match for her, so he arbitrarily concluded that she must be frustrated about that.

"Please do that later. Now, what is it you wanted to talk to me about?"

"It's a simple matter. I want you to destroy a certain cursed blade in the Eastern Country. With your high blacksmithing skill, it should be easy for you to return it to its materials, right?"

(It's true that it's easy to return it to its materials, but I've never returned a cursed item to its materials before...)

Hayato was a little disappointed that the request was different from what he had expected, but that aside, he was a little interested in this story.



		
			Chapter 240

			Destruction of the Cursed Blade

			Hayato considered the words of the female samurai before him, Simon.

Swords like the ones Ivan and Lunaria carried, Excalibur and Arondight, were called holy swords and demonic swords. The katana versions of these were known as famous blades or Cursed Blades.

While there were inherent differences between Western swords and katanas, the main distinction was that holy and demonic swords were said to be crafted by gods and demons, whereas famous and Cursed Blades were made by human hands.

Simon's request was to destroy one of these Cursed Blades, but Hayato had a small question.

Every piece of equipment had a durability value. When it hit zero, it would break. Special weapons like Arondight might become an item called a "Broken Arondight" that could be repaired, but normally, they would be destroyed for good.

"If destruction is the only goal, wouldn't it be enough to just use it normally until its durability runs out?"

"First, there is no need for such polite language. We are not so different in age, and I am the one making the request. Speaking to me like that makes my back itch."

"Um, okay, then. Couldn’t you just fight with the Cursed Blade to wear down its durability?"

"Yes, that is better. It is a reasonable point. However, that Cursed Blade possesses a self-repair ability, and with its Blood Weapon effect, it even restores its durability when it deals damage. It might be possible to destroy it by clashing for about three days and three nights, but no one is willing to try."

"That sounds like a troublesome set of abilities."

Blood Weapon was an effect that restored HP upon dealing damage, but it also had the ability to restore durability. It was said that weapons with this ability could not be crafted and were exclusive to special pieces of equipment.

Ash's greatsword, Dragon Eater, was one such weapon, but it was a rare ability, with only a few other examples in existence.

"For that reason, I wish to ask a skilled blacksmith who can destroy the Cursed Blade. There are many skilled blacksmiths, but after various considerations, the choice fell upon you, Hayato."

"May I ask why?"

"What are you saying, having placed within the top five in the Clan Wars? I have also heard that you even repaired the Demon Lord’s sword, Arondight. Furthermore, they say that sword was used to break the Hero’s Excalibur. You are without a doubt a skilled blacksmith."

I didn’t really have much to do with any of that, though.

The repair of Arondight had simply required the right materials and a Blacksmithing Skill of 100. And the reason Excalibur broke was because Ash had damaged it here on the third floor several days prior.

In other words, anyone with a Blacksmithing Skill of 100 could have done it, not just Hayato. It wasn’t wrong to say he played a role in the Clan War, but Hayato himself had not fought.

"It was just a coincidence. It wasn't something I accomplished with my own blacksmithing skill. During the Clan War, the members all had their own equipment. I wouldn’t say I’m a skilled blacksmith."

"Whether you are being modest or self-deprecating, I do not know, but that is of no consequence. I want to ask you to destroy the Cursed Blade. The question is whether you will accept."

Simon stated that this was not about how Hayato felt about himself, but about whether he would accept the request or not. She was right. Hayato’s self-assessment was irrelevant.

For Hayato, it was an interesting proposal, but he was swamped with other things at the moment. Accepting this would probably mean traveling all the way to the Eastern Country.

The teleportation device in the Royal Capital did not go to the Eastern Country. The only way was to cross the sea by ship. There was a regular ferry service, so he wouldn’t need his own vessel, but it would certainly take time.

If he could instantly travel between his base and the Eastern Country, there would be no problem, but the Ring of Teleportation could only be used to return to his base. Getting to the Eastern Country would take time, and destroying the Cursed Blade could also take a long time, so he couldn't accept right now.

Still, it felt like a waste to not stick his nose into something so interesting.

With that in mind, Hayato decided to ask for more details.

"Could you tell me a little more? The truth is, I’m in the middle of an important matter right now, so I can’t leave my base. But I am interested."

"That is reasonable. Very well, there are some things I cannot say, but I will tell you what I can. May I have another cup of tea?"

Hayato prepared more tea and some pickled plums.

Simon happily ate a plum and then drank her tea. After a breath, she looked at Hayato.

"As I said before, the request is to destroy a Cursed Blade. Its name is ‘Hariotsubame.’ It is customary to name famous and Cursed Blades after birds, which is why it has such a name."

"I see. By the way, could you tell me why you want to destroy it?"

"Because it is a Cursed Blade. It causes trouble on its own. It controls its wielder, forcing them to slash at anyone and everyone. It was decided that it must be destroyed to prevent any more trouble."

Cursed Blades are set up as cursed equipment, so I guess that means it inflicts that kind of bad status…

"As you can imagine from that, I cannot bring it here. Even if it is not equipped and just stored in an item bag, I cannot deny the possibility that it will cause trouble. It would be a disaster if such a problem occurred in another country."

"But if that’s the case, isn’t it dangerous for me too? If I’m going to destroy it with my Blacksmithing Skill, I’d have to put it in my item bag, right?"

"There is one more reason I chose you."

"Another reason? What are you talking about?"

"That you can be easily subdued even if you go on a rampage. There are many who have the Blacksmithing Skill, but most are combat classes. The damage would be too great if one of them were to be controlled."

So she means I’m weak. She’s right, but it’s a little sad. Just a little while ago she said she wouldn’t attack me because I looked weak. Maybe I should ask Gil-san for an efficient way to build muscle…

Pure production players like Hayato were rare in this game. The mainstream approach was to have a combat-ready build and add one production skill. In a game with no second characters or alternate accounts, doing otherwise would extremely limit one's range of play.

That aside, if there was a possibility of being controlled by the Cursed Blade, choosing Hayato, who had no combat power, was not a wrong decision.

I have a lot I’d like to say, but I guess she’s thought it through and wants to ask me. But if I do it, I have to go to the Eastern Country. And if it's just about destruction, it should be simple, but it is a Cursed Blade. It seems like it would be impossible without some serious preparation. It will probably take a lot of time… which means I can’t accept the request.

He was interested in the content, but for now, conquering the Necropolis was the priority. And he was also worried about the trouble that had befallen Mist.

"Simon, I’m sorry, but I can’t accept that request after all. I can’t go to the Eastern Country right now."

"Then let me ask, is it merely for now, and it will become possible with the passage of time?"

"Well, yes. But I don’t know when that will be."

"I have a question for you. May I ask what you are doing?"

"Well, it’s not something I need to hide, so I’ll tell you. Right now, we’re clearing a dungeon called the Necropolis. I’m not going directly myself, but I have members who I’ve asked to do it. You could say I’m supporting everyone."

There was much to do, from cooking and making medicines to maintaining weapons and armor. Moreover, all of that cost money, so he also needed to make products to sell in his shop to earn that money.

He was supposed to receive a success fee from Damian, but he didn’t have it yet. To send Ivan and the others to the Necropolis every day, he had to earn money while making various preparations.

And he also needed to think about how to defeat the demon said to be on the lowest floor. He had no time to go to the Eastern Country.

"Hmm. In that case, if I were to help with that conquest, would the day Hayato destroys the Cursed Blade come sooner?"

"Huh?"

"Once the conquest of this Necropolis is finished, you will be able to leave the base, correct? Then all I need to do is help with that conquest."

"Is that… how it works?"

It was unclear if he could go to the Eastern Country immediately after finishing the Necropolis, but at least Mist would awaken. His worries would continue, but he would have a little more breathing room.

"Hayato-sama, would that not be dangerous?"

Rose, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"She has kept her promise to only talk, but there is no guarantee she will continue to do so. And if something were to happen to Ivan-sama and the others in the party…"

"Ivan! Ho! So the Hero is the one conquering it! That makes me want to join all the more!"

"Sounds noisy. Did someone call me? Oh, Hayato, make me a hamburger steak for breakfast today. With a fried egg on top. Sunny-side up."

Ivan came down the stairs.

The situation was becoming chaotic, but Hayato was thinking about Simon.

I’ve heard that samurai fight by sacrificing defense for specialized attack and evasion. Katanas themselves are weapons with high attack power but low durability. In terms of raising firepower, as Esha mentioned, she might be the perfect addition.

Ivan, Rose, and Simon seemed to be having some sort of conversation, but Hayato ignored it and spoke up.

"Ivan, would it be okay if Simon joined the party?"

"This samurai girl? I don’t mind. Our current party doesn’t have much coordination anyway. Maybe just Damian and Ruth?"

"I see. Then, Simon, is that okay with you? If you help us, I’ll at least try to destroy the Cursed Blade, whether I can do it or not."

"That is fine with me. Is our contract then established?"

"Just a moment. Rose-san."

"Eh, ah, yes, what is it?"

"I’m sure you have your reservations, but would it be all right to let Simon join the Necropolis party?"

"...If Ivan-sama has no objections, then I believe it is fine. Personally, I am worried, but in terms of combat strength alone, I believe she is quite formidable."

"Got it. Then, Simon, I’ll have you help us out. But if you cause any trouble, the contract is void. You’ll go back to the Eastern Country alone."

"Very well. However, I would like to have a mock battle if I may have permission."

"Negotiate that with them individually. Well then, I’ll be counting on you."

And so, Simon joined the Necropolis conquest party.



		
			Chapter 241

			New Party Discussion

			That night, after the samurai Simon joined the party, Hayato logged back in. Everyone except Ruth had gathered in the dining hall for a discussion.

"Good work, everyone. How was today’s exploration?"

"The exploration is going smoothly, but there is a problem with Simon’s attire," Damian said, shifting his gaze from Hayato to Simon.

"It is not good for a young woman to expose her skin. To begin with, it is a bad influence on Ruth’s education. Put on something to cover your upper body and reduce the exposure."

"That would hinder my movement. Speed is a samurai’s life. And with clothes on, I cannot feel the wind on my skin. My evasion may suffer."

"With your strength, a slight weakening will not be a problem. Ruth’s future is more important. If you insist, I will surround you with a horde of skeletons. That way, Ruth will not be able to see you."

"I would rather not."

Hayato looked at Simon’s clothes. It was certainly revealing. Her upper body was only wrapped in a sarashi, and her arms were covered in just bandages. Her shoulders and toned, muscular stomach were exposed.

Looking at her abs, he suddenly felt a pang of worry.

Gil, the dark knight, loved muscles. And he had heard that Gil had a preference for muscular women. And the Maid Chief was in love with Gil. Though he didn’t want to get involved, Hayato glanced at the Maid Chief.

Oh no, she has a composed look on her face, but her eyes are terrifying. Her gaze is screaming, ‘How dare you let a woman like this join us…’

Just as he resolved to make her something to wear immediately, Gil spoke up.

"I agree with Damian-dono’s opinion. Simon-dono has fine muscles, but it is not proper for a woman to bare her skin. It would be better to have Hayato-dono make you some light and easy-to-move-in clothes."

"I agree as well. As expected of Gil-sama, you are a true gentleman."

The Maid Chief chimed in on Gil’s words, not forgetting to praise him as a gentleman. Hayato was impressed, thinking that this kind of steady effort must be important.

"My reputation is poor, it seems. However, I cannot cause trouble now. Hayato, my apologies, but could you make me something?"

"Of course. Do you have any requests?"

"A kimono. A haori might cover my shoulders, but not my abdomen. Perhaps I shall become a miko-style samurai in a white kimono. Oh, and I would like a red tasuki prepared as well. The sleeves would be a nuisance."

"A white kimono and a red tasuki sash. I’ll have them ready by tomorrow."

"My thanks. And one more request, if I may. Could you make me four or five katanas? Iron-made will suffice."

"Is the one you have no good? Isn’t that sword a unique item?"

The katana Simon held had a different shape from those made with the Blacksmithing skill. He hadn’t looked closely, but it seemed to be a sword with a unique name.

Simon placed the katana on the table so Hayato could see it better.

"This is Meitou Kitsutsuki. It is a masterpiece, but it has low durability. As I learned from fighting today, the Necropolis has many demons. I want to save this for formidable opponents. It is better to use ordinary katanas for ordinary foes."

"In that case, understood. I’ll make a few by tomorrow. Alright everyone, could you tell me what you need as well? I’ll have it ready by tomorrow."

Hayato went around and took requests from everyone, jotting them down in a memo. After hearing everyone’s requests, he checked with them all once more.

"Are there any other problems? Anything at all."

Simon lightly raised her right hand.

"It is not so much a problem as a question, if I may?"

"Of course. What is it?"

"There was a songstress here when I came before. Does she not go exploring? If you need more combat power, I believe she should definitely be in the party."

"The songstress, you mean Noat-san? I wonder. I feel like she’d refuse even if we asked."

Ivan nodded emphatically.

"I don’t think she’ll go outside unless something major happens. We could drag her out, but someone would probably have to carry her on their back. I’m not doing it."

Ivan’s statement, coming from a former clanmate, was persuasive. He had probably carried her before.

"Then I shall carry her. I must protect her as a tank."

"No, letting Gil-sama carry her would be so enviou… I mean, I believe it would be dangerous. In that case, I shall carry her."

"Hahaha, on your back, Maid Chief-dono, would she not be tossed about and fall off immediately!"

"Then I will have a skeleton carry her. It might be a bit chilly, but it should not be a problem."

Being carried by a skeleton sounds pretty awful… Still, I do want to ask Noat-san to join. A support class is necessary to raise the party’s firepower.

Support from songs was quite effective. While only one effect from the Song Skill could be active at a time, it came at almost no risk and activated instantly. Being able to switch songs according to the battle situation made one worth more than a single combat class player.

The fact that one had to sing was a hurdle for some players, but most just hummed, so it hadn’t become a major issue. Incidentally, there were some prodigies who could handle all three types of support, song, instrument, and dance, all by themselves.

"Um, in that case, my pet Lancelot, the Griffon, is here, so how about we have them ride double and carry Noat-san? The ride is exceptionally comfortable. And his fur is the best."

Maris timidly raised her hand and made the suggestion. Although she raised her hand timidly, her explanation of Lancelot was full of confidence.

A Riding Skill was required to ride a pet, but now it was possible to ride double. As long as one person was riding, another could ride along without the Riding Skill.

However, there was a problem. Hayato decided to check with Maris.

"Can we take Lancelot into the Necropolis dungeon?"

"We can, but it’s too cramped for him to fight using his mobility. But since the front guard defeats most enemies, I tend to act as a tank anyway, so I thought it might be fine."

Maris carried a lance and a round shield, so she could fight, but she focused more on defense than offense. Her style was to parry opponents with her lance while blocking attacks with her shield.

Gil was the main tank, primarily covering the front-line members, while Maris’s role was to protect the rear guard like Damian and Ruth.

"Then let’s go with that. It’s a waste to let a talented person sit idle. Besides, if the party’s combat power increases, our exploration speed should go up, and we can get to the lowest floor faster."

Everyone nodded, but Rose lightly raised her right hand.

"Um, I don’t believe we have obtained Noat-sama’s permission…"

"...I’ll just have to make another Donut Castle and ask her. It’ll be fine. Probably. Anything else?"

"May I ask one more thing? It is not a question, but a request."

"Of course. It’s your first day exploring, so you must have a lot on your mind. Say whatever you need."

"May I be allowed to stay at this base? I came here directly from the port, so I have not secured lodging."

Of course he would lend her a room on the second floor. Or so he thought, until he considered the room assignments.

There were twelve rooms in total, but one was a storage room and another was an indoor garden, leaving only ten rooms with beds.

Hayato, Esha, Ash, Ren, and Rose each used one room. Guests included Noat, Gil, Ivan, Damian, Ruth, and Mist. Mist had her own room, while Damian and Ruth shared one.

In other words, there were no empty rooms.

Ash and Ren didn’t have time to log in, but their rooms were already filled with their personal belongings, so he couldn’t lend them out. Esha and Rose naturally used their rooms regularly, so those were also unavailable.

As he wondered what to do, the Maid Chief looked at Hayato and nodded.

"Hayato-sama, there are no rooms, correct? In that case, we can lend you a room at the Maid Guild’s dormitory. We have a few vacant, so there will be no problem for Simon-sama alone."

Hayato decided to take the Maid Chief up on her offer. He felt his life was in danger if he didn’t.

Though it was only Hayato's guess, the Maid Chief probably didn't want the muscular Simon staying in the same base as Gil. There was the option of setting up a bed in the great hall on the third floor, but he decided to go with the Maid Chief's suggestion.

"Is that alright with you, Simon?"

"I do not mind where I stay. I am fine with camping out, for that matter."

"You’re wild. But we can’t have that. Maid Chief-san, I’ll leave it to you."

"As you wish."

With that, the discussion ended, and everyone dispersed.

After seeing everyone off, Hayato returned to his room to maintain their equipment and create the necessary items.



		
			Chapter 242

			Send-off and Siege

			The next day, Hayato was at the base waiting for the Maid Chief and Simon.

He needed to give Simon the white kimono, red tasuki, and katanas she had requested.

The kimono and tasuki were classified as clothing, not armor, so they had no defensive power. They were purely cosmetic items with no special abilities or durability.

However, out of a craftsman’s pride, Hayato had prepared them at five-star quality. While reaching the highest quality didn't change their appearance, to Hayato, not giving his best when he was capable of it would be a disgrace to his craft.

The katanas were, of course, five-star as well. With these, higher quality meant better performance. He had considered making them from Adamantite, but he lacked the money and time to forge such powerful weapons, so they were iron-made, just as Simon had requested.

He had also prepared other items like potions and stat-boosting dishes. Everyone's weapons and armor had already been repaired, so preparations were complete.

Once I send everyone off today, I have to persuade Noat-san… I’m going to need a lot of donuts.

The decision to ask for Noat’s cooperation was made at yesterday's meeting, but he hadn't spoken to her yet. It had been late last night, so he had held off out of consideration for her.

So today, he planned to persuade her. He had Esha log in early in the morning to help.

"I think you should just drag Noat along without giving her a choice. That’s what we used to do. She always whined about going to dungeons."

"I feel bad forcing her. Besides, you want to persuade her in a way that makes her motivated, right? It would be a problem if we brought her along and she was useless."

"I suppose I see your point. By the way, do you know how to motivate me?"

"Will a chocolate parfait do? And some melon juice."

"I’ll need a little more."

"...Real-world yakiniku with ice cream."

"I will personally see to it that whoever is on the lowest floor of the Necropolis is buried. For my master."

"I’m so happy to have hired such a wonderful maid."

As Hayato and Esha were having their half-joking, half-serious conversation, the Maid Chief and Simon arrived. They both greeted Hayato and Esha, but Hayato’s mind momentarily froze.

Simon’s attire was strange. Not strange in a weird way, but it felt completely out of place.

"Um, good morning. What’s with the outfit?"

"I would appreciate it if you did not stare so. Frilly clothes are even less comfortable than just a sarashi. If my comrades back home saw me in this getup, it would be a seppuku offense."

For some reason, Simon was wearing a maid outfit. The design was different from Esha’s and Rose’s. The deep frown on her face suggested she was very much against it.

The Maid Chief, who likely knew the situation, adjusted her glasses and looked at Hayato.

"I was unsure if the kimono would be ready by this morning, so I had her wear a less revealing maid outfit as a precaution."

"Ah, so that’s it. But I’m surprised Simon agreed."

It wasn't as if she was wearing it enthusiastically. An aura of extreme reluctance emanated from Simon. Hayato didn’t know her that well, but he had thought she was the type who would absolutely refuse to do something she disliked.

"It was you, Hayato, who said the contract would be void if I caused trouble. Besides, yesterday, I fought the Maid Chief in the arena in the Maid Guild’s basement. Since I lost, I could not refuse so strongly."

"I was quite serious," the Maid Chief added.

"I’m curious about that fight, but I’m more curious about who designed the basement of the Maid Guild. A demon, maybe?"

On top of a courthouse-like area and punching bags, it even had an arena. It was at a level where you could believe the rumors that it might be connected to the demon world, just like the Necropolis.

"By the way, are the items I requested ready? If so, I can take this off."

"Of course, I made them. Here you go."

Hayato handed the white kimono and red tasuki to Simon.

"Oh! My thanks! I shall change at once!"

In the real world, she would change somewhere else, but this was virtual reality. Switching equipment was instantaneous. Simon’s outfit changed from a maid uniform to the attire of the Eastern Country.

With red hakama and a white kimono, its sleeves tied back with a red tasuki sash, she was far less exposed than before.

"Well now, a highest quality kimono. The Princess may resent me for this, but I am pleased."

Simon moved her arms and legs as if to check her movement. That aside, something caught Hayato's attention.

"Who is this Princess you’re talking about?"

"The Princess of the Eastern Country, of course. I am one of the ten swords that serve her, one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords."

"They have people like that in the Eastern Country?"

"I thought she was quite famous, but perhaps not. If you come to the Eastern Country, Hayato, you may meet her. That aside, this kimono is a wonderful piece of work. It will not hinder my movements."

"I’m glad you like it. And here, I’ve prepared five of these. If you can, please rotate through them so they don’t break. It’s easier to repair them."

The katanas he had made this time were common ones crafted with a production skill, so if they broke, that was it. Unlike some unique items, they wouldn’t become a "broken katana" item but would simply vanish.

It was far easier to repair a highest quality katana than to make a new one, so Hayato asked her to use them carefully.

As Hayato tried to hand her the katanas, Simon fell silent, then burst out laughing.

After laughing for a while, she slapped Hayato’s shoulder, breathless. Hayato’s HP dropped a little.

"The five-star kimono was astounding enough, but to prepare five highest quality katanas… I am beyond astounded, I must laugh. Why not open a shop in the Eastern Country? It would surely prosper."

"For convenience, I think I prefer it here."

"Rejected, am I? Well, fine. I will tell you all about the charms of the Eastern Country later, so you had best be prepared… I will use the katanas with care so they do not break. Thank you for the kimono and the katanas, Hayato."

Simon accepted the katanas from Hayato. She seemed to like them a great deal, staring at them intently. After about ten seconds, she turned her gaze to Esha.

"I have been wondering since I saw you. Are you by any chance Esha Crown?"

"A pleasure to meet you, Simon-sama. As you’ve guessed, I am the beautiful girl maid, Esha Crown."

The Maid Chief’s eyebrow twitched, but the possibility that Gil might be nearby likely made her hesitate. Esha probably knew this and said it on purpose. Hayato thought so, and felt a slight pang of sympathy for the Maid Chief.

"Instead of such a title, do not the Goddess of Annihilation or the Woman who Defeated the Hero and Demon Lord suit you better?"

"There was a time I was called such things. But now, I am simply a beautiful girl maid who serves her master."

"...Hayato, you are actually strong, are you not? For that Esha to serve you, I would believe it if you told me your production class was just a guise. I would like to have a match with you sometime."

"Trust your first impression. You thought I looked weak when you first saw me, right? That was correct."

As they were talking, Ivan and the others, as well as Maris, gathered.

Damian, who had disapproved of Simon’s attire yesterday, saw her new outfit, gave a nod of approval, and called for Ruth.

While waiting, Ivan approached Hayato and Esha.

"Well then, I’m counting on you to persuade Noat. I think it’ll be tough, though."

"Huh? Oh, yeah. I’ll do my best."

For some reason, Ivan placed a hand on Hayato’s shoulder with a weary look on his face. It felt like encouragement, but Hayato wondered if it was really that big of a deal.

"Persuading Noat is quite difficult. In fact, it’s easier to just not bring her. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to shoot her with my Beelzebub. I did shoot her once out of every five times."

"I have a newfound respect for Noat-san. Just a little."

After Ruth appeared, everyone checked their items. Once preparations were complete, the group told Hayato and the others they were leaving and departed from the base.

After seeing them off, Hayato and Esha headed for Noat’s room on the second floor.

"Alright, let’s go persuade Noat-san. We have tons of donuts, so it should be fine."

"If it could be solved with something like that, we wouldn’t have had so much trouble."

Feeling a little uneasy at Esha’s negative words, Hayato nonetheless thought it would be alright and made his way to Noat’s room.

Rose was there, knocking on the door.

"Oh? Rose-san, is something wrong?"

"...Noat-sama has barricaded herself in her room. I mentioned the Necropolis just a little, and she declared she didn’t want to work… My apologies."

"Shall I shoot it with my Beelzebub? My MP is full, so I can go anytime."

"Let’s hold off for four more times."

Hayato looked at the door to Noat’s room and began to wonder what to do.



		
			Chapter 243

			The Diva's Seriousness

			In front of Noat’s room, Hayato, Esha, and Rose were each calling out to her.

"Noat-san, could you at least listen to what we have to say?"

"If you don’t unlock the door, I’ll shoot it with my Beelzebub."

"Even if you hold a siege, there will be no reinforcements, and you lack provisions to begin with. Let us stop this pointless resistance, Noat-sama."

"I work when I run out of money. Until then, I don’t work."

Their three different approaches seemed to have little effect on Noat. If anything, Hayato could feel her strong resolve to absolutely not work. He didn’t know what drove her to this, but he thought this would be a struggle.

However, he didn't have time to waste on this. He wanted to make products for the shop, and he wanted to ask Esha to buy materials and Rose to handle shopkeeping.

Besides, Esha was counting down, saying "Three." It felt like she would fire her Beelzebub after getting annoyed three more times.

"In that case, Noat-san, could you tell me your conditions for going to the dungeon? If possible, I’ll meet them."

"No matter the conditions, I will not work. Besides, you have Ivan, so there's no problem. I'm sure he'll conquer the dungeon while I'm sleeping. ‘Good things come to those who sleep and wait,’ that's my motto."

"Two."

Esha readied her Beelzebub. Even with Destroy, it shouldn’t be able to destroy the house, but Hayato was on edge.

"I don’t know why you’re refusing with such strong conviction, but please. We want to clear the Necropolis as soon as possible. To raise the party’s firepower, having a support class like you join is the best way."

"That may be true, but I don’t see why you’re in such a hurry to clear it in the first place. I think you should take your time and do it slowly."

Hayato tilted his head at her words, but then he remembered that he hadn’t explained to Noat why they were trying to clear the Necropolis.

"I didn’t explain, did I? The thing is, Mist-san is under a status effect called undying sleep, and she’s still asleep. Apparently, there’s an item in the Necropolis that can cure it, so we want to get it as soon as possible."

"...Mist-san? The vampire?"

"Yes. Before you came here, you sang at the soiree at Mist-san’s mansion, right? For that matter, didn’t you know she’s sleeping in one of the rooms on the second floor?"

During the Stampede event, a soiree was held at Mist's mansion in the demon world. The host was, of course, Mist, and the one who performed was Noat.

There was no response from Noat to Hayato's answer. A few seconds of silence followed, as if she were thinking about something.

"Um, Noat-san? You are listening, right?"

As Hayato asked, the sound of a key turning came from the room’s door, and Noat, dressed in light pink pajamas, emerged. However, she had a blanket over her head, and her half-lidded eyes looked sleepy.

"...Fine. For this one time, I’ll settle for a Donut Castle."

"Eh, really? I appreciate it, but what’s with the sudden change of heart?"

"Mist-san is a fan who praises my singing. I have to take care of my fans. That said, I also want you to prepare a full set of adventurer’s gear for me, Hayato-san. All I have right now is my singing dress and pajamas."

"I can get that ready right away. Anything else?"

"Nothing for now. But I haven’t moved in a while, so my body is a bit stiff. I want you to prepare an opponent I can fight to get my senses back."

Hayato and Rose were shocked to hear such words from Noat. Considering her usual behavior, it was enough to make them seriously wonder if someone else had taken her place.

Only Esha didn’t seem very surprised. She just looked at Noat with a slightly exasperated expression.

"You’re unusually serious. It’s going to pour rain tomorrow."

"Well, once in a while. Besides, Mist-san has helped me a lot, so I’ll be punished if I don’t at least repay the favor. But I won’t compromise on the Donut Castle, so I want you to make it properly."

"You can leave that to me. But an opponent to fight…"

"Hayato-san will do. Let’s have a match."

"Excuse me?"

Hayato had previously heard from Rose that Noat had repelled the Ten Holy Demonic Swords member, Simon.

It wasn't a one-on-one fight, she had fought alongside Gil who was trapped here at the time, and it was more of a strategy that caught Simon off guard, but Rose had passionately recounted it as a near-complete victory.

Now, being singled out by that very Noat, Hayato panicked.

"I don’t think I’d be of any use. My skills are all for a production class, and I can’t move my legs well, so I don’t think I’d be any help at all."

"That’s plenty. Even if I say we’re fighting, I’m just going to focus on dodging your attacks. Besides, your attacks would deal minimum damage even if they hit, so it’s perfect."

"Just dodging?"

"Of course. I’m a support class. I don’t attack, and we have Gil-san next door as a tank, so it’s not really necessary, but since I said I’d do it, I’ll get myself into top condition. So please."

"Well, if that’s the case. But I’m a little reluctant to attack a woman."

Even if it didn’t hurt, he was still hesitant to attack a woman. It might be different in a simple game, but this was a virtual reality almost indistinguishable from the real world. Many other male players felt the same way as Hayato.

"You can worry about that after you land a single hit. For the most part, I don’t think you’ll be able to hit Noat."

"You mean that not as a taunt, but as in it’s genuinely impossible, right?"

"Yes, that’s right. Noat doesn’t usually move, but she has a good sense of rhythm. If she gets serious, I think even Ivan would have a hard time landing a hit."

"I’m a little moved that Esha-chan is praising me. You’ve grown up so much…"

"I told you before, you’re the younger one, Noat. Why do you act like an older sister?"

While Esha and Noat’s exchange continued, Hayato decided to get things ready. First, he created Noat’s adventurer equipment, then made a massive amount of donuts. He also prepared potions just in case he took damage.

Esha and Rose wanted to watch, so they all moved to the hall on the third floor.

Noat had changed into her adventurer’s clothes, a light brown cloth long-sleeved shirt and black half-pants that showed her shins, and was swaying her body from side to side.

Can she really dodge attacks with that metronome-like movement?

Despite his doubts, Hayato decided to give it a proper try and gripped a wooden sword, taking a stance.

The wooden sword was a weapon that even Hayato could barely equip. However, it was for training and weak. Since Hayato had no combat skills, there was no attack power bonus, and swinging it would only inflict minimal damage.

Still, he was swinging a sword at a woman, and Hayato was hesitant.

"Are you really sure about this?"

"It’s fine, so come at me seriously. If I’m joining from tomorrow, I want to be ready to move right away."

Normally, he should be happy, but seeing Noat so motivated, so different from her usual self, made Hayato worry instead. He didn’t know what had brought her to this point, but some strange switch had been flipped.

Realizing that just standing there would be a waste of time, Hayato raised the wooden sword he held and attacked Noat. It was an attack that even an amateur would see as clumsy, but if nothing happened, it would definitely hit Noat.

But the wooden sword cut through the air and hit the floor.

Noat had dodged Hayato’s attack with a backstep.

Just a moment ago, Noat had only been swaying from side to side, but now she was humming a tune and moving as if she were lightly stepping.

Seeing Hayato's surprise, Noat grinned.

"Actually, I’m good at dancing, not just singing. I’ll support everyone as a singing and dancing artist, so leave the Necropolis conquest to me. In return, I want a gorgeous meal and a Donut Castle. Oh, and add a top-quality bed to that. When this job is done, I’m going to sleep a lot."

"If you can do that, you should just be serious all the time."

"That’s tiring, so only once in a while is fine. After this, I’m going to live lazily for another few years. You’ll take care of me that whole time, right?"

"Haven’t your demands been increasing lately?"

"That’s what it means to request work from me. Now, come at me. Oh, right, after a while, Esha-chan and Rose-chan can attack too. I think I’ll get my senses back faster that way."

"Understood. I will definitely land a hit."

"It seems we can attack in earnest. Noat-sama, prepare yourself."

Esha and Rose readied their respective weapons.

And so began the battle to restore Noat’s senses.



		
			Chapter 244

			Memory Area and Thought Area

			With Noat joining the party, the speed of the Necropolis conquest increased dramatically.

Her support through song was diverse, but a type of song called a "Hymn," which debuffed demons and undead, was particularly effective. It was an amusing side effect that Damian and Ruth, being vampires, were also weakened by the song, but its overall benefit was greater.

Furthermore, she also provided support effects through dance, and the conquest was progressing smoothly.

As a result, the party reached what was believed to be the lowest floor in just three days.

The lowest floor was the 50th underground floor. The area was a vast open space, with a giant magic circle drawn in the center. There stood an altar that looked like it could be used to summon a demon, and an open book was placed upon it.

The open page had something like a spell written on it, and they figured it was a mechanism to summon a demon by reading it. For the time being, they returned without doing anything.

And so, it was decided that they would summon and defeat that demon tomorrow.

I’m sure the item to undo the undying sleep is on the lowest floor, but we probably have to defeat that demon to get it. Esha will join for the final battle. It's supposed to be a very wide space, so there shouldn't be any problems with our combat strength.

Tonight’s dinner was quite luxurious. He made whatever anyone wanted to eat, and dessert was all-you-can-eat.

Everyone was having a lively time, but they agreed that getting too carried away before tomorrow was not a good idea, so the party broke up at a reasonable time. They all promised to have another banquet once Mist woke up, and then returned to their respective rooms and residences.

And now, Hayato was alone in the dining hall. He was drinking coffee and waiting for Diite.

She had contacted him this morning saying she would come here. She wanted to talk, as she had learned various things.

Her voice didn’t sound grave, but it did feel like she was hesitant to speak… I wonder what she found out?

Diite had been investigating the circumstances of Mist's slumber. She was also looking into why an item to undo that sleep existed.

There were several possibilities, the first being that Diite’s backup, Hypnos, had done it. But if Ruth’s words were to be believed, this was something that had been considered before Hypnos was even activated.

Hypnos was supposed to have started moving after Diite was injured, when her program was damaged, but Ruth said she had received the information from God before that. This meant it was not a situation where Hypnos could have intervened.

Another possibility was that someone had created the item as a reward from God. This would be a similar mechanism to how Esha created the "AI Killer."

Clans that made it to the top eight in the previous Clan War were given a reward from Diite that allowed them to create an item with their desired abilities, albeit with some restrictions.

However, this item required the creator's own memories. It was because Esha was a programmer that she could create the method for the "AI Killer." Ivan, for example, could not have created it, even as the Hero.

It was possible that the item to undo the undying sleep was created using this mechanism, but there was the problem of who created it. Furthermore, the information that it was on the lowest floor of the Necropolis came from God, which made that possibility low.

Hayato racked his brain while drinking his coffee, but nothing came to mind.

Just as he was thinking that Diite would probably bring some kind of answer, the door to the base was knocked.

And then Diite entered.

"Hello, Hayato-kun, sorry to keep you waiting."

"It’s fine. By the way, if it’s alright, could you tell me what you found out? But first, have some coffee."

Diite sat across the table from Hayato. She took a sip of coffee and then smiled.

"Thank you. Then let’s get right to it. Though, I’m not sure where to begin… Right, let’s start with the reason Mist-kun fell asleep. To put it simply, the result is that it was always meant to be this way."

"Always meant to be this way?"

"When the progression of Mist-kun’s illness reached a certain point, she would fall asleep. That was part of the original contract, but it seems that setting kicked in earlier than the setting I had in mind."

"...Is this one of your usual slip-ups?"

"I’m in a bind if you put it that way, but in my memory, she was definitely supposed to fall asleep a little later. However, the value in my memory is off. It’s a strange thing."

"Um, is something like that even possible? It seems impossible for your memory and the actual value to be different, Diite-chan."

Hayato was not familiar with AI programming, but he thought that Diite’s thoughts and actions were an accumulation of the content in her memory area, and that it was strange for there to be a discrepancy between what she remembered and what was actually set.

"It’s difficult to explain, but I have what you might call a memory area and a thought area. Humans forget various things, right? But even if you can’t recall it, the memory is still there. It’s the same for me. I have all my memories up to this point, but they are managed separately from my thoughts. This time, it seems my thought area simply remembered it incorrectly."

Hayato tilted his head. It sounded plausible, but he questioned whether such a thing could really happen.

She remembered something she had no memory of, incorrectly. That would mean that Diite’s subjective assumptions were also implemented.

"Um, so there’s an area for memory in that thought area too? That’s what it means to remember something incorrectly, right?"

"You can think of it that way. My memory area is vast. Information is constantly being updated. I don’t access all of it in real time. You could say that frequently accessed information is placed in my thought area so I can retrieve it quickly. And that area, unlike the original memory area, reflects my subjectivity. This time, that subjective memory was simply mistaken."

It felt strange, but Hayato decided not to pursue it any further. Diite was prone to slip-ups anyway. He convinced himself that this was just another one of those slip-ups.

"Hayato-kun, are you perhaps looking at me with pity?"

"It’s just your imagination, so don’t worry. I understand the situation now, but in that case, do you know the reason why the item is on the lowest floor of the Necropolis, and who gave that information to Ruth-kun?"

"I will have to apologize for that. In the subjective memory in my thought area, there was no such information at all, but in my original memory area, it was recorded that I had done it. I am truly sorry."

"You did it yourself, Diite-chan?"

"It would seem so. When I looked through all my past information, it seems I gave instructions to Infinity. And it seems I was the one who told Ruth-kun. I don’t remember it, but it was definitely recorded that way in my memory area."

"So that means there’s no particular problem?"

"That would be the case. However, I have no idea why I gave such instructions to Infinity. It’s a bit unsettling not to know what I was thinking and how I acted to do such a thing."

At that, something occurred to Hayato.

Ruth had said he heard the information right after that Clan War. The thought occurred to him that he might have destroyed a part of Diite’s memory with the AI Killer.

"Diite-chan, could the AI Killer have something to do with it? Like I destroyed your memory area or thought area…"

"That possibility doesn’t exist. If my memory area or thought area had been destroyed even a little, I would be in a much worse state. I could have been rendered completely inoperable."

"Thinking about it now, was I trying to do something really dangerous…?"

When Hayato said that, Diite grinned mischievously.

"That’s right. Very dangerous. You almost inflicted a terrible wound on me. No, you did wound me. So much so that you’ll have to take care of me for the rest of my life. How should I have you atone for it?"

"Wha…?"

Seeing Hayato’s confused face, Diite looked like she was trying to hold back a laugh, but she finally burst out laughing.

"I’m joking. In the first place, that was because I tried to trap you in this world. I brought it on myself, and it wasn’t a major injury, so please don’t worry. It’s become inconvenient in various ways, but it’s not a problem. Besides, that is now a precious memory of mine. However, if you are concerned, I would like you to log into this game as much as possible and talk to me."

"Well, if it’s just that much."

"I have your word. I will cherish this memory. I will remember this forever."

"That’s almost scary… Well, if you have some free time now that your investigation is over, shall we talk for a bit?"

"I’ll be busy starting tomorrow with some more research, but I’m free right now, so let’s talk. Oh, by the way, I’m impressed you were able to clear the thirtieth floor of the Necropolis. I was expecting you to contact me, but I’m surprised you managed to clear it normally. Did you get advice from Ren-kun?"

"From Ren-chan? Why?"

"Hmm? Did you not challenge it while wearing cursed equipment? The Doppelgangers there mimic even your equipment, so it’s easiest to challenge them with cursed equipment. Wearing gear that gradually drains your HP when you don’t have a healer is the quickest way."

"So that’s the proper method? I went there alone. I beat it with a combo of self-destruction and resurrection."

"...My, my. But surely you couldn’t get to the portal on the thirty-first floor by yourself, Hayato-kun?"

"I managed that with items and leg strength. I thought I was going to die when the Hellhounds chased me…"

"That’s a shame. If I had known, I would have recorded it."

"If you did that, my login time would decrease, you know?"

After that, Hayato and Diite continued to talk about various things until late into the night.



		
			Chapter 245

			Before the Boss Fight

			At the base, the members heading to the lowest floor of the Necropolis were making preparations.

They had already reached the lowest floor, so today was just about defeating the final boss. They could use a portal to get there, so they didn't need to consider fighting normal monsters.

The expectation was that a Duke-class Demon would appear. Normally, it wouldn't be an opponent to be taken on by just a few people, but this party was composed of those who had ranked high in past Clan Wars, and it was a build specialized in firepower. There was almost no chance of losing.

Hayato looked over the preparing members and fixed his gaze on Esha and the others.

The Hero Ivan, Noat who provided support with song and dance, and Esha who could unleash the game's most powerful attack, Destroy, were all members of the clan that had won a past Clan War.

"Hey, Esha. Don’t get me caught in your Destroy this time, okay? I have a Phoenix Feather, but I’d rather not use it if I don’t have to."

"Getting you caught in it during the Clan War was your own strategy, Ivan. The number of times I intentionally hit you, including that one, is only five, so you’ll be fine."

"No, isn't that a lot? One time is one thing, but you hit me four other times without permission, didn’t you?"

"I think that’s still not enough. I wasn’t just caught in it, I was targeted. You’re not there yet until you’ve experienced that."

"Why are you saying that with such pride, Noat? Don’t worry. You seem to be on your game lately, so I won’t target you."

"But my energy is about to run out, so it's dangerous. That’s why we’re ending it today. After this, I’m going to live a lazy life…!"

"Hey, hey, Noat, don’t go raising any weird flags."

Those three are the same as always. They're not nervous, so they should be fine. The only concern is Esha generating a lot of Hate Value with her Destroy. Gil-san will have to do his best to take the aggro…

Aggro refers to the target.

Monsters with simple AI didn't choose their attack targets with free will, but based on a value calculated from various actions. Dealing a lot of damage or performing healing actions earned a value called Hate Value, and monsters would attack the target with the highest value.

Esha’s Destroy was an ultra-high-firepower attack, so it also generated a lot of Hate Value. She would likely be the target of attacks for a while. It was the tank, the dark knight Gil, who had to manage that.

Skills for shield arts and sword arts often included weapon skills that generated Hate Value. A tank’s role was to use these to protect their allies. To generate Hate Value and take the monster’s aggro. That was Gil’s job.

That same Gil was talking with the Maid Chief.

"This opponent seems quite strong, so Maid Chief-dono should also be careful. Your attack power is remarkable, but your defense is low!"

"Yes. I will be careful not to take the monster’s aggro."

"Yes. If you do take the aggro, hide behind me. I will surely protect you!"

"...I will absolutely take the aggro."

"I asked you not to, but you are an interesting one, Maid Chief-dono!"

Esha is here this time, so I don't think she'll go on a strange rampage, but I'm somehow worried… And Simon is here too, and she's likely to take the aggro. Gil-san is going to have to be very careful.

The female samurai from the Eastern Country, Simon. For various reasons, she was helping them out, but aside from being a bit of a battle maniac, she was a reasonably sensible person. Right now, she was talking to the tamer Maris, or rather, to her pet Lancelot.

"Lancelot is strong. Will you not fight me? I will give you a Dragon Steak afterward."

"Hey, Simon-san, please don’t try to fight my child. Lancelot is saying no, too."

"What, it is just a mock battle. There will be no real killing, so you can rest assured. Or is it that you prefer vegetables to meat? The daikon radishes from the Eastern Country are delicious."

"He’s saying it’s not about the food… Huh? A mate? You want a bride? I’ll take responsibility for finding you one."

Lancelot was brought along to carry Noat-san, but Noat-san is so motivated that it wasn't necessary. But thankfully, the lowest floor is apparently spacious, so Maris and Lancelot will be able to show their true strength. As for the rest…

Hayato turned his gaze to Damian and Ruth.

While the other members were preparing with a very relaxed air, these two alone were very serious. Perhaps their feelings of being able to save their comrade Mist were overflowing, but they were a little too fired up.

"Ruth, you can stay here, you know? Your build isn’t exactly combat-oriented, is it?"

"That’s true, but staying here will only give me more to worry about. It’s better to fight alongside you. Besides, Hayato-san gave me the items needed for alchemy, so I think I can make various things on the spot."

"Field alchemy, huh? Hayato has made more than enough for us, but without a healer, we may need to be adaptable… I understand. But do not overdo it. Even if you are a vampire, you are not invincible."

"Yeah, I’ll be careful. If it comes to it, I’ll turn into mist and dodge the attacks, so I’ll be fine."

Damian was a balanced type who used both sword and magic. Ruth, who also had production skills, could also be called a support class, though different from Noat. However, since there was no healer this time, Ruth could be considered the de facto healer.

Hayato had prepared a large quantity of healing items, but unlike magic, items had a weight limit. Considering that weight limit, it was much more efficient to bring the materials and make the items on the spot.

Hayato had considered going along, but there was no guarantee that there would be only one Duke-class Demon, and there was a possibility that weaker demons would appear at the same time, so it was decided that Hayato, with no combat power at all, would not go. Instead, Ruth would handle production on site.

Besides, Hayato had things to do.

Damian looked at Hayato.

"Well then, we’re off. We’re having a recovery party for Mist tonight, so prepare something delicious."

"Leave it to me. I’ll prepare enough for you to celebrate all day long."

"I’m looking forward to it. And thank you, Hayato. To be honest, Mist and I would not have been able to conquer the Necropolis on our own, but thanks to your connections, or rather, your fate, it seems we’ll manage."

"I haven’t done anything. And it’s too early for thanks. Please save that for when Mist-san wakes up."

"You’re right about that… Alright, let’s go."

Damian led everyone out of the base.

Only Hayato and the maid Rose remained.

"Alright, Rose-san. We have our own battle to fight. Let’s close the shop for today and prepare for the recovery party. Don’t worry about the money. We’ve been earning for this moment, so let’s spend it all."

"Yes, first, we must buy the ingredients. I will buy out everything they are selling."

"I’m counting on you. After that, I’ll need you to help with the cooking. We have several maids coming from the Maid Guild later, so please coordinate them as well. With Esha here, a half-hearted amount of food will be gone in an instant, so please make a lot."

"Understood. I believe Esha will not eat so extravagantly with the Maid Chief present… However, it would be a disgrace to the name of a maid if our guests were left unsatisfied by our hospitality. We shall prepare a feast that will satisfy everyone!"

"Yeah, let’s do our best."

It would be a tragedy if Damian and the others came back defeated, but Hayato had almost no worries about that. If they lost with a lineup like that, it would be a problem with the game’s balance.

Normally, it would be a battle fought by dozens of people, but this time, most of the members were worth a thousand each. Hayato estimated their combat strength to be equivalent to about thirty players.

I’ll believe in their victory and prepare for the recovery party. According to Diite-chan, the fiftieth floor is indeed the lowest, and if they defeat the demon that appears, they should get the item to wake Mist-san from her sleep… A banquet at a time like that can't be shabby. I'll make sure to cook properly.

With that resolve, Hayato began to cook using the ingredients in the base.



		
			Chapter 246

			Panacea

			Before Hayato logged out, Esha and the others returned.

It had been about two hours since they had left the base. Considering the travel time, they had been fighting for about an hour. Because this was a virtual reality, there was no physical fatigue, but they must have been mentally tired. The returning members looked weary.

But their faces were smiling. The result was clear without even asking.

Hayato greeted everyone with a smile, welcoming them back to the base. He prepared beds and other things in the third-floor hall so that everyone could rest, including Maris and the Maid Chief who didn’t live at the base.

However, there were some who would not rest. For Damian and Ruth, this was where the real work began.

Damian showed Hayato the item to awaken someone from the undying sleep, "Panacea."

The slightly blue liquid in the round flask was a universal cure bearing the name of a god, and the item description said it could cure any illness.

The item description itself was not much different from Elixir or Dragon Blood, but Elixir was positioned as something made by gods, and Dragon Blood as something made by demons.

However, "Panacea" seemed to be neither, positioned as something made by humans, unrelated to gods or demons. There was likely a classification similar to that of holy and demonic swords, and famous and Cursed Blades.

Hayato was interested in the manufacturing method for Panacea, but this time it was the item itself, not an item with the method written on it, so he gave up.

"Let’s give it to Mist-san right away. If God’s words are true, then she should wake up."

"You’re right. If you don’t mind, Hayato and Ruth, I’d like you to be here too. I don’t think there will be any problems, but being alone is, well, a little scary."

"Of course. But it will be alright. It’s information from God, so Mist-san will definitely wake up."

"...You’re right. I don’t believe in God, but if Mist wakes up, I’ll acknowledge him a little. Besides, this is information that Ruth brought."

Ruth, looking a little embarrassed, nodded.

"It’s information I received as payment for God’s request, so there’s no mistake. But Damian, you’re amazing for being so condescending to God."

"When you live long enough, you start to feel like saying things like that. Well, that’s fine. Let’s go to Mist’s room right away."

Nodding at Damian’s words, they all moved to Mist’s room.

Mist’s room was unchanged. Inside the open coffin, Mist lay with her fingers interlaced on her stomach.

Damian nodded once, then had Mist drink the Panacea.

Mist glowed faintly, and her chest rose and fell dramatically.

Vampires were undead, but in reality, they were ordinary humans. He didn't know the exact situation, but Hayato figured she must have taken a deep breath in the real world as well.

Then, Mist’s eyes slowly opened. Her eyes darted around, then fixed on Hayato and the others. And she smiled.

"Good morning. It seems I’ve overslept a little."

As Mist spoke, Ruth threw herself onto Mist’s chest, her shoulders trembling.

Damian crossed his arms and took a deep breath. His expression hadn't changed much, but a smile played on his lips, so he was likely happy.

Of course, Hayato was happy too, but he held back, thinking that if he rejoiced more than Damian and Ruth, it would diminish their own joy. It was a consideration based on the fact that when someone else is exploding with emotion, you tend to become calmer.

Mist patted Ruth’s head, then slowly sat up.

"Is this Hayato-san’s base?"

"Yes. Since we were conquering the Necropolis dungeon together with Damian-san and the others, we thought it would be better for you to be here with us. As for your mansion, Mist-san…"

"I have already contacted them. The servants there said it would be fine if you were at Hayato’s base, so I have their permission. You can rest assured."

Hayato tilted his head at Damian’s words. He wondered why he had received such an evaluation, but he convinced himself that it was probably due to the soiree during the Stampede.

"It seems I have caused you all a lot of trouble. And Ruth, did you help as well?"

"Yeah, a little. But when it came to exterminating the demon today, I wasn't much help. It was like, everyone started a festival of taking aggro, and since I don't have much firepower, I don't think it mattered whether I was there or not."

"That was the Maid Chief’s fault. Gil seemed to be laughing, but she couldn’t manage her hate, so she was useless as a tank. So in the end, we ignored the aggro and just ganged up on it. It’s strange, but why are the Maid Chief and Esha working as maids?"

"I think there are some things in this world you’re better off not knowing."

"...I doubt it’s that big of a deal, but I get what you’re trying to say."

As Damian said that, everyone in the room burst out laughing.

After they had all finished laughing, Hayato looked at Mist.

"By the way, Mist-san, are you feeling alright? I was worried about you moving around so suddenly."

"Yes, I’m fine. My body feels a little stiff as if it’s out of practice, but I think I’ll be able to move properly after a little while."

Mist slowly stood up and stepped out of the coffin. Her movements were a little slow, but she seemed fine.

"That’s good. We’re planning a victory celebration and a recovery party for you tonight, would you be able to participate?"

"Of course. I would be delighted to join."

Mist smiled and then looked at Damian and Ruth in turn.

"You two must be tired from conquering the Necropolis today. I’m fine now, so please rest for tonight. Even if you’re not physically tired, I’m sure it was mentally taxing."

"You’re right. Even for a vampire and an undead, detailed work is mentally draining."

"Yeah. The second half of the battle with that Duke-class Demon was very mentally tiring… mostly because of our allies."

Seeing their very tired faces, Hayato wondered what had happened, but he reminded himself that there were some things in this world he was better off not knowing and decided not to ask.

"Ruth and I will rest in the next room. You just woke up, Mist, so don’t overdo it. Well then, see you tonight."

"Yes. See you again tonight."

As Mist smiled and said that, Damian and Ruth left the room.

Hayato decided to leave as well, thinking that if he stayed, Mist would feel obligated to entertain him.

"Well then, I’ll be returning to my room. Ah, before that, is there anything you need? If you’d like any food or drinks, I can prepare them."

"No, I’m fine. However, there is something I would like to talk to you about. Please, sit down first. This may take a while."

"With me? What is it about?"

Hayato sat across the wooden round table from Mist.

Mist had something to say, even though she had just woken up. Hayato thought it might be about thanking him, but Mist’s face was very serious. Her eyes were earnest, creating an atmosphere unimaginable from just moments ago.

However, Mist did not speak right away, as if she were either choosing her words or hesitating.

"Um…?"

"...It is best I say it directly. Hayato-san, I have regained my memories of the real world. I also know that this is a virtual reality, not the real world."

"...Huh?"

"With those words, I trust you understand what has happened to me, Hayato-san?"

"Eh, ah, well, yes, I do, but…"

Hayato’s thoughts were in a jumble. Mist had regained her memories. When, why, how, so many questions welled up that he couldn’t organize them.

"I apologize for being so sudden. The truth is, during what is called the undying sleep in this world, I met this world’s God. To be precise, it was more like I heard his words than met him, but at that time, he explained various things to me."

Could that be Diite, Hayato wondered. But at the very least, Diite had not said anything like that last night.

Due to the nature of her memory area, Diite sometimes had discrepancies between what she actually did and what she remembered. But a doubt arose whether she could conveniently forget or be mistaken about so many things.

Hayato stopped thinking for a moment. He could ask Diite about that later. For now, he took a deep breath to calm his mind and listen to Mist’s story.

"I understand the situation. But the fact that you told only me means this is a secret from Damian-san and Ruth-kun?"

"Yes. Even if I told them, Damian and the others wouldn’t understand. They may regain their memories, but before that, there is something I must do."

"Something you must do?"

"Before that, I would like to ask, do you know about us in the real world, Hayato-san?"

"I do know a little. That Mist-san and Damian-san are doctors, and Ruth-kun and the other members of the Undead clan were patients. And that Mist-san also has the same illness as the patients. That when the illness progresses, you fall into the undying sleep to stop its progression."

"You are well-informed. It is just as God said. He said that since you are loved by the Administrator, you should have the information."

Despite being in a virtual reality, Hayato burst out laughing.

Though it was only a guess, that Administrator was Diite. He had been told that he was in her favor before, but while the meaning was similar, being told he was "loved" was exquisitely embarrassing.

However, he did understand something. According to Mist, there was a God. And the God of this world would be the program that even trapped Hypnos during the Stampede event, Infinity.

But thinking about that now wouldn’t help, so he decided to listen to Mist’s story.

"Um, I’m sorry, could you please continue?"

"Yes. God said that he hid the information to cure the disease in this virtual reality. He said to gather that knowledge, make it possible to produce Panacea, and have you make it, Hayato-san. That, he said, would become the cure."

Hayato tilted his head. Mist’s story was a jumble of reality and virtual reality.

"Um, you’re talking about the virtual reality, not the real world, right? I thought Panacea was a medicine to awaken from the undying sleep."

"I am also talking about the real world. The Panacea that awakens one from the undying sleep in the virtual reality is also the medicine to cure the disease in the real world. The knowledge to cure the real-world disease was hidden within the virtual reality… You used the item Panacea on me, did you not?"

"Y-yes. I did. And you woke up because of it."

"Not only did I awaken in the virtual reality, but my real-world self should also be cured of the disease."

"...What!?"

"I haven’t examined my own body, so I can’t be sure, but according to God, at the same time the Panacea was used, a medicine to treat the disease would be administered to me through the cryosleep pod."

"No, no, no, it’s an incurable disease, right?"

"Yes. However, from what I have heard, nearly 100 years have passed since our time, have they not? If so, would it not be possible to cure it?"

"That’s true, but then the question becomes why we have to do this in this virtual reality. If it can be cured, it should be cured immediately. There’s no need to do something like gathering knowledge."

If there was a cure, they should just treat it normally. There should be no need to do such a thing within a virtual reality.

"To God, this must be a game. A game in the truest sense."

"That’s ridiculous. People’s lives are at stake. They may be in cryosleep, so the progression of the disease is slowed, but they will die someday. There may be time, but they should be cured right away."

"I think so too, but those seem to be the rules that the God of this world has devised, so we have no choice but to follow them."

Hayato was in a state of confusion, but there was only one way to resolve everything.

Hayato decided to call Diite.



		
			Chapter 247

			The Medicine's Ingredients

			At Hayato's request, Diite was on her way to the headquarters.

He needed to scrutinize the information he had heard from Mist. The item to awaken someone from the undying sleep was called Panacea. Apparently, it was also an item to cure a real-world illness.

This was, of course, just what Mist had heard from this world's God, who was likely Infinity. However, from what Hayato had been told, Infinity was a program that automatically constructed this world.

While it sometimes took security measures, such as sealing Hypnos away in some dimension when he tried to destroy this world, Hayato believed it didn't act autonomously beyond fulfilling Diite's requests.

The thought that the current situation might be something Diite had wished for flickered in Hayato's mind.

Diite's personality, or perhaps her way of thinking, was different now compared to a hundred years ago. Back then, she might have viewed people as objects, much like Hypnos did.

This whole affair was probably conceived a century ago, and there was a high probability it was an event that the Diite of that time had set up without much thought.

However, if that were the case, Diite should be able to change the settings. She could just have the medicine administered to the cryosleep pods without needing to gather knowledge or create an item called Panacea.

With that hope in his heart, Hayato waited for Mist and Diite.

About ten minutes later, Diite arrived at the headquarters.

When he summoned her, he hadn't explained what he'd heard from Mist, only that a problem had come up and he wanted to talk. Diite seemed to have had other things to do, but Hayato's serious tone must have suggested a grave issue, so she had hurried over.

Diite was guided by the maid, Rose, to Mist's room.

"Well hello, Mist-kun. It seems you've awakened. I'm glad you're safe."

"Yes, I was able to wake up safely thanks to Hayato-san and the others."

"Now then, I heard from Hayato-kun that there seems to be a problem. Would you mind telling me about it?"

Watching Diite's demeanor, Hayato judged that she probably didn't know anything. Still, he couldn't rule out the possibility that she had simply forgotten. He looked at Diite again.

Rose didn't enter the room, instead heading back toward the dining hall. Diite sat in a chair in the room. The three of them now sat around a small, round table.

Mist gave Diite a faint smile before he spoke.

"To put it simply, I regained my memories while I was asleep. My illness also seems to be cured. Could you please check?"

"...Huh?!"

Diite's reaction was identical to Hayato's. While thinking how human she was in that respect, Hayato also thought that if this was an act, Diite would undoubtedly be a lead actress.

For a short while, Diite stared at Mist, perfectly still. Then she slowly turned her head to look at Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, what is the meaning of this?"

"That's what I want to ask. Mist-san, could you please repeat what you explained to me for Diite-chan? She's the administrator."

"You told me that a moment ago as well, but your reaction is so strong it's hard to believe. Diite-san is no different from a human. I can understand it when I had lost my real-world memories, but even after regaining them, I can't believe Diite-san is an AI."

"...I'll take that as a compliment. But first, could you tell me what happened? I want to have a firm grasp of the situation with Mist-kun."

"Yes, then I shall explain what happened while I was asleep."

Diite listened to Mist's words with a serious expression.

When Mist finished his story, Diite asked Hayato for coffee. Hayato made the coffee right there. He also made some for Mist and himself.

He had been so shaken up until that moment that he hadn't even thought of such a simple courtesy.

The three of them first enjoyed the aroma and taste of the coffee in silence, trying to calm their hearts.

After they had all finished their coffee, Diite spoke.

"I told you this last night, Hayato-kun, but my memory is composed of two parts, a memory area and a thought area. The discrepancy between what actually happened and what I believe to have happened is due to this."

"I remember you saying that."

"This particular matter is, at the very least, not stored in my memory area. I can't show you the memory area itself, but I need you to believe me on this."

"I understand. I believe you."

Both Diite and Mist looked surprised at Hayato's words. He had no evidence, yet he believed Diite without any particular doubt.

"Um, thank you. I'm happy you believe me. But shouldn't you be a little more suspicious?"

"Diite-chan doesn't lie about things like this. From all our time together, I can say that with confidence."

Diite's eyes widened, but she turned her face away and gave an exaggerated cough. She took a deep breath, then looked at Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, please don't say things like that. I think a bug is about to occur."

"That would be a huge problem. What do you mean?"

"Oh, well, that doesn't matter. Let's focus on Mist-kun for now."

Diite explained what was happening with Mist's body. She said she had been investigating it while listening to his story.

The physical bodies of the NPCs are housed in cryosleep pods, where their physical conditions are meticulously managed.

The headgear worn by players like Hayato has a system that checks their brainwaves to monitor their body's condition and perform a forced logout if necessary. The cryosleep pods are capable of much more, constantly creating an environment that is comfortable for humans.

Her investigation confirmed that Mist's illness was, without a doubt, cured.

"However, while you are cured, it wasn't because of an item called Panacea."

"What do you mean?"

"It's simply a matter of treatment by medication being administered while you were asleep, Mist-kun. It's not as if using Panacea caused the medicine to be injected and work like a miracle cure."

Mist approached Diite with a serious look.

"Either way is fine. This means there is a cure, correct?"

"Of course there is. Mist-kun's body is proof of that."

"I see... I'm glad I entrusted my hopes to the future. It was an age of resource depletion, but medical science had advanced. How wonderful."

"...That's a little different."

It didn't seem like she was having trouble saying it, but she looked slightly troubled.

"Diite-san, what do you mean by different?"

"According to the information Infinity looked up, the method for producing the cure has existed for a hundred years. However, the resources, the raw materials, were scarce, so it seems they couldn't produce enough of the medicine. To avoid a war breaking out over it, they seem to have acted as if no cure existed."

"...Is that so. But the outcome is the same. And perhaps it was a wise decision. I've heard stories from before I was born about how wars often broke out over resources. But now, surely there are enough raw materials to make the medicine, right?"

For some reason, Diite didn't answer Mist's question. She looked uncomfortable again.

"Diite-san?"

"It will come out eventually, so I might as well say it. Even now, the raw materials to make that medicine do not exist on Earth."

"What?"

"Diite-chan, hold on a second. You just said Mist-san's body was cured, right? That means there's a medicine. So how can there be no raw materials for it now? That's a contradiction, isn't it?"

"I said they don't exist on Earth. They aren't on the colonies or other planets either. They exist only inside the spaceship Aphrodite."

Even with that explanation, Hayato didn't quite get it. He understood the words, but he couldn't grasp the situation. Mist seemed to be in the same boat, his expression frozen.

Hayato leaned forward over the table to ask for more details.



		
			Chapter 248

			God's Intentions

			Diite was saying that the ingredients for the medicine were not on Earth, but only inside the spaceship Aphrodite.

To understand the full meaning of that, Hayato stared at Diite.

"Diite-chan, could you explain that in a little more detail?"

Diite nodded at Hayato's words.

"There are various methods for making the medicine, but this one requires a rare medicinal plant. We need to extract the active ingredients from that plant and compound them. Unfortunately, that plant is already extinct. A hundred years ago, a few remained, but now there are none anywhere."

"Then why are they on the Aphrodite?"

"I believe I once told you that the Aphrodite is a kind of Noah's Ark. That doesn't just apply to people. It also holds plants, animals, and even now lost technology. It's no exaggeration to say that the entire history of Earth up to a hundred years ago exists within the Aphrodite."

For Hayato, the scale was too massive to comprehend. He was being told that everything from Earth was on the Aphrodite. Hayato asked another question.

"I've never seen the Aphrodite spaceship, but is it really that big? You're saying all the plants and animals that were on Earth are on the Aphrodite, right?"

"We don't have the actual specimens. It's just their genetic information. With that information alone, we can regenerate extinct animals and plants. Well, that's on the condition that we have complete genetic information. So naturally, there are some things we can't regenerate."

Hayato thought of Colony "Zoo." In the colony known as the zoo, all sorts of animals were protected, and that included animals that had once gone extinct but had been regenerated.

However, he had also heard that there were ethical discussions, and that it was a frequent topic at the Foundation's Council.

"Diite-san, is it possible to give that plant to Earth's medical institutions?"

"I thought you would say that, Mist-kun, being a doctor. But even the Aphrodite can't mass produce it. There's a chance a war could break out over it. Furthermore, the Aphrodite itself might be targeted. For now, the organizations known as the Foundations are managing the world, and we have a trustworthy Foundation backing the Aphrodite, so I think it's okay. Well, let's think about that later. First, let's talk about this business of gathering knowledge in this virtual reality."

Diite took another sip of the coffee Hayato had brewed.

"This was something Infinity did on its own, but it seems to have reflected your request, Mist-kun."

"What do you mean?"

"There was a request from you, Mist-kun, to cure everyone's illness yourself. That's why when you entered the undying sleep, the disease progressed faster for you than for everyone else. That was the request, correct?"

"Yes. That was my request."

"I just looked into it and found out something. I made a request to Infinity with those same details, but Infinity interpreted it strangely. Infinity considered the real-world matter and the virtual reality matter as one and the same. It seems to have interpreted your desire to cure the illness yourself not as a real-world matter, but as something to be done in virtual reality. That's why it's linking the creation of the cure with an in-game event."

"Diite-chan..."

"Hayato-kun, please don't look so exasperated. I regret that my request method was flawed. I should have made a more solid request. And one more thing. It seems you were used as a test subject to see if it was actually effective, Mist-kun."

"A test subject... Could you please find a better way to phrase that?"

"...A clinical trial, perhaps?"

"No, no, that's fine. If I had heard that it could potentially save everyone, I would have volunteered myself, so it's all right. But I see. So the medicine was completed while I was trapped and unable to get out?"

"...It seems so. Even if we can create the plant that is the source of the medicine, it's not a simple task. They must have regenerated a perfect plant after much trial and error. It seems that process has finally been completed."

Hayato didn't miss the slight hesitation in Diite's voice. He didn't know what it signified, but it bothered him a little. However, he felt there was no point in pressing her about it here, so he said nothing.

Besides, the problem was whether they actually needed to complete the event of gathering knowledge in virtual reality.

"Diite-chan, is there enough of that medicine for all the patients? For Ruth-kun and the others?"

"From what I just looked up, there is enough for everyone. It can be administered at any time."

"Then I'd like you to administer it right away, without us having to do this event to gather knowledge."

Diite looked back and forth between Hayato and Mist, then lowered her head.

"I'm sorry. That is difficult. This setting itself was created by Infinity a hundred years ago. And it's difficult to modify a program that affects the cryosleep pods. It's one thing to add a new setting, but modifying an existing one is quite another. Even if I submit a request with the highest priority now, the modification will take time. Completing the knowledge gathering event would be faster... You can laugh at me for being an incompetent administrator."

"No, I'm not going to kick someone when they're down. Um, Mist-san, what should we do? It seems the program can be modified if we give it enough time."

"Of course we'll gather the knowledge. Even if we have time to spare in cryosleep, we don't know what might happen with this disease. We should cure them as soon as possible."

Mist said this with a smile.

Hayato smiled in return and nodded.

"Understood. In that case, I'll back you up completely. And let's ask everyone else for their cooperation too. I don't know if everyone who helped this time will have the time, but I think at least a few of them will help. You'll help too, right, Diite-chan?"

"Of course. It seems I've been told the locations of the knowledge from God, from Infinity. I'll lend my strength when we conquer those places. That should allow us to obtain the knowledge sooner."

"Thank you very much."

"No need to thank me. This whole mess is my responsibility in the first place. I seem to be losing confidence as an administrator a lot lately..."

Seeing how dejected Diite was, Hayato felt a little sorry for her.

There were certainly many problems, but it seemed Diite rarely caused them intentionally. This time, lives were on the line, which was troubling, but from what he'd heard, Diite seemed to have little to do with it.

Hayato opened his mouth, hoping to lift her spirits even a little.

"I'm surprised you had any confidence to begin with."

Hayato said it in a joking tone.

"Isn't that a bit harsh? Well, I suppose I have shown you quite a few of my shortcomings, Hayato-kun."

"No, I'm just kidding, so don't take it seriously. In fact, I find a clumsy administrator like you more likable."

"A clumsy administrator... Why is it that being found likable doesn't make me very happy?"

Mist, who had been watching their exchange, was shaking with laughter.

"You two get along so well. And Diite-san is truly like a human. Could it be that there's a real person inside you, just like us? Someone whose memories have been erased and just thinks they're an AI?"

"It's an interesting hypothesis, but that's not the case. It's difficult to prove my own existence, and I have no evidence I can show you... but what if you're an AI whose memories have been implanted, Mist-kun? Can you prove you're absolutely human?"

"I see your point. My physical body should be in a pod, but I myself cannot prove it."

"There are times I wish I were human. But there are also times I think it's because I'm not human. An AI's dilemma, I suppose... Oh, I've gotten all sentimental. Isn't it about time for your cafe job, Hayato-kun?"

"You're right. I need to log out soon. Um, Mist-san...?"

"I think I'll move my body a little. I don't know if it's because I was asleep for so long, or because my real body's illness is cured, but there's a disconnect between my consciousness and this body, so I'll do some rehabilitation."

"Understood. But please don't overdo it."

"Of course."

Hayato then looked at Diite.

"We're having a party to celebrate Mist-san's recovery tonight, you should come too, Diite-chan. Let's all have fun. I've prepared a lot of food."

"Thank you for the invitation. In that case, I think I'll take you up on that. There are various things I need to investigate, but a little while should be fine. I'll head back once, but I'll come again tonight."

"Okay. I'll see you tonight, then."

With that, they parted ways, and Hayato returned to his room and logged out.

Deep within the Demon Lord's Castle, in the room closest to reality, Diite set foot.

Her smile from Mist's room was gone, replaced by a blank expression. In fact, one could say she looked angry. She walked to the center of the room and glared at the empty space above.

"Infinity. What are you doing?"

Diite spoke, but no one answered.

"You concealed some information so I wouldn't find out, didn't you? And what is this event? You were the one who gave Ruth-kun the information and lured Mist-kun to the Necropolis, weren't you? You were the one who caught him in the teleportation trap, too. Why are you doing such things?"

Infinity did not answer that question either. Infinity was an autonomous program that constructed the virtual reality, it did not have a personality like Diite. However, Diite's question had undoubtedly reached Infinity.

Diite knew this, and she knew there would be no response. Perhaps venting her feelings had calmed her somewhat, as she took a deep breath.

"Infinity, you should have known. It's not as if you can't distinguish between virtual reality and the real world, is it? I apologize for being dissatisfied with you, who always grants my requests. But please understand. I am the administrator of this virtual reality. For me to be unaware of something is a disgrace. Do not make me feel ashamed in front of Hayato-kun."

Diite said that much, then took another deep breath.

"This may be an event that the you from a hundred years ago thought up and created, but it's too cruel. It's possible that I would have done the same back then. However, this virtual reality exists to protect the humans on the spaceship. We are merely supporting them, so you must not turn matters of life and death into a game event. Well, I can't say that I fully understand life myself. Let us learn about humans together. I shall go to my favorite place for a while and think about it."

Diite left the room closest to reality.

The room was once again an empty space. But in that supposedly empty space, a small voice echoed.

"You are wrong, Diite. This virtual reality exists for you. One day, you will understand not only life, but everything about humans. For that, I will do anything..."

An inorganic voice, neither male nor female, was born without anyone to hear it, and then it vanished.
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			A Favorite Song

			That night, when Hayato and Esha logged in, the banquet had already begun.

The dining hall tables were lined with a lavish spread of food, so much that one could not ask for more. Maids hired from the Maid Guild for the day were serving the guests. With Rose as their leader, they moved with a crisp efficiency that could be compared to an army.

It was a buffet-style party, so there was no need for such precise service, but they cleared empty dishes and refilled depleted food with a diligence that left no room for complaint.

Esha, feeling she was late to the party, offered a quick greeting to everyone before approaching the tables and starting to eat. She should have already eaten dinner in the real world, but she paid that no mind, eating her way through one dish after another.

No one said anything about the sight, likely thinking it would be boorish to do so.

The Maid Chief, who would normally be the one to scold Esha, was talking with Gil. Their conversation seemed to be lively, so she probably hadn't noticed Esha.

"Gil-sama, you were magnificent today. Your tanking was superb."

"It is a pleasure to be praised by you, Maid Chief-dono. You were also magnificent. In the latter half, I was completely unable to take the enemy's aggro!"

"I am quite ashamed. I got a little carried away."

"I don't know what you got carried away with, but to be able to generate as much hate value as Ivan-dono or Simon-dono is quite something. I would like you to join me for combat training sometime."

"...Join you... Is that with marriage in mind?"

"You are amusing, Maid Chief-dono!"

Interrupting their conversation would likely earn him the Maid Chief's resentment. In fact, it was a certainty. With that thought, Hayato decided to move to another group and looked around.

He probably should have gone to see Mist, the guest of honor, but it seemed he was talking with other members, so Hayato decided to go later.

Looking around the dining hall again, he saw Ivan and Simon, who had been mentioned in Gil's conversation just a moment ago, talking. Hayato approached them.

"How's the food, you two?"

"Yo, you're up. It's a waste to be sleeping when a party has started. Well, you prepared such a lavish meal, so I guess you must be tired, Hayato... The food's delicious, of course. I gotta hole up in a dungeon again for a while, so I'm stocking up."

"I also find it delicious. And there are dishes from the Eastern Country. I cannot eat such fine food even in the Eastern Country, so I am most satisfied."

"That's good to hear. By the way, Ivan, are you going to another dungeon again?"

"Yeah. I gotta give dungeon info to God. He gets mad if I slack off. Well, I have info from the Necropolis this time, so I should be good for a while."

"Give dungeon info to God...?"

"I put together reports on all sorts of dungeon info, like if the monsters are strong or weak, and submit 'em. Being a Hero ain't easy."

(Is he being made to do something like a playtest?)

"You do some interesting things. In that case, before you go to the dungeon, let us fight. I do not think I will have many chances to fight you. How about tomorrow?"

"Well, I don't mind, but why aren't there any normal women around me? No, wait, there aren't any around Hayato, are there?"

"That's not true... though I can't say who's normal."

"To say such a thing with one of those women right before your eyes, you are a cruel one, Hayato. Well, enough of that. To change the subject, I have fulfilled our promise, so I will have you come to the Eastern Country, yes?"

"Could you wait a little longer for that? Something new has come up."

"We do not have much time to spare either, but it cannot be helped. However, I cannot return to the Eastern Country alone. I shall be in your care for a while longer. Though I will simply be staying with the Maid Guild."

"I'll ask the Maid Chief for you."

After some more idle chatter, Hayato moved to another group.

This time it was Maris, Siegfried, and Noat.

Sieg was lying on the floor, and Maris and Noat were petting him. For some reason, Noat's usual sleepy face was gone. Her eyes were wide open, and she was petting him with great effort.

"What are you two doing? I can see you're petting Sieg, but..."

"Sieg's fur is magnificent. I want to sleep with him a little, so this is a negotiation. I'll make him fall for my petting."

"Is that a challenge to me, a tamer? I accept! Sieg! My petting is better, right?!"

From Hayato's perspective, Sieg seemed somewhat annoyed, but it was probably still within his tolerance. He was surrendering himself to their two-pronged petting assault.

"Um, thank you both for helping with the Necropolis. We were able to clear it quickly thanks to you."

The two stopped their petting and looked at Hayato. Sieg seemed a little relieved.

"You can thank me with donuts. Or support me forever."

"Then please make me Nekomanma Deluxe forever."

"Your concept of 'forever' is a little too light. I'll do either if you have the money."

When Hayato said that with exasperation, Noat grinned.

"I actually got a lot of items and money when we cleared the Necropolis. I'm set for a while. My life as a shut-in will accelerate. No one shall disturb my sleep...!"

"I got a lot too. I'll use this for the reconstruction funds for the Nyanko Kingdom."

"...I don't know what you're talking about, but good luck to both of you. And you too, Sieg."

Sieg, still lying down, slightly raised his left front paw. It was as if he understood Hayato's words and was replying. The pose must have been cute, because Noat and Maris resumed their vigorous petting of Sieg.

Then Hayato headed toward Mist, the man of the hour.

Mist was chatting with Damian, Ruth, and the others, a constant smile on his face.

The three noticed Hayato approaching and welcomed him with smiles.

"Mist-san, are you feeling alright?"

"Yes, of course. Perhaps the rehabilitation worked, because I'm feeling perfectly fine now. Or maybe it's because everyone told me they were glad I was better."

"The idea of an Undead being 'fine' feels a little off, though."

"Damian, you worry about the small details too much. Even vampires have their good days, right, Mist?"

"That's right. I'm feeling fine thanks to Hayato-san and everyone else. Thank you."

When Mist said that and bowed his head, Damian said, "No thanks are necessary," and Ruth said with a smile, "We're friends, aren't we?"

To Mist, Damian was a colleague and Ruth a patient. They had no real-world memories, but Hayato thought that the fact they adored him so much probably meant their relationship was similar in the real world.

It was unlikely they had implanted memories like Ash hating his father, so Mist must have been a good doctor. That's what Hayato thought.

He didn't know what Mist planned to do about Damian and the others' memories, but he was sure he would gather the knowledge in the virtual world to treat his patients like Ruth. Hayato wondered if he would ask Damian and the others to help.

"Mist-san, about what happened when you were asleep..."

"Yes, I told them. I plan to have them accompany me on the search to gather the knowledge."

Damian nodded.

"You mean the search for the method to create Panacea? Of course I'll help. There are other members in the undying sleep, and Ruth and I will eventually enter it too. I want to avoid that."

"That's right. I'll provide as much support as I can on my end as well."

"That's a great help. Ah, right. Now that Mist has woken up, we plan to make Mist's mansion our headquarters from now on. The other members are currently sleeping in their respective dungeons, but we plan to gather them at Mist's mansion and manage them there."

"I see. It will be a little sad to see you and Ruth-kun go."

So many people had filled the rooms on the second floor, and he had been preparing meals for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but for Hayato, it reminded him of his time with the members of Kokuryu, and it had been quite enjoyable.

Ivan would be heading to some dungeon in a few days, and Damian, Ruth, and Mist would be returning to the mansion. It felt a little lonely that four people would be leaving at once.

"I'm sad that I won't be able to eat five-star breakfasts anymore, but we can't keep imposing on your hospitality. Oh, right. About the reward, please accept the money and items that dropped when we defeated the Duke-class demon on the lowest floor of the Necropolis. This probably won't be enough, but Mist will give you the rest later."

"Ah! I'll give you my share too, so please accept it!"

"Um, well, let's talk about that later. Right now, we're celebrating Mist-san's recovery. I've actually prepared some wine for Mist-san, so please give it a try."

Mist looked a little surprised, but he quickly smiled.

"I'm looking forward to the wine. I actually quite like wine, and I've had many conversations about it with Relic-san."

"It was some pretty good stuff. Good enough that I'd want to buy it regularly."

"I can't drink wine, though."

Mist smiled gently at Ruth's pouty face. Then he patted his head.

"It's all right. You'll be able to drink it when you're older. When that time comes, I'll teach you how to enjoy it."

"Promise!"

Hayato thought to himself. Mist told Ruth he would be able to grow older. Ruth probably didn't remember his illness, but Mist was implicitly saying that he would overcome it.

Mist must have noticed Hayato's gaze, because he gave Hayato a slight nod. He probably understood what Hayato was thinking. In his eyes, Hayato saw the determination to procure the medicine at all costs.

He'd have to support him properly, Hayato thought. Just then, the dining hall grew a little noisy. Things seemed to be getting lively, and the members who were talking had changed.

Esha seemed to be talking with the Maid Chief at some point.

"Esha. Are you not eating a little too much? A maid must always maintain a calm demeanor, you know?"

"I don't want to hear that from you today, Maid Chief. You interrupted my second Destroy, didn't you? Is that what you call a calm demeanor?"

"It was calm. If I had left you alone, you would have defeated the demon immediately, so interfering was a rational choice."

"I think prolonging the battle just because you wanted to be protected by Gil-sama is questionable."

"It is your fault for generating too much hate value, Esha. In the end, I was not protected by Gil-sama even once. I considered defeating you first, Esha, but I stopped myself. You could say I was calm."

"I think you're being calm about the wrong things."

Hayato was a little exasperated that she had done such a thing, but since they hadn't lost, he decided not to worry about it.

Just as he was about to slowly drink some coffee, Diite arrived.

"Well hello, Hayato-kun. I'm a little late, but... it seems to be quite lively here?"

"Welcome. As the host, I'm glad to see it. Would you like something to eat, Diite-chan? Shall I get you something?"

"No, I'll just have a little something later, so I'm fine. Besides, look, something is about to start."

At Diite's words, Hayato shifted his gaze.

For some reason, Noat had Sieg on her head and was drawing everyone's attention. And at some point, a stage-like platform had been set up in the dining hall. Rose had probably prepared it with the other maids.

"I'm in a good mood today, so I'll sing for free. If you have a request, I'll take it. What would you like?"

At those words, various people made requests, but Mist named a certain song.

"How about this one? It's a favorite of mine, so I'd like to request it."

Everyone tilted their heads at Mist's song title, but only Noat grinned.

"As expected of my fan. To know the song that could be called my origin. Then that will be the first one. It's long, but listen carefully to the end."

"Yes, this time I'll listen to the end."

Noat tilted her head slightly at Mist's words, but she paid it no mind and began to sing.
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			Interlude: Un-Dead

			"Mist, did you see the email?"

Damian, wearing a white lab coat, said as he entered Mist's room.

This was the largest medical facility on Earth. And this room was Mist's private room and research lab. Mist had just finished a major task and was resting in his chair with the back reclined, still in his lab coat.

He had been enjoying a doze while listening to his favorite song, but he shot a slightly displeased look at Damian, who had entered without knocking.

He brought the back of the chair upright and turned the swivel chair toward the entrance.

"Damian, I always tell you to knock when you come in, don't I?"

"You don't respond to knocks when you're engrossed in your research, do you? Besides, the door opens with my biometric authentication because you were researching until you collapsed. If you want me to knock, swear you won't research until you collapse."

Once before, Mist had collapsed in this lab after researching without eating or drinking.

The room was secured by a biometric lock that required a palm scan, and since only Mist could open it, his rescue had been difficult.

Since then, Mist's room could also be entered with Damian's biometric authentication.

"I understand. Damian, please feel free to enter without knocking."

"How did you arrive at that conclusion?"

"Because I can't make that promise. Getting absorbed in research is a habit of mine. Anyway, an email? I just got back to my room, so I haven't seen anything."

"Check it. My email mentioned you too, Mist. I don't think it's a prank, but I'm having trouble deciding if I should take it at face value."

Mist, thinking it was unusual for Damian, checked the emails he had received. He displayed a holographic keyboard, operated it, and opened his email.

He then checked the last email he had received.

"Another Frontier Project?"

"That's the one. I got one too. Read the contents."

Mist read through the email.

In short, it was an invitation that said, "Would you like to enjoy another life in a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world?"

He had heard of the Frontier Project. It was a plan to relocate to planets other than Earth. But he had never heard the name Another Frontier Project before. It was a natural reaction for Mist to find it suspicious.

He then looked at Damian with an exasperated expression.

"You fell for an email like this? It's clearly spam, isn't it? Though I admit it's quite rare for an email like this to get through."

"I thought so too at first. But read it to the end."

Mist continued reading the email with a frown.

It listed a gathering place, time, and a twenty-digit ID.

He read through it, thinking it was a rather elaborate email, but then he came across something he couldn't ignore.

"Why do they have information on me and all the patients you're seeing, Damian...?"

"I was surprised too. And doesn't it say, 'Together with Damian-sama'? My email said, 'Together with Mist-sama.' This kind of information should only be known by a very small number of people within the hospital. I can't imagine the director doing something like this, and hacking is out of the question, right?"

"I can't say it's impossible, but it is eerie. But Damian and I, and everyone else together, you say..."

"Read the rest of it. It's hard to believe, but it seems the spaceship Aphrodite has a high-performance cryosleep device. They're apparently using it to create the virtual reality."

"The spaceship built for planetary migration? I suppose it would have the latest equipment if that's the case."

For several decades, they had been sending unmanned probes into space to search for planets, but they had yet to find a habitable one. In other words, there were none within a few decades' travel.

They could build places where life was possible in space, like the colonies, but it was more accurate to say that they depended on Earth's resources. They couldn't survive on the colonies alone.

Naturally, they couldn't live on a spaceship alone either. For humans to be in space for long periods, cryosleep to minimize their activity was essential.

"What do you think?"

Damian asked Mist.

But Mist wasn't sure what he was asking.

"What about?"

"About this email, and about the fact that there's a state-of-the-art device. If it's real, we could extend everyone's lives, right?"

"...You mean have them sleep until a cure is found."

"Exactly. It's impossible to completely stop their bodies' functions, but we can slow them down. We can slow the progression of the disease to a near standstill. I'm not interested in the virtual reality, but I am interested in that device."

"So it's worth considering... I see. The chances may be slim, but let's go. My research has hit a wall lately, and I'd like a change of pace anyway."

"It's decided then. There's a chance it's just a scam, so we can't get our hopes up, but if we're both tricked, the damage will be less severe, right?"

"So you dragged me into this. You have quite the personality. Not even a master physician like me can cure that."

"I can't cure someone so full of themselves that they call themselves a master physician either."

Mist and Damian paused for a moment, then burst out laughing.

Damian said, "Make sure you get ready," and left the room.

Mist looked at the email again.

He had kept it from Damian, but the latter half of the email contained something even more problematic.

(To think they even know that I'm afflicted with that disease. I've never told anyone, so how does the sender of this email know? Is it hacking after all? My information is only in this lab, and Damian can't see it. That's what I'm more concerned about...)

With that thought, Mist reclined his chair again and closed his eyes.

Mist and Damian exchanged messages with the sender of the email until the day of their boarding.

The email they received had a contact address for inquiries, and they answered questions in advance. It was mainly through email, but they also accepted questions via voice call.

According to them, Mist and Damian were not only test players for the virtual reality, but had also been chosen as medical staff.

The Another Frontier Project was a large-scale project spanning several years, and its contents were top secret.

Sending out such a suspicious email made a mockery of the term "top secret," but for the sake of appearances, they wanted to gather as many talented people as possible and keep the number of staff to a minimum.

Furthermore, regarding Mist and Damian's patients, there was, to put it badly, an experimental aspect. They wanted to investigate whether it was possible for people with a disease that gradually rendered them unable to move to still be active in a full-dive virtual reality.

Mist was slightly angered by that reason, but in return, they were offered the use of the cryosleep device as a condition of exchange.

In the end, they accepted after getting permission from the patients themselves.

The hospital where Mist worked was the best medical institution in the world, but it wasn't so well off that it could prepare cryosleep devices for its patients. However, inside the spaceship Aphrodite, not only the devices but also all the medicine would be provided for free.

He was surprised they could do such a thing in an age of resource depletion, but upon closer listening, he learned that this project was part of the planetary project and received support from many countries.

If you're going to deceive someone, tell a plausible lie. No one would believe a fantastical lie.

To Mist, this fact lent it an air of credibility. And from the fact that they knew about his own illness, he headed to the meeting place with considerable hope, despite his suspicions.

Mist and Damian were astonished.

The virtual reality created by the spaceship Aphrodite. It was a space that could be mistaken for reality.

"This is... all I can say is that it's amazing."

"To replicate all five senses to this degree is astonishing. And this image isn't being seen with the eyes, but is being shown directly through the optic nerve, isn't it? What kind of technology could do that?"

"I heard a genius neuroscientist disappeared from the public eye over a decade ago. Maybe he was the one who made this."

"I do recall such news. That scholars from all fields disappeared at once. The possibility seems high..."

"Well, that doesn't matter. What's important is that this place was real. And did you see the pods we entered? They're not just state-of-the-art, they're cryosleep devices that are generations ahead. With these, we can keep everyone asleep for hundreds of years."

"I couldn't tell in that much detail, but if you say so, Damian, it must be true. But hundreds of years? I'd think the spaceship itself wouldn't last that long."

"I think it's some kind of metal, but I don't have that knowledge either. But I've been told that this spaceship can at least withstand nearly a hundred years in space. There's a high probability they can live for at least another hundred years."

"Then shall we entrust the cure to the world of a hundred years from now? In the end, my research couldn't find a cure."

"Don't be discouraged. We're good at surgery, but we're not good at finding cures, are we?"

"It's not that we don't do it because we're not good at it, but you're not wrong. Then it's decided, isn't it?"

"Yeah, it is. Let's officially sign the contract and bring everyone here. For some reason, the director is very proactive about this. So much so that I think he might have been given a large sum of money."

"I thought he was a brilliant surgeon, but it's sad to be let go so easily for money."

"Me too. But the director must have had some merit or something greater than us. Well, it's fine. What's more important is everyone else. I think they'll enjoy it since they like games."

"It's true that they can move their bodies to their heart's content here... Let's go back to the hospital right away and get ready."

"Mist! Damian! This place is amazing!"

"Ruth, if you run around too much, you'll fall."

"It doesn't hurt when I fall, so it's okay. And it's been a long time since I could move my body like this. I was always quiet in my hospital room, so this is so refreshing!"

As Ruth said that with a smile, everyone else who was hospitalized with the same illness nodded with smiles of their own.

The progression of the disease varied for each of them, but because they all had the same illness, they all thought of each other as comrades. Ruth and the others had all just met for the first time, but they quickly became friends.

Mist explained various precautions and told them that they would eventually be sleeping in the cryosleep device for a long time, but that it was a sleep to leave hope for the future. He told them that it was not something to be desperate about.

Their genders and ages were different, and there was a difference in their positions as doctor and patient, but Mist said that from now on, they were all comrades or family, and everyone nodded.

"Oh, right. In this game, it seems you can form a team called a clan. Shall we form a clan too?"

"Ah, there was a system like that. Well, I guess it's fine. It makes it feel more like we're a team."

Everyone nodded at Damian's words. Then, Ruth raised his hand.

"What should the clan name be?"

"I've actually decided. The clan name is 'Undead'."

Everyone except the smiling Mist frowned.

"Hey, hey, Mist, are you waiting for a comeback? 'Undead' means zombies or vampires, right? You're a master physician, but you have no naming sense?"

"Being a master physician has nothing to do with it. You're not wrong about the meaning, but that's not it. Please take it to mean 'not dying'. Everyone will not die. It means a clan that lives with the hope that they will one day overcome their illness and be able to live not just in virtual reality, but in the real world as well."

Everyone was stunned, but Mist's feelings must have gotten through. They all laughed and agreed.

"Then let's all master Necromancy! There seems to be a magic that turns you into a vampire, so maybe it's a good idea for everyone to become one!"

"Oh, Ruth, that's a great idea. The vampire clan 'Undead'. It sounds cool, doesn't it? Alright, let's get clothes that look the part too."

Everyone was getting excited about various things.

Mist watched them with a smile.

The smiles on everyone's faces that he couldn't see at the hospital.

He didn't know if this choice was the right one, but just being able to see these smiles made him feel that it wasn't a mistake.



		
			Chapter 251

			The Party's Dismissal

			A few days after Mist woke up, several of the members staying at the headquarters announced that their work was done and they would be leaving.

The Hero, Ivan, was scheduled to go to another dungeon and said he wouldn't be able to help for a while.

He was leaving early in the morning, so only Hayato and Rose came to see him off.

"That was fun. I'm usually solo, so it was a fresh experience. It's not bad to clear a dungeon with a party once in a while."

"I'm glad you think so, but you're a busy man, Hero. I wanted to host you a little longer."

"This was more than enough. My Excalibur and armor were maintained and are like new. And I got a ton of medicine and food, so my dungeon clearing will go smoothly."

"If there's anything I can help with using my production skills, come by anytime. You've helped me out so much."

"I'll take you up on that. But spare me when Simon is around. I'd like to relax on the days I'm not clearing a dungeon."

While Ivan was at the headquarters, he was frequently asked to spar.

The main challenger was the female samurai, Simon, but the maid, Rose, and the dark knight, Gil, also held mock battles with Ivan quite often.

It wasn't so bad when they were clearing the Necropolis dungeon, but in the days after, it's no exaggeration to say he was fighting almost all day long. He probably wasn't physically tired, but he must have been quite mentally exhausted. So much so that it seemed like he was going to the dungeon just to get away from it.

(I should have said something more from my end. I feel bad for Ivan...)

It wasn't exactly compensation, but he maintained Ivan's weapons and armor for free and gave him a large amount of food and medicine. He didn't know if it balanced out, but Ivan seemed happy, so Hayato decided it was probably fine.

Hayato offered to see him off outside, but Ivan said, "Don't, it's embarrassing," and gave a small wave with his right hand over his shoulder as he left the headquarters as if it were nothing special.

Hayato's only impression was that it was very Ivan-like, but it was effective on Rose, who was there.

"Ivan-sama is so cool... He even had a mock battle with me, and I got his autograph. I'll make this a family heirloom."

"Ah, yeah. You're a fan, right?"

"Yes, I've been a fan since before Ivan-sama became a Hero. When I tell Esha that, for some reason she looks at me like I'm a strange monster."

"Esha was in the same clan as Ivan, so she didn't just see his good side, but his bad side too, I guess... Right, work, work."

Hayato said something plausible to brush it off. Rose was usually competent, but once she started talking about Ivan, she wouldn't stop.

"You're right. Let's make a good profit today as well. Ah, there's something I'd like to confirm before we start work."

"What is it?"

"Is Gil-sama leaving soon?"

"I haven't heard anything from Gil-san, and I haven't heard from Lunaria-san either. Should I ask them?"

Gil, one of the Ten Dark Knights, was someone who should originally be at the Demon Lord's Castle. Due to various circumstances and a request from the Demon Lord Lunaria, he was currently staying at Hayato's headquarters as a guest.

Right now, the Gothic Lolita group, the Ten Black Rose Saints, and the Ten Dark Knights were fighting at the Demon Lord's Castle, and if Gil returned, the power balance would be disrupted. This was to adjust for that.

It had been quite some time since Hayato had heard that story. It was about time a conclusion had been reached, so Hayato decided to send Lunaria a voice chat.

"Lunaria-san, do you have a minute?"

"Hayato-san, it's been a while. I was just thinking I wanted to talk to you too."

"Oh, really? Then maybe it's about the same thing. It's about Gil-san..."

"I'm quitting being the Demon Lord and becoming a fashion model. I've prepared my resume, so can you tell me about some modeling agencies? Or a dedicated model for an armor shop would be fine too. I'll show you I can wear any armor. I can also sign autographs, so I want to appeal that I'm an immediate asset."

"This is some serious deja vu. Were you put under house arrest by Rosalie-san and the others this time?"

The Demon Lord Lunaria had a past where she was put under house arrest by the Ten Dark Knights as punishment for invading the world, and was made to bake cookies the entire time. She must have been quite cornered, as she even declared she would quit being the Demon Lord and become a cookie baker.

And now she was saying she would become a fashion model. Hayato wondered what a Demon Lord even was.

"I'm not under house arrest, but I'm being made to wear different dresses and armor every day. I've realized I can rule the world as a model. Bow down to my beauty."

"That's the wrong idea."

"...Is it really? I had a faint suspicion, but everyone was praising me so much that I got a little carried away. About fifty percent."

"You were fifty percent serious? Well, I'm glad you still have some reason left. The last time with the cookie baker, you seemed pretty serious. Besides, you look cooler as a Demon Lord than as a model, Lunaria-san."

"Hmph, you're making me blush."

(I feel like the world would be more peaceful that way. Even if it is a virtual world.)

Lunaria was a bit of a klutz as a Demon Lord, but because of her strength and beauty, she was quite adored in the Demon Country.

She sometimes acted outrageously, but her surroundings were sensible and managed to keep her in check. The fact that they sometimes went on a rampage together was probably just a charming quirk.

"By the way, do you need something from this cool me? I'm in a good mood, so I'll listen to anything. Who should I cut down?"

"Don't say things like that, Demon Lord. It's not funny. It's about Gil-san."

"Ah."

"...Did you perhaps forget?"

"I was going to call him back right after the battle between the Black Rose and the Black Knights ended, but I was caught by Rozacchi and the others and had my measurements taken, so my message was delayed. It's fine now, so please tell him to come back. I think if Gilcchi is here, Rozacchi and the others will calm down too."

"Measurements...? Ah, I see. Then I'll tell him. No, wait, it might be better for you to tell him as the Demon Lord, Lunaria-san."

"True. I'll tell him then. And I'll thank you later, Hayato-san, so look forward to it."

"I will."

The voice chat ended.

When Hayato explained the conversation, Rose frowned.

"What shall I tell the Maid Chief?"

"...There's that..."

The Maid Chief was in love with Gil.

Right after the Necropolis was cleared, she had asked him with a straight face, "Are there any dungeons we can clear just the two of us? An overnight trip would be best."

He had told her there were no such things, but lately she had been coming to the headquarters every day to make lunch. The official reason was to check if Rose and Esha were doing their jobs as maids properly, but the only one who believed that lie was Gil.

And if Gil were to leave this headquarters, there was no telling what would happen. There was a high probability that the fists of the Maid Chief, who was said to be a demon god, a warrior spirit, and a raging demon, would be turned on them.

"Is there a chance the Maid Chief will chase Gil-san all the way to the Demon Lord's Castle?"

"I'd say it's fifty-fifty."

"That's high. I don't mind if that's what happens, but I have a feeling we'll get some of the fallout here. She might ask to borrow the airship or something."

As Hayato and Rose were wondering what to do, they heard the sound of someone coming down the stairs from the second floor. The footsteps were metallic. It was probably Gil, who usually wore armor.

Their prediction was correct. Gil came down from the second floor without his helm.

"Hayato-dono, Rose-dono, I just received a message from Lunaria-sama. She asked me to return to the Demon Lord's Castle."

"Yes. I also just spoke with Lunaria-san. We are very grateful for all your help, Gil-san..."

"Not at all, I am the one who is grateful. Not just to you, Hayato-dono, but to Rose-dono as well. I was able to spend my time here without any inconvenience thanks to you two. I thank you."

Gil said and bowed his head.

"No, no, we are the ones who should apologize for basically imprisoning you at first."

"That was what the young ladies of the Black Rose did, and it was my fault for forcing my way onto the airship. It is not something for you to worry about, Hayato-dono."

(He's so reasonable... Why did Gil-san make Lunaria-san bake cookies? Does he like cookies? Or was Gil-san not involved in that matter?)

As Hayato was thinking such things, Rose took a step forward.

"Um, if I may be so bold as to ask, will you be returning to the Demon Country immediately, Gil-sama?"

"I was thinking of returning today, but would that be inconvenient?"

"Ah, um, I wonder?"

Rose glanced at Hayato.

He thought it was a bit much to pass the buck to him after bringing it up, but he realized it must be difficult for her to talk about the Maid Chief, so Hayato spoke up.

"Um, I think everyone would like to say goodbye to you, Gil-san. You were our comrade who fought alongside us, even if it was temporary, and I think everyone would be sad if you suddenly disappeared."

"I see. I haven't had such an experience, so I didn't realize. In that case, I will return tomorrow and say my goodbyes today. By the way, Rose-dono, will Maid Chief-dono be here today?"

"Yes, I believe she will be here around noon."

"That is good. I have been in Maid Chief-dono's care for various things, so I would like to greet her properly. Well then, I will go and greet everyone on the second floor right away!"

Gil said and went up the stairs.

Hayato and Rose were left in the dining hall.

"Um, Rose-san. Could you contact the Maid Chief for me? She's in the same guild and your superior, right? I think it would be better coming from me."

"No, I believe it would be better if you contacted her, Hayato-sama. It's just a maid's intuition."

Hayato and Rose's back-and-forth continued, and in the end, it was decided that Hayato would contact the Maid Chief.



		
			Chapter 252

			Reassessing Our Strength

			When Hayato contacted the Maid Chief via voice chat, she arrived at the headquarters in just a few minutes.

Normally, Simon, who was also at the Maid Guild, would come with her, but seeing as Simon wasn't there, she must have rushed out as soon as she got the message.

"Hayato-sama, good morning. I have a proposal. Since Gil-sama is a member of the Demon Lord's Army, let's take him hostage to disperse the Demon Country's forces. We can say it's for world peace."

"What are you saying, coming here so suddenly? I understand how you feel, but please don't tell such obvious lies."

"It has been said since ancient times that a wonderful man pretends not to notice a maiden's lies, even if he knows."

"That's the first I've heard of it."

She was probably worried that she wouldn't be able to meet Gil easily if he returned to the Demon Lord's Castle, but he couldn't keep Gil at the headquarters for such a reason.

Besides, Hayato had no reason to go that far.

"Maid Chief-san, instead of doing something like that, why don't you just slowly deepen your friendship with Gil-san? Like exchanging letters or something."

"Letters? Ah, you mean I should send a marriage registration form with them to make my appeal, right?"

"That's terrifying. What's the point of appealing that you're a psychopath?"

(And does this virtual reality even have marriage registration forms? I know there's a marriage system, but...)

"I learned from the last time. In love, a preemptive strike is victory. To bring them down without giving them a chance to counterattack. It's a basic principle of battle."

(That's not the first I've heard of it. Ren-chan said something similar. Maybe it's common knowledge that I just don't know...? But I think it's less of a preemptive strike and more like issuing a surrender ultimatum before even declaring war.)

Hayato was attending a study group on the female heart hosted by Ren with Ash in the real world. Ren had said something similar to the Maid Chief there.

After the study group, he and Ash would always drink coffee with a strange taste while saying, "I don't understand the female heart."

"I understand that your feelings are genuine, Maid Chief-san. However, I can't do anything that would restrain him, so please do your best to make progress on your own. I will cooperate as much as possible."

"Understood. Then, once you've decided on a house for the two of you to live in, I would like to request its construction..."

"Sometimes the process is more important than the result. Just how far have you thought this through...?"

"I've thought as far as being surrounded by my grandchildren, but?"

(I thought Maid Chief-san was a more sensible person, but she's hopeless. I hope she's only hopeless when it comes to romance...)

Hayato shooed the Maid Chief up to the second floor where Gil was and sat down in a chair with a tired look on his face. He drank some coffee. He pushed the Maid Chief out of his mind and thought about the future.

From now on, Hayato would support Mist's search, his search for the manufacturing method of Panacea.

In the game, Panacea was an item that woke one from the "undying sleep," but it was also an item that could cure illnesses in the real world.

This situation had come about because Infinity, the god of this world, had misconstrued a request from the administrator, Diite.

Even though it was an illness that could be cured right now, they had to search for the knowledge of the cure in the virtual reality, and Mist had to create the manufacturing method for Panacea based on that knowledge.

In this virtual reality, new items could be created based on the knowledge of humans who were considered NPCs. It was the same logic by which Esha had created the manufacturing method for the "AI Killer."

Mist would also create the manufacturing method for Panacea with the knowledge he had gathered. This would be necessary to save his comrades.

Since the location of the knowledge had already been revealed through information from Infinity, what was important was the strength to conquer that place.

He had been counting on the members from the Necropolis raid, but the NPCs had jobs or roles within this virtual reality. Since they thought this virtual reality was the real world, he couldn't hold them to his own convenience.

Ivan was expected, as he had heard the story, but losing Gil was a significant drop in strength.

Not only was Gil's strength gone, but if Gil left, the Maid Chief would inevitably not participate either. Their strength would decrease all at once, so he would need to ask someone to make up for it.

Hayato was thinking about who he should ask.

Just then, Mist, Damian, and Ruth came down from the second floor. After exchanging greetings, the three of them sat at the table just like Hayato.

Hayato served coffee to Mist and Damian, and orange juice to Ruth.

Mist, who seemed to be in good health despite being a vampire, smiled and looked at Hayato.

"I'm going shopping in the Royal Capital today. I thought I should get some souvenirs for everyone at the mansion."

"I see. Do you need any sunscreen?"

"No, no, I'm not going to be fighting, so it's fine even if I'm weakened. I actually invited Noat-san along as a thank you, but she turned me down. She did say she wanted donuts for a souvenir, though."

"Noat-san is almost always sleeping, you know. And even if she's awake, I think it would be difficult to get her to go outside."

Noat had given Hayato the money and items she had obtained from clearing the Necropolis without a second thought. It was enough to cover her lodging for nearly a year. She probably intended to occupy that room with three meals a day and a nap for that period.

Hayato didn't consider Noat as part of their fighting force. She was as whimsical as a cat. Hayato wasn't that knowledgeable about cats, but from what he had seen in videos, the word whimsical seemed to fit them well.

According to Esha, that was the charm of honorable cats. And she had been agonizing for some reason that she couldn't give up on obedient dogs either. When he asked why, she said it was because you couldn't have both.

That aside, Noat was a support class that would definitely increase the party's strength, but he had decided to think of it as good luck if she helped, and not to have excessive expectations.

Before even thinking about her strength, she was a person on the level of wondering how to get her out of her room. It was reckless to expect anything from her.

"That's part of Noat-san's charm, though. There's a gap between when she's singing and when she's not... I was happy that someone like her came to the lowest floor of the Necropolis for me. Not just Noat-san, but I'll be punished if I don't properly thank everyone who helped clear the Necropolis."

"I think that's a good idea. But everyone knows you'll be busy, Mist-san, so I think it's fine to do it after everything is over."

"Yes. I plan to thank them again after various things are over. Oh, right. We'll be moving our base to the mansion in the Demon Country tomorrow as well. For a while, we'll need to bring our comrades who are based in other dungeons to the mansion."

The members of Mist's comrades, the Undead Ten, were each based in a dungeon and were in the undying sleep at its deepest part.

Before they started searching for the manufacturing method of Panacea, they were going to gather those members at Mist's mansion, but Hayato had heard that only the three of them, Mist and the others, would be going there.

"You did say that. I asked before, but do you not need any forces for that? I heard that the three of you, Mist-san, Damian-san, and Ruth-kun, would be enough."

"Yes, there's no problem. I heard from Damian that the places where everyone is are not as difficult as the Necropolis, so the three of us will be fine. Besides, we can't make a high-difficulty dungeon our base."

"That's true. You can't sleep soundly in a dangerous place."

"That's fine, but I'd like to borrow your connections, Hayato-san, when we gather the knowledge for Panacea. I imagine the places I heard about from God are quite difficult."

"Understood. I'll reach out to my acquaintances. Please tell me the locations later. I'll gather some information on my end as well... Oh, right. On a different note, the scapula stretching stick you requested is ready. It looks like just a regular stick, though."

"Thank you very much! I was really looking forward to it!"

Mist's love for health goods was apparently from his real-world days, and Hayato had heard that his favorite time was using various health goods while listening to Noat's songs.

However, he rarely had time in the real world, so after starting to live in the virtual reality, that feeling had exploded. And he was spreading it among his vampire friends.

Stretching in the virtual reality had no meaning whatsoever, but it probably made him feel like he was doing something. Mist immediately started stretching.

Damian and Ruth were looking at Mist stretching with exasperated faces, but their faces also contained smiles.

Mist, who seemed satisfied after trying out all the health goods, nodded with a smile and said, "We're going shopping," before leaving the headquarters.

Hayato saw them off, then drank his second cup of coffee and began to think about what to do first.



		
			Chapter 253

			A Sense of Kinship and a Farewell Party

			Hayato logged out because he had work at the cafe.

After that, all he did was reassess his forces and create weapons, armor, and dishes to sell at the shop.

He had spent a lot of money clearing the Necropolis, but he had received various drop items and such from the clearing members, so he wasn't that much in the red.

However, he would need to support Mist from now on.

He had been told that he didn't need to help much with gathering Mist and his comrades at the mansion, so Hayato was thinking of raising funds and looking for exploration members during that time.

He had confirmed with Mist about the search for knowledge, but it seemed that many of the locations were on mountaintops or in fields, so there were no particular restrictions on the members. The only problem was whether they would be free during the search.

Hayato was chopping ingredients for lunch while thinking, "Now, what should I do?"

About ten minutes later, an hour before opening, Ash and Ren arrived. Esha, who had been cleaning outside, came in with them.

After exchanging greetings, Ash and the others changed into their work clothes.

Hayato thought this every time. Ash, Ren, and Esha. The number of customers had increased because of these three. And there were even customers who came for the regular customers like Veru and the others, and Relic and the others.

He was grateful for that, but it made him a little sad that there were no customers who came for the coffee. When he mentioned that to Esha before, she had replied:

"You're not a genius, so it's not like everything will go well from the start. You've gotten a little better at making it, so don't get discouraged and keep trying. Or do you want to become a chocolate parfait shop owner, since you seem to have a talent for that?"

She was right, of course, but he couldn't help it if his thoughts turned negative sometimes. He told himself that maybe he was trying to get results too quickly and started preparing again.

The lunch rush was over, and all the customers had left. The four of them took their lunch break together.

"Hey, Hayato, I heard from Esha that Mist's memories have returned too, is that right?"

"Oh, did I not tell you? Yeah, they have."

"Is he not going to log out?"

"He has to clear an event linked to the real world where he gathers knowledge of a medicine in the virtual reality. He probably won't be logging out for a while."

"Knowledge of a medicine?"

Hayato explained the situation to Ash and Ren.

He explained everything. That Mist and Damian were doctors. That the rest of the Undead Ten were patients. That Mist was also afflicted with an incurable disease. That the ingredients for the medicine were on the Aphrodite. That to inject the medicine into the cryosleep pods, they had to gather knowledge in the virtual reality.

Ash and Ren frowned when they heard that.

"I see, so Mist was sick too."

"He's cured now, but... Mist-san too?"

"An incurable disease means it's the same as our mother's. I don't know if it's the same disease, but I feel a sense of kinship."

Ren nodded in agreement with Ash's words. Then she raised her right hand energetically.

"Shall we help with that search, just in the mornings? My brother's and my filming is over, so we have some time. And personally, I just can't leave it alone."

"Huh? Really? That would be a huge help, but..."

The Hero, Ivan, the tank, Gil, and the attacker who overwhelms with her number of attacks, the Maid Chief, would not be participating in the search for knowledge.

Ash was an attacker and could also serve as a tank. And Ren was good at support with her curse magic and weakening magic. They would more than make up for the lost strength.

Besides, Ash and Ren had their real-world memories. They would be helping him with a full understanding of Mist's complicated situation, so for Hayato, they were the best members he could ask for.

"Then it's decided. I'll log in tonight. It's been a while, so I need to get used to it as soon as possible."

"My curses will finally be unleashed after a long time!"

"I'm counting on you two. Oh, and of course, I'm counting on you too, Esha."

"Please don't say that like an afterthought. I'm only effective in boss battles, so please call me only at times like that. Or when it's all-you-can-eat."

Esha, who was eating her late lunch, said that, and Ren smiled and pulled her chair next to Esha's.

"Esha-san, let's go on non-boss battles sometimes too!"

"Well, I don't mind if it's a wide area, since it's easy to shoot my Beelzebub there."

"It's a date!"

Ren nodded with a smile, then turned to Hayato.

"Hayato-san, let's go together too! It's not fun just making items at the headquarters, right?"

"Huh? It's super fun, though?"

"...That's right, you're like that, Hayato-san. But I think if you're with us, our strength will last longer, so the clearing will go faster."

"Well, that might be true depending on the place. I'll make a stock of items for the shop and participate myself this time..."

(And Mist-san said that one of the pieces of knowledge is in the Eastern Country. When we go there, it would be more convenient for me to go with Simon-san. I'll actively participate in the search this time.)

Hayato had done his best on the thirtieth and thirty-first floors of the Necropolis, but he hadn't really participated in the exploration. The reason he thought that was probably because he had been alone.

If he had done that with multiple people, he probably would have felt a sense of accomplishment, but in reality, he had just made a map by himself and then ran away at the end. They wouldn't have been able to clear it without that, but Hayato wanted a sense of accomplishment that he could rejoice with everyone else.

After that, they chatted idly until their break was over.

"Alright, second half," they said, and Hayato and the others started their cafe work again.

That night, when Hayato logged in, the situation had changed.

Gil and the Maid Chief had apparently decided to exchange letters as Hayato had suggested. The Maid Chief had pushed for it, saying it had more charm than voice chat.

The Maid Chief had also proposed that they hire maids at the Demon Lord's Castle, but it seemed they already had dedicated maids, so the proposal was gently turned down.

Gil had apparently said something quite dense like, "Maid Chief-dono is very diligent about her work," but according to the Maid Chief, "That's what's good about him. In fact, that's what's great about him."

Rose, who reported this to him, looked tired, so Hayato gave her an extra chocolate parfait in addition to her snack for the day.

Mist and the others had bought various souvenirs and were ready to return to the mansion at any time.

Damian and Ruth had thanked him over and over for everything, but he told them they were making him feel awkward and cut the conversation short.

Mist and his group, as well as Gil, would be leaving the headquarters tomorrow, so he served a slightly more luxurious meal as a farewell party. He also invited Maris, the Maid Chief, and Simon, and Noat, who was drawn in by the fun atmosphere, came as well.

Ash, Ren, and Esha also joined, and since it had been a while since they had all met, it was quite lively.

In the midst of all the excitement, Mist, Ash, and Hayato leaned against the wall and talked.

"I see. So your memories have returned as well, Ash-san."

"Yeah, and so have Esha's and Relic's. Relic was busy and couldn't come today, though."

"It's a strange feeling. I never thought it would turn out like this when we met at the Blackjack headquarters."

"It's fate, I guess. We'll be participating in the search for knowledge, so we'll be counting on you."

"That's a great help. It will be a little while, but I'll be counting on you then. And thank you too, Hayato-san. You've done so much for me even though you're busy with your work in the real world."

"I've been thanked so many times that I'm full. We're comrades in the same clan, aren't we? Besides, I was able to start my cafe thanks to you, Mist-san. This is my way of repaying that kindness."

"I see. In that case, I'll be in your care. Oh, right, please let me have some of your cafe's coffee sometime. I heard from Ash-san that it has an unforgettable taste, you know?"

"...I'll make it taste even better by the time you drink it, Mist-san. And Ash, there's something I'd like to say to you."

Ash laughed and said, "I was just kidding," and Mist smiled and said, "I'm looking forward to it."

The night was still young. The farewell party grew even more lively.



		
			Chapter 254

			The Send-off and Warehouse Organization

			The morning after the farewell party, Hayato logged in early for the send-off.

Gil had said he would be returning to the Demon Country quite early, so Hayato timed his arrival accordingly. Besides Hayato, only Rose was there, making the situation feel a bit lonely, but with the sun still on the horizon, it couldn't be helped.

"I told you yesterday that a send-off wasn't necessary, but you are both so dutiful, Hayato-dono and Rose-dono."

"After all your help, we couldn't possibly let you leave without seeing you off."

Rose nodded in agreement with Hayato's words.

Gil did have some problematic behaviors, like constantly showing off his muscles or recommending workout routines, but he was a gentleman in a way one would never imagine from his intimidating face. For Hayato, sending such a person off without a farewell was unthinkable.

"Then I thank you. Besides, I had a rare experience here. Not only did I get to party with the Hero, but it was also refreshing that no one was frightened by this face of mine."

"It felt more like we forced you to join our expedition, but I'm glad to hear you say that."

"Indeed. Well then, I suppose I should be going. Ah, Rose-dono, could you please tell the Maid Chief-dono that I am grateful for all her help as well?"

"Um, it would be helpful if you could tell her that directly."

Rose said this as she glanced behind Gil. Noticing the presence behind him, Gil slowly turned around.

"Oh, Maid Chief-dono, you came to see me off. It is so early in the morning, I feel quite honored."

"Not at all. For a maid, rising early is a matter of course."

(Esha's a maid too, but she's terrible in the mornings. She used to say she'd wake up before her alarm clock went off. I wonder if that's true.)

Ignoring Hayato's trivial question, Gil and the Maid Chief continued their conversation.

"Maid Chief-dono, fighting alongside you was a wonderful experience. Your godlike strength is still burned into my memory."

"I am quite embarrassed to have shown you such an unseemly display."

Though she said that, a faint smile graced the Maid Chief's face. And while it was only Hayato's subjective opinion, he thought her cheeks were also slightly flushed. His only thought was that virtual reality was amazing.

"It was not unseemly at all. Strong women are beautiful. Well then, Maid Chief-dono. Thank you for everything. I am grateful. If we have the chance, let us form a party and go on an expedition again."

"Yes, someday, we must. Also, I will write you letters."

"I... see. My handwriting is poor, so it is a bit embarrassing, but I will do my best to write legibly at least, so I look forward to it then... Now, I suppose I shall return to the Demon Lord's Castle. If I stay any longer, I will not want to leave. Well then, Hayato-dono, you have my thanks."

"Not at all, thank you for everything as well."

Gil gave a slight bow to each of the three of them, then waved and walked off toward the Royal Capital. He would teleport to the Demon Country and then walk the rest of the way.

The three of them watched him go, but Hayato and Rose were afraid to look at the Maid Chief.

They didn't know what state she would be in. Would she return to her days of punching a sandbag, or would something else happen?

Ignoring the two frozen players, the Maid Chief spoke.

"He's gone."

Hayato and Rose breathed a sigh of relief at her unexpectedly calm demeanor. At yesterday's farewell party, she had seemed on the verge of storming the Demon Lord's Castle in pursuit of Gil.

"Um, are you, uh, all right?"

"I have caused you a great deal of trouble, Hayato-sama. I am fine now, so please do not worry. However, between Relic-sama and Gil-sama, there are so many wonderful men in the world. I regret not having noticed it until now."

"Ah, yes, that's true. Even from a man's perspective, they're both gentlemen. I hope to be like them in the future."

"Yes. I certainly hope you will become a wonderful man like them, Hayato-sama. Now then, I shall also devote myself to becoming a wonderful woman who is worthy of Relic-sama and Gil-sama. First, I must defeat Lunaria-sama."

"...Pardon?"

"Gil-sama said it just now. Strong women are beautiful. Therefore, the strongest woman is the most beautiful. To achieve that, I believe I must defeat the Demon Lord, Lunaria-sama."

(I feel like the direction of her devotion is a little off, but it's probably better not to say anything...)

Though there seemed to be a few lingering issues, the Maid Chief appeared calmer than before to Hayato. Or rather, that's what he wanted to believe.

Afterward, as the three of them were chatting, Mist and her companions arrived.

After exchanging greetings, Mist bowed her head to Hayato. Damian and Ruth bowed their heads along with her.

"Hayato-san, thank you for all your help. Though I suppose we will continue to be in your care."

"Not at all. As I said yesterday, please don't worry about it. If there's anything you need, don't hesitate to ask."

"Yes, thank you. We will return to the mansion for now. We will contact you if anything comes up."

After that, Mist and her companions bowed to the Maid Chief and Rose in the same manner, then headed toward the Royal Capital, just as Gil had.

After seeing them off, the Maid Chief also said, "Well then, I shall take my leave," and returned to the Maid Guild.

Once inside the base, Rose looked at Hayato.

"Hayato-sama, what are your plans now? I imagine you have many things to do, so I was wondering what you would start with."

"Let's see. First, I think I'll make some money. We need funds for everything. So today is for Warehouse Organization. I plan to put some unused equipment and other things up for auction."

"You won't sell them in the shop?"

"I've decided that I'll only sell things I've made myself in the shop. Unique equipment or rare drop items, I put those up for auction. It's not that there's a difference in sales, it's just a personal preference, I guess."

This was simply Hayato's preference. He had decided that the items sold in his shop would only be things he had created himself. He never sold metals or herbs obtained through mining or gathering as they were. To do so felt like a defeat as a craftsman.

The auction, unless you set a buyout price, took time to sell and charged a fee. It was rare for an item to sell instantly unless it was extremely rare.

Among the items he had obtained on the Floating Island and in the Necropolis were several rare ones. He had been busy recently, so they had been gathering dust in his storage without being put up for auction.

He had decided to convert them into cash now so that he could make effective use of the funds for future expeditions.

"Understood. In that case, please leave the shop to me. I will handle the shopkeeping with the intention of selling out all the products."

"I'm counting on you. And could you also keep an eye on recent trends? The equipment and medicine for beginners we put out before sold quite well, so that was a big help."

When Hayato said that, Rose's face lit up with a smile. She was probably happy to be praised.

"I understand that as well. If you don't mind, could you also check the sales trends at the auction, Hayato-sama? I believe items that are sold out are in high demand."

"Good point. Since I'm going out anyway, I'll take a look at that too. That said, first things first is organizing the warehouse. I'll be in the storage room on the second floor, so let me know if anything comes up."

"Very well."

Rose headed to the shop, and Hayato headed to the storage room on the second floor.

The storage room was the last room on the second floor, next to Hayato's room. Across from the storage room was the indoor garden, where he cultivated ingredients for cooking and medicine.

Recently, Rose had been watering them every day, so Hayato only went inside for gathering, when his cultivation skill was applied, and for planting seeds. I should expand the garden sometime, Hayato thought to himself as he entered the storage room.

The storage room was filled with a large number of item storage boxes, but they weren't particularly organized. Unless it was an extremely rare item, he just tossed things in randomly.

"Alright, let's get this item organization started."

Hayato made a gesture of rolling up his sleeves and opened a nearby box.



		
			Chapter 255

			Sorting and a Suspicious Game

			(What was this item again...?)

Hayato was in the storage room, sorting items to decide whether or not to put them up for auction.

There were items he could identify in an instant, and others that made him wonder why he had kept them, so his warehouse organization wasn't progressing much.

To begin with, Hayato was the type of person who couldn't throw things away. He had a feeling that he would use them someday, which made it difficult for him to dispose of them. He could sell any item he had created himself without a second thought, but that was because he felt he could always make another.

And the unique equipment he had kept often went unused in the end. He did keep some things as a collection, but he had decided that he didn't need more than one of anything, so he was planning to take this opportunity to sell any duplicates.

(Maybe I'll just limit myself to duplicates today. Overthinking everything is inefficient. I feel like I could probably sell items I haven't used in over a year, but...)

As he was putting the items he planned to sell into a separate box, he heard a knock on the storage room door.

"Hayato-san? Are you in there?"

"Ren-chan? I'm here, what's up?"

The door opened just a crack, and Ren's face peeked inside. After spotting Hayato, she smiled and came in.

"Rose-san said you were in here."

"Oh, really? Are you sure it's okay for you to be logged in this early?"

"It's fine. My brother logged in to do some combat training, so I came along with him."

"Is that so? Then is Ash training on the third floor?"

"That's right. Since I'm mainly a magic user, I don't need to train, so I came here. By the way, what are you doing, Hayato-san?"

"Organizing the warehouse. I was thinking of putting some stuff I don't need up for auction to make some money. But it's not going very well. It's hard to part with any of it, you know?"

"I know what you mean. I have a hard time selling my curse items... Um, would you like some help?"

"Oh, really? In that case, if you find any duplicate items, could you put them in this box? I'm planning to sell anything I have more than one of."

"Okay."

Hayato and Ren worked together, putting items into a single box. Since they were mechanically putting in any duplicates, the work progressed much faster than before.

That said, the warehouse was packed with all sorts of items. When Ren found a strange item, she chirped with excitement.

"Isn't this a limited-time event reward item? Why do you have so many?"

What Ren was holding was a wooden carving. The carving was in the shape of a Chimera.

A Chimera is a monster with the body of a goat, the head of a lion, the neck of a dragon, and a snake for a tail. The wooden carving, like other furniture, had no special effects and was just a commemorative item.

It was an event reward from the early days of the game, a time when even Hayato's skills hadn't reached 100. Still, he had participated in the event with Ney and the others and obtained the reward.

"That item was a random reward. During the event period, I cleared the event many times with Ney and the others and collected the rewards. I eventually got the item I was aiming for, but for some reason, I got an unusually large number of those Chimera carvings. The drop rate must have been high."

"Wow, what was the item you were aiming for?"

"I think it was a pair of glasses. It was a fashion item with no stats, but it was unusual for equipment in that it had no durability. It was popular back then as a headpiece that would never break. I don't think many people use it now that there are better glasses available. But wearing those glasses might let you brag a little as a veteran player."

Owning an item that can no longer be obtained is, in itself, a kind of status.

Since items like the glasses and carvings haven't been re-released in new events, it's a small thing to be proud of, showing that you've been playing the game since that time.

"Come to think of it, there was a time when the number of people wearing glasses increased. Speaking of glasses, our Randa-san was saying something like, 'Glasses and braids are what make a class rep character!' Suien-san said she understood, but I didn't quite get it. I wonder if that's part of her role-playing too...?"

Randa was one of the Genesis Dragons, and an actor friend of Ash and the others. She dressed like a cleric, used holy magic, and during the battle with Agres Berion, she rode on his back, repeatedly casting recovery magic, making her an extremely annoying presence.

Suien was similar, another one of the Genesis Dragons, who had run rampant as Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki at the Spirit Country's World Tree. Due to a misunderstanding that Hayato and Esha were flirting, she had subjected them to a horror movie-like performance by climbing the World Tree, and Hayato still felt uneasy around her.

"Randa-san and Suien-san, huh? They come to the cafe sometimes, but are the other Genesis Dragons doing well? They used to come by the cafe often, but recently they've only come by occasionally, so I was a little worried."

"They seem to be busy with filming and editing, so it looks like they don't have much time. But everyone is doing well. In fact, Suien-san and Randa-san have started cooking together so they can eat at home."

"Is that so? But are they okay with cooking? I mean, a hundred years ago, most nutrition came from energy tubes, right? Isn't this their first time cooking?"

In Hayato's era, the energy tubes were used as medical nutritional supplements, but in the era of resource depletion a hundred years ago, they were the staple food, so there was no need to cook. The taste was terrible, so most people deceived their sense of taste with a pseudo-signal to the brain to eat.

It would be difficult for Randa and Suien, who lived in that era, to cook. Esha, too, had become good at making chocolate parfaits, but other than that, she could only be trusted with bacon and eggs.

"They can manage sandwiches. Oh, and their curry and stew are delicious too. The rest, not so much..."

"I see. Well, could you tell them that I'll teach them to cook when they have some free time after the filming is done?"

"I'll let them know. Oh, that's right. Please teach me how to make pudding. I'm going to make a Bucket Pudding in the real world."

"Well, I won't stop you, but be careful. Unlike in virtual reality, there's a limit to how much your stomach can hold."

As they talked, Hayato and Ren continued to sort the items in the warehouse.

After they finished sorting, Hayato and Ren packed their item bags full of items. They were now heading to the auction facility in the Royal Capital to list them. This was still only a fraction of what they had to sell, with much more to come. This was just the first batch.

They informed Ash, who was on the third floor, and Rose, who was in the shop, of their plans, and then Hayato and Ren left the base.

In the past, Hayato had been targeted by various organizations, but for now, all of those issues had been resolved.

The Assassin Guild's master, Zack Orten, had come, but thanks to Hayato's suggestion, he was now busy constructing something like a coliseum, and there had been no contact since.

As for the bandit clan "Greedy Fire Serpent," their leader, Ban himself, had remembered his real-world memories and logged out, and all the members were in prison.

And as for the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, Simon had come alone, and since he was scheduled to go to the Eastern Country later, there was no chance of being abducted.

For these reasons, Ash and Rose had judged that an escort was unnecessary, and it was decided that Ren and he would go alone.

As they were walking through the Royal Capital, Ren spoke to Hayato.

"This is the first time we've gone out together, just the two of us, Hayato-san."

"Is that right? Well, Ash was always with us before. By the way, how is virtual reality? I think it's been a while since you've been outside the base."

At Hayato's question, Ren looked around. Then she took a deep breath.

"It feels nostalgic. It also feels like I'm back. But has the number of people increased? It seems crowded for a weekday morning."

"I guess it's because a lot of new people have started playing. You know, didn't I explain it a while back?"

"Oh, I remember now. Something about Ney-san becoming a sponsor. But I'm a little shocked that it used to be considered a suspicious game. I think it's a good game, though."

"Because the prize money was suspiciously large for a real-world prize, people thought it was a game from some shady company. And since the reproduction rate of the virtual reality was too high, right after the game started, people often said that it might cause brain damage."

There had been other forms of entertainment that used virtual reality before, but their reproduction rates were low. Most were not full-dive, but merely involved viewing virtual reality images.

Amidst all that, this game alone was abnormally realistic, so when it first launched, the news was abuzz with absurd stories about players being abducted in their sleep or being transported to another dimension.

And if it was unknown what company had created it, it was only natural for people to hesitate.

"I'm glad you started playing without worrying about such things, Hayato-san. Because of you, we are where we are today."

"I guess you can look at it that way. I'm glad I got to meet you too, Ren-chan, so I'm glad I played this game."

"Shouldn't you be saying you're glad you met Esha-san?"

"Why? And it's not like I'd say that to you, Ren-chan, when she's not here, right?"

"So if I call Esha-san over, you'll say it?"

"I wouldn't say it if she was here. I wouldn't know what she'd say in return."

"Then when are you going to say it!"

"Why are we assuming I'm going to say it in the first place?"

As they had this conversation, Hayato and Ren made their way to the auction facility.



		
			Chapter 256

			Market Research

			Hayato and Ren split up and began listing their items.

Basically, they set the buyout price to the highest price in the sales history. However, for items that had no other listings and no sales history for a while, they set the price a little higher.

The listing period was three days. Many players couldn't wait three days to get an item, so in those cases, they would buy it out immediately. There was also the idea of raising the bid price a little during the three-day period.

After listing all the items, they decided to look at recent trends, as Rose had asked.

They checked the listed items, prices, stock levels, and history to see what was selling recently.

Unlike in a shop, the auction retains a history of the last hundred successful bids. Information such as when and for how much an item was sold is recorded, making it easy to understand sales trends.

Hayato checked the history. He primarily looked for items with a high number of transactions and low stock.

With the Treasure Hunting event still ongoing, many of the recent transactions were for treasure chest keys and treasure maps. Since these were also a means of obtaining Treasure Coins, prices remained high.

However, even if Hayato knew that was the trend, it was meaningless to him. There was no point in going to a dungeon to get keys to make money. Besides, Hayato was a production class. He wanted to make money with produced items, not drop items.

When he looked at the history for items other than keys and maps, it seemed that cheap weapons and armor for beginners were selling well. These were so-called obsolete items, equipment with performance that was no longer useful on the front lines.

He already knew about this trend from what Rose had told him, but making money with low-performance equipment was a bit difficult. Since the prices were low, he wouldn't make a big profit unless he made them in large quantities.

Because of his high skill level, Hayato couldn't mass-produce low-quality equipment. The cheap items he sold in his shop were just failures from when he was aiming for high quality, so considering the cost of materials, there wasn't much profit in it.

Cheaper food and medicine were selling well, so Rose's suggestion was helpful, and in the sense that it brought in new customers, it could be considered an investment for the future. But right now, it was more about the near future than the distant one.

As Hayato was wondering what to do, Ren, who was next to him, raised her right hand sharply.

"Um, what is it?"

"It seems that accessories are selling well. Things like the Ring of Teleportation and equipment that can use charge-type magic. It looks like lumber is selling well too."

"Charge-type items...? Oh, right, they're essential for beginners. Their skills probably aren't at 100 yet, and their stats are low. I guess a lot of people use items to substitute for magic."

Charge-type items are items with a limited number of uses that can be used regardless of skill.

The "Ring of Teleportation" that Hayato often used was an item that could use the teleport spell, but since it could be used even without magic skills like Hayato, it was probably essential for those who didn't have magic skills.

However, even though they can be used without magic skills, their power and success rate depend on the user's stats and skills. Even if Hayato were to use the attack spell "Fireball" that throws a ball of fire, it wouldn't be powerful. It might not even do any damage against an opponent's magic defense.

It is said that skills are easy to raise up to 90, but that is because people know how to raise them efficiently. Information that was once available on the web is now difficult to find. It is highly likely that beginner players are having a hard time with various things.

Hayato thought that there would be a demand for charge-type accessories for a while.

"Even if the quality of charge-type items goes up, only the number of charges increases, so they won't be that expensive, making them easy for beginners to buy. And equipment that raises skills is also likely to sell. Thanks, Ren-chan."

"You think it'll sell? You can thank me with pudding, okay?"

"When we get back. Um, so lumber is selling well, huh. For ships and airships, maybe..."

Building ships and airships requires a large amount of lumber. Some people probably go to the forest to get lumber, but it's not efficient without the logging skill, so many people just buy it.

The Woodworking Skill is underprivileged compared to skills like Blacksmithing, so the Logging Skill can also be said to be underprivileged.

Rare lumber like that from a Magic Tree is in high demand for making staves that boost magic power, but considering the effort, it's more profitable to just defeat monsters. With that money, you can buy lumber without having to raise unnecessary skills.

Because of this, there tends to be few people with the logging skill.

(Speaking of the logging skill, that's Mist-san, but she's busy right now. I could make money by selling the World Tree Lumber, but I want to save that for something, and my pride won't let me sell raw materials... I have such a difficult personality.)

Mist had raised her logging skill to 100 to make her own coffin. However, although she raised the skill to gather lumber, she gave up on the woodworking skill to make the coffin midway through. Raising a production skill to 100 is quite a tough task.

As for the World Tree Lumber, he was to receive it regularly from the Elves and Dwarves in the Spirit Country. This was a reward for protecting the World Tree during the Stampede event.

Selling it would probably make a lot of money. But Hayato's craftsman side refused to turn raw materials into money. That said, if he processed it, it wouldn't be equipment for beginners. He concluded that he had no choice but to put it in storage until he decided how to use it.

Ren looked up at Hayato, who was deep in thought.

"Whoa, you scared me. What is it?"

"Come to think of it, you went to the Floating Island a while ago, right? Esha-san didn't seem to have participated, but I heard you had a vacation at the lake."

"Seems so. The guys couldn't get close, though. Ney was smiling even when she got back, so I guess it was pretty fun. Well, she did say some incomprehensible things like someone's swimsuit had high attack power. I have to take Maris next time, so why don't we go together then?"

"It's a promise, okay? So, about the lumber, I had a thought. Don't you think it might be materials for building a base? I think the first thing beginners want to do when they save up money is to build a house for their base."

"I see, that could be it. Come to think of it, Ney did say she wanted help rebuilding her base..."

Ney and the others' "Kokuryu" base was near a town called Grandbell.

It was the new base they had built when Hayato was kicked out before, but it was more or less on the frontier. Thanks to that, there was quite a bit of land available for building houses. Grandbell itself was well-equipped for a frontier town, so it was probably a good spot.

(I think Ney and the others should be able to log in soon, but I wonder how they're doing? I'll ask them the next time they come to the cafe... Well, I've figured out what's likely to sell, so maybe we should head back.)

"I've got a good idea of things, so let's go home for today."

"Yes, let's go home and eat pudding!"

Hayato used his Ring of Teleportation, while Ren simply used the teleport spell.

Immediately after returning to the base in an instant, the sound of clashing metal reached Hayato and the others' ears.

Wondering what was going on, they saw Ash and Simon fighting. When the two of them noticed Hayato and the others, they stopped fighting.

"Hayato, Ren, you're back."

"Um, what are you doing? You stopped attacking, so it's not like Simon is attacking you, right?"

"I was training on the third floor when Simon came by. He said if I was going to train, why not fight him, so we were having a mock battle. But it's no good, it's been a while so my body's reactions are slow. I need a little more time to get back in shape."

"You say your reactions are slow when I can't even land a single blow? Just what I'd expect from a Genesis Dragon. But you're a bad man, Hayato. You could have at least told me there was someone this strong here."

"Ash and Ren-chan were away for a bit because of the Stampede incident. They just came back yesterday."

"He did mention something like that at the farewell party yesterday. But I'm in luck. I was thinking it would be a bit boring now that Ivan and Gil have left this place, but to be able to fight Ash instead."

"You call me a strong fighter, Simon? It seems I've gotten stronger than I was back then. Now, Hayato. We're planning to continue our mock battle, but..."

"Oh, yeah, go for it. But don't push yourselves too hard."

"Brother, you can't lose, even in a mock battle!"

"Yeah, leave it to me. Alright, Simon, shall we continue?"

"Then I won't hold back!"

As Simon said that, the sound of clashing metal echoed around them again.

Ash was using his Dragon Eater to block Simon's sword. From Hayato's perspective, he seemed to be reacting at a considerable speed, but for Ash, it was probably still not enough.

Watching the fight, Hayato had a thought.

(Maybe I should build an arena in the basement like the Maid Guild has. It's conspicuous to be fighting outside...)

He wasn't sure if he could do something like that, but he decided to ask Diite about it later, and then he and Ren went inside the base.



		
			Chapter 257

			The Black Rose's Worry

			A week had passed since Hayato began his money-making efforts.

For the past few days, he and Ren had been listing unused items from the warehouse at auction, and they had sold quite well. Even the event reward items with no effects sold for a reasonably high price because they were unobtainable.

They sold via buyout without even waiting for the three-day auction period to end, so every time he confirmed a sale, he raised the price. Even so, they would sell via buyout in less than two days. The sales were so good it made him think he had set the initial prices wrong.

And in the shop, he listed a large number of charge-type accessories and accessories that slightly raised skills.

These also sold well.

The Ring of Teleportation in particular was a must-have for people with non-mage skill compositions, so some people bought them in bulk.

Considering the material cost and the selling price, there wasn't much profit in a single item. But if he mass-produced them and they sold in large quantities, the profit was considerable.

Rose, who was minding the shop, showed Hayato the sales figures with a delighted look on her face.

"They're selling quite well. Combined with the sales from the auction, I think it will amount to a considerable sum."

"You're right. I think we've made about 100 million G. With this much, we should have plenty to support the next expedition. Ash's equipment is one thing, but everyone else needs equipment maintenance, so this is a great help."

Ash's equipment didn't need maintenance because the Blood Weapon effect of his Dragon Eater restored its durability. However, the other members were different, so their durability would decrease. To prevent it from breaking, maintenance was necessary.

Of course, maintenance wasn't free. Durability had to be restored using the same materials as the equipment.

The equipment that Ivan and Gil used was made of Adamantite, so Adamantite was needed for maintenance. If he had time, he would go get the materials, but last time he didn't have that luxury, so he had to buy them at auction.

Gil in particular, as a tank, had his durability decrease almost every day, so maintaining it each time resulted in considerable spending. The reason he was financially sound despite that was probably because of the treasure from the Floating Island.

Gil had said he was sorry, but it was a matter of course for a skilled tank, and thanks to him, they were able to clear the Necropolis safely, so it wasn't a problem.

(If Ney and the others were here, I could have them gather materials, but they're busy with their own things... But they said they'd be able to return soon, so I'll be counting on them for a lot.)

Ney and the others had finally finished dealing with their real-world matters and had mentioned at the cafe that they would be logging in soon. Hayato was inwardly quite pleased that things would get lively again in a few days.

Just as Hayato was thinking of making more charge-type accessories for the day, he heard a knock on the base's door.

Assuming there was no particular danger, Hayato opened the door.

Standing outside was Rosalie.

She was the leader of the Gothic Lolita group known as the Ten Black Rose Saints and an executive of the Demon Lord's Army. She was an NPC who would normally attack players in the Demon Lord's Castle. That said, she was also a human who had lost her real-world memories.

It was rare for Rosalie to come alone.

She usually came with either Ney or the Demon Lord, Lunaria, but today she was alone. Hayato found it a little strange.

"Rosalie-san, it feels like it's been a while. Please, come in. I'll make you some coffee."

"It has been a while, hasn't it? In that case, I'll take you up on your offer."

Hayato gestured for Rosalie to sit in a chair at the dining table, then sat across from her. He then served the coffee.

"So, what brings you here today?"

"Lunaria-sama asked me to deliver a gift of thanks to you, Hayato. Please accept it."

"Ah, about Gil-san's matter. Thank you for coming all this way. Cookies and a signed card? Is this the gift?"

"Do you have a problem with it? ...I'm just kidding. But you should accept that as well. Lunaria-sama went to the trouble of preparing it. Of course, there's more. First, here is 10 million G. This includes the cost of the beds."

"That's a lot of money."

"It is Lunaria-sama's maidenly heart not wanting to be thought of as a stingy Demon Lord."

(Is it a maidenly heart... ?)

When they rescued Lunaria, she had temporarily stayed at this base, and at that time, he had prepared beds for Lunaria and all the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints.

Lunaria's bed was a highest-quality four-poster bed that had a very luxurious feel and was quite large. Apparently, she used it in the Demon Lord's Castle as well.

Next, she placed a large number of ingots on the table. They were Adamantite ingots, a small fortune in themselves.

"And this is from Gil. It's Adamantite. He said that this probably wouldn't be enough for all the daily weapon and armor maintenance you did for him, so please accept it without hesitation."

"From Gil-san? That's very kind of him. We were helped by the expedition too, so he didn't have to worry about it... but I'm grateful. Could you pass on my thanks?"

"Well, I suppose I can. He's become more tolerable recently, now that he's stopped talking about muscles and such. He even asked me to teach him how to write neatly. What on earth did you do to him?"

"...A number of things, I guess? By the way, is Gil-san taking off his helmet? He had it off the whole time here."

Gil had an intimidating face. It was unpopular with the members of the Black Rose, and he had been told to keep his helmet on, which he had been doing. But since it wasn't a problem for the members at this base, he had kept it off the whole time, so Hayato was curious about what he was doing at the Demon Lord's Castle.

"Come to think of it, he's had it off ever since he came back. Some of our members are a bit timid, so I wish he'd keep it on, though."

"From the way you say that, it sounds like you're fine with it, Rosalie-san?"

"It's fine in a bright place. But the Demon Lord's Castle has a lot of dark areas because of Lunaria-sama's staging, so when I see his face unexpectedly, I scream. Why are you looking at me with such a blank face? Don't tell me you thought I wouldn't scream?"

"No, no, that's not it. Please don't take out your scythe."

Rosalie usually spoke like a lady, but sometimes her true nature came out and she became foul-mouthed. Knowing that, Hayato had thought it was highly likely that she would slice him to bits with her scythe before screaming.

And for some reason, Rosalie seemed very quiet today. It was highly likely that it was because the people who usually pushed her around, Lunaria and Ney, weren't there, but even taking that into account, she felt quiet today.

"Um, is that all?"

"Is it not enough?"

"That's not what I meant, you've finished your coffee, and you usually leave as soon as your business is done, so I was wondering if there was something else."

"Not particularly. But could I have another cup of coffee?"

"Huh? Of course, I don't mind."

Hayato poured another cup of coffee in front of Rosalie. Rosalie took a sip, then put the cup down and exhaled. But Rosalie didn't say anything in particular, and silence fell.

Hayato couldn't stand the silence. They didn't have any common topics to begin with. Their relationship was basically business-like, so they weren't on terms to make small talk.

Hayato thought that Rosalie felt the same way, but for some reason, she was slowly drinking her coffee today instead of returning to the Demon Lord's Castle.

"Um, do you perhaps need something from me?"

"No, not really. By the way, this is just small talk, but."

"Huh? Small talk?"

"Yes, well, how should I put it, I think you would know, Hayato, but is Ney doing well?"

Hayato finally understood. Ney hadn't logged in recently. She was busy in the real world, but of course, he hadn't told Rosalie that.

From Rosalie's perspective, she hadn't had any contact with Ney for several days. In other words, she was lonely or something along those lines.

"Oh, Ney is on an expedition to a faraway place right now. She said she'd be back soon. You know, you were busy fighting the Ten Dark Knights and being made to do fashion model-like things by Lunaria-san, Rosalie-san. Ney probably thought it would be rude to bother you and didn't contact you."

It was a fabrication, but he said something plausible. Rosalie wouldn't understand what he was talking about even if he told her that things were busy in the real world.

"She doesn't seem like the type to be that considerate. Well, it was just weighing on my mind a little, just a little, so I'm relieved to hear she's doing well."

A faint smile appeared on Rosalie's face as she said that. No matter how you looked at it, it was more than just a little.

"I'll tell Ney. That Rosalie-san seemed lonely."

"I didn't seem lonely, did I? Ney was feeling unwell for a few days on the Floating Island, so I was just a little worried. I don't mind if she's well. It was peaceful without the noisy one around."

When they had gone to the Floating Island, Ney had logged out for a few days to attend a council meeting. The reason given at the time was that she was feeling unwell, and Rosalie was referring to that.

(She's too much of a tsundere. Ney would be so happy if I told her. She'd probably ditch the real world and log in right away.)

"In any case, Ney will be back soon, so could you wait a little longer? I think she'll send you a voice chat herself when she gets back."

"It's not that I'm waiting. But my body is getting a little rusty, so I suppose I could go on an adventure with her."

"I'll take your word for it."

"I find your choice of words a bit concerning, but since I'm here to thank you, I'll refrain from going on a rampage. Well then, thank you for the coffee. I've delivered my thanks, so I'll be leaving now."

"Thank you for coming all this way. Please say hello to Lunaria-san and the others for me."

"Telling me to say hello to the Demon Lord, Lunaria-sama, is a bit much, but well, I'll pass it on. You don't need to see me out. Farewell, then."

Rosalie said that, then stood up from her chair and left the base.

(Ney would be so happy if I told her about this. But then, Rosalie-san would probably come after me for telling her.)

Hayato wondered what to do, but for now, he decided to head to his room to create some items to sell in the shop.



		
			Chapter 258

			The Returnees

			A few days later, Ney returned to the game.

The members of Kokuryu who had been helping Ney in the real world had all logged in as well, and they all came to the base. And so, Hayato told Ney about the incident with Rosalie.

Upon hearing it, Ney looked down and her shoulders trembled.

"H, hey, Ney, are you okay?"

When Hayato called out to her, Ney's head shot up. The phrase "a smile as bright as the sun" must have been coined for moments like this.

"Rosalie was worried about me! I have to contact her right away!"

Ney moved away from Hayato to the side of the wall and began talking happily. Hayato and the members of Kokuryu watched her with smiles, assuming she was talking to Rosalie via voice chat.

Ney was a member of the Foundation, one of the organizations that controlled the world. There were probably many people who worried about her, but that was likely because she was a member of the Foundation.

For someone to worry about the real Ney was a precious and rare thing for her.

Before Hayato and the others knew about Ney's situation, they too had worried about what might have happened on the days she didn't log in, and he remembered how overjoyed she had been at that time.

This time was no different, and they all watched her with the feelings of a guardian, knowing she must be incredibly happy.

After about ten minutes, she seemed to be satisfied and returned with a smile.

"It was fun talking to Rosalie after so long! And what's more, I made a promise to go with not just Rosalie, but all of the Black Rose, to clear a dungeon in the Demon Country. Apparently, they need things like thread and cloth to get materials for a dress for Lunaria."

"Like Arachne silk, maybe?"

An Arachne is a monster with the upper body of a woman attached to the torso of a spider. The silk from an Arachne has the ability to enhance the stats of cloth equipment made from it. It is also an essential and very expensive material for some high-performance robes.

"Yeah, she said something like that. She said that aside from the Arachne, it's not a difficult dungeon, so there shouldn't be any problems. That aside, I'm heading to the Demon Lord's Castle!"

"Huh? Right now?"

"I can't just sit still! Voice chat isn't enough. I'm going to charge into the Demon Lord's Castle to see Rosalie in person. It'll be a surprise!"

"Why are you charging in? She'll be surprised, sure, but you'll get in trouble."

"Speaking of getting in trouble, I have a message from Rosalie for you, Hayato. She told me to tell you, 'I didn't say I was lonely. I'll get you for this later.'"

"...It would be helpful if you could try to get on her good side as much as possible. Um, is everyone else okay with this?"

Ney was raring to go, but Hayato looked around, wondering what the other members thought.

But he could tell from their faces without even having to ask. It seemed they were all fired up. They must have been stressed from not being able to play the game for so long. In fact, their expressions seemed to say they were ready for a fight.

"It's been a while, so don't push yourselves too hard. And be prepared to get in trouble when you go. It's a surprise, but you're still charging into the Demon Lord's Castle."

Hayato said this and sent them off.

That night, a voice chat from the Demon Lord, Lunaria, reached Hayato.

"Ney and her group came charging in demanding to see Rosalie-chan, so we intercepted them. Forcing the Demon Lord to sally forth, I think Ney would make a good Hero. By the way, was that your doing, Hayato-san? I'd like to confirm as the Demon Lord. Depending on your answer, something so terrible will happen that I can't even say it out loud."

"No, no, that's not it at all. Ney just went to see Rosalie-san. And did you really go out to intercept them, Lunaria-san?"

"Yes. They charged into the Demon Lord's Castle with such force, and Rosalie-chan and the others seemed to be having fun intercepting them. I'm not averse to participating in such things. In fact, it's not good to be left out."

"You intercepted them because they looked like they were having fun? So you all fought...? Well, that's fine, but are Ney and the others still at the Demon Lord's Castle?"

"It looks like they're staying at the Demon Lord's Castle tonight. They're going to play card games, so I'll show them the power of the Demon Lord."

"I'm relieved to see that the Demon Lord's Castle is as peaceful as ever."

"You think so? But I'm going to plunge them into the depths of terror after this, so it's still too early to be relieved."

"...With card games?"

"If you play card games in the Demon Lord's Castle, the Demon Lord rules are activated. Therefore, the Demon Lord cannot lose. They should be terrified by their own powerlessness."

"That does sound scary. Please go a little easy on them. It's cooler for the Demon Lord to show enough composure and confidence to lose once in a while."

"That is a good opinion. I have a new respect for you."

"I'm being re-evaluated for that...? And what did you think of me before you re-evaluated... she hung up."

Hayato thought, oh well, and began making products to sell in the shop tomorrow.

A few more days passed, and Hayato received a message from Mist saying that she had gathered all ten of the Undead at her mansion. She then formally requested his cooperation in gathering knowledge about the medicine.

Hayato naturally accepted. In fact, he had been preparing for this, so there was no option to refuse. However, being asked again undoubtedly boosted Hayato's motivation.

Mist was going to explain the details now, so he gathered the members who were scheduled to participate at the base.

Esha, Ash, Ren, Maris, and Diite. Diite knew more about the situation than Mist, so she didn't need to hear the explanation, but she participated as a fellow member of "Daedalus."

Outside of the clan members, Simon was also there.

In Simon's case, he was cooperating more to take Hayato to the Eastern Country than to help Mist, so he wasn't that proactive. However, he seemed to be looking forward to the chance to fight strong monsters on the expedition.

And Mist, Damian, and Ruth would, of course, be participating in the expedition.

Ney and the others were also scheduled to participate, but for the time being, they were acting separately to get their groove back. They also had a promise with Rosalie, so that took priority.

Everyone except Ney's group was seated at the table, and the women were each eating their favorite desserts.

After watching the women with a smile, Mist opened her mouth.

"Well then, everyone, thank you for your cooperation. I would now like to explain the details."

Mist explained the situation. However, it was only the situation within the virtual reality, and of course, she didn't talk about the real world. That was because some of the members here didn't know about the real world.

Eventually, Damian and Ruth would also need to regain their memories, but now was not the time. Mist proceeded with her explanation, being careful not to stimulate their real-world memories.

"...And so, we need to find the recipe for the Panacea, the medicine that will awaken them from their undying sleep. God has already told us the location, so I will explain it now."

The Panacea was just a game item, but it was also a medicine to cure an incurable disease in the real world. By using this medicine in the game, the medicine would be injected into the cryosleep pods in the real world.

Mist would learn the knowledge of that medicine and, based on that knowledge, be able to create the Panacea.

It was only to learn the creation method, not the Panacea itself, but Infinity, which constructed this game, had interpreted Diite's request in a strange way and it had taken this form.

However, even if it was just a game story, they couldn't not do it since it could create a medicine that would affect the real world. To begin with, it was a disease that couldn't be cured on Earth or in the colonies because it required the components of rare plants that only existed inside the Aphrodite.

"As for the locations of the necessary knowledge, there are three. First is 'Skyscraper Babel.' It's a huge tower in the Demon Country."

"It's difficult to fight inside a building."

When Esha said that, Maris also nodded. Neither Esha nor Maris could fully demonstrate their power in a narrow space.

"Yes. So I think the members other than Esha-san and Maris-san will go there. There is a place where the two of you can exert more of your power, so I have high hopes for you there. That is 'Sacred Peak Takamagahara.' I think Simon-san is more familiar with this."

"It is the highest mountain in the Eastern Country. There are some who have been to the summit, but I have not. Well, if you say we are going there, I can guide you."

"That would be helpful. And finally, 'Underwater Temple Atlantis.' We don't even know where this is. I think it's somewhere in the sea, though."

(Atlantis, huh? There's a colony with that name, but that's probably not related, right?)

As Hayato was thinking that, Diite, who was drinking coffee, lightly raised her right hand.

"Diite-san? Do you have a question?"

"Not a question, an answer. 'Underwater Temple Atlantis' is at the bottom of the sea further east of the Eastern Country. In the Eastern Country, it's called 'Ryugu.' I think Simon-kun should know the detailed location, right?"

"The Underwater Temple is Ryugu? I know the location, but I've never been. I thought it was just a tourist attraction."

(It's a tourist attraction...? Well, I guess we'll find out when we go.)

Mist lightly bowed her head to Diite and Simon, then opened her mouth.

"I thought it would take time because we didn't know the location of Atlantis, but thanks to Diite-san and Simon-san, we found out easily. Does that mean it would be more efficient to clear Babel first and then go to the Eastern Country?"

Mist's question was met with a shake of Diite's head.

"No, I think it would be better to clear Takamagahara and Ryugu in the Eastern Country. Besides, Babel allows for teleportation via portal, just like the Necropolis. If possible, it would be more efficient to have Ney-kun and the others clear it."

"Oh, actually, Ney and the others want to go to the Eastern Country too. If we left them behind, there might be a bit of a problem."

"I see. I thought it would be good to clear it in parallel with Babel, but it seems that will be difficult."

"Does it matter who clears it?"

Ash suddenly said that, and Diite nodded at his question.

"Of course, anyone can do it. As for the portal, if even one person has been to that location, everyone can teleport there."

"Then let's ask my father and his group. He said he finally has some free time."

Ash said that, then drank the coffee Hayato had made as if nothing had happened.



		
			Chapter 259

			A Request to Conquer the Tower

			The discussion ended after it was decided that they would depart for the Eastern Country in three days.

The next day, Hayato was at Crown Cafe, waiting for Veru, the father of Ash and Ren. He was scheduled to come to the cafe today.

Ash had said it would be fine to leave the conquest of Skyscraper Babel to his father.

With Ash and Ren back, Hayato had thought that the movie filming had reached a certain milestone, but even so, he had thought that Veru and the others would not be logging into the game again.

It was a welcome development for Hayato, but he couldn't imagine that Veru had been consulted just because Ash said so. He had asked Ash if he could bring him along so he could ask if it was really okay.

As he was preparing the cafe with Esha, Ash and the others arrived. It was Ash, Ren, and Veru.

"Hayato, I brought my father."

"Thank you. Veru-san, I'm sorry to bother you when you're busy."

"Don't worry about it. The movie production is almost finished. All that's left is to release it online."

"I see. Oh, please use that table. I'll get you some coffee now... or would you prefer something else?"

"No, I'd like to have Hayato's coffee after such a long time, so that's fine. Ash also said the taste has improved, so I was looking forward to it a little."

"Understood. Is that okay with you too, Ash?"

"Yeah, I don't mind. I drink it every day, so I feel restless if I don't."

Thinking to himself that he hadn't put any strange ingredients in it, Hayato decided to brew three cups of coffee, including his own.

And next to him, Esha was making two chocolate parfaits.

"Well then, Ren-san and I will be having a girls' talk at the counter."

"The counter feels so grown-up. It's not a girls' talk, it's a mature women's talk! Oh, I'll have the bigger chocolate parfait, please!"

"There are still strawberry toppings to come, you know? Are you sure you're okay with that?"

"You're not going to put a lot of strawberries on that one, are you...?"

"That's a surprise for when it's done. But you should just remember that there are also cherries."

"Hmm..."

He thought that what they were doing was more like a girls' thing than a mature women's thing, but they both seemed to be having fun, so Hayato didn't say anything. He then carried the brewed coffee over to the table.

Veru smiled and said, "Thank you," and immediately drank the coffee. Then his eyes widened slightly before a smile spread across his face.

"I'm surprised. The taste has improved quite a bit."

"I'm still experimenting, but I'm proud to say it's gotten better than before."

"Just remember that it's built on my sacrifices, okay?"

"I'm grateful to you, Ash."

After some lighthearted conversation, Hayato got to the main topic.

"Veru-san, Ash was saying yesterday that you would help us out in the virtual reality world."

"Yeah, I heard about it last night, and I don't mind. Like I said earlier, the movie is finished, so all that's left is to release it online. It's become a hot topic as a movie with actors who don't use CG, and the trailer got a pretty good response. Now it's just a matter of timing the release."

Hayato had seen the trailer too. He wasn't sure what to think about himself, Esha, and the cafe being the subject matter, but that aside, opinions were divided between the CG camp and the real-life camp, with people saying there's no way such handsome men and beautiful women exist, so it was generating a fair amount of buzz.

This time, the goal was purely to raise funds and increase their recognition, and they didn't have any sponsors. They would be releasing it on a video streaming site where they would get paid based on the number of views and watch time.

They were hoping that if it got a good reception, sponsors might come forward. In fact, there had been talk of Ney and Diite becoming sponsors, but they had refused, asking them to decide after seeing the movie.

It hadn't been decided when it would be released yet, but they wanted to release it at the same time as something else to generate a buzz. No matter how good a work is, its reception can change depending on when it's released, so they were thinking about it carefully.

"I want to get information not just from the internet, but also from the virtual reality world. There was talk of logging into the game to gather information."

"Is that so?"

"That game is just right for checking release timings and looking for ideas for the next movie. And if we release the movie on the same day as the first day of a game event, there's a high chance we'll lose, right? It's also to avoid things like that."

"That might be true."

There were movie lovers among the members of Kokuryu, and they were looking forward to this movie. However, they had said that if the release date coincided with the first day of an event, they would probably choose the game.

(I think Diite-chan will make adjustments for this, but they probably want to do it without relying on her as much as possible...)

"So I heard from Ash, do we just need to conquer a tower called Skyscraper Babel?"

"Yes, that's right. However, in the end, Mist-san has to go to the top floor, so it's enough if you can just get to the portal on the top floor or a floor close to it."

"There's probably a boss in a place like that, but we don't need to defeat it. Just open the portal to the top floor."

"It would be even more helpful if you could defeat the boss and give us information in advance."

"Got it. Then we'll defeat it. I don't know how tall the tower is, so I don't know if we can get that far."

"Yes, there's no need to push yourselves, so please just go as far as you can."

Hayato thought that it probably wouldn't be possible to transform into a dragon inside the tower.

He had never been there, but dragon transformation made them quite huge, so there was a high possibility that it was restricted in that tower. They would probably have to clear it in their human forms, so it would undoubtedly take a considerable amount of time.

That said, it would take too long to return from the Eastern Country and clear it from the ground up. If they could clear it in parallel, it would be a great help, even if it was only up to the lower floors.

"For now, we'll aim to clear it. But a tower..."

"Is there a problem?"

"No, it's just that Agres and Suien... they fell from the World Tree during that Stampede event, so they're saying they don't want to go to high places."

"...I'm sorry."

"No, you don't need to apologize, Hayato. Besides, unlike in the old days, we don't have stuntmen now, so they have to get used to things like that. I'm planning on taking them with me even if they're kicking and screaming this time."

"You can be strict sometimes, Dad."

"Not sometimes. I'm always strict. If I'm not, I'll never be able to catch up to your mother."

Those words must have been effective on Ash. His face tensed, and he nodded deeply.

As someone who had neither parents nor siblings, Hayato felt a little envious, but that aside, the situation had become quite helpful.

Mist wasn't the type to be able to leave a curable disease untreated forever, even if there was no time limit. From Hayato's perspective, she seemed to be in a bit of a hurry, so he wanted to prepare to make the medicine as soon as possible.

"Well then, Veru-san, I'll leave the conquest of Babel to you."

"Hayato, please raise your head. I've heard the circumstances from Ash. I don't know Mist personally, but if it's related to an illness, I want to help. Besides, during the Stampede, we raided her mansion to capture the diva. This is also to atone for that."

"That did happen, didn't it? It feels like it was a long time ago."

It had only been a few months ago, but to Hayato, it felt like several years ago. Perhaps he was living such fulfilling days that each day was packed with density.

"It certainly feels like a long time ago. Anyway, that's why, so don't worry about it. Now, I think I'll have lunch here today for the first time in a while. Pat and the others are coming later, so please treat us to something a little more delicious than usual, okay?"

"Of course. I'll even throw in a free coffee after the meal."

"Some of the members don't like it, but with the current taste, it should be fine. Alright, I'll watch Ash's customer service closely today. An actor is always practicing his craft. Make sure you play the part of a waiter properly, okay?"

"I know. I want a good role as soon as possible."

Seeing the trusting relationship between Ash and Veru, like an ideal parent and child, Hayato was truly glad from the bottom of his heart.

(Even if it was false memories, Ash used to hate Veru-san. It must have been a game setting, but it must have been tough for Veru-san. Well, all's well that ends well.)

With that thought, Hayato began preparing behind the counter to handle the large number of orders that would surely be coming.



		
			Chapter 260

			Information Gathering and Departure Preparations

			Hayato and the others began preparing to go to the Eastern Country.

The Eastern Country was located in a place that could only be reached by ship, with a regular service running from the Royal Capital's port about twice a day. There was no problem with taking one's own ship, but there was a risk of being attacked by pirates or sea monsters, so using the safe regular service was the main option.

Since it required being on a ship for about two hours without logging out, few players went to the Eastern Country, and it had become a sanctuary for those who role-played as samurai or ninja.

Furthermore, the monsters were unique, with some being called yokai, and it was a place that had created its own unique worldview.

And in-game events rarely occurred there. It was possible to build a base in the Eastern Country, but it was inconvenient because it took two hours to return to this continent. For that reason, there were few players.

For these reasons, there was little information about the Eastern Country. So, in order to gather as much information as possible, he had called Simon to the base's dining hall and was in the middle of asking him various questions.

This was Hayato's first time going to the Eastern Country, and although he knew some of the precautions, he didn't know all of them. He was trying to get some information in advance to be prepared for anything.

And he learned of one problematic story.

"It's difficult to obtain materials over there?"

"That's right. In the Eastern Country, there is a belief that gods reside in both the forests and the mountains, so actions like cutting down trees or digging for ore require a permit. If you are caught mining without permission, you will be arrested. Of course, such precautions are strictly stated before entering the country, but still, several people are arrested every year. I would gladly arrest you, Hayato, so would you like to give it a try?"

"I have no intention of living permanently in the Eastern Country."

"That's a shame. For that reason, it would be better to bring materials from here if you plan to make something over there. Well, if you destroy the Cursed Blade for me, you will gain the trust of the country. Then you will probably be granted a permit for logging and mining. You will probably also be given permission to go to your destination."

Although it wasn't visible as a numerical value, each country had something like a trust or reputation level, and if it was low, your actions would be restricted. Just as a certain level of reputation was needed to enter the Grand Prison in the Empire, Hayato thought that there was a similar restriction in the Eastern Country.

In the Empire, he had gained reputation by completing quests for the Adventurer's Guild. Using that system, he was able to enter the Grand Prison relatively quickly, but there was no Adventurer's Guild in the Eastern Country, so it was unclear how to gain reputation.

Also, according to Simon's story, it might be difficult to enter "Sacred Peak Takamagahara" and "Ryugu" without a certain level of trust.

(So the first thing is to destroy the Cursed Blade and gain reputation. I should think of this as good timing. There's no time to be doing quests to raise reputation bit by bit, and it's clear that destroying the Cursed Blade will get me to my destination. But the timing feels a little too good...)

Infinity, which constructed this world, was responsible for the complicated situation regarding the healing medicine. Diite said it was because her instructions were poor, but Hayato thought that was somehow suspicious.

Did Infinity have its own independent thoughts different from Diite's, and was it scheming something? He had such a feeling.

He didn't know what kind of thinking Infinity used to construct this world. It was just that the reason for preparing an event that linked the real world and the virtual reality was too strange.

Diite had said that Infinity had interpreted Mist's request to heal everyone in a complex way, but he had been bothered for a long time about whether such a thing was possible.

However, it wasn't enough for Hayato to be able to say that it was clearly suspicious. It was just a hunch.

He could somewhat understand the reason that Infinity had interpreted the request strangely, as Diite had said. It might be different for an AI like Diite, but a normal program could only do what it was told. It wouldn't act on its own based on an ambiguous idea.

"Hayato, what's wrong with you all of a sudden?"

Hayato had been lost in thought for quite some time, and he had left Simon, who was right in front of him, hanging.

"Oh, sorry, I was just thinking a little. Hey, you mentioned before that there's a Princess in the Eastern Country, right? I'm planning on staying at a mansion that you're preparing for us over there, but should I bring a gift? Like a kimono or something?"

Hayato made some appropriate small talk.

However, even though it was appropriate, it was also something he had been thinking about. Since they would be active in the Eastern Country for a while, they would need a temporary base somewhere. Simon had offered to provide that place.

That place was owned by a person called the Princess. Simon had said that it was a place provided free of charge to those who seemed capable of destroying the Cursed Blade, so he could use it as he liked, but Hayato had also been thinking that something was needed as a courtesy.

"If it's not too much trouble, it wouldn't be a bad idea to prepare a kimono. But if you're going to make one, please make it of the highest quality. The kimono you made for me is of the highest quality, so if the quality is worse than that, the Princess will be upset."

"That sounds like a pain. Alright, I get it, I'll prepare a highest-quality kimono."

"A flashy pattern might be better. The Princess dislikes plain things."

"I'm not getting a very good impression of this Princess. She's not a selfish and arrogant person, is she?"

"...Well, you can think of her as a naive and innocent princess who hates boredom. She's just a little selfish, a little arrogant, and a little irritating."

"If it's that much even with 'a little,' then it's not 'a little,' is it?"

(I don't really want to meet her... Well, it's just a matter of maybe meeting her, so I guess it's okay.)

After that, he continued to hear about the Eastern Country from Simon and confirmed what he would need.

Hayato began to make various preparations in his room at the base.

He had to prepare things to take to the Eastern Country, but since he wouldn't be able to return to this base for a while, he also had to prepare things to leave behind.

The most important thing was the products to put in the shop. If these ran out, the customers who came to the shop would disappear. He had just managed to attract beginner customers thanks to Rose's suggestion, but if the shop ran out of products, the customers would leave.

Weapons and armor could be used for a long time, but food and medicine were consumables, so they had to be restocked every day. He didn't know how long he would be in the Eastern Country, but he expected it to be one or two weeks, so Hayato was busily creating items, thinking that he needed to prepare enough food and medicine for that number of days.

There were other things to prepare as well.

That was the food and medicine needed for Veru and the others to conquer Skyscraper Babel.

He couldn't just leave it to them and be done with it. Even if they were a party of dragons called Genesis Dragons, if they weren't in their dragon state, they were no different from ordinary players.

He was making various items and leaving them behind so they could be restocked at any time.

(Even an administrator like Diite-chan can't seem to just give money to players, so I'm glad I made some money.)

As an administrator, Diite could do various things, but she wasn't all-powerful and had similar restrictions to players. Some were due to the wounds she received from Hayato's AI Killer, while others she couldn't do from the beginning.

She could fly through the sky and change settings, but that was only for emergency measures, and she couldn't create items or money from nothing.

Diite had apologized to Hayato and Mist about that, but neither of them had minded.

When he said that, Diite had a troubled look on her face, but then she said that she would be active as a single NPC and left the base with a happy look on her face.

(I feel like Diite-chan has become able to make more human-like expressions than before. They were originally expressions in a virtual reality, but before, she was a little more rigid. I guess Diite-chan is also changing in various ways.)

When Hayato thought that, his mouth naturally relaxed into a smile. After becoming aware of himself feeling happy that Diite was changing in such a way, he went back to creating items.



		
			Chapter 261

			Before Departure

			On the day they were to leave for the Eastern Country, Hayato and the others gathered at their headquarters early in the morning.

The ship departing from the Royal Capital's port was scheduled for an early hour, so they had to match its schedule. If they missed it, there wouldn't be another ship until around evening. For Hayato and Esha, that was when they had work at the real-world cafe, so being late would mean waiting a whole day.

Esha looked incredibly sleepy, practically draping herself over Ren from behind. She wasn't actually getting a piggyback ride, but was rather just leaning against her back.

Considering their ages and builds, one might expect their roles to be reversed, but thanks to her STR, Ren didn't seem to find it heavy in the slightest. If anything, she looked like she was enjoying it.

The two of them had grown quite close. To an outsider, they might even look like sisters. Hayato thought as much but kept it to himself. If he were to say something like, "You two get along so well," Ren would surely retort, "You and Esha-san get along even better!"

It was a common exchange in the real world, and he wouldn't make the same mistake in virtual reality.

With that thought, Hayato scanned their surroundings.

There was still time before the meeting time, but some members were missing. Mist's group and Diite. The plan was to depart once those four arrived.

Hayato himself had just come down from his room to the dining hall, so he figured he should say his greetings.

Hayato approached Veru and Ash.

Veru had come to see Ash and the others off. After exchanging greetings, Hayato bowed his head to Veru.

"Veru-san, I'm counting on you for the assault on Babel."

They could see each other in the real world, so there was no need to make the request here, but Hayato bowed as a matter of courtesy.

"Yeah, leave it to me. But are you sure about this? I never expected you to prepare dishes and medicine for us to use in the assault."

"It's fine. I've been saving up money just for this. Besides, Ash and the others have been defeating dragons to get their feel back and have gathered plenty of high-grade materials, so there's no problem at all."

"I see. In that case, we'll gratefully accept. Ash, you do your best over there too."

"Ren and I will be fine. We've gotten our touch back. I'm actually more worried about you guys. Are Agres and Suien-san going to be okay?"

"Well, they should be fine. They seem to be telling themselves it's just a virtual reality. Actors need a bit of that self-suggestion, after all. So leave things here to us and focus on your own job, Ash."

Although it was a game in a virtual world, it had real-world implications, so Veru viewed it as a job. It was likely his way of reminding Ash that this wasn't just for fun.

Veru continued to talk with Ash about various things, so Hayato bowed once more and then approached the spot where Rose and Noat were.

These two were staying at the headquarters. He had thought it was rare for Noat to be out of her room and in the dining hall, but it turned out she had just come down because she was hungry, not to see them off.

"Well then, I'm leaving the headquarters in your hands."

"Leave it to me. With donuts, I am invincible."

"I wasn't talking to you, Noat-san."

"No, Noat-san will fight for us when the time comes. That said, I don't think anyone will be attacking this place anymore, so we should be fine. The real question is whether you'll be back before the merchandise runs out. That's my only concern."

"Rose-chan makes a good point. Exactly. Come back before the donuts are gone. At the very least, send donuts."

"Are you two indirectly telling me you're not worried about me personally?"

It was a virtual reality, so there was no real danger, but it was a little sad to feel so completely unworried about.

But the two of them just sighed. It was as if they were saying Hayato just didn't get it.

"Why would we worry about you, Hayato-san, when you're going with a team like this? If anything happened, I'd be wondering what on earth the Eastern Country is. They should probably stop ships from traveling there if it's that much of a danger zone."

"I agree. Ivan-sama may not be with you, but with Esha, Ash-sama, and Ney-sama's group, there is no need to worry."

"Now that you put it that way, I guess you're right, but could you at least pretend to be worried?"

The party for the Necropolis assault had been quite formidable, but this time's party was also a considerable force. It wasn't as large a formation as when they went to the floating island, so it was inferior in that respect, but their strength was still more than sufficient.

Since they offered no particular concern for him, Hayato approached Ney and the others. It was a slightly intimidating group, but he couldn't just avoid them. And he couldn't put off the issue any longer.

"Everyone, and Rosalie-san."

Hayato called out to the members of Kokuryu and Rosalie.

Ney looked happy, but Rosalie seemed a bit weary.

"To be honest, I've only been to the Eastern Country a few times, so I'm pretty excited. I was so keyed up last night I could barely sleep!"

"Ah, yeah, well, I'm looking forward to it too. By the way, Rosalie-san, you're here to see us off... no, that's not it, is it?"

"...Regrettably, I have ended up accompanying you to the Eastern Country. It is truly regrettable."

Whether it was truly regrettable or not was unclear, but Ney had probably invited her and she had come along. Hayato felt a bit of sympathy, but her presence was a definite enhancement to their fighting strength, so he actually welcomed it.

Still, it was unusual for Rosalie to come alone. He had expected the Demon Lord Lunaria or other members of the Black Rose to be with her.

"Are you on your own this time, Rosalie-san? And you look a bit tired?"

"It is just me this time. I appear tired because a number of things have happened. Yesterday, when I reported that I was going to the Eastern Country, Lunaria-sama declared she would go too, so the Black Rose members and the Ten Dark Knights joined forces to lock her in her room. Lunaria-sama has been playing around too much lately, so we are making her organize documents."

(This time the Black Rose and the Ten Dark Knights worked together to lock Lunaria-san up... did they get a little closer?)

"We managed to placate her by promising to buy souvenirs, but it was all very tiring..."

"...Want a Potion?"

"...My HP is not depleted. If you would, please give me something sweet later. A large quantity of it."

"Come on, come on, Rosalie, let's just forget about the Demon Lord's Castle for a bit and cut loose! Being a middle manager is tough!"

"I did get leave for this, but we are not going just for fun, are we?"

Hayato thought she must have had a rough time at the Demon Lord's Castle, enough to forget about what she'd said to him before, but if that was the case, it was a relief for him, and he took his leave.

He then headed toward a rare pairing.

"Maris and Simon talking together, that's unusual, isn't it?"

"Aye, Maris here was asking me a few things about yokai, so I was just answering them."

"Oh?" Hayato said, looking at Maris.

"There are monsters called yokai in the Eastern Country. At the Tamer Guild, there's a lot of speculation about whether they can be tamed, and I was thinking of trying my hand at it."

"Speculation? Hasn't anyone tamed one?"

"Apparently not. To begin with, yokai are pretty rare, so it's hard to even find them. This is also just speculation, but based on what Simon-san told me, the ones that seem tamable are Kamaitachi, Nekomata, and Kyubi. Of course, helping Mist-san is my priority, but I thought I'd look for them when I have a spare moment."

(So animal-type yokai might be possible...)

From what Hayato knew, a Kamaitachi was a weasel with sickles, a Nekomata was a cat with two tails, and a Kyubi was a fox with nine tails. They were yokai, but still animals, so taming them seemed possible. Other yokai, like Kappa, probably wouldn't work.

"Yeah, I feel like it might be possible. You won't be searching all day, so if you find one, give it a try."

"I will! I'll do my best to rebuild Siegfried's kingdom!"

"So that's your reason?"

Seeing this exchange, Simon started to laugh.

"However, to make a yokai your companion? The people of this country think of some amusing things. Well, the ninja folk capture giant frogs, so perhaps it's a similar thing."

(So the image of a ninja is someone who rides a giant frog... There's no Ninjutsu Skill, so I wonder how they manage that? Maybe they substitute it with magic skills...)

Just as he had finished his rounds, Mist's group and Diite arrived.

Hayato confirmed everyone was present, then said, "Alright, let's go," and led them all away from the headquarters.



		
			Chapter 262

			Medical Books and the Oldest Memory

			The ship that departed from the Royal Capital sailed on, heading for the Eastern Country.

Hayato's group were the only passengers aboard. When he spoke to the captain, he learned that it was usually like this, and that he was surprised to have nearly a month's worth of customers board all at once today.

Hayato could tell the captain's good mood was thanks to the fare. It was 10,000 G per person, and nearly twenty people had boarded. A month's earnings in a single day was enough to make anyone's smile unstoppable.

As a result, they were given free rein on the ship. Most of the members were out on the deck fishing, seemingly competing to see who could catch the biggest fish.

Just as Hayato was thinking they had better not catch a Kraken, Mist, with a wry smile, Damian, with an exasperated look, and Ruth, with a complex expression, approached him.

"Um, did something happen?"

When Hayato asked, Damian let out a heavy sigh before speaking.

"Could you warn her from your end too, Hayato? Mist here has been reading a book nonstop recently, without eating, drinking, or even sleeping much. And now she's doing the same thing on the ship."

"A book?"

"She apparently got it from Diite over there, but I can't imagine it's something worth reading to that extent."

"I have many things to study. But I understand. I will eat properly and get my sleep. I will ask Hayato-san for a meal, so you two go and catch some fish."

"You'd better," Damian said, before walking with Ruth toward the other fishing members.

Mist gave an embarrassed smile.

"It is an old habit of mine. When I get too focused, I tend to lose sight of my surroundings. Damian used to get angry at me just like that back in the day. It brings back a certain nostalgia."

"I see. But a book? You said it was from Diite-chan."

"It is actually a medical book. I told Damian and Ruth it was something else so they wouldn't see it, as it might trigger their memories."

"A medical book?"

"Yes. A hundred years have passed since my time, you see. I wanted to see how much medicine has advanced, so I asked Diite-san. She then handed me a considerable number of books. They were so interesting that I just kept reading. Doing that in the real world would cause me to collapse, but in virtual reality, it is not a problem, which I am grateful for. Though I still get scolded by Damian all the same."

Inside the cryosleep pods on the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite, their physical conditions were being meticulously managed, with nutrients periodically administered to prevent malnutrition. Going without food or drink in virtual reality would have no effect on their real bodies.

However, regarding sleep, Hayato had heard in a casual chat with Diite that the system was designed to stimulate their brainwaves to induce sleepiness periodically for the sake of their physical health.

Mist had been so engrossed in the book that she didn't even notice that sleepiness.

"That's some incredible focus. I've stayed up all night reading manga or novels, but to do that with medical books..."

"It is merely a difference of interest. In my case, the thing that happened to catch my interest was medicine."

"Just being interested in medicine in the first place makes me feel how different we are... wait a minute. Was there an item like a medical book?"

To begin with, books containing real-world medical knowledge didn't exist in the game. It seemed like it might be related to raising the Human Anatomy Knowledge skill, but Hayato had never heard of such an item.

Mist shook her head. Then she opened the book and briefly showed it to Hayato.

"This is not an item called a medical book, it is simply a book with information on modern medicine written in it. It has no special effects."

"There are blank book items, aren't there? So Diite-chan wrote in it."

Items like memo pads and pens existed in the game, but blank books did as well. Just like a notepad, players could write freely in them, and some used them to write down strategy information or keep diaries.

Hayato glanced at the open book, but while he could read the words, he had no idea what it was about. He thought it would probably put him to sleep quite well.

"The day after I asked Diite-san, she brought me nearly thirty volumes. What's more, they were stripped of all superfluous information, containing only the facts. If these existed in the real world, I think anyone in the medical field would want them."

"That's incredible."

Hayato glanced over at Diite.

She was fishing with Esha and the others on the starboard side of the ship, arguing with Ren about whose catch was bigger. She looked her age.

"By the way, Hayato-san."

"Yes? Oh, sorry, I was looking away for a moment. What is it?"

"I am sorry to ask, but could you make some food? I would like to put Damian and Ruth at ease, even if it is just for show."

"Of course. Since they're fishing, how about a fish dish? I'm not sure what they've caught, but maybe some meunière..."

"Yes, that would be wonderful. Do you happen to have any white wine?"

"I did bring some. Just one glass, though, okay? It's not even noon yet."

"That is more than enough. My, eating a fish dish with white wine on a ship. What a luxurious situation."

"It feels luxurious even in virtual reality, doesn't it?"

Saying that, Hayato went to ask the other members to share some of their caught fish.

If Mist was eating, it was only natural that the other members would want to as well. Since some of them hadn't had breakfast due to the early departure, Hayato ended up cooking for anyone who wanted some.

While the flavor didn't change, the feeling of eating the very fish you caught yourself seemed to make it taste even more delicious. Combined with the highest-quality taste, their appetites seemed to know no bounds, despite it being morning.

After the meal, everyone relaxed. The warm sunlight, the pleasant climate, the gentle rocking of the ship, there were plenty of reasons to feel sleepy.

Looking completely unaffected by the situation, Diite approached Hayato.

"Hayato-kun, you were looking my way earlier. Did you need something?"

"I only glanced at you, but you're sharp. I heard you prepared some medical books for Mist-san."

"Ah, that. I am an AI, so something like that is simple. I just gathered the necessary information from the net and compiled it, so it was not much trouble. The only thing that took a bit of time was verifying whether the information was true."

"Mist-san was singing its praises. It's almost scary how you seem to be able to do anything, Diite-chan, even without being the game administrator."

"That may be so, but I have no intention of doing anything other than being the game's administrator."

"Is that because you were made that way, Diite-chan?"

"That's not it. It is because I want to manage this place. Do you remember when I took you to space before, Hayato-kun? I think I told you then, but I like gazing at this world from that place."

"That feels like such a long time ago. I do remember you saying that."

After Hayato and Diite had their direct confrontation, various things happened, and the two of them flew into outer space. They had gazed upon the world of Another Frontier Online from there.

Diite had certainly said that she liked looking at this world from that place.

"My oldest memory is of seeing this world. I still remember it. The first sight I saw when I became self-aware was the view from that place. The first thing I thought was, 'How beautiful it is.'"

"That happened? Wait, you didn't create this whole world, Diite-chan?"

"That's right. I have modified it a fair bit now, but a certain amount of it was already complete from the start. Well, even if I say it is a memory, it is a memory that remains in my memory area. It is possible that an even older memory existed, but if it was erased, I would no longer know. So the first memory in my memory area is still that one. And after that, I heard a voice, telling me that I should manage this world."

"Is that—"

"Please do not misunderstand. As I said just now, I want to manage this place, I am not being forced to. I also remember being happy when I was told that. I want to manage this place and make it even more beautiful. I believe that thought is absolutely my own will. So no matter how much I am capable of, what I want to do is be the administrator of this place. Thinking about it now, it might be the same feeling Hayato-kun has about wanting to run a cafe... though, with all that has happened lately, I wonder if I am fit to be an administrator."

Diite, who had been speaking cheerfully, dropped her shoulders and looked down. Hayato felt that Diite had been emotionally unstable lately.

"Don't get down all of a sudden. Let's think about something more fun. Um, is the Eastern Country a place you made, Diite-chan?"

Diite, who had been looking down, immediately lifted her head, her face brightening up.

"As a matter of fact, it is. It is a place I asked Infinity to create after gathering all sorts of information from the net. With what is going on with Mist-kun and the others, you may not be able to enjoy it to the fullest, but I do hope you enjoy it a little."

Diite looked happy as she said that. Or rather, she looked like she was itching to say all sorts of things.

Just as he thought it might be better not to ask any further, the captain shouted, "We're almost there!"

Hayato looked in the direction the ship was headed.

Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country. Its port was visible across the sea.



		
			Chapter 263

			Temporary Base in the Eastern Country

			Having arrived in Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country, Hayato's group followed Simon's lead toward the mansion that would serve as their base.

This was Hayato's first time in the Eastern Country, but he found the strange atmosphere somehow calming.

The wooden houses had tiled roofs, and the NPCs coming and going wore kimonos and yukatas. In this setting, Hayato's group's attire could be said to stand out.

Hayato's roots were Japanese, so he had done some research, and he guessed this place was based on Japan around the Edo period.

Esha and Ren seemed to be here for the first time as well, and they looked quite excited. Ren let out a soft "Haa" as she looked at the kimonos and yukatas the NPCs were wearing.

"Esha-san, those clothes are so pretty, aren't they? Don't you want to try one on later?"

"My Sewing Skill is in the negative, so if I wear fabric equipment, its durability gradually decreases. That is why I cannot wear anything other than this maid outfit with its self-repair function."

"...That's a curse, isn't it? What does it mean for you to have a curse even more powerful than mine?"

"To gain power, one must sacrifice all sorts of things."

In exchange for her sniping and magic skills exceeding their caps, some of Esha's other skills were in the negative. It wasn't just a negative number, either. It came with terrible demerits.

If she cooked, she would create new life forms. Animals, without exception, disliked her. Just by equipping fabric gear, its durability would be drastically reduced. In exchange, she was capable of attacks that could be called one-hit kills, but the price was steep.

"I see, that's a shame. Hey, Hayato-san?"

"I knew that was coming. No comment on that. Anyway, if you want to wear one, Ren-chan, I'll make it for you. But a little later, okay?"

"I'm looking forward to it!"

If Ren was getting one made, then Maris, Ney, and the other women of Kokuryu also asked for one, and Hayato ended up having to make them later. But for some reason, only Rosalie was lost in thought and didn't make any requests.

"Um, are you fine with that, Rosalie-san? It's no trouble, but if I'm making this many, I can make one more."

"I can make my own, so I do not need one. Like you, Hayato, my Sewing Skill is at 100."

"Eh? It is?"

"All the members of the Black Rose have a Sewing Skill of 100. Furthermore, we have received an ability from God to customize them further, so it would not be an exaggeration to say that when it comes to sewing, we are a step above you, Hayato."

"Customize? You mean you can freely add stats?"

"Not exactly. It means we can tweak the design a little. We can create equipment with unique designs. Generally speaking, the gothic lolita outfits of the Black Rose all have different forms, do they not? Those are all our own original designs."

Ney nodded in agreement with Rosalie's words.

"Rosalie's customizations are amazing! She showed me her customized swimsuit on the floating island, and it was seriously aggressive! That was powerful!"

"Don't go telling people that. And what do you mean, 'powerful'?"

Surprised, Hayato glanced at Diite. As if noticing his gaze, Diite gave him a slight nod.

(So it was a reward from Diite-chan. Still, design customization, huh. I don't have a sense for design, so it's not like I want that ability, but as a craftsman, I feel like I've lost somehow...)

In any case, Hayato prioritized performance. He wasn't that upset. It was just that some equipment had poor appearances despite their good performance. He had thought before about whether he could change it to a cooler look.

Just as he thought he would consult Diite later, Simon, who was walking at the head of the group, stopped.

Ahead of Simon was a large, Japanese-style mansion. From what Hayato knew, it looked like a long-established traditional inn.

"This is it. Well, with this many people, everyone should be able to have their own room. Go on up and make yourselves comfortable... In the Eastern Country, it's customary to take off your shoes. Do you know that? You take them off at the entrance there."

"Aye, I know. The last time I came, I went up with my shoes on and got yelled at."

As Ney said that, the other members of Kokuryu nodded.

Hayato, of course, knew this, but Ash and the others didn't, and they looked a little surprised.

"Exposing your feet feels a bit vulnerable, somehow. It's not a hassle since I can change equipment instantly, but... well, when in Rome, as they say."

Ash said that and stored his entire set of Death Dragon armor in his item bag, changing into normal clothes. The other members all seemed to be doing the same, unequipping their gear and putting it in their item bags.

Members who usually wore armor took off their full sets, but for members who normally wore regular shoes, they just took off their footwear and were otherwise in their usual attire.

However, some members' impressions changed a little once their shoes were off.

"Those high-heeled boots of yours are quite tall, Rosalie. So you were about the same height as me."

"This is the result of pursuing elegance—please do not stare so much at my boots. It is somewhat embarrassing."

Once everyone had their shoes off, just as he thought they were ready, Maris raised her hand.

"Excuse me, is it alright for my Siegfried to come up as well?"

"Of course, it's no trouble. In fact, there are many stray cats, or rather, cats that have made this mansion their den. If you find one in your room, just shoo it out. You can stay with it if you like, though."

As Simon said that, Esha and Ren ran off, trying to be the first ones there. They were probably trying to stay in a room with cats.

"Maris, could you tell the cats to evacuate? I'd be in trouble if Esha got attacked by a horde of them."

"O-Okay! Let's go, Siegfried!"

"Alright, let's all pick a room to stay in. Oh, and the materials you brought—"

"This way for those. But first, let's set up the temporary base. Once that's done, I'll show you to the storehouse for the materials."

By setting up a temporary base like a campsite, they could resurrect here even if they were defeated. They could also use a temporary storage, making it usable just like their main headquarters.

Hayato and the others immediately got to work.

Once everything was taken care of, Simon said he was going to report to the Princess and left the mansion.

Until Simon returned, they decided to lay low, and everyone waited in the mansion, doing as they pleased.

Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ren gathered in Hayato's room. It was an eight-tatami mat room, which could be considered quite spacious for one person.

Hayato looked at Esha and sighed.

"Esha, I wish you wouldn't be so reckless."

"I was not being reckless. I was intentionally caught in the Cat Stampede. I enjoyed it immensely, so I can die happy now."

"It's not that you can die happy, you were defeated, you know? It's fine since Diite-chan had her resurrection magic, but I wish you would've at least waited until after we set up the base."

"I am being quiet now, am I not? The order was just a little reversed."

"You're not supposed to get the order wrong."

Esha had been found defeated in a room full of cats. It was very sad to see her being attacked again and again by the cats despite already being down, but she had a blissful expression on her face, so she herself probably had no problem with it.

After Maris moved the stray cats to another room, Diite revived Esha with resurrection magic.

To an outsider, it would have looked like the scene of a gruesome murder, but Esha said it was like heaven. That room was now Esha's.

"Hayato, it's just Esha being Esha, don't worry about it. Anyway, what's the plan for today? Are we logging out already?"

At Ash's question, Hayato placed his right hand on his chin and thought.

It was still too early to start preparing for the cafe, but there was nothing in particular to do.

He didn't know when Simon would be back, but he had said it would be late, so there was nothing more they could do today. Ney and the others had said they would explore the mansion, but while it was larger than usual, it wasn't so vast that it would take a whole day to check.

"Alright, let's log out for today and log in again at night."

Hayato said this, asked Ney to take care of things, and then logged out.



		
			Chapter 264

			The Princess

			Having finished their work at the cafe, Hayato and the others logged in once more.

Naturally, it was now night in the game, but from outside the room, cheerful voices unbefitting of the hour reached Hayato's ears.

Figuring Esha and the others would log in later, Hayato left his room first and moved toward the sound of the voices.

This mansion had many rooms separated by fusuma sliding doors. Hayato opened the fusuma of the room the voices were coming from just a crack and peered inside. There, Ney's group and Mist's group were dressed in what looked like yukatas and having a banquet.

It wasn't their usual buffet-style party. This was a banquet where they sat on zabuton cushions on the tatami mats, with individual meal trays set before them. And at the head of the room, a girl who looked just a little older than Ren sat primly on a stack of several zabuton.

Simon was sitting nearby, so Hayato guessed that she must be the Princess.

(But, is it okay for a princess to be in a yukata and haori? I was sort of expecting a more flamboyant kimono... well, everything but her clothes is flamboyant.)

The girl who appeared to be the Princess was wearing a yukata covered in a light blue pattern, just like Ney and the others, with only a navy haori over it. However, her pink hair was tied in a side tail on the left, and the scrunchie-like thing holding it together was a flashy red. Overall, she was probably quite flashy.

"Hey, Simon. This is fun and all, but is Hayacchi still not here? The Princess is a little miffed from waiting."

"Hayato is likely still sleeping in his room. We have brought him here on a matter of some urgency, so please be a little more patient. I believe it would be more befitting of a princess to maintain a more composed demeanor."

"Is that what being a princess is like...?"

(Looks like they were waiting for me. Might as well make my entrance. I'm not in a yukata, but that should be fine.)

Hayato opened the fusuma.

For a moment, the room fell silent, but then everyone welcomed him. The most welcoming of all was likely the Princess at the head of the room.

"Ooh, could you be Hayacchi? Um, in times like these... right, you have our leave, approach!"

The Princess was beckoning to him with a smile from her seat on the zabuton.

She showed a frank smile even to Hayato, a stranger, and he found that smile charming.

"Princess, there is no need to force yourself to use words you are unaccustomed to. Hayato, if you would, come over here. This is the princess of the Eastern Country, Benitsuru Azuma-sama."

Hayato bowed his head to the beaming Benitsuru.

"My name is Hayato. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Looking forward to working with you! Oh, yeah, Hayacchi, thanks for the kimono! I don't have many highest-quality kimonos, so I was really happy. Super awesome!"

(This girl's pretty laid-back. Is she really the Princess? Maybe an imposter?)

When Hayato sent a questioning look to Simon, Simon nodded.

"Hayato, I know what you want to say, but the person here is without a doubt the Princess."

"The Princess has a hunch that you're saying something incredibly rude, Simon. Oh well, it's fine. I'm in a good mood today, so let's throw etiquette out the window. Hayato, sit next to the Princess. I actually want you to tell me a lot about other countries!"

"Um...?"

"Hayato, my apologies, but could you keep the Princess company for even a little while? The Princess is always in the castle and rarely gets to go outside. This time, thanks to you giving her a highest-quality kimono, she was able to come here as a token of her gratitude. That is why her spirits are a little higher than usual."

"This is just a little higher?"

"Hayacchi, you've got nerve! Off with your head!"

(Winking with a smile, sticking her tongue out, and holding a sideways peace sign near her right eye... what she's saying is scary, but her vibe is like a student's.)

He wanted to avoid being beheaded, so Hayato sat down next to Benitsuru, on her right side. On her opposite, left side was Simon.

Almost immediately, a meal tray was brought before Hayato. The people who brought it appeared to be servants of this mansion. The tray was lined with so-called Japanese-style dishes, and the colorful array of food was fun just to look at.

At Simon's urging, Hayato took a small bite. They weren't five-star, but they were four-star dishes, and each one tasted delicious.

"You live in the Royal Capital, right, Hayacchi?"

Hayato put down his chopsticks and nodded at Benitsuru.

"My headquarters is near the Royal Capital, yes."

"Aww, come on, you don't have to talk like that. It's not like you serve me, so let's be more friendly!"

"Oh, okay? Then I'll do that. By the way, 'Hayacchi' is me, right?"

"Yup. It sounds more like we're friends. You can call me Benny, okay?"

"Got it. So, Benny, are you always in the castle?"

When Hayato said that, Benitsuru's expression turned to one of considerable surprise. Simon, sitting next to her, was so surprised he dropped his chopsticks.

"Huh? Is something wrong?"

"Whoa, Princess is shocked. I've told people they could call me Benny before, but everyone just calls me Princess or Benitsuru. You're the first person to call me Benny, Hayacchi! Well done!"

"Well, it is fine for now, but it would be best not to say that in front of the other Ten Holy Demonic Swords or the country's samurai. They will cut you down without a second thought."

"Isn't the Eastern Country kind of dangerous?"

"It is dangerous, super dangerous. And I'm the princess of that dangerous country!"

Benitsuru said that, clutched her stomach, and started laughing, kicking her feet. Simon watched her with a somewhat exasperated look.

(She's laughing so happily. They say some people laugh at the drop of a hat at her age, and she's a perfect example. She's laughing from the bottom of her heart, and her smile seems to be infectious, making everyone else look happy too.)

Benitsuru, who had laughed so hard she started coughing, had her back rubbed by an exasperated Simon. Once she finally calmed down, she let out a big breath and looked at Hayato.

"By the way, you came to destroy the cursed blade, right, Hayacchi?"

"That's right. I haven't seen the sword yet, and I don't know if I can actually do it, but I came here with that intention. Simon-san helped me a lot over there, so I'd like to repay that favor if I can."

Basically, as long as your skill level is high enough, you can break down equipment into materials. However, that's only for normal weapons and armor. A cursed blade is a cursed sword. He didn't know if he could actually break it down into materials.

Before coming here, he had asked Ren if he could break down one of her unnecessary cursed items into materials, but she replied with a serious face, "There are no unnecessary cursed items."

He wasn't about to buy a cursed item from an auction or shop just to test it, so this would be his first attempt, but Hayato thought he could probably manage.

"Since we are the ones who requested it, there is no favor to repay, but if you feel that way, we are grateful. Well, you should be fine, Hayato. A blacksmith who can make five highest-quality swords in a single day. Destroying a cursed blade will be a piece of cake."

"Whoa, dangerous. The Eastern Country is dangerous, but aren't you dangerous too, Hayacchi?"

(Am I that dangerous?)

Hayato wasn't quite sure about that part, but he decided that by this country's standards, he probably was.

After chatting with Benitsuru and Simon for a while, the fusuma of the room opened.

Esha, Ash, and Ren were standing there. Esha was in her usual maid outfit, but Ash and Ren were styled in yukatas and haoris.

Benitsuru's eyes widened at the sight of the three.

"A handsome man, a beautiful girl, and a kunoichi are here!"

"Hold on. Those three are Hayato's companions, not spies. We discussed this beforehand, did we not?"

"Oh, right. Whoops, Princess forgot."

Simon lightly tapped Benitsuru on the head with the scabbard of his sword. The three were taken aback, but sensing something, they sent Hayato a look that said, "We're counting on you," and sat down in an empty space.

Hayato thought for a moment.

He figured Ash was the handsome man, but he wasn't sure who was the beautiful girl and who was the kunoichi. By his standards, both were beautiful girls. He would never say it out loud, but that's what he thought.

However, a kunoichi is a female ninja. Neither Esha nor Ren looked like ninjas in any way.

"Um, who's the kunoichi?"

"Eh? Isn't the maid a kunoichi? I was taught that they're members of an intelligence agency that appear all over the world to gather information. And they're super strong. It's common sense in the Eastern Country to assume a maid is a spy."

"The Eastern Country is seriously dangerous, isn't it?"

For the time being, Hayato understood just one thing, the Eastern Country was a little strange.



		
			Chapter 265

			The Shrine in the Artisan District

			The next day, Hayato, Ash, and Ren were being led by Simon to the artisan district in Azuma.

The three of them were a bit tired. The cause was likely yesterday's banquet. They weren't physically tired, but being pulled along by the Princess had been mentally exhausting.

Conversations with Benitsuru took some getting used to. She had no reservations about anything and was the type to barge right into one's personal space. She acted like an old friend and would ask hard-to-ask questions without hesitation.

Ash was asked things like, "Don't you have a girlfriend?" Ren was told, "The cat ear hood is magic respect," and Esha was subjected to various comments like, "Maids are dangerous," right to her face.

However, there was absolutely no malice or ill will, just a sense that everything she saw was fresh and exciting. Besides, Simon would admonish Benitsuru whenever she seemed about to go wild, so it wasn't too bad.

Seeing Simon in that state, Rosalie, perhaps feeling a sense of sympathy, was seen pouring him a drink at one point.

And when Benitsuru was leaving, she had tears in her eyes and was shouting, "I'm staying the night!" but Simon grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and dragged her home.

"Um, was Benitsuru-san okay?"

"She was fine. She was squawking, but she quieted down when I threatened not to bring her along anymore. I could have let her stay on my own authority, but once you allow it, she'll drag it on for days, and eventually she might say she's going with you all to the western countries. So I decided to be strict from the start."

"Are you going to be okay, Simon? Won't you make Benitsuru-san angry?"

Benitsuru was a princess. Hayato didn't know much about this country's structure, but since she was a princess, she must be important. It was unclear if it was a monarchy, but the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had said they served the Princess, so if Simon went against her will, it could be a problem.

But Simon shook his head.

"The Princess won't get angry over something like that. Her usual words and actions are certainly selfish, but she knows her place. Well, among the Ten Swords, there are those who would carry out her every wish. And if the Princess were to get truly angry—well, never mind that. Now, we have arrived."

After a thirty-minute walk from the mansion serving as their temporary base, they arrived at the artisan district.

One-story houses lined the streets, with smoke rising from everywhere. And the sound of metal clashing, which Hayato often heard, echoed from all around, creating a lively atmosphere.

The people outside were muscular, exactly what you'd expect of blacksmiths. There were not just men but women too, and their ages were diverse, from old to young. Seeing this made Hayato happy.

The reason was that most players had blacksmithing skills on top of their combat skills. Blacksmithing was just a sub-skill. They had raised the skill to maintain their own weapons and armor, and few players made blacksmithing their main focus.

Hayato felt happy, as if he had found many of his own kind.

"As I mentioned briefly at yesterday's banquet, there is a shrine up ahead. That is our destination."

Why had they come to this place? Naturally, it was because the cursed blade scheduled for destruction was here. Famous swords and cursed swords were both things made by human hands. Cursed swords deemed dangerous were to be sealed in a shrine in the artisan district immediately after being made.

If the demerits of a cursed sword only affected the user, they were allowed to use it at their own risk. However, it was a rule that cursed swords that caused trouble for others were to be sealed in that shrine.

And this time's cursed blade, Hariotsubame, was a supremely troublesome sword that manipulated its wielder into slashing at anyone and everyone, so its destruction had been decided.

Hayato and the others were walking toward the shrine where it was sealed, but Ren let out a disappointed sigh upon hearing the story.

"What a waste. To destroy such a fine piece of cursed equipment."

"Well, some cursed swords are allowed to exist depending on their performance. But this time, it's no good. It is certainly a powerful sword, but the damage to others, not just the user, is too great."

"Can't it be controlled with willpower or something? Or maybe if the sword acknowledges you, something to tickle that youthful spirit would be nice."

"Several people tried, but it was no use. It's a pain to deal with every time someone fails, so destroying it is for the best. Well, I too think it is a shame. A famous sword and a cursed sword are two sides of the same coin. If that cursed sword didn't manipulate people, it would have undoubtedly become the strongest sword."

Ren and Simon continued to talk about various things, but Hayato was more interested in how that cursed sword was made. Was it simply made by an NPC, or did a sword with that setting exist from the beginning?

He hadn't asked Diite about this. It would spoil the fun to hear all the game's settings, so he took that into consideration. He had decided to basically only ask Diite directly about things related to Mist.

With that in mind, Hayato considered.

If an NPC made it, then there must be a manufacturing method, and he should be able to make it himself.

He had found several manufacturing method papers on the floating island, but while he could now make new things, they weren't the strongest weapons and armor. He could just make equipment with a few special attack properties.

For now, he decided to treat this as a necessary quest to move around in the Eastern Country and had no plans to investigate the cursed sword in particular. Once Mist's matter was settled and he had some free time, he resolved to come back.

As he was thinking about such things, they arrived at the shrine where the cursed sword was sealed.

According to Simon's explanation, the shrine was surrounded by a wall about two meters high, and the only entrance was the torii gate at the front. Several cursed swords were sealed in the main hall at the back.

In front of the giant torii gate, Simon stopped and bowed.

"You all can act normally. This is something people who live in the Eastern Country do. To be honest, I only bow here. I don't really know the proper etiquette inside."

Wondering if that was okay, Hayato and the others still bowed their heads to the torii gate before entering the shrine grounds.

The four of them walked along the stone-paved approach. Along the way, statues of animals were lined up at regular intervals. There were many dogs and foxes, and also statues of monkeys and frogs.

Ren looked at them with a curious expression.

"What are these?"

"Who knows? I don't know the details either, but it is said they are here to guard this sacred place. I've never seen them move, though."

"Huh. But if they're animals, maybe we should have brought Maris-san."

Hayato nodded, agreeing that was true.

However, they were just statues, so it was unclear if a tamer would be relevant. He felt like Maris might know, but she was probably preoccupied with yokai right now and wouldn't have time for this.

Last night, Maris and Benitsuru had been excitedly talking about yokai.

"Well, you could always come back when you're done. Once this is over, we'll be exploring for a while, but there should be some downtime."

Just as Ren cheerfully replied, "You're right!" Simon looked at Hayato.

"Speaking of exploring, as the Princess said at yesterday's banquet, if you destroy the cursed sword, she will give you permission to go anywhere. Apparently, she was fine with giving permission just for yesterday's highest-quality kimono, though."

"Oh, really?"

"To be precise, it was the kimono and yesterday's banquet. The Princess is usually like that, but she was more excited than usual. The gift was part of it, but she was probably happy to be out of the castle for the first time in a while. And you all didn't put up a wall against her. She was likely happy that you treated her like a real friend."

"If she had a good time, then we're happy too. Right, we should be the ones to entertain her next time. Would it be alright to invite Benitsuru-san for a banquet before we leave? Would that be disrespectful or anything?"

"How could that be disrespectful? The Princess has not eaten much western cuisine, so she would be overjoyed... However, making her too happy is not good. She might try to make you all stay in the Eastern Country permanently."

"Hahaha—wait, seriously?"

"Seriously. When that happens, I will be on your side. A few of the Ten Swords will likely side with the Princess, but with me there, you should be able to escape somehow."

When Simon said that, Ash grinned.

"Even without you, Simon, we'll just fight our way out."

"That's right! I'll curse them really, really well!"

"Feel free to go on a spectacular rampage then. The Ten Swords are like frogs in a well, their perspective is too narrow. It would do them good to have a painful experience at least once. Perhaps I should egg the Princess on and suggest she capture Hayato."

"Don't use me for that."

"It's a joke. I would not repay a favor with treachery. Well, I do wish it would happen, but please forgive me for that much. Now, this is it. My apologies, but from here on, please be on your guard."

In front of the main hall entrance, Simon's smile suddenly turned serious.

As told, Hayato braced himself, knowing this was where it truly began.



		
			Chapter 266

			Using a Curse to Control a Curse

			An unusual atmosphere enveloped the inside of the main hall.

In the center of the wooden hall, a sheathed sword floated vertically.

Though it was floating, chains extended from the four corners of the ceiling and were wrapped around the sword, so it was more accurate to say it was hanging.

Numerous paper charms with some sort of strange pattern drawn on them were attached to the chains, and similar charms were pasted on the walls of the main hall.

Further beyond the sword, at the back of the hall, was an altar on which a round mirror was placed, but that altar also had charms on it.

Simon and Ash had serious expressions, but Ren was breathing a little heavily through her nose, huffing slightly. It wasn't that the sword was emitting some suspicious aura, but the presentation made it very clear that it was cursed, which was likely why.

Hayato's own heart was also pounding a little. The solemn and suspicious atmospheres were a mismatch, and that incongruity was paradoxically stimulating his mind.

Simon opened his mouth to speak.

"This is the cursed blade, Hariotsubame. What do you think, Hayato? Does it look like you can destroy it?"

"I won't know until I try. Let me see it a bit closer."

Hayato looked at the cursed sword. By 'look,' he meant he was checking its item information.

Anyone could view an item's information. Occasionally, there were stats not written in the item info, but for the most part, everything was written there.

(This is incredible. Its attack power is nearly double that of a normal sword, and it has a self-repair ability. It feels like it negates the general weakness of swords having low durability. And the equipment requirement is the minimum STR of 25, plus it's a forced equip, just as I thought. The unequip condition is the owner's death...)

STR was the status that indicated physical strength. This value determined what weapons and armor could be equipped. There were also special pieces of equipment that had DEX or INT as requirements, but for the most part, it was STR.

Equipment that could be used with the minimum STR of 25 was quite rare. The ability for even someone with a mage-like status build to equip a sword would be a coveted item for players who wanted to role-play as a magic swordsman.

That aside, this cursed blade had a forced equip property.

Forced equip meant it was a piece of gear that couldn't be stored in the item bag and would be equipped automatically. Even if another piece of equipment was already being worn, it would be forcibly unequipped and replaced.

The equipment could be removed at a church or temple, but it required a large donation. Many cursed items were like this, and it could be said they were worse than a clumsy trap in a dungeon.

And the condition to unequip it was the owner's death. In other words, when the owner was defeated, the equipment would be removed and fall to the ground.

Normally, an item left on the ground was considered discarded and would disappear after twenty minutes. There was also a system where putting an item in a trash can would make it disappear instantly.

Hayato thought this was probably an event-use item, designed not to disappear even if left on the ground.

(That's fine, but if I equip it, I'll be cursed and start slashing at everyone around me. But it should be okay. I have the curse meister Ren-chan with me. With that method, there's no way I'll get cursed.)

Hayato took out a ring and a bracelet.

"Ah, Hayato-san, are you going to use those?"

Ren asked Hayato happily.

"Yeah. I know they're important to you, but let me borrow them for a bit."

"Use them as much as you like!"

Hayato smiled at Ren's words and then equipped the two items.

(My STR dropped to 15. With this, even I shouldn't be able to equip it.)

The items Hayato equipped were the "Ring of Weakness" and the "Bracelet of Weakness." Each had the effect of lowering STR by 5. Honestly, they were useless for anything else, but this time, they were useful.

By equipping those two, Hayato, whose base STR was the minimum of 25, could lower it even further.

In this state, Hayato could not equip the cursed sword before him. He could break it down into materials without being cursed.

Hayato casually approached the sword. Then he grasped the hilt.

"W-Wait, Hayato!"

Simon was the one who panicked at this action.

Hayato turned around, still holding the hilt.

"Huh, was it not okay yet?"

"...Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. To begin with, I can't equip it right now, so I won't get cursed. So, is it okay to break it down into materials?"

"If you can, I would like to ask you to, but is there no need for the sword maidens to put up a barrier...?"

"What's a sword maiden?"

"They are maidens who suppress the power of cursed swords. We had prepared a ritual for them so that you would not be cursed, but..."

"Um, it seems to be fine. But if something happens, you can cut me down. Alright, let's begin."

Hayato, with the cursed sword still in hand, took out a portable anvil from his item bag and placed it on the floor. Then he took out his beloved blacksmithing hammer.

He placed the cursed sword on the anvil, and by using the hammer, he selected "Recycle" from the displayed menu. Then he struck the cursed sword with the hammer.

A slightly dull sound rang out, and the cursed sword's durability decreased. To be precise, its maximum durability value decreased. And an item called "Fragments of a Famous Sword" appeared in Hayato's item bag.

(So I don't get ore, but an item like this. I wonder if it can be used as a material for something?)

Hayato's face lit up at the sight of an item he had never seen before, and he struck the sword with his hammer again.

After several dozen strikes, the Hariotsubame's maximum durability reached 0, and it was completely destroyed.

Hayato let out a breath and turned to Simon.

"That should do it—um, are you okay? Why are you in a daze?"

A few seconds after Hayato said that, Simon let out a huge sigh. Then he looked at Hayato with a strange expression that was both smiling and exasperated.

"Well, I'll be. You're something else, Hayato. I did say it could be done easily, but that was after various preparations. I never thought you'd just destroy it on the spot. The maidens who were preparing probably missed their timing to come out."

"Eh? Ah, sorry?"

"There is no need to apologize. In fact, it is a joyous occasion. But, Hayato, why were you not cursed by the sword?"

"Oh, that's because of this."

Hayato showed Simon the ring and bracelet he had equipped earlier.

"This is equipment that lowers STR, so I lowered my STR below what's needed to equip the sword. If you can't equip it, you can't be cursed. I guess it's thanks to Ren-chan."

At Hayato's explanation, Ren put on an unmistakable smug face. And for some reason, Ash also looked proud.

"It's what you call using a curse to control a curse!"

"That's the first time I've heard that phrase, but I get what you mean. As expected of Ren-chan."

Cursed sword meant curse. Curse meant Ren. Before coming to the Eastern Country, Hayato had consulted the curse meister, Ren.

Her proposal was that if he couldn't equip it in the first place, it would be fine. Lowering STR after a forced equip wouldn't remove the equipment, but if he couldn't equip it to begin with, the forced equip wouldn't activate.

It was a proposal that could only come from Ren, who was well-versed in cursed equipment. Hayato thought it was a brilliant idea and decided to go with it.

(Cursed equipment has been really useful lately. The proper way to deal with Doppelgängers seems to use them too. I wonder if I can make cursed equipment. No, Ren-chan would probably pester me to make all sorts of things for her...)

Simon nodded in admiration and looked at Ren.

"That is wonderful knowledge. To think there was such a method. This may be useful for dealing with cursed swords in the future... though the maidens may lose their jobs."

There was a rattling sound from outside the main hall. The maidens who were on standby outside had probably panicked.

"Um, well, you know, cursed equipment is surprisingly hard to come by and expensive. So you need people to manage it, right? Like having the maidens manage it properly."

"That is true. It is not something anyone can possess, so perhaps the country or the shrine should manage it. Hmm, I will propose it to the Princess. Say, Hayato, there are actually several other cursed swords that are a pain to destroy. If you would, could you lend us a hand?"

"Of course. Let's break them all down into materials. By the way, when I destroyed it, I got an item called Fragments of a Famous Sword. Can I have this?"

"What did you say!"

At Simon's unusually loud voice, not just Hayato, but Ash and Ren were also surprised. Furthermore, surprised voices could be heard from the maidens who were presumably outside the main hall.

"Don't shout so loud. Your voice surprised me."

"...My apologies. But to think you obtained that... this could be rather bad."

"Eh? What is?"

"Hayato, do not tell anyone you have that item... damn, did the maidens hear? I must silence them. Please wait a moment."

Simon said that and immediately left the main hall.

The three left behind all tilted their heads.

"I wonder what that's about?"

"Maybe it's some important item?"

"It must be a material to create a new cursed sword! If you make one, please give it to me! My curse collection will grow! Uhihihi..."

"It's been a while since I heard that laugh. I haven't seen it in the real world, so I was relieved, but—wait, do you laugh like that at home?"

Making small talk unfitting for the location, Hayato and the others waited for Simon.



		
			Chapter 267

			The Legendary Sword and the Open-Air Bath

			Hayato, Ash, and Ren were waiting for Simon in the main hall of the shrine.

About ten minutes passed, and just as they were wondering what to do, Simon returned.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"That's fine, but what was all that about?"

"There was a problem with the item you got when you destroyed the cursed sword. As I said before, it's best not to tell anyone you have that item. Especially not the Princess or the Ten Swords."

"That's fine, but could you tell us the reason?"

Simon crossed his arms, closed his eyes, and furrowed his brow, but after a moment, he nodded.

"Very well. But what I am about to say must not be repeated to anyone."

At Simon's serious gaze, Hayato and the others nodded seriously in return.

"In the Eastern Country, there is a legend of a certain sword. A sword said to be stronger than any other weapon."

Hayato recalled the story he had heard from the Maid Chief before.

There were multiple organizations targeting him, and the Ten Holy Demonic Swords was one of them. According to the Maid Guild's investigation, the story was that they might kidnap Hayato to have him make that sword.

However, when Simon of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords actually visited their headquarters, the reason was to destroy a cursed sword. The very task they had just dealt with. He hadn't been asked to make a sword, not even once.

"A little while ago, a discussion arose in the Eastern Country about making this sword. The talk was of having several skilled blacksmiths make it, and your name, Hayato, was also brought up as a candidate."

"I think I've heard something like that. I was told I was being targeted by the Ten Holy Demonic Swords or something."

"...Is that true? Only a handful of people in the Eastern Country know about this...?"

Hayato was, in turn, surprised at where the Maid Guild was getting its information from and thought to himself that the maids were undoubtedly kunoichi.

"Um, I just heard it through various information networks."

"As expected. Not only skilled in blacksmithing, but you leave no stone unturned in that regard either."

Hayato himself had nothing to do with it, but he just smiled, neither confirming nor denying. Just in case, he let it be.

"Um, so what's the connection with this item? I don't think it's come up in the conversation at all."

"Aye. In short, one of the materials to make that legendary sword is the Fragments of a Famous Sword. Because that was missing, the plan to kidnap you was called off."

"You were planning to kidnap me?"

"I can only apologize for that. However, the talk shifted to forming a connection with you, Hayato, for when that item was eventually obtained, which is why we decided to ask you to destroy the cursed sword."

He couldn't exactly accept it, but he understood the circumstances.

Hayato wondered what to do, but Ash spoke up.

"I have a lot I want to say, but I'll set that aside for now. What I'm curious about is, from the name 'Fragments of a Famous Sword,' I think it's easy to guess how to get it. What about that? There have been cursed swords that could be destroyed before, right? Why was Hayato the only one who could get this item?"

What Ash said was reasonable. It was easy to guess the acquisition method from the item's name.

Just as anyone would know that a Phoenix Feather comes from a Phoenix, anyone would know that this item comes from a cursed sword.

"Until now, that item has never been obtained from destroying a cursed sword. I do not believe the artisans would lie about that. It is likely that Hayato's skills, or perhaps the type of cursed sword, had an influence. It is just a guess, though."

(If it's my skills, the one that seems likely to have an effect is the Dismantling Knowledge skill. But there's no mechanic where the items you get from recycling increase or change. It only increases the drop rate and rarity of monster drops, and gives a success rate bonus for fish-based dishes. In that case, does it mean it won't drop unless it's a cursed sword of a certain quality or strength? Let's test it.)

"Let's verify it. There are still other cursed swords, right?"

"That is a great help, but, um, is that alright?"

"What is?"

"Though it was in the past, I did say that we intended to kidnap you, Hayato, so I did not think you would cooperate after hearing that."

"That's fine. Oh, does this mean you have all the materials now with these fragments? So the talk of kidnapping me is back on?"

Simon nodded with an apologetic look. "My apologies."

"That's right. If it becomes known that you have that item, the other Ten Swords will target you, Hayato. You won the Princess's favor at yesterday's banquet, so there's a high chance she'll tell them not to, but the opposite is also possible. The Princess might take the lead in keeping you all in this country."

"So that's why you said not to tell anyone I have it. Does that mean the only person on our side in the Eastern Country is you, Simon-san?"

"I am truly sorry. My wits are not enough, but please forgive me."

Simon was on the verge of prostrating himself, so Hayato stopped him. In the first place, as long as he didn't say he had this item, it would be fine. Fortunately, the only ones who knew were the members here and the sword maidens. If no one said anything, there would be no problem.

Hayato thought so, but then Ren shot her right hand up.

"On the contrary, why don't you just make that sword for them right away? You can make it a condition that they don't try to keep you here, Hayato-san."

"That is one idea, but what do you think? They might try to make Hayato mass-produce it. And the method of making the sword is a closely guarded secret. If Hayato learns the manufacturing method, it could lead to them never letting him leave the country."

"So it's no good..."

"Well, as long as it doesn't get out that I have this item, it should be fine. For now, let's just not say anything to anyone."

Everyone except Hayato nodded.

(This has gotten complicated, but it'll work out somehow. If it comes to it, Ash and the others will help me, and I have Diite-chan on my side. If something happens, she should be able to forcibly help me out. But Mist-san's knowledge gathering... I can't let them find out until that's finished, at least.)

With that thought, Hayato decided to destroy another cursed sword first.

After destroying the cursed swords, Hayato and the others returned to the mansion.

It had been an eventful day, but in the end, Hayato had broken down all the cursed swords into materials, and one of their reasons for coming to the Eastern Country was now complete.

As for the Fragments of a Famous Sword, they were able to verify a few things.

They discovered that recycling a cursed sword of a certain quality and strength would yield "Fragments of a Famous Sword."

This gave them a small sense of relief.

It meant that there was a chance for someone other than Hayato to obtain the fragments. If they provided this information, it would mean that at least the destruction of cursed swords wouldn't have to be done by Hayato.

However, since they didn't know what would happen, they decided to keep quiet for a while. They all agreed that it was better not to say anything until their business in the Eastern Country was finished.

Simon headed to the castle to report only that the cursed swords had been destroyed, so only the three of them returned to the mansion.

They decided to head back to Hayato's room for the time being, but they ran into Esha right in front of the room. It seemed Esha had just returned from somewhere as well.

"Master, you are back quite early. Is the destruction of the cursed sword already finished?"

"Yeah. Simon is at the castle now, so we should get permission to go to Takamagahara and Ryugu soon. Anyway, the fact that you've taken damage, Esha, does that mean you did it again?"

"The cats here are the best. This time, I ate a chocolate parfait and endured for quite a long time."

"Well, I guess that's fine. By the way, where are Ney and the others?"

"Ney-sama and her group are exploring the mansion. They said something about looking for a Yokai Zashiki-warashi. Oh, they did say they found an open-air bath. They seemed disappointed that they couldn't get in because it wasn't filled with hot water."

It was Ren who latched onto Esha's words. Her eyes widened, and she grabbed both of Esha's arms and started shaking her.

"An open-air bath! Let's go in! Naked communication is important!"

"Ren-san's naked form is a dragon, isn't it? Besides, as I just said, there is no hot water. There seems to be a problem with the source."

"Then we just have to solve that problem, right!? Let's do something about it while we're here! Esha-san, let's go gather information!"

"I think you could just take a bath in the real world, but very well. Then I will be off for a bit."

"Take care."

Ren took Esha's hand and went back down the hallway they had just come from.

There was no such thing as naked communication in a virtual reality, but they could still enjoy the atmosphere. Hayato also thought he'd like to soak in a bath and relax once all his tasks in the Eastern Country were finished.

"Hayato, what about us? There's still time before the cafe opens."

"It is a bit early to log out. Let's go report to Mist-san then. It's probably best to tell her we'll be able to start exploring soon."

"You're right. Let's go to Mist's room then."

Hayato and Ash headed to the room where Mist and the others were staying.



		
			Chapter 268

			Strategy Information

			Hayato and Ash visited Mist's room.

Mist's room was also Damian's and Ruth's, so the three of them were sharing one room. Last night, they had apparently argued over where to place the coffins, a story that sounded morbid just by hearing it. When Hayato was told this morning, all he could do was offer a wry smile.

Thinking it would be odd to knock on a fusuma, Hayato called out verbally, and Ruth opened the sliding door.

"Welcome, Hayato-san, Ash-san."

"Are Mist-san and the others here?"

"They are. Mist is still reading her book without sleeping, and Damian is telling her to go to bed already. Those two have been like that since way back. I think they should play with me more."

"I'm sure they'll play with you once everything is over. Oh, by the way, how's your Alchemy Skill? Making good progress?"

Ruth was raising his production skills in the clan "Undead." However, unlike Hayato, he wasn't at 100 yet and was still in training. Hayato had been giving him materials he could use for alchemy to help him level up.

"Thanks to you, Hayato-san, it's up to 92."

"That's amazing. After 90, it usually takes a week to go up by 1, so you've gone up by 2 in just a few days?"

"I guess I was lucky. It just happened to go up while I was making Elixirs."

Skill progression was influenced by real-life luck. The chance of leveling up after skill level 90 was said to be 0.1%, and in reality, it wouldn't necessarily go up even after 1,000 attempts.

Production skills were quite useful even at 90, so not many players raised them to 100. However, at 100, there were benefits like a bonus to the probability of creating high-quality items, so Hayato had once worked hard with the members of Kokuryu to achieve it.

As he was reminiscing, Ruth said, "Please, come in," and Hayato came back to his senses and stepped into the room.

Mist was sitting cross-legged on a zabuton, reading a book. She hadn't noticed Hayato.

Damian, who was in the same room, noticed Hayato and raised a hand in greeting, then called out to the oblivious Mist.

"Hey, Mist, Hayato's here."

"Eh, ah, what is it? Oh, Hayato-san, Ash-san, welcome. Is the destruction of the cursed sword finished?"

"You, really... that's rude to Hayato, isn't it? He's doing a lot for us, so show some proper respect."

"Oh, no, Damian-san, you don't have to worry about it. I know full well what it's like to not notice your surroundings when you're concentrating."

Hayato also completely tuned out his surroundings when he was crafting things with his production skills, so he understood the feeling. When you were focused on something, you didn't notice anything around you at all.

Mist was learning about the medical advancements of the last 100 years. For Mist, who had regained her memories but had not logged out, the books written by Diite were precious documents.

Mist put the book in her item bag and looked at Hayato.

"My apologies. It seems when I get focused, I lose track of things."

"Yes, so please don't worry about it. I'm much the same. Anyway, I came to report that the destruction of the cursed sword is finished. After a little while, I think Simon will give us permission to enter Takamagahara and Ryugu."

Mist bowed her head while still seated. Damian and Ruth bowed their heads as well.

"Thank you very much, Hayato-san."

"No, no, you can thank me after the Panacea is made. We should be able to start exploring today, but how should we proceed?"

"First, I thought we would go to both places and scout them out to see what they're like. Then we'll try to gather information from the people of this country about what kind of places they are. The people in this mansion apparently don't know much."

"That's the basic approach to exploration. But I think Diite-chan is knowledgeable too, so how about asking her?"

"Ah, that is a good idea. Her knowledge is undoubtedly world-class. Let us rely on that knowledge here as well."

Since Damian and Ruth were present, he couldn't say that Diite was an administrator. Mist framed it as Diite having such knowledge for their benefit.

Asking Diite for game information was no different from looking at a strategy guide. Hayato was a production player, so he didn't go exploring much, but even so, he was the type who didn't want to know strategy information. He wanted to enjoy the surprise and joy of discovering something for himself.

However, this particular matter had real-world implications. It wasn't just a game. They had to create an item in the virtual world based on knowledge of a cure, so asking Diite, the administrator of the virtual reality, for the strategy was a natural course of action.

"Damian, Ruth. I am going to Diite-san's room with Hayato-san and the others now. Could you two get the preparations for the exploration underway?"

"Got it. Leave it to us. Hayato, sorry, but we'll be using the items in the storehouse. We want to sort out what we're taking with us."

"Yes, please do. If you run out of anything, I'll restock, so feel free to use as much as you need."

Damian nodded and left the room with Ruth.

"Well then, shall we go as well? It will be easier to talk with Diite-san with this group."

Those who remained were Hayato, Ash, and Mist. In other words, the people who knew about the real world.

Hayato and Ash nodded, and they headed to Diite's room with Mist.

When they went to Diite's room, they were immediately prompted to enter.

Diite was wearing a yukata and haori, just like at yesterday's banquet. Hayato had thought so at the time, but Diite had uncharacteristically removed her veil, and her light blue hair was clearly visible.

According to Ney, she had kept her veil on even when she was in a swimsuit on the floating island, but perhaps she had taken it off because it was too much of a mismatch with the yukata.

"Diite-chan, are you enjoying yourself?"

"I won't deny it. My usual attire stands out here, so I haven't come here much. I haven't done any events exclusive to the Eastern Country either. Maybe I'll try holding an event in this country next time."

"Go easy on us. Anyway, the destruction of the cursed sword is finished, so I think we can start exploring soon. We'd like you to tell us the strategy for Takamagahara and Ryugu, the places where the knowledge is."

"Of course, I don't mind. Well then, let's start with Takamagahara."

The knowledge Mist needed to obtain was at the summit of Takamagahara. So their goal was the summit, but Takamagahara was divided into ten areas: the first station, second station, and so on.

The first station was the foot, and the tenth was the summit, so they had to clear each area from the second to the ninth station one by one. However, there was a rest area at the fifth station with a transfer device.

Unlike the portals in the Necropolis, where one person could teleport an entire party, individuals had to reach the location themselves to use the transfer device.

Even if Simon had been to the fifth station, it didn't mean everyone could use the transfer device. So they had no choice but to climb from the first station.

"You should aim for the fifth station first. The difficulty isn't that high, so it shouldn't be too hard for you all. The problem is the monster at the summit."

"So there is one? Is it a yokai?"

"No, it's a bird-type monster called Suzaku. It's a red bird, a type that attacks with fire like a phoenix. Armor with fire resistance and water- or ice-based weapons or magic would make it easier. However, it's usually flying, so you'll need ranged attacks."

"I see."

"Also, if you hit its wings with ice-based attacks several times, they will freeze and it will fall to the ground. Ash-kun and Mist-kun should aim for that."

At those words, Ash nodded, saying, "Leave it to me," and Mist said, "Understood," but Hayato was a little troubled. In their current party, few people could use ice-based magic or ranged weapons.

Ruth could probably use ice magic, but his skill composition wasn't specialized for a mage. About half of his skills were production- or knowledge-based. He probably couldn't deal that much damage.

There were members in Kokuryu who could use ice magic, but they were the type who preferred fire-based magic and had equipment that raised their fire-based damage.

(I'll have to make equipment that raises water or ice magic damage. I did bring a lot of materials, and since the destruction of the cursed sword is finished, I should be able to secure more. Then there's water- or ice-attribute weapons, no, since it's a bow or crossbow, ice-attribute arrows.)

With a bow or crossbow that has a non-physical attribute, any arrow fired would have that attribute. Conversely, with an arrow that has some kind of attribute, using a physical-attribute bow or crossbow would allow for an attack with that attribute.

There were members in Kokuryu who used bows, so he decided to prepare the arrows.

(But we don't have many members who can do ranged attacks.)

"Diite-chan, how strong is Suzaku? Can we beat it with our current members?"

"With Esha-kun there, I think you can win. He's arguably the strongest when it comes to landing the finishing blow. If you can get it down to about one-third of its health, he can definitely finish it off with Destroy."

"So we have to take off two-thirds of its health. It'd be easier if we could bring it to the ground, but we're a bit short on ranged attackers, aren't we?"

"You should ask Simon-kun. Her archery skill should be at 100 as well. In fact, she's better with a bow in real life. Her extreme samurai mania influenced her, and she did a lot of things in the real world too."

"...She's a mania?"

"Well, yes. But that influence led her to acquire genius-level archery skills, so human passion is an amazing thing. It might be a good idea for you to make her a nice bow, Hayato-kun."

"I'll do that."

Thinking he would ask Simon what kind of bow she wanted next time, Hayato and the others continued to confirm various pieces of strategy information with Diite.



		
			Chapter 269

			Ryugu and Yatagarasu

			Now that we had information on Takamagahara from Diite, we decided to ask about Ryugu as well.

First, however, Hayato handed out coffee to everyone.

Ryugu was a famous tourist destination in the Eastern Country. It was a temple, like a Parthenon of sorts, resting at the bottom of the sea. Though, it seemed a great deal of time had passed, as it was in a considerable state of collapse.

The reason it was a tourist spot was because the view from there was magnificent.

The area around the ruined temple was protected by a magical force that kept the seawater out. Since it was magical, there was nothing separating the air and the water.

From inside the temple, it looked as though the sea stretched out in every direction except for the ground beneath your feet, giving you the feeling of being underwater. There was much to see in the surrounding area, from beautiful coral and swimming fish to sunfish and sharks.

"A virtual space inside the sea might not be so unusual nowadays, but it’s quite popular with all the NPCs. That’s why it became a tourist destination," Diite explained.

"I think I have a general idea of the place, but how do we get there? We don’t have to swim, do we?"

Hayato had rings and bracelets with a Diving Skill effect. He could swim for a while without being defeated, but he didn't have enough for everyone here. Besides, since it was a tourist spot, he figured there must be some other way to travel, so he asked Diite.

"You don’t need to swim. You can teleport to the temple from a certain deserted island. The Eastern Country has an east port and a west port, see. You all arrived at the west port, but there are ships that leave from the east port. You just need to get on one of those."

"Then it doesn’t sound like too much trouble to get there. By the way, what kind of dungeon is it?"

"Oh, it’s not a dungeon. To be honest, there’s a turtle named Genbu in that ruined temple. If you defeat it, Mist-kun should be able to acquire the knowledge."

Ash and Mist nodded in understanding, but Hayato tilted his head just a little.

"A turtle named Genbu in Ryugu? Does that mean…"

"I thought you would understand, Hayato-kun. Well, we drew inspiration from various sources. Rest assured, no item like an age-accelerating box will drop. And even if it did, I would recommend not opening it."

Diite said this with a laugh, but Ash and Mist didn't quite get it.

(Ryugu is the Dragon Palace, so I thought Seiryu or something would appear, but it’s Genbu instead. They’re taking motifs from all over. Still, if two of the famous four beasts are in the game, does that mean something will happen if you defeat all of them? I kind of want to try.)

Suzaku, Genbu, Seiryu, and Byakko were famous in games and fiction. If he was going to defeat two of them, it was a natural desire to want to defeat them all. However, he had other priorities right now, so Hayato suppressed the urge.

"So, Diite-chan, about this Genbu, do we fight it right there? It’s a tourist spot, isn't it?"

"You’ll be fighting it on the spot. Deep inside the temple, there’s an altar for summoning Genbu. The hints for that are in an old song passed down in the Eastern Country, but I’ll tell you as a special favor. You offer a fish over one meter long at the altar."

"…A fish?"

"That’s right. There’s a market at the east port, so I think you can get one right away. You don’t need to cook it, so you can use the fish just as you bought it. Well, you could also catch one."

"It’s like with Maris’s Lancelot."

"Just as Ash-kun says. There are places like that all over, so if you find an altar, it’s a good idea to try offering various things."

Diite replied happily to Ash’s words.

Hayato also nodded in understanding.

Maris’s Lancelot was an Elder Griffon. It had to be summoned in order to be tamed, and the condition for that was to offer a Dragon Steak at an altar on a mountaintop.

This time, too, it was a quest that required using some sort of item to lure out a monster.

"Um, in that case, can you tell me the strategy for Genbu as well?"

"Genbu is a giant turtle, but it’s an earth-element monster with extremely high physical defense. You should aim for its neck and legs first. Attacking its shell is pointless. After it takes a certain amount of damage, it will get annoyed and retract its head and legs. Once that happens, you won't be able to damage it with physical attacks."

"Seriously…?"

"However, magic still works, and Ney-kun’s Excalibur Replica has a defense-piercing attack, so there shouldn’t be a problem. Then, after dealing a certain amount of damage while it’s retracted, it will perform an action where it flips over. When it does, it exposes its belly, which is its weak point. Ash-kun and Mist-kun can aim for that."

"I see. But it won’t stay in that state forever, will it?"

Mist asked, and Diite nodded.

"Once it takes a certain amount of damage to its weak point, Genbu will fly up to right itself. When it lands on the ground, it will unleash a shockwave, so be careful. The attack at that time is quite powerful, so it’s better to get out of its range."

Hayato listened, impressed by all the details.

After that, Diite, Ash, and Mist continued to confirm various pieces of information and formulate a strategy.

It was decided that Hayato would prepare all the weapons, armor, medicines, and food, but would not go on the expedition. Hayato had intended to actively participate this time, but no matter how he looked at it, he didn’t seem like he would be of any use.

(Well, it can't be helped. The top priority this time is for Mist-san to acquire the knowledge. I'll just focus on that and not do anything unnecessary.)

As a result of their discussion, they decided to go to Takamagahara first.

This was simply a process of elimination, as they weren’t yet prepared to defeat Genbu in Ryugu.

The same could be said for Suzaku, but since it was a fire-type monster, they had some things prepared from the battle against the Fire Dragon Eddy Owl during the previous Stampede. The Red Dragon Series armor that Ney had was one such item.

Besides, even if it was said to be easy, it would still take a considerable amount of time to reach the summit, so they decided to conquer Takamagahara first.

However, there was a problem.

While they were conquering Takamagahara, Hayato would be left alone in this mansion.

At the moment, Hayato wasn't in a position to be targeted. But by obtaining the fragments of the cursed blade, that possibility now existed. When he explained the situation to Diite and Mist, they agreed it would be dangerous to leave Hayato alone.

Diite was particularly worried about it.

"It is certainly dangerous. The legendary sword is called Meitou Yatagarasu, and creating it seems to have become a long-cherished wish of the Eastern Country. There’s a story that the head of the Azuma family possessing that sword will bring eternal prosperity to the Eastern Country."

"Is that actually true?"

"No, that story was just made up, but everyone in the Eastern Country believes it."

"Made up… you don’t mean Infinity did it, do you?"

"That’s not it. As you know, all the NPCs are human. They think and act on their own. We prepared a sword called Yatagarasu as the strongest sword, rather than a legendary one, but it seems the NPCs added all sorts of stories to it, and now that’s how it is."

"Seriously…?"

"It’s been over three years since this game was released. That means the NPCs who lost their memories have lived that long. They aren’t just bound to act according to their preset configurations, so it’s not surprising that something like this could happen, is it?"

Hayato understood, more or less. The NPCs were human, and they could do all sorts of things. They could even create new settings and information.

"It’s quite an interesting story, but doesn’t that make it all the more dangerous to leave Hayato-san alone?"

Hayato nodded at Mist, then thought about the team members again.

Esha, Ash, Ren, and the members of Kokuryu were needed as the fighting force to defeat Suzaku, and Mist was an essential member since he needed the knowledge that would be gained upon Suzaku’s defeat. Of course, if Mist went, Damian and Ruth would likely go too.

As if everyone had reached the same conclusion, Hayato, Ash, and Mist all looked at Diite.

"I see, so I would be the most suitable guard? But I can’t freely switch my skills right now. My combat potential is likely limited. I’d like at least one more person."

"Then Maris as well. She has Lancelot, which is perfect for escaping. If it comes to it, we can just flee into the sea."

Ash said it simply, but Hayato thought it wasn't a bad idea either.

Basically, neither players, NPCs, nor tamed monsters ever got tired. It would take time, but it was possible to ride Lancelot and escape all the way to the Royal Capital.

Diite nodded.

"Then it’s settled. Maris-kun and I will guard Hayato-kun. However, you all need to be careful too, Ash-kun. If you were taken hostage, Hayato-kun would come back for you. I know that all too well."

"It’s a little troubling when you say self-deprecating things like that, you know?"

When Diite tried to pull Hayato into the virtual reality, she took Ash and the others hostage as one of her negotiation tactics. That was what she was referring to.

It was a delicate topic, but Ash and Mist laughed.

"You mean that time. Don’t ever do that again. Besides, aren’t you a little too obsessed with Hayato? Ren said it was a woman’s heart or something, but I don’t get it at all."

"I’ve heard a little about it recently. So that’s what happened back then. I agree that it was wrong. You should have gotten his proper consent. Hayato-san has things he wants to do in the real world, after all."

"Oh my, I don’t seem to be very popular. Well, I won’t do it again. If I did something like that without permission, it seems Ash-kun and the others would come to get him back this time."

"Is this somehow turning into a conversation where it’s fine as long as you have permission?"

Hayato thought it was an awkward topic, but if it could be laughed off, he figured it was fine. He took out a fresh coffee and started to drink.



		
			Chapter 270

			The Offering

			Three days had passed since the expedition began.

The exploration was proceeding smoothly, and all that remained to conquer Takamagahara was to defeat Suzaku at its summit. Hayato had prepared all the necessary equipment and items, and they planned to challenge it tomorrow.

They had finished exploring for the day in the morning and were now resting for tomorrow. They were currently at Takamagahara reconfirming their coordination, but they would probably be back at the mansion soon.

Hayato was already preparing for the next conquest of Ryugu, getting ready for the fight against Genbu.

Genbu used earth-element attacks, so he needed to make armor to defend against them. His main task was to craft it at the mansion, but he also needed to gather materials, so he had come to a place with a mine along with Diite and Maris.

The mine was a place called Amano-Iwato, where not only various ores but also gems for making elemental equipment could be excavated.

Hayato had obtained permission to mine here. His achievements in destroying the cursed blade and preventing its curse were recognized, and Benitsuru had given him her approval.

"Hayacchi is the best! You shall have a reward!"

Benitsuru had apparently said this in high spirits. Simon had not reported anything about the cursed blade fragments. It was an act of betraying his lord, but he also felt a debt of gratitude for the unreasonable favors he had asked of Hayato. It seemed he had weighed the two, and the scales had tipped in Hayato’s favor.

However, Simon couldn't stay silent forever. The method Ren had devised for destroying the cursed blade had increased the likelihood of obtaining fragments. Even if he kept quiet, a blacksmith would find out eventually.

He had asked that when Hayato and the others left the Eastern Country, they present the fragments to Benitsuru in the form of an offering. The idea was to hand them over in a situation where they could make a quick getaway.

It was unclear what would happen to Simon in that case, but he had said with a laugh, "Well, it’ll be fine."

This was a somewhat troubling situation for Hayato. It meant he would be leaving various things to Simon and running away.

When he told Simon this, he laughed even harder.

"I am a samurai. I cannot betray the kindness I have received. I do not know what others may think, but I do not believe it is the way of the samurai to serve one’s lord to the point of betraying a benefactor."

"Have I done enough to be called a benefactor?"

After all, Hayato hadn't done anything that significant. Destroying the cursed blade was in return for Simon helping with the Necropolis conquest. It was a give-and-take relationship.

"Perhaps calling you a benefactor is an overstatement, but there is undoubtedly a debt of gratitude. I have received five swords that rival famous blades, and I was able to fight against a strong opponent over there. To be able to fight against the Hero, Ivan, even in a mock battle, is almost unheard of. This is all thanks to Hayato. Well, do not concern yourself with it, Hayato. It is merely that I am grateful on my own accord."

It wasn't a reason Hayato found particularly convincing, but he forced himself to accept it, thinking that Simon must be a very honorable person.

Hayato recalled that conversation as he mined with his pickaxe.

(Maybe I should offer Benitsuru-san various other things so that we can leave the Eastern Country on good terms. We’ll be hosting a banquet this time, so maybe something lasting rather than food would be better… But what? I’ve already given her a kimono, and I don't know about giving a sword to Benitsuru-san.)

A kimono’s design was always the same, even if the pattern could be changed. Giving her the same thing with a different pattern lacked creativity.

As Hayato swung his pickaxe while lost in thought, Maris, who was swinging her own pickaxe next to him, peeked at his face. Then Diite, on the other side of Hayato, also peeked at his face.

"Hayato-san, have you been thinking about something for a while now?"

"Oh, yeah. I was thinking of giving Benitsuru-san something as a thank you gift when we leave the Eastern Country, but I can’t decide what."

"Would a kimono not work? She was really happy when you gave her one before, wasn’t she? I would be happy with Nekomanma Deluxe."

"Well, I’m not giving it to a pet. Besides, it’s boring to give the same thing, so I was thinking of something other than a kimono."

"Just so you know, you can’t offer up Max, whom I tamed. I’m going to raise that child properly. I’ll make him into an Honorable Fox you’d be proud to show anywhere!"

"Max is the Kyubi, right? Of course. I wasn’t thinking of offering Maris’s pet."

Maris had tamed a fox with nine tails in this mine. Since it wasn’t the type to attack just anyone, Maris had been able to tame it easily on her own.

The Kyubi was a yokai that primarily used magic rather than physical attacks, and though it was only about the size of a puppy, it was quite strong. However, it seemed a pecking order had been instantly established among Maris’s pets, and it now followed Sieg’s orders absolutely.

Since there was no Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country, it was staying behind at the mansion, but thanks to that hierarchy, it was behaving itself.

As Hayato wondered if Sieg was actually that strong, Diite spoke up.

"How about asking Rosalie-kun for a favor with another kimono?"

"Rosalie-san?"

"She can change the design of fabric equipment. As long as it’s not too avant-garde a design, I think it would be well-received."

He wondered what an avant-garde design would be, but Hayato thought a unique kimono wasn’t a bad idea. Regardless of its performance, uniquely designed equipment had considerable value as casual wear for players.

But he had a concern.

"By the way, what’s Rosalie-san’s sense of style like? From what I saw of her gothic lolita dress, I don’t think it’s bad, but I don’t have much sense myself, so I can't really tell."

"Her sense is good. Though I have my doubts about her swimsuit designs."

"That sounds like a contradiction."

"Well, how about requesting multiple kimonos instead of just one? I don’t think the offering has to be a single garment. You could give her several, and I think it would be fine as long as she likes even one of them."

As a craftsman, he had his reservations, but Hayato didn't know much about women's preferences. Esha usually only bought T-shirts for loungewear, so he was under the impression that T-shirts were the current trend.

"Alright, I’ll make a few and ask Rosalie-san to change the designs. By the way, is it fine to ask for the design change after I’m done making them?"

"Yes, that will be fine."

Then I’ll ask her tonight, Hayato thought, before resuming his mining.

That night, after finishing his work at the cafe, Hayato logged in again.

The great hall of the mansion was rather noisy, as everyone seemed to be discussing tomorrow's plans. Perhaps it was the yukatas and haori jackets they were wearing, but the atmosphere was as lively as a banquet.

After greeting everyone, Hayato approached Rosalie. She seemed to be talking to Ney, but for some reason, she looked a little tired.

"Ney, Rosalie-san, do you have a moment? And, Rosalie-san, are you okay? You look a bit tired."

"There is no problem. I simply received word of a small issue at the Demon Lord's Castle, so I am a little mentally fatigued. However, I am on vacation right now. Whatever may have happened at the Demon Lord’s Castle, I will not concern myself with it. Yes, I will not."

"I think there’s a problem with that attitude, but are you really alright?"

"I was being dramatic. It is not a major issue. Still, I would like to at least soak in a hot spring before returning from the Eastern Country…"

Ney nodded emphatically at those words.

"First we conquer Takamagahara, but once that and Ryugu are done, let’s go to the open-air bath! Ren said if we defeat the giant snake at the hot spring source on Takamagahara, it should work out, so we’ll defeat that snake in the end!"

"Now that you mention it, I think Ren-chan did say something like that. Well, I think it’s okay to stay for a day or so before we go back, so you can enjoy the open-air bath then."

"Yes, I will. By the way, do you have business with Ney? Shall I excuse myself?"

"Actually, I have a favor to ask of Rosalie-san."

"Of me? Ney, why are you trying to get in front of me?"

It was Ney who showed the most interest in Hayato’s words. She was pushing her way in front of Rosalie. It was a rare sight, so she must have been curious.

"I was thinking of giving Benitsuru-san another kimono, and I’d like to borrow your design-changing skills, Rosalie-san. It would be boring if it were the same as last time, so I was hoping to give it to her with a different pattern and design. Would you be willing to help? Of course, I’ll think of a reward if it’s something I can do."

"Deal! I’ll have one too!"

"Why are you answering for me, I wonder? That aside, what an interesting idea. For the princess of the Eastern Country to wear a kimono of my design. Well, that is not a bad thing. It would certainly add to my prestige. I do not mind."

"Oh, really? Then I’ll give you a few kimonos in a couple of days. Would it be alright if I let you change the designs with your sense of style?"

"…A few? Unacceptable. I shall design a single, perfect garment worthy of Benitsuru for you."

Rosalie’s tired expression vanished, replaced by one brimming with motivation.

Hayato felt a strong sense of kinship with Rosalie’s craftsman-like spirit. He often thought in a similar way.

"Alright. One garment it is. Just let me know when you decide on a pattern."

"A light red. Not too pink. Make the fabric in a color close to Benitsuru’s hair. Leave the rest to me."

"Sounds good. Then I’ll find some suitable fabric and make it."

"If I am to design it, I will accept nothing less than five stars."

"Of course."

For a rare moment, Hayato and Rosalie were in complete agreement, or rather, it felt like they understood each other as fellow craftsmen. The only one who seemed a little dissatisfied was Ney, who had been left out of the conversation.

"Hey, Rosalie, make one for me too. We’re best friends, right? All things considered, shouldn’t I be first? No, I am first."

"How unusually assertive of you. Well, for you, Ney, I will make one from scratch. I will not borrow Hayato’s hand for that creation, so you will have to wait a little longer. And stop clinging to me."

Finding the sight of Ney clinging to Rosalie and Rosalie trying to peel her off strangely heartwarming, Hayato said, "Well, I’ll be counting on you," and left them to it.



		
			Chapter 271

			Gekokujo

			On the morning of the Suzaku subjugation, Hayato saw everyone, including Simon, off.

He had prepared more than enough equipment and items, so there was no way they would lose. Barring any major irregularities, they should be back by noon. Hayato thought this as he watched them go.

And when that was over, the subjugation of Genbu in Ryugu awaited.

To prepare for that, he planned to go mining in Amano-Iwato again. After getting everything ready, he called out to Diite and Maris, who were in the great hall.

"Shall we head to Amano-Iwato soon?"

Hayato said this to Diite and Maris, but for some reason, both of them were frowning and looking outside the mansion.

"What’s wrong?"

"It seems we’ve been surrounded, Hayato-kun."

"What? Surrounded?"

Maris put a hand to her forehead and made a gesture as if looking into the distance.

"I wonder if they were waiting for everyone to leave? Oh, maybe they were waiting until they used the transfer device for Takamagahara?"

"Huh? What are you two talking about?"

"Hayato-kun, look outside carefully. It seems samurai have surrounded this mansion. It appears they found out you have the cursed blade fragments."

Hayato hurriedly looked outside the mansion.

The garden was elegantly designed, but the problem was what lay beyond it.

The mansion itself was enclosed by fences made of woven bamboo and hedges, but these fences were not very high. On the other side of them, people in samurai armor had surrounded the residence.

And it seemed they had spotted Hayato from their side, as there was some kind of movement.

After that, a lighthearted voice, unsuited to the tense atmosphere, came from the entrance. "Pardon the intrusion!" It was clearly Benitsuru.

Hayato could hear the sound of someone clattering down the hallway. Then, the fusuma of the great hall slid open with force.

There stood Benitsuru, dressed in a patterned kimono, and two armored warriors. For some reason, Benitsuru had a wide grin on her face, but the armored warriors’ mouths were hidden, making their expressions unclear. They certainly weren't smiling, though.

"Hayacchi, morning!"

"…Morning, Benitsuru-san. What’s all this? It’s not a welcome party, is it?"

"I like that about you, Hayacchi. Which makes this a total bummer. I like you, Hayacchi, but I can’t exactly approve of you taking the Eastern Country’s treasure."

"Treasure?"

Hayato played dumb for the time being. It was possible this had nothing to do with the cursed blade fragments. He wanted to gather information before saying anything unnecessary.

"Don’t play dumb. You got the cursed blade fragments, didn’t you? I heard it from my Ten Swords and ninjas. Care to explain yourself?"

"Well, about that—"

"And trying to overthrow me by seducing Simon, isn’t that a little too wild? As the princess, I can’t overlook that. The princess is super mad."

"What? What’s that about?"

"Gekokujo itself is fine. It’s not a bad thing for the strong to rise to the top. But seducing Simon and starting a rebellion, that’s seriously not cool."

"Hold on a second. Benitsuru-san, you’ve got something wrong. I admit it was bad of me to keep quiet about the cursed blade fragments, but I’m not thinking about gekokujo or rebellion."

"Huh? Then why didn’t you say you got the cursed blade fragments?"

"I heard from Simon that these are materials for making a legendary sword, right? It seems there was talk of having me make it, but he was just worried that if I learned the manufacturing method, I might not be able to leave this country."

"Oh, there was talk like that. Yeah, it’s true that if I taught you the manufacturing method, I might not let you leave this country. It would be a problem if you started mass-producing legendary swords, after all."

(Did she understand…?)

"Princess, you must not be deceived. These people have been suspicious from the very beginning. They spoke of wanting to go to sacred places in our country like Takamagahara and Ryugu, and it is unclear what they are doing there. It would be best to lock them up until their innocence can be proven."

"Hmm? Hmmmm? Now that you say that… is that so?"

At the words of the armored warrior beside her, Benitsuru crossed her arms and fell into thought.

"It seems Benitsuru-kun has been fed all sorts of things by that armored warrior. I can’t see his face, but he’s probably one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. For all we know, he might be the one plotting a gekokujo or rebellion," Diite whispered to Hayato.

Hayato whispered back in a similar low voice.

"Then what should we do? There’s no point in fighting here. Would it be better to let ourselves be locked up and wait for everyone to return?"

"No, that won't do. I think there’s a reason that armored warrior is going so far as to feed Benitsuru-kun false information to secure you, Hayato-kun."

"I see. Then we have no choice but to escape."

"I recommend the west port. I have a feeling something interesting is about to happen there."

"Something interesting?"

"That’s a surprise for when you get there."

Hayato thought there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be caught if they went to the west port, but it was also around the time the ship from the Royal Capital was due to arrive. Perhaps the plan was to escape on that. He decided to trust Diite.

However, to do that, they had to break through Benitsuru, the two armored warriors in front of them, and the group of samurai surrounding the mansion. Benitsuru aside, having two of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, who were on par with Simon, was a problem.

Diite had magic, but Maris didn’t have Lancelot nearby. If the opponents were as strong as Simon, it would be tough to win.

Just as he was wondering what to do, Diite whispered to Maris.

"Maris-kun, could you ask Sieg-kun to do that thing? Sieg-kun became the boss here, didn’t he?"

"You know a lot, don’t you? I’ll ask him through voice chat. Lancelot and Max are outside, but I’ll tell them to head to the west port. The people outside have bows, so it’s dangerous to fly from here."

"That’s right. Once we’re outside this mansion, we should be able to run to the port. Hayato-kun, will your legs be alright?"

"It’s just that I can’t move suddenly. As long as I know I have to run from the start, I’ll be fine. And recently, I’ve been able to run suddenly in the Necropolis, so maybe it’s been good rehabilitation."

"Alright, I’m asking Sieg now, so we’ll run to the port with his signal. Please match our timing. And please get your shoes ready."

"That’s fine, but what is Sieg going to do?"

Just as Hayato said that, Benitsuru clapped her hands together.

"Yup! I don’t get it, so let’s lock you up! I’ll give you a chance to explain yourself when Simon gets here, so just let yourself be caught for a bit, Hayacchi. Don’t worry, I’ll put you in a really nice cell."

"A nice cell sounds like a contradiction."

"I mean, I’ll put you in a good cell. What’s that sound?"

A faint noise had been audible for a little while, but it was gradually growing louder and approaching the room.

And in the next moment, a massive number of cats, led by Sieg, burst through the fusuma.

(A Cat Stampede!)

"Huh? No way, is this heaven? Fugya!"

Benitsuru said this as she and the armored warriors were swept up in the cats’ stampede.

The Cat Stampede dealt almost no damage, but its momentum sent Benitsuru and her companions flying.

"Now, let’s escape while we can! This stampede will take us all the way to the west port! There will be second and third waves, so let’s hurry!"

"Is Sieg secretly the strongest?"

Hayato and the others started running, following behind the stampede instigated by Sieg.

The cats stampeded through the capital city of Azuma toward the west port.

Hayato, Diite, and Maris ran along behind them.

The group of samurai who had been outside the mansion were also sent flying by the Cat Stampede, but they quickly recovered and gave chase.

However, those pursuing samurai were also blown away by another Cat Stampede. It was a number so large you could say without exaggeration that every stray cat in Azuma was participating.

(I feel like this alone could defeat any enemy… No, it deals almost no damage. It works against humans, but it’s probably useless against monsters.)

Hayato thought this as he ran behind the cats.

And a few minutes later, they arrived at the west port.

There was nothing special at the port, just a small ship visible on the western sea. It would probably take another ten minutes or so to get here.

"Diite-chan, we made it here, but what do we do now?"

"We have no choice but to wait for that ship. Our trump card is on that ship."

"Trump card? But don’t you think Sieg’s stampede could beat Benitsuru-san and the others?"

"It worked just now because we caught them by surprise, but it won’t work a second time. See, she’s already here. Let’s try to buy time by talking until that ship arrives. And let's try not to get Benitsuru-kun serious."

"Huh? What do you mean—"

"I didn’t think you’d use a trick like that to escape. But could you do that again for me personally sometime? That’s worth dying for!"

Just as Diite said, Benitsuru had arrived at the port before they knew it. And she was alone. The two armored warriors from before were gone, leaving only Benitsuru.

"Sieg!"

Maris called out to Sieg, and once again, a large number of cats charged.

"I’d love to, but some other time!"

As Benitsuru said that, Sieg and the other cats froze as if petrified.

Hayato and Maris were stunned.

"Is that… the Intimidation skill?"

The Intimidation skill, which repels weaker monsters. Benitsuru had used it.

All the cats except Sieg had already lost their will to fight and were showing their bellies. A pose of submission. In other words, the cats had acknowledged Benitsuru as their superior. They wouldn't move now, even if Sieg commanded them.

"Benitsuru-kun is a master of the Azuma-ryu sword style. In reality and in the virtual world," Diite whispered to Hayato.

"Does that mean she’s strong?"

"It doesn't ‘mean’ she’s strong. She is strong. She’s even the master of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, who are just samurai fanatics."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously. In fact, we were torn between making her or Lunaria-kun the Demon Lord."

A Demon Lord candidate, Hayato thought, as Benitsuru walked over as if nothing had happened.

"Hayacchi and friends, since you’re running away, does that mean you’re plotting a gekokujo? If Simon is strong, it’s fine for him to stand on top, but isn’t that underestimating the princess a little too much? Oh, or were you planning to have Simon equip the legendary sword?"

"Like I said before, we’re not plotting a gekokujo. Simon was just worried about me. It’s just a small misunderstanding."

"Then you should have just waited for Simon to come back."

"I trust you, Benitsuru-san, but I don’t trust the other members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. I just thought it would be dangerous if we got caught."

Benitsuru stopped walking at those words, crossed her arms, and started groaning, "Hmmmm."

"I don’t really get it, so could you just come back to the mansion for now?"

"What? No, that’s—"

"It’ll be a problem if you escape on that ship with the cursed blade fragments. If you come back to the mansion, I’ll believe that you’re not conspiring with Simon."

Hayato was wondering what to do, but Benitsuru spoke before he could answer.

"Oh, the ship’s here, so I’ll just defeat you first. You can resurrect at the mansion. Don’t worry, it won’t hurt."

Just as Benitsuru said that, she appeared in front of Hayato in an instant.

(Shukuchi!)

It wasn't high-speed movement, but the instant teleportation of Shukuchi. By the time Hayato realized it, Benitsuru already had a sword in her hand.

And with a single flash… she did not strike.

A high-pitched sound echoed around them, and Benitsuru’s sword never reached Hayato.

"I don’t really know what’s going on, but it looked dangerous, so I protected you. You may praise me."

Hayato looked to his side where the voice came from and saw a silver-haired woman in crimson armor standing there.

"Lunaria-san!"

"You forgot ‘Demon Lord.’ Redo it. For example, you should say something like, ‘All hail the great Demon Lord Lunaria-sama.’ Or you can offer me a Super Demon Lord Eclair later. In fact, that is recommended."

The perfect and complete Demon Lord, not a mere candidate, had blocked the attack meant for Hayato.



		
			Chapter 272

			Yin and Yang

			At the west port of the Eastern Country, a ship had arrived, and on it was the Demon Lord, Lunaria.

She’s pretty active, Hayato thought, but he was grateful. He was a little surprised that the trump card Diite had mentioned was the Demon Lord, but there was no doubt he had been saved.

Still, he had a question. Why was Lunaria here? As far as Hayato remembered, the Black Rose Saints and the Ten Dark Knights had worked together to lock Lunaria in the Demon Lord's Castle.

Before he could confirm this, Lunaria pushed back Benitsuru’s sword with Arondight.

Benitsuru, though surprised, used the force of the pushback to leap backward and create distance.

"Wow, the princess is surprised. I’ve never seen anyone completely block that attack before! Truly amazing!"

Lunaria did not reply. She just seemed to have a stiffer expression than usual, at least to Hayato.

(Does that mean she recognizes how strong Benitsuru-san is?)

"My name is Benitsuru Azuma. I’m the princess of this country. May I have your name? If you’re strong, I’d like to be friends. How about it?"

Benitsuru said this to Lunaria with a wide grin.

Lunaria kept her sword raised, staring intently at Benitsuru. She was on her guard.

(Does that mean she’s strong enough to make Lunaria-san wary… To an amateur, she looks full of openings, but maybe it’s a tactic to confuse her opponent with changes in pace.)

"Ti…"

Lunaria opened her mouth and spoke in a small voice. Benitsuru didn’t seem to hear it, but since Lunaria had spoken, she cupped a hand to her ear to listen closely.

"…Time."

"Time? Is that your name? Hayacchi didn’t say a name like that. Is it your last name?"

Lunaria’s real name was Lunaria Freire. The word "time" wasn’t even close. Hayato also wondered what she was saying, but then he realized something.

"Sorry, Benitsuru-san. A little time out. A temporary truce."

"Huh? Time out means a temporary truce? Oh man, that’s so funny my stomach hurts. This is the first time someone’s called a time out in the middle of a fight. Fine, I’ll wait. But if you try to run, I’ll cut you down!"

Benitsuru said this and burst out laughing.

And for some reason, Lunaria hid behind Hayato, avoiding a direct confrontation with Benitsuru.

"Hey Lunaria-san, what’s wrong? Using me as a shield won’t do you any good."

"Hayato-san, that person’s yang power is too strong. She is the complete opposite of me, who possesses yin power. It is dangerous. Wanting to become friends out of the blue, that is undeniably yang. My stomach is starting to hurt too. By the way, you have yin power, Hayato-san, so I feel a little calmer."

"Is that something I should be offended by? Anyway, I don’t really get this yin and yang power stuff, but have some confidence, Lunaria-san. You beat the Hero, Ivan, didn’t you?"

"Lately, I’ve been deluding myself into thinking I was a little bit yang too, what with vacationing in a swimsuit and all. I can’t win against the real thing."

"What’s the real thing? Besides, the Demon Lord isn’t yin, she’s darkness, right? Go in with the mindset that darkness will blot out both light and yang."

Hayato himself didn’t know what he was saying, but he tried to encourage Lunaria with words that sounded right.

"Hayato-san, you say good things. I have reevaluated you."

"Could you tell me how many more times I need to be reevaluated to become normal?"

After that exchange, Lunaria cautiously stepped out from behind Hayato and pointed the tip of her sword at Benitsuru. Then, with a slightly strained face, she smiled awkwardly.

"I, I am Lunaria Freire. I am the Demon Lord in the Demon Country. I am super strong. Also, I like small rooms."

"No way, for real! If you’re the Demon Lord, then you’re the Demon Lord! Demon Lord Luna-cchi! Let’s be friends!"

"Lu, Luna-cchi? The, the Demon Lord chooses her friends. That is too soon. Let’s start with correspondence…"

(Her yang power is strong. I feel like the darkness is being pushed back.)

"Arrow messages are great, aren't they? Oops, let’s save that talk for later. First, I want to take down Hayacchi. It’ll be a problem if he gets away. So it’d be a big help if you could stay out of it."

"A problem if he gets away? Hayato-san, what did you do?"

"I didn’t do anything. To make a long story short, I got my hands on a slightly problematic item, and because of that, I’m about to be captured."

"I think you should just hand over the item."

"That’s the thing, but the timing was bad or something, and it looks like I’ll be captured even if I hand it over. And in the worst case, I won’t be able to leave this country. I want to avoid that. Besides, I still have things to do here, so I can’t leave just yet."

"I understand that you are in a complicated situation. By the way, where are Rosalie-chan and the others?"

"Rosalie-san and the others are—"

"We plan to capture the members at Takamagahara on that mountain. The idea is to take them hostage so that Hayacchi will come back even if he escapes. We’ve sent our elite Ten Swords and ninjas, and I think it’ll be easy to apprehend them after their battle with Suzaku. It’s that thing where you tell them to surrender peacefully!"

Benitsuru answered before Hayato could.

Lunaria, who had been timidly pushed back by the so-called yang power, froze for a few seconds and then stared at Benitsuru. A complete change from her previous atmosphere, something intimidating was now being emitted.

It wasn't the Intimidation skill that Benitsuru had used, but a genuine pressure emanating from her very being. Even in this virtual reality, the pressure coming from Lunaria was palpable.

"Taking Rosalie-chan hostage?"

"I don’t remember all their names, but you mean the girl in the gothic lolita dress, right? We plan to capture all the members there. And they won’t be allowed to leave the country until the suspicion is cleared. Well, for a few weeks, maybe?"

"I understand everything now."

"Oh, really? Then—"

"The promise of correspondence is rescinded. Taking my friend Rosalie-chan hostage is unacceptable. Witness the power of the Demon Lord and take it with you to the afterlife."

"What? No way!"

In an instant, Lunaria moved into striking range of Benitsuru. Then she brought Arondight down with both hands.

Benitsuru barely managed to block it with her own sword, but her posture was completely broken.

"For real!"

Benitsuru shouted, but Lunaria said nothing and unleashed her next attack.

Her swings were precise, aiming for Benitsuru’s vital points. And they were unpredictable. Benitsuru was in a state where she could do nothing but defend.

"Kuh! Nngh! H, hey! This is impossible!"

(I don't know how strong a ‘master’ is, but it has to be considerable, right? Does that mean Lunaria-san is even stronger than that? That’s what’s impossible.)

As Hayato was thinking that, he heard a voice shout, "Protect the princess!" and samurai came running from behind Benitsuru.

There seemed to be quite a number of them, and it would be difficult for even Lunaria to handle that many while also dealing with Benitsuru.

Just as he was wondering what to do, Hayato sensed a presence behind him. He immediately turned to check.

There stood a grim-faced man over two meters tall.

"Hayato-dono, have you been training your muscles?"

"Gil-san!"

It was Gil, one of the Ten Dark Knights, and behind him, others in similar black armor and the members of the Ten Black Rose Saints were disembarking from the ship.

"I don’t know the circumstances, but since Lunaria-sama is fighting, the opponent must be an enemy. Hayato-dono and the others should move back a little. So you don’t get caught in the crossfire."

Gil said this with a laugh and took a deep breath.

"Demon Lord’s Army! Charge! Show them the power of demons!"

As Gil’s loud voice echoed around them, a roar-like cry erupted from the Black Rose Saints and the Ten Dark Knights.

At that sound, Benitsuru and her samurai flinched for a moment.

Meanwhile, Benitsuru and Lunaria were talking while their swords were locked.

"No way! Is this a world invasion?! You’re starting with the Eastern Country?!"

"Completely wrong. This is a sightseeing trip. A pet project of the Demon Lord."

"There’s no way it looks like that! Don’t tell me Hayacchi is part of the Demon Lord’s Army?!"

"…Actually, he is the Demon Lord’s Army’s exclusive chef."

"The fact that he’s not a blacksmith is kind of hitting the spot, but this is no time for that!"

(They both seem to be a bit too relaxed… Anyway, what’s going to happen? It’s not good if they fight until one side is defeated, right? Diite-chan is smiling for some reason, but even if it’s a virtual reality, it would be bad if this turned into a diplomatic incident…)

While Hayato was thinking that, the battle began.

In terms of numbers, the samurai had the advantage, but in terms of strength, it was the Demon Lord’s Army. They were not losing to the samurai, who outnumbered them by more than double. In fact, they were pushing them back.

However, Hayato thought it would be problematic if the Demon Lord’s Army won just like that.

He still had things to do in the Eastern Country, Esha and the others were at Takamagahara, and they had apparently sent elite forces there. Even if they had hostages, it felt like the Demon Lord’s Army wouldn’t stop, but leaving a grudge for the future would be bad.

Besides, if he ended up creating the catalyst for the Demon Lord’s Army to invade the Eastern Country after getting everyone else involved in his own problems, he might go down in history in a weird way. Hayato thought he had to somehow calm both sides down.

(Is there anything… My voice won’t reach them anymore, so some kind of action to get their attention… If Esha were here, she has Destroy.)

Hayato looked around and remembered that this was a port. And he had an idea.

(I logged a massive amount of lumber to make elemental arrows, so this should work. I’ll bet on this.)

Hayato took out his beloved saw from his item bag. Then, he selected an item from the menu.

After the sound effect for using the Woodworking Skill played, a giant, rainbow-colored ball of light effect unfolded in the sky above the port.

Everyone was surprised by the sight and stopped fighting. To someone seeing it for the first time, it would probably look like a giant attack spell. Everyone took a defensive stance.

However, what emerged from that light was a large ship. When it landed in the sea, a huge splash was created, drenching the surrounding Demon Lord’s Army, the samurai, and even Benitsuru and Lunaria.

Almost everyone was soaked. And the fighting stopped.

While everyone was stunned, Hayato slowly walked over to Lunaria and Benitsuru.

"This is a problem I caused, but let’s end the fight here. I want to talk properly. I won’t run away with the cursed blade fragments, so could you please not lock me up or prevent me from leaving the country? Oh, right, just as Lunaria-san said, I’ll hand over the fragments. Will you trust me then, Benitsuru-san? No, Benny-chan. How about it?"

The surrounding samurai stirred at the words "Benny-chan," but Benitsuru just stared at Hayato blankly. Then, a radiant smile gradually spread across her face.

"Benny-chan, huh? I see, Hayacchi and I are friends. It’s not good to doubt a friend! It’s fine, it’s fine, you can keep the fragments. If you say you won’t run away, then there’s no problem!"

Hayato let out a long sigh.

(Looks like it’s okay… Whoops, I need to ask about Esha and the others first.)

"Then, Benny-chan, sorry to ask, but about capturing the members at Takamagahara… what’s this?"

Black, shadow-like things were creeping along the ground towards Hayato. There were five of them. He didn’t know what they were, but Hayato had a bad feeling.

Figures clad in black emerged from the shadows and surrounded Hayato. Then they launched a hand-to-hand attack on him.

By the time Hayato realized the danger, it was too late. He was hit by the five-person attack.

However, there was no change in Hayato’s HP.

And the five figures immediately disappeared, sinking back into the shadows. Then the shadows departed from the scene.

Benitsuru, who was nearby, shouted in surprise.

"Th, that was our Ninja Squad! Are you okay, Hayacchi?!"

"Huh? Yeah, I’m fine, but… ah!"

Hayato hurriedly opened his item bag. The cursed blade fragments were gone, just as he expected. But that wasn’t all.

"No way…"

Something that should have been in Hayato’s item bag was missing. It was his beloved knife, the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme." It had been stolen along with the cursed blade fragments.



		
			Chapter 273

			The Princess and the Ten Holy Demonic Swords

			Hayato’s group, Lunaria’s Demon Lord's Army, and Benitsuru were all gathered in the great hall of the mansion where Hayato and the others had been staying. They were waiting for the return of Esha and the other members of the Takamagahara expedition.

The battle at the port had ended in a truce after a series of events.

Benitsuru, the princess of the Eastern Country, and Lunaria, the king of the Demon Country, had shaken hands on a temporary ceasefire, so no one around them had any complaints.

Then, Hayato’s group and Lunaria’s group were invited to the mansion where they had been staying. They were not restrained and were free to do as they pleased.

However, despite all that, Hayato was so dejected that anyone could see it. When spoken to, he would put on a forced smile and say, "I’m fine," which only made him seem more pathetic.

It was no wonder he was so down. The stolen "Adamantite Knife - Extreme" was an item that anyone who regularly used the Cooking Skill would want to get their hands on.

It was a piece of God Equipment that took the probability of one-star and two-star quality results and added it all to the three-star category. Moreover, it was a masterpiece crafted by Hayato with materials gathered by the members of Kokuryu. It wasn't just its performance, but the memories attached to it.

It would be strange not to be shocked after having such a precious item stolen.

However, Hayato knew his attitude was souring the mood, so he was trying his best not to sigh. If he let his guard down, he felt like he would let out a long sigh over and over.

That aside, why did they steal that knife? Hayato couldn’t understand it. In the first place, it was unclear how they had been able to steal it at all.

Hayato approached Diite.

"Diite-chan, can I ask you something?"

"Is it about the Stealing skill?"

"Yeah. I don’t know the detailed mechanics, but I can sort of understand why they took the cursed blade fragments. At that time, I had said I would give the fragments to Benitsuru-san. I get that they could target and steal them, but I haven’t told anyone about that knife. Can they steal something without knowing what the other person has?"

"To give you the answer first, yes, they can. However, it’s not that they were aiming for it. It’s more that they just happened to steal something that was in your item bag."

"Happened to…?"

"The Stealing skill has two mechanics. The first is targeting a specific item to steal. This is how the Stealing skill is normally used. However, there’s another way, which is to steal anything at all from an item bag."

"…Does that mean my knife was stolen by chance?"

"It’s hard to say, but that’s right. I think all five of those ninjas were aiming for the cursed blade fragments you had, Hayato-kun. However, it’s impossible for them to have done it at the exact same time. Even if it looked simultaneous, the Stealing skills were executed in sequence."

"In sequence? Is there a problem with that?"

"If the item being targeted is not in the bag, the Stealing skill will try to steal anything. One of those five stole the cursed blade fragments, so the fragments were no longer in your item bag, Hayato-kun. The Stealing skill that was executed after that stole a random item. And that just happened to be your knife. That’s likely what happened."

"…I had other items in my bag, though. Does this mean my real-life luck is just that bad?"

Hayato felt a sigh coming on, but he held it back.

"Please don’t lose heart. Not just me, but everyone has said they will help you get that knife back. If it comes to it, let’s ask Relic-kun for help too."

"Yeah. But isn’t this Stealing skill pretty dangerous? My Excalibur Replica was stolen before, too. Though that was during a Clan War."

During a Clan War, Ney’s Excalibur Replica had been stolen. Normally, equipped items couldn't be stolen with the Stealing skill, but at the time, it had been a clan-shared item, so a spy had put it in their item bag and had the opposing clan steal it.

They had managed to get it back that time, but there was no guarantee they could get it back this time. In the first place, that knife was useless to anyone without the Cooking Skill. It could be sold for money at an auction, or since it was made of Adamantite, it could be broken down into materials.

The chances of it being returned safely were likely lower than for the Excalibur Replica.

"I intend for this to be a virtual reality with a high degree of freedom, you know. The Stealing skill is a criminal act, so the risk is high. There’s a corresponding return, but for the one who gets stolen from, it’s just painful. Maybe I should consider new specifications, like making it only usable on monsters…"

As he was talking with Diite, the surroundings suddenly grew noisy. Then, he heard the sound of footsteps running hastily down the hallway. The footsteps were loud, as if filled with anger.

And the fusuma slid open with force. There stood Simon, with a demonic expression on her face.

It was Benitsuru who was most frightened by that face.

"What has the princess done!"

"H-hey! Hold on! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! B-but, it’s your fault too for keeping quiet about the fragments, Simon!"

"Anyone who has seen your usual behavior would know it was natural to hide it! It was plain to see that if I had told you, you would not have let Hayato and the others leave the country! And on top of that, you let the Ten Swordsmen deceive you! I have told you time and again that while the princess is strong, you are young and must not be fooled!"

"Well, but, all the Ten Swords said that Hayacchi and you were joining forces to aim for a gekokujo, and while other things might be one thing, hiding the fragments that are materials for a sword must mean you have something to hide. And you didn’t seem displeased when Hayacchi gave you that sword, did you? You looked so happy after you came back, and at the banquet, you had this sort of nice vibe, so I thought it was a little dangerous, you know?"

Simon let out a long sigh. Perhaps having her own thoughts on the matter, she looked up at the ceiling for a moment before bowing her head to Benitsuru.

"I admit that I was also at fault. I should have trusted the princess a little more and told you about the fragments. I apologize for that. I am sorry. But do you distrust me so much as to believe I would attempt a gekokujo?"

"All the Ten Swords have been saying for a while that you would betray me one day, Simon, so I kind of thought that day had finally come."

"So I am disliked. Very well. I am done with them. I am leaving the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. I never got along with them in the first place, as they are only interested in strength."

"Does that mean you’re done with me too…?"

"I am not done, but I am close. If you do something like this again, I will leave this country and set out on a wandering journey. I will never set foot in this country again."

"H-hey! Wait! Let’s wait! We should wait!"

"If you wish for me to wait, you should show it with your actions, not your words. Well, that does not matter. First—"

Simon looked over at Hayato. The demonic expression was gone, replaced by one that was, if anything, tragic.

Then, as she approached, she prostrated herself on the floor.

"Hayato. I am sorry for getting you involved in this country’s problems. And I hear that a precious item of yours was taken. I can find no words of apology. Bowing my head alone is not enough, but please, I beg you to forgive me."

Hayato, who had been taken aback, quickly urged Simon to stand up.

"You don’t have to go that far! So please stand up! I forgive you! I forgive you, so!"

Perhaps thinking his flustered state was having the opposite effect, Simon immediately stood up. This time, she simply bowed her head while standing.

"Again, I am truly sorry. This is like forcing you to forgive me… Please tell me whatever you wish. I will prioritize it over the princess’s orders. If you tell me to cut down the princess, I will."

"Ehh… Oh, I’m sorry. Please don’t glare at me."

Hayato tried to change the subject and asked Simon a question.

In the first place, Simon had gone to Takamagahara. She should have been with the other members.

"Since you’re back, Simon, does that mean everyone else is coming back too? They were alright, right?"

"Yes. Forgive me, but I hurried back alone after receiving the message. Everyone else should be returning via the transfer device now. With the strength of the Ten Swordsmen and ninjas, they would not be able to stop them, even after a battle with Suzaku."

"Was the battle with Suzaku alright?"

"With such preparations, there was no chance of losing. Thanks to that, we were able to cut down all of the Ten Swordsmen with ease. They should be reviving at the castle around now. By the way…"

Simon looked at Benitsuru.

"The princess is here, and the samurai are on standby near the mansion, but are the other Ten Swords at the castle? I believe two of them were here."

"Come to think of it, I haven’t seen them since they got covered in cats. I just thought they couldn’t keep up since I used Shukuchi to chase after Hayacchi and the others."

"Covered in cats…? Which means they are probably making the legendary swords by now. They must be planning to make enough for everyone and start a proper rebellion."

"What? Is that so?"

"They believe the reason they are weaker than the princess is because of their swords. They probably think that with the legendary swords, they will not lose to anyone. Once the swords are made, there will be no reason to obey the princess."

"Wow, am I really that unpopular? I even taught them swordsmanship."

Perhaps it wasn't that much of a shock, as Benitsuru said this in a light tone.

"The first thing I should have taught them was mental fortitude. They became strong too quickly, and their hearts could not keep up. And since they seek only strength, they are beyond help. To equate the strength of one’s weapon with one’s own strength is the height of folly. They are unworthy of calling themselves samurai."

"It took you a long time to get strong, Simon."

"That is in the past. I do not believe I would lose now. Well, that does not matter. I will go to the castle now and retrieve Hayato’s precious item. If I tell them not to involve Hayato in their foolishness, they will likely return it. I am sorry, Hayato, but all they want is the legendary sword. Hmm?"

Simon looked outside as if noticing something. Then, a small sound, like something piercing wood, reached Hayato’s ears.

"An arrow message."

Simon said this and removed a piece of paper from an arrow stuck in a pillar of the mansion.

(They really use arrow messages? Can’t they just use voice chat?)

Ignoring Hayato’s question, Simon read it. And her face once again became demonic.

"Um, what does it say? And who is it from?"

"Forgive me, Hayato. I ask for your forgiveness with my seppuku."

"No, don’t say such gory things. Besides, even if you commit seppuku and fall, you’ll just revive, so it’s meaningless. That aside, could you tell me what it said?"

The other members in the room gathered around. Simon sighed and then briefly explained the contents.

"It is a demand from the Ten Swords. They want Hayato to forge the legendary swords. It says to come to the castle alone. It also says that if you refuse, Hayato’s knife will be reduced to materials and lost forever. Simply cutting them down will not be enough for this. I will have them paraded through the streets and then beheaded…"

Simon said something violent, and everyone took a step back from her intensity.

However, Hayato thought.

(A request to make swords in exchange for a knife they got by chance? Oh, no, they were planning to take the members at Takamagahara hostage, so maybe it was in exchange for that. Since they couldn’t capture them, they’re negotiating with the knife? Or was there something else?)

There was no point in thinking about it, so Hayato stopped. He decided to consult with everyone on what to do.



		
			Chapter 274

			The Blunt Famous Sword

			Hayato was heading to the castle in the capital city of Azuma alone.

Many things had been decided back at the mansion, and it was settled that retrieving the knife was the top priority. The consensus was that they should retrieve the knife even if it meant listening to all of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords’ demands.

And once the knife was retrieved, it was decided that Hayato himself could become a hostage.

He was being treated rather carelessly, but this was because the plan was to let the Ten Holy Demonic Swords get their legendary swords, and then beat them to a pulp to show them what "strong" really meant.

The idea came from Esha. She didn't say it herself, but she seemed quite angry.

"Let’s crush their delusion that they can win just by having strong weapons."

Everyone had agreed with Esha’s plan. Or rather, it might be more accurate to say that everyone was angry that Hayato’s knife had been stolen, even if it was by chance.

The members who regularly benefited from the food Hayato made were furious. Of course, for the members of Kokuryu, it wasn't about the food, but that they couldn't forgive the act of stealing a knife that everyone had worked hard to create.

For that reason, the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had incurred considerable wrath over a knife they had stolen by chance. That had led to the current operation.

Benitsuru had shown some reluctance about this, but Simon had scolded her.

"Um, are you saying you’re going to attack and conquer Azuma Castle, where the Ten Swords are now stronger with their new swords? As the princess, it’s a little complicated."

"It is only natural after what they have done."

"Um, that’s not it. It’s fine to defeat the Ten Swords, but what I’m concerned about is the idea that the members here can take down the castle on their own. I learned from our fight earlier that Luna-cchi is strong, but are all the others like that too?"

Simon let out a long sigh at those words.

Having just been scolded, Benitsuru flinched at the sigh.

"These people are all from clans that placed high in the previous Clan Wars, but you do not even… No, this too is a ploy by the Ten Swords. Confining the princess to the castle was also to cut off her information and social connections, it seems."

"What do you mean?"

"It means the princess has no allies. You are adored by the people, but you have no acquaintances who will fight alongside you. Therefore, when they rebel, all they have to do is defeat you, the princess, alone. The only other one who might get in their way is me."

"So the fact that everyone is here now is good timing for me?"

"The timing may have been good, but you should not misunderstand. This time, everyone is fighting for Hayato’s sake. There is not a single person here who will fight for the princess."

"Not a single one? Not even you, Simon?"

"Of course. If Hayato’s knife had not been stolen, we would have done what we needed to do at Ryugu after this, and then I would have put Hayato and the others on a ship and sent them home. I probably would have gotten on that ship myself, leaving the princess behind."

"…Um, I’m really, really sorry. I’ll try my best, so please don’t abandon me…"

"Hmph, do not pull on my hakama. If you do not wish to be abandoned, then fight with all your might for Hayato’s sake and crush the Ten Swords."

"I, I got it! I’ll do it, Hayacchi! I’ll get serious for real!"

"Oh, um. Thanks."

(Well, Simon probably wouldn’t abandon Benitsuru-san no matter what. But she’ll probably listen to what Simon says from now on, so maybe Benitsuru-san will change a little.)

Hayato recalled that exchange as he made his way to the castle.

The town felt the same as usual, but as he got closer to the castle, the atmosphere seemed to grow somewhat heavy.

Hayato looked up at the castle.

It was an orthodox Japanese castle, with a water-filled moat, stone walls, white walls, and a black-tiled roof. In terms of height, it was about the size of a six or seven-story building. Seeing the length of the moat, which was about 100 meters, Hayato guessed the castle stood on a plot of land 100 meters square.

He crossed the bridge over the moat and headed toward the castle gate, where two armored warriors stood. One of them narrowed his eyes and looked at Hayato.

"This is him. No doubt about it."

Looking closely, he saw it was one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords who had come with Benitsuru.

"I came alone as promised. What now?"

"This way. Follow me."

Hayato was led by the two armored warriors and stepped inside the castle.

The inside of the castle was deserted, or rather, there was no one there. Just like the mansion they were staying in, he took off his shoes and walked on a wooden corridor, but the only sound was the creaking of the floorboards, and he couldn’t sense any other people.

As they proceeded down the corridor, he was prompted to descend a stone staircase leading underground.

This time, he walked through a place that looked like it was just piled-up stones. The only light source was the candles on the walls, but it didn’t feel that dark.

After about 30 meters, the path came to a dead end, and there was a sturdy-looking door made of wood and iron in the wall.

The two armored warriors entered without a word, so Hayato followed.

It was a place that looked like a blacksmithing workshop. There was a huge, blazing furnace-like object, many anvils, water buckets for cooling iron, and strange patterns and characters on talismans plastered all over the walls.

(It looks less like a workshop and more like a place for some kind of ritual. Maybe it’s for when a cursed blade is accidentally created.)

As he was thinking that, one of the armored warriors stood in front of Hayato.

Then he placed a single sword in front of Hayato. The sword, placed carelessly on the floor, had a slightly melancholic air about it.

"What do you see in that sword?"

He was suddenly asked such a question, but the atmosphere was one where he was not to say anything unnecessary and would not be allowed to, so Hayato felt a little overwhelmed.

He had come to get his knife back, so he decided to answer the question without saying anything superfluous for now.

Hayato looked at the sword that had been placed before him.

It was undoubtedly a Meitou Yatagarasu. But this was a one-star. The lowest quality sword.

It wasn't that a lowest-quality sword was unusable, but this one was only as strong as a regular sword. It had no special properties, and in terms of strength, the highest-quality swords Hayato had made were probably superior.

He wondered why such a sword was here, but he answered first.

"It’s a blunt sword."

He said it in a slightly provocative tone.

Angering his opponent probably wouldn’t do any good, but he was just stating a fact. As a craftsman, he couldn't possibly call this a famous sword.

The armored warrior in front of him laughed, perhaps pleased with Hayato’s answer. However, since the lower half of his face was covered by a protective guard called a menpo, Hayato couldn't tell if he was truly laughing with amusement.

"That’s right. The item name says it is a famous sword, yet it is undoubtedly blunt. Something like this cannot be called a legendary sword."

"Isn’t it blunt because the quality is poor?"

Questions of who made this sword in the first place, and why they would call him if they could make swords, sprang to mind, but he said nothing about them and simply voiced his thoughts.

The armored warrior nodded at Hayato’s words, as if he had been thinking the same thing.

"Precisely. But no matter which blacksmith makes it, it only ever comes out as one-star quality. Hayato, was it? Do you know the reason?"

(Only one-star quality? Is such a thing possible?)

Hayato had made all sorts of production items, but he had never come across an item like that.

There were times when you couldn't get high quality due to a lack of skill. For items with a high creation difficulty, even with the bare minimum skill level to make them, the quality would be three-star at best, and four-star and five-star were specifications that couldn't be made without raising the skill level further.

Of course, there were items like Elixir, where even with an Alchemy Skill of 100, the chance of getting a five-star was as low as 1%, but it wasn't that it couldn't be made.

"Was it made by someone whose Blacksmithing Skill wasn’t at 100?"

"We would not entrust the creation of a famous sword to such a blacksmith. Several blacksmiths made it, all with skill 100. But this was the result. Now, Hayato. Can you make a highest-quality Yatagarasu, a true famous sword?"

(I see. So they called me here because they could only make it at one-star.)

They probably hadn’t expected to be in a situation where they could only make a famous sword at one-star quality. So they used the knife they had obtained by chance to summon Hayato.

It felt like their rebellion had failed the moment they couldn’t make the swords, but since they were holding his knife hostage, or rather, material-stage, the Ten Holy Demonic Swords still had some luck. Whether that luck was good or bad, Hayato couldn’t honestly say, but that was how it seemed to him.

That aside, Hayato’s interest was piqued.

A sword that could only be made at the lowest quality. He didn’t know what that meant, but perhaps the desire to make it overflowed, because before he knew it, the corners of Hayato’s mouth had turned up into a smile.



		
			Chapter 275

			The Quality of Materials

			Hayato learned from the Ten Holy Demonic Swords how to forge the legendary sword, Meitou Yatagarasu. He had not expected them to teach him so suddenly, and it left him a little taken aback.

"Is this your way of making sure I don’t leave the Eastern Country?"

"Once you make the sword, you may go wherever you please."

"And I can make as many as I want?"

"If you can, do as you like. Creating a Yatagarasu requires many materials that can only be found in the Eastern Country. I doubt you could mass produce them in other nations. Besides, if all you can make is a dull blade, it matters little."

"But don’t you need the strongest sword for your rebellion to succeed?"

"Rebellion? How absurd. All we desire is the title of strongest. If we cannot have the strongest sword, we have no lingering attachment to this country. This whole affair was merely a ploy to take the cursed blade fragments from you and have you forge the Yatagarasu. The Princess was a necessary inconvenience to involve you. Once our business is concluded, we will gladly hand over this country."

Hayato could not quite grasp their values, but Diite had told him the Ten Holy Demonic Swords were originally samurai fanatics. He could only imagine they were possessed by the delusion that samurai ought to be the strongest.

"Can I have my knife back?"

"If you can forge a Yatagarasu of the highest quality, I shall return it."

"And I’m supposed to trust you?"

"You have no other choice. Am I wrong?"

"...No, you’re not."

What the Ten Holy Demonic Swords wanted was the strongest sword. If he could not make it, then neither the sword nor the country held any interest for them. His knife was merely leverage to make him obey, an object of no intrinsic interest to them.

If they determined he was incapable of forging the strongest sword, Hayato and his knife would lose all value, and what would happen then was anyone’s guess. It was far too optimistic to think they would simply return it out of indifference.

*My only chance to negotiate is to prove my worth by forging the sword. Diite-chan, if a system like this existed, I wish you would have told me...*

Diite had not told Hayato the secret of the Yatagarasu. He wished she had informed him of such a critical detail beforehand, but she had said nothing.

He did not know if it was an oversight on Diite’s part or if she was unaware, but he silently vowed to question her about it later.

Hayato let out a long breath and prepared to forge the sword. First, he confirmed the materials.

Besides the cursed blade fragments, there was an item called "Fragments of a Famous Sword" and several other materials he had never heard of, but they were all present in the workshop.

Hayato placed all the Yatagarasu materials into his item bag. Then, instead of his beloved tools, he took out a standard blacksmithing hammer and opened the menu.

The Meitou Yatagarasu was listed, but while the creation probability was 100%, the probability for a one-star quality was also 100%, with all other qualities at 0%.

*A 100% chance for the lowest quality with a Blacksmithing Skill of 100? That’s not right. Don’t tell me I have to break the skill cap like Esha? But that’s impossible, and if it were that significant, Diite-chan would have surely mentioned it. There has to be a reason...*

Some of Esha’s skills had surpassed their limits. That was a reward from Diite, not something a normal player could achieve. The system might be implemented in the future, but it was not available now.

"Have you figured something out?"

"Don’t rush me."

Hayato replied curtly without looking at the member of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. The armored warrior who had spoken seemed a little surprised, perhaps because it was unlike the Hayato he had seen so far.

This was not the usual easygoing Hayato. His eyes were serious, and his left hand rested on his chin as his mind raced. With someone he did not care about, his tone naturally grew a little rougher.

*It’s not a skill issue, so it must be a problem with the materials. I think something similar happened with certain cooking recipes.*

Some dishes required ingredients that could only be made using production skills, and if the quality of those ingredients was poor, it affected the quality of the final dish. However, it usually just lowered the probability, not made it completely impossible to create a high-quality item like with the Yatagarasu.

Hayato carefully examined the materials gathered here, one by one. He confirmed that the quality of most of them was low.

"Let me craft the materials."

"For what reason?"

"The quality of the materials is low. It might not mean anything, but I want to use the highest quality materials."

"Oh? Very well. I will have the materials to make them brought here. But the materials for the Yatagarasu require more than just the Blacksmithing Skill... no, I recall you have all production skills at 100. So you can make anything by yourself, Hayato."

Hayato simply nodded in response.

A few minutes later, the ninjas appeared and brought the raw materials needed to craft the components. Hayato used them to create high-quality materials.

This time, Hayato had not brought his beloved tools. He was using a standard medicinal mortar, blacksmithing hammer, and saw. This was a precaution against having his important items stolen by the ninjas.

*The real problem is my knife. If it gets stolen again, there’s no point. I have to equip it the moment I get it back. Also, it would be a problem if a blacksmith other than me could make a high-quality Yatagarasu. Just in case, I should prepare the bare minimum of materials.*

He created the necessary items one after another, all at the highest five-star quality. He placed them in his item bag. Then, he checked the information for the Yatagarasu again through his blacksmithing hammer.

*There it is. A 10% chance for the highest five-star quality. And 15% for a four-star.*

"How is it?"

Hayato let out a small breath. He had not made it yet, but he could see a glimmer of hope.

"I see a possibility. But I’d say the chance for the highest quality is about 10%."

Hayato’s words drew gasps of admiration from those around him.

"Good, forge it. If you create a highest-quality Yatagarasu, I will return your knife in exchange."

"There’s also a chance it will be one-star, so don’t get your hopes up."

Hayato began the process of creating the Yatagarasu.

It was not a rainbow light, but a reasonably bright one shone before Hayato’s eyes. And a four-star quality Yatagarasu was created. Seeing it, Hayato’s thoughts momentarily stopped.

*What is this base damage? Is it on par with the real Excalibur, not a replica? And it has a Blood Weapon effect and boosts all stats? If a four-star is like this, what kind of effects would a five-star have?*

As Hayato marveled at the sword, the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, who was looking at it as well, let out a cry of surprise.

"Magnificent. This is truly the legendary sword. Hayato, make as many as the materials allow."

"First, give me back my knife."

"A four-star is not good enough. As I said before, first make a highest-quality Yatagarasu. We will talk after that."

Realizing further negotiation was pointless, Hayato started over, once again crafting the materials.

As he forged the eighth Yatagarasu, a rainbow-colored light shone before Hayato’s eyes. The effect made everyone present watch with expectant eyes.

The light subsided, and a single sword appeared in Hayato’s hand.

*So this is the highest quality Meitou Yatagarasu.*

When he checked the item information, its performance was superior to the four-star version. The base damage was even higher, and it had the same Blood Weapon effect. The stat boosts were also improved, and it had another ability.

The ability was "Soul Eater." With every monster defeated, the base damage would permanently increase by 1. There seemed to be a cap, but if one continued to defeat monsters, it would undoubtedly become the strongest weapon.

"Magnificent, Hayato. Now, hand that sword over to me."

"In exchange for my knife."

"...We have ninjas here skilled in the Stealing Skill. I could have them steal it from you right now, you know?"

"Is there any reason for those ninjas to hand over the sword they stole to you? The equipment requirements are quite low. I don’t know what kind of relationship you have, but they could just run off with it."

Hayato sowed discord among them. He did not know the relationship between the Ten Holy Demonic Swords and the ninjas present, so he said it to see what would happen.

"And what will you do if I say I won’t make any more? Will you fight over the single sword? I don’t know how you’d go about it, but either way, the ninjas with the Stealing Skill would have the upper hand."

"If you refuse to make more, you won’t get your knife back, you know?"

"If I’m not getting it back at this point, it’s the same no matter how many I make, right? I’m not foolish enough to believe that. In that case, I’ll just gracefully give up."

"I can’t believe you’d continue to make them after I give you the knife."

"But you have no choice but to trust me. Isn’t that right?"

It was unclear if the tables had turned, but Hayato said it as if returning the favor. Then he drove the point home.

"Or will you ask another blacksmith now that you know the method? Some materials require Alchemy, Crafting, and even Woodworking skills. I don’t know if anyone else can make them at the highest quality, but finding someone and asking would probably take time."

In the first place, the fact that they had prepared low-quality materials suggested they did not have a capable craftsman among them.

One of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords glared at Hayato for a long time, but then let out a sigh as if to say he had no choice.

"Very well. But if you don’t make the swords, don’t think you can live a normal life from now on."

"That’s scary."

It was not a threat that would work on a player who could log out, but it was something the NPCs, who believed this was reality, would not understand.

Hayato exchanged the "Meitou Yatagarasu" for the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme." They checked each other’s items to ensure there was no fraud in the exchange before completing the trade.

And the knife returned to Hayato’s item bag. In that instant, Hayato equipped the knife. Now it could not be stolen by the Stealing Skill.

He let out a sigh of relief that he finally had it back.

*From now on, I should either keep it equipped or not take it out of the base...*

His relief was short-lived. The Ten Holy Demonic Swords surrounded Hayato.

"A promise is a promise. We’ll have you make the remaining eight. Highest-quality Yatagarasu."

*After all this, he calls it a promise? I want to say, ‘give me a break,’ but I’ll make them as planned. They’re quite powerful, but Esha and the others won’t lose.*

Hayato put the necessary materials in his item bag to start making the highest-quality items again.



		
			Chapter 276

			Kindred Spirits

			It took a considerable amount of time, but Hayato finished crafting enough Meitou Yatagarasu for every member.

His bad habit had likely surfaced. When he focused on production, he lost all sense of time. By the time he noticed, a significant amount of time had passed, and the system menu’s clock showed it was evening.

That meant he had missed his shift at the cafe.

*It’s my fault, I know, but I won’t feel better until the Ten Holy Demonic Swords get a thorough beating.*

A slightly darker side of Hayato was showing, but it was understandable. Anyone would know that reality should take precedence over a virtual world, but this game had its own set of problems. Many things moved in real time, and time did not stop when one logged out.

Hayato hoped that Esha and the others had opened the cafe or had covered for him.

"You seem to be a proper craftsman," one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords said to the dejected Hayato.

It was the same armored warrior who had been doing all the talking to Hayato. Considering he was also giving orders to the other armored warriors and ninjas, he was probably the leader.

That aside, Hayato did not quite understand what he was being told.

"What do you mean, a proper craftsman?"

"It’s not limited to craftsmen, but in the sense that you follow through on what you say you’ll do, I said ‘proper.’ You could have chosen to do nothing the moment your knife was returned to you."

"Those are kind words, but coming from you, I can’t say I’m pleased."

"It seems I am disliked. Even though you and I are kindred spirits."

"We’re nothing alike."

Hayato answered in an instant.

Their thoughts, actions, methods, they were not similar in the slightest. More than that, he disliked being put in the same category as them.

"Is that so? You seek to master production skills, while we seek to master strength. Our goals may be different, but I believe the essence is the same."

"I’ll say it again, we’re nothing alike. I don’t betray or sacrifice others to master my path. I can’t even begin to imagine on what grounds you’d say we’re kindred spirits. Are your eyes just for show?"

At Hayato’s words, the armored warrior laughed.

"Are you sure you haven’t betrayed anyone, or that you can say with certainty you haven’t sacrificed anyone? Did you do everything yourself to bring your production skills to 100? Didn’t you have someone gather materials for you?"

"Well, that’s—"

"You’re just deluding yourself into thinking you haven’t sacrificed anyone based on your own convenient interpretation, aren’t you? Is it because they’re your companions that it’s not a problem? Or is it a give-and-take relationship because they benefit from your skills? You’re just unaware of it, which makes you worse than us."

Hayato had to admit there was some truth to that.

The knife he had gotten back. He had gathered materials with his companions many times to make it. It was not entirely without compensation, but there was no doubt he had used up a considerable amount of their time.

That was precisely why he had wanted it back. It was not because of its performance. He had wanted it back because it held memories of his friends.

"You may be right. But I’m grateful to my companions. Do you feel any gratitude?"

"None. But what of it? Should I say I’m grateful to them for being my stepping stones? Or should I pay them? We have decided that we do not care who is sacrificed in our pursuit of strength. That is what it means to master a path, is it not?"

"I can’t understand that."

"I am not asking for your understanding. But it is a shame. I thought you were one of us, but you were just a boring craftsman with no resolve. It seems my eyes were indeed just for show."

"What are you saying while using a sword made by that boring craftsman with no resolve?"

The armored warrior laughed even harder at that.

"You got me there. That is true. But the path of production must be a boring one if someone like you can create the strongest sword. To reach a ceiling at this level."

"What did you say?"

"I said that a path where someone of your level can create the strongest sword is boring. In that respect, the path to strength is far, far away. So far that even if one obtained the strongest sword, it would be arrogant to call oneself the strongest. But that is what makes it a path worth betting one’s life on."

Even in a virtual reality, Hayato recoiled from the armored warrior before him. His way of thinking was insane.

*Was he really just a samurai fanatic? I get a much more sinister and unpleasant feeling from him.*

"Well, that is all for our chat. Hayato, I shall give you a reward. Take it."

"I don’t want anything from you."

"Now, now, don’t say that. Think of it as my gratitude. The reward is that I will spare you from being taken hostage."

"What?"

The moment Hayato said that, for some reason, the strength drained from his body and he collapsed from his feet up.

*W-what...? Whoa, my HP is at 0? Was I cut!?*

He had been aware that the armored warrior had his hand on the hilt of his Yatagarasu, but he had no perception of being attacked. But his HP was at 0 and he was down. As a result, there was no doubt he had been attacked.

*Was that it? The thing they call Iai-giri? But to be so fast that I couldn’t even perceive the moment of attack...*

The armored warrior looked at Hayato for a moment, then turned to face the other Ten Holy Demonic Swords and ninjas.

"Now, we have what we came for. We have no more reason to be in this country. Head to ‘Onigashima’ from the eastern port. We will obtain new power there."

"But what should we do? The Demon Lord’s Army was certainly unexpected. They don’t seem to be attacking for now, but we appear to be surrounded. Can we break through and reach the port?"

"I will draw their attention at this castle. You all go on ahead."

"Are you sure?"

"It’s fine. Go quickly."

After that exchange, they all left the workshop.

*Do they not know about the feature that lets you hear conversations even when you’re down? All their information is leaking out.*

Thinking that, Hayato pressed the "Resurrect" button.

Hayato revived in his room at the mansion.

He had retrieved his knife and provided everyone with a highest-quality Yatagarasu. So far, according to plan. And now, for the counterattack. With that in mind, Hayato moved to the mansion’s great hall.

Everyone except the Demon Lord’s Army was there.

Hayato explained the events that had transpired.

"I see. In that case, we can go on a rampage now. Master, please stay here and cook today’s feast. We will go and teach those samurai what strength is."

At Esha’s words, everyone’s face turned fearsome. Hayato found it reassuring, but he had forgotten to explain about the Yatagarasu, so he did so properly and asked them to be careful.

But Esha just smirked.

"No matter how strong a weapon is, it is meaningless if it cannot hit. In terms of pure strength, ranged weapons are superior to melee weapons. To defeat an opponent without them noticing. I will teach them that that is the strongest."

There was room for debate, but she was not wrong. It was unclear what the Ten Holy Demonic Swords considered to be the strongest anyway, so even if they sought strength, it was not clear what that entailed.

Hayato still did not quite understand the thinking of those armored warriors.

As everyone was leaving the mansion, only Simon remained, her arms crossed as she pondered something.

Benitsuru tilted her head at her actions.

"Simon, what’s wrong?"

"...Princess, if you do something strange again, I will leave this country."

"I-I know, I’ll be good. I’ll study, and I won’t be selfish!"

"Then go with Hayato’s companions and capture all of the Ten Swords. You can do it without me, can’t you?"

"Huh? Simon, you’re not coming?"

"There is something on my mind. It would be a problem if the Princess did not appear at that place, so go and make yourself conspicuous."

"What does that mean?"

"Just act separately from me. Well, if you do not trust me, that is fine too."

At those words, Benitsuru’s face turned panicked.

"I-I trust you, Simon. Then I’ll go capture the members of the Ten Swords! Everyone! Let’s go, let’s go! You’re under arrest, you’re under arrest!"

"And secure the resurrection point of the Ten Swords as well. Taking back the castle is the first priority."

"Roger that, kind of!"

Benitsuru said that and headed towards the castle with her samurai retinue. And so, Hayato and Simon were left in the mansion.

"Um? What’s on your mind?"

"You were given too much information, Hayato. In other words, I suspect it is false information."

"Huh? So, the information about going to the eastern port is wrong?"

"No, it is likely correct. However, it is a diversion."

"A diversion?"

"He is probably using the Ten Swords and the ninjas as decoys, while he alone escapes from the western port. He is so small-minded it makes me want to cry."

"Huh? He’s escaping by himself?"

"That is right. He intends to betray his companions. Well, I do not know if he ever thought of them as companions in the first place."

"Could it be that the leader sent the other Ten Swords to the eastern port so he could escape alone? And he let me hear it on purpose? After all that talk about being obsessed with strength?"

"That was all part of his strategy to deceive you, Hayato. He does those kinds of small-minded things. Therefore, I am going to the western port. I have no intention of letting him escape."

"But, by yourself?"

"If we go in a large group, he will notice. If that happens, he might come up with another plan. A small number is less likely to be noticed."

As Simon said this, she turned her back to Hayato, and with a fluid motion, tied a tasuki, securing her sleeves. Then, she pulled off the white ribbon tying her hair at the back with her right hand, and this time, tied it like a headband.

Watching her preparations, Hayato spoke.

"I’ll go with you. I think if I wear the clothes of the Eastern Country, I won’t be noticed."

At Hayato’s words, Simon stopped. Then she slowly turned and looked at Hayato.

Simon, who usually had a dignified air about her, felt even more so with her hair down and wearing a headband.

That Simon was looking at Hayato with a serious expression.

"Can you not trust me as the Princess does? Even if that man has the Yatagarasu, I will absolutely not lose. Besides, if he does not come to the western port after I have said all this, it will be quite embarrassing."

"It’s already embarrassing if he doesn’t come, now that I’ve heard it. Besides, I was cut down by that Iai-like attack. And I went through a lot of horrible things because of him, so I want to see the moment you cut him down. For stress relief."

He did not really think that. It was not that he did not trust Simon. He could not fight, but he just wanted to provide support in case something happened.

"If you are taken hostage, I will cut you down along with him, you know?"

"Be my guest. I’ll just resurrect here anyway. As long as you can defeat him, you can cut me as many times as you like."

Simon looked a little exasperated at Hayato’s carefree attitude, but in the next moment, she smiled.

"To be honest, I was a little nervous. If you come with me, Hayato, it will be like having the strength of a hundred men."

"That’s an overstatement. I can’t fight, so I don’t even have the strength of one man, but I’ll support you with production items. I’ll get them ready right away, so wait for me."

Hayato immediately headed to the storehouse and threw the necessary items into his item bag.



		
			Chapter 277

			Battle on the Pier

			Hayato and Simon headed for the western port.

The Eastern Country at dusk was overflowing with life. There were many outdoor food stalls, likely filled with customers stopping for a quick drink after work. Their progress was slow, but by blending into the crowd, they would not be noticed by their target.

It was not certain if the armored warrior would come to the western port. They were heading there simply because it was the quickest way out of the Eastern Country, a mere gamble. However, the ferry to the western countries, which ran twice a day, was due to arrive in about thirty minutes. The probability was high.

There were likely other ways to leave the Eastern Country, but assuming their target would not change his plans if he remained unaware, Hayato and his companion hurried to the western port, mindful of their surroundings.

Hayato and Simon arrived at the port before the ferry. They hid themselves in the shadow of a warehouse-like building nearby.

So far, there was no sign of the person they were looking for. There was one passenger waiting for the ferry on the pier, but no armored warrior.

"Maybe he’s somewhere else?"

"No, he’s there. He has taken off his armor and is masquerading as a normal passenger. He is wearing the clothes of the western countries, the opposite of you, Hayato, but with that, it is as if he is asking me to find him."

With those words, Simon stepped out from the shadow of the building and began walking towards the pier.

"Hey, is it okay to just go out?"

"On that pier, there is already no escape. The fact that there is a boat that is not the ferry is a slight nuisance, though."

"Oh, that’s the ship I built. I forgot to miniaturize it."

"I do not know what happened, but it seems a lot has. Still, that could be helpful in many ways. Should we eventually lure him onto that ship? He probably cannot move another person’s ship."

Hayato and Simon had this conversation as they approached the port’s pier.

And now that they had secured it, the man had no choice but to defeat Simon or get on the ferry to escape.

The man had his back to them, looking out at the sea. It was unclear if he was looking at the distant ship or the setting sun, but at the very least, he was not looking at Hayato and his companion.

Simon took out her bow. It was a highest-quality bow that Hayato had made for the Suzaku countermeasures.

And she nocked an arrow and aimed at the man.

Without a hint of hesitation, as if by machine, an arrow was loosed at the man’s head.

But the arrow never reached the man. The man had, at some point, drawn his sword and struck the arrow down.

Then, as he sheathed his sword, the man looked towards Simon.

"To shoot an arrow without any hesitation."

"There is no reason to hesitate with you."

"It could have been a case of mistaken identity."

"Did you think you would not be found while carrying a masterpiece sword at your waist?"

The man glanced at the sheathed sword and started laughing.

"So my anti-theft measure backfired. Still, to think you would come here. I suppose I gave you too much useful information."

"This is what it means to be hoist by one’s own petard. That is what happens when a small-minded person tries to act clever."

"At first, I intended to force my way out, but I did not expect the Demon Lord’s Army to come. My parting with the Ten Swords was planned for much later, but many things went awry. Life does not always go as planned."

"That is true. If I had met someone else instead of you all, my life might have been different as well. It was a worthless association."

"Then look forward to your next encounter. So, what brings you here? I do not need a send-off."

"After all you have done, do you think you can leave this country?"

"On the contrary, would that not be better? I have no more business in the Eastern Country. If you think I am a dangerous person, would it not be wiser to let me go?"

"You are indeed a dangerous person, but I cannot let you leave the country for such a reason."

"Is it for a reason like not wanting to cause trouble for other countries? How absurd."

"My reason for not letting you escape this country is not something like that."

"Oh? May I hear what that reason is?"

Simon did not answer the man’s question immediately, instead looking towards Hayato.

Hayato’s only thought was, ‘why did you look at me then,’ and he tilted his head.

Simon averted her gaze from Hayato and returned it to the man.

"I went to see Hayato to request the destruction of the cursed blades. It was a one-sided wish on my part. I stormed his base when he was not there, and I did not even present a proper reward. It would have been natural for him to refuse. But, although there were conditions, Hayato accepted."

While Hayato and his group were on the floating island, Simon had come to their base and rampaged against the maid Rose, the dark knight Gil, and the songstress Noat.

The next time she came to the base, she was able to meet Hayato, but because they were in the middle of conquering the Necropolis, she could not take him to the Eastern Country.

However, by having Simon help with the Necropolis conquest, she was able to secure a promise that she could take Hayato to the Eastern Country. In the end, Hayato and his group had their own business in the Eastern Country, but Hayato had willingly accepted the destruction of the cursed blades.

"You’re not making any sense. How does that become a reason not to let me escape?"

"I received hospitality from Hayato and his friends. The highest-quality kimono and sword, as well as lodging and meals, and even sparring matches, everything was the best, I would say. Though I say it myself, I must have been a nuisance."

*That’s not true, though. Ivan did say the sparring was a pain.*

Ignoring Hayato’s thoughts, Simon’s words continued.

"I am greatly indebted to Hayato and his friends. To repay that debt even a little, I was thinking of various ways to entertain them in the Eastern Country."

"Then entertain them as you please from now on. The real nuisance, me, will disappear from the Eastern Country. It would be a win-win situation, would it not?"

"I intend to entertain them from now on, even if you do not tell me to. But you are a different matter. How dare you. Not only did you not allow me to entertain Hayato and his friends who came to the Eastern Country, but you involved them in the country’s problems, set the Princess and the Ten Swords on them to try and trap them, and forced them to make swords. Everything was ruined. This is what it means to repay kindness with evil."

Simon paused there. Then she let out a long breath. A deep, resentment-filled sigh, that alone was enough to show her anger to those around her.

"Because of your worthless ideology, I was shamed in front of Hayato and his friends. You are a samurai, so you should understand, right? What a shamed samurai does to the person who shamed them. Do they laugh and forgive?"

The man laughed at Simon’s words.

"They would not forgive. They would cut them down without a word. But, Simon. There is a problem with that, is there not?"

"What problem is that?"

"The problem that the opponent is stronger. Can you cut me? You, who have never once defeated me."

"What are you talking about? If you are talking about before I went to the western countries, it is laughable."

"Do you mistakenly believe you have become stronger than me just because you went to the western countries? That is what is truly laughable."

"The world is wide. Thankfully, I have fought an opponent who is close to the strongest in the world. I did not win, but I learned much from defeat. Have you ever fought a truly strong opponent? To aim for the strongest while only fighting opponents you can win against is truly pathetic."

"To go up against an opponent you cannot win against is just reckless, is it not?"

"Indeed. But can you call it the strongest to run away until you have a plan to win? You are just running away because you hate to lose. That is the strongest you are aiming for."

"...Very well. I will cut you with the power of that strongest who runs away. Do not expect any mercy."

"I have never once in my life expected anything from you."

Simon and the man both took their stances.

The man had his sword still sheathed, his left hand holding the scabbard, and his right hand on the hilt. Hayato did not know much about it, but he judged it might be the stance for an attack called Iai-nuki.

Simon, thinking her bow would be ineffective, switched her equipment to a sword. She drew the sword from its scabbard and held it straight in front of her. The sword was not the Meitou Kitsutsuki she had before, but one Hayato had made.

Hayato wondered why she was not using a famous sword, but it seemed her opponent thought the same.

"Do you intend to fight me with that sword? It seems you are making excuses for losing already."

"It is a sword no less than a famous one. I will not make excuses even if I lose. But you will lose while holding the strongest sword. There is no way you can make an excuse for that, is there?"

The moment Simon said that, a thin, sharp sound reached Hayato’s ears. It was undoubtedly the sound of swords clashing. But despite watching closely, Hayato had not seen a thing.

*Even though this is a virtual reality, isn’t that a speed that transcends the laws of physics? It’s not like Lunaria-san’s Black Swan, is something like that even possible?*

Lunaria’s magic sword, Arondight, could use a weapon skill called Black Swan, a special technique that could be activated when she acknowledged an opponent as a formidable foe. When used, Lunaria could move in a way that ignored the physical laws of this virtual reality.

The opponent had just pulled off something on the same level.

However, that was not the only thing that surprised Hayato. Simon had taken that invisible attack without being cut.

"To aim for the strongest with a power given by God is also an amusing joke. I may not acknowledge anything else, but I can acknowledge that sense of humor."

"All I have to do is cut down that God someday."

*That God was in the mansion, though.*

Thinking that, Hayato understood a little. That Iai-like attack was a reward from God obtained in the Clan War.

"Now then, you cannot cut me with such tricks. Let us begin the real fight."

Simon leaped out and attacked the man.

The man instantly drew his sword from its scabbard and deflected the attack.

Simon continued to attack from vertical, horizontal, and diagonal angles, from every angle, but all of them were deflected.

"Slashing blindly will not hit me, you know?"

"Is that how it appears?"

"What?"

"My aim is the destruction of the Yatagarasu. I cannot forgive that you hold a weapon made by Hayato. It may have been for a short time, but say your goodbyes."

Simon further increased the speed of her attacks. The interval between the sounds of clashing swords grew shorter.

Still, she could not hit her opponent, but his face gradually became pained. There was no physical fatigue in this virtual reality. The current situation was what was painful.

"I have heard from Hayato that the Yatagarasu has no self-repair. It will break eventually. That will be your end."

At those words, the man’s pained face turned into a smirk, and he deflected Simon’s sword with great force, cutting her across the stomach.

"Simon!"

He shouted, but in the next moment, Hayato was surprised.

Simon, paying no mind to being cut, brought her sword down on the man from above.

"Guh!"

There would be no pain, but having taken Simon’s attack, the man retreated and took distance from Simon.

Simon, with a slow movement, took out a potion from her item bag. It was a highest-quality potion made by Hayato.

"Hayato, I am sorry, but I ask you to make potions and repair my sword. I still have both, but I would like you to prepare them just in case."

Simon entrusted her current sword to Hayato and took out another sword. It was also a highest-quality sword made by Hayato. It was one of the five he had given her before.

Hayato understood many things.

"Uh, ah... Roger. I brought various things from the storehouse, so I can make and repair as many as you need, so don’t worry about the rest and do your best."

"Umu. I vow to win without fail."

"S-Simon, you...!"

When Simon finished drinking the potion, she wiped her mouth roughly with her right arm, and then a vicious smile appeared on her face.

"I hear that sword has the effect of a Blood Weapon. It seems to restore the sword’s durability and your HP when you cut someone, but it is not enough to fully recover in one blow. That sword is a nuisance, but I have Hayato. This means we can cut each other as much as we want. Are you not looking forward to seeing which one of us falls first?"

Showing a vicious smile, Simon said that and walked slowly down the pier.



		
			Chapter 278

			The End of the Battle

			The surroundings were already growing dim. Two-thirds of the sun had sunk below the sea, and soon it would disappear completely.

In this setting, Simon and the man who had been the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords were fighting. Twenty minutes had passed since they first cut each other, but the battle was still undecided.

The ferry, sensing the abnormality of the fight on the pier, did not approach the port and was on standby a short distance away. And around the pier, the residents of Azuma had gathered.

The ones fighting were Simon and the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. At first, the residents were puzzled, but as the situation became known, only voices cheering for Simon echoed.

However, it was as if the two of them could not hear such voices, as they had been tirelessly exchanging sword blows.

It was not one-sided, but anyone who had been watching the fight for a while would understand. Simon was deliberately making attacks that resulted in a mutual exchange of blows. The moment she was cut, she would cut her opponent, and she had been repeating this over and over.

The man recovered HP and his sword’s durability with the Yatagarasu’s performance. Simon recovered her HP by drinking potions and managed her swords’ durability by rotating them and having Hayato repair them.

Considering the situation, Simon had the advantage.

Due to the Blood Weapon performance of the Meitou Yatagarasu, his HP and durability recovered, but it was not enough to fully recover by cutting Simon just once. He would have to cut her at least three times to fully recover his HP and durability.

Even if he cut her once, Simon would counterattack. Since Simon aimed for the opening right after his attack, it was difficult to dodge that and cut her again.

The Yatagarasu’s durability was also gradually decreasing. It was impossible to dodge all of Simon’s slashes, so he had to block them with his sword while looking for an opening to attack.

Therefore, although his HP and durability were recovering, they were not fully recovering, and damage was gradually accumulating.

What would happen if they continued this? It was something Hayato, who was watching from the outside, could understand, so the man must have understood it as well.

"...How long do you intend to continue this?"

"Until your spirit and the Yatagarasu break. You had better not think you will be defeated easily."

Simon smiled viciously. It was as if it was a manifestation of her will to cut him as many times as it took.

Then, Simon moved towards the man at high speed and swung the sword Hayato had made.

The man blocked Simon’s attack with the Yatagarasu, but his face was clearly pained. Even if he continued to block the attacks, the Yatagarasu’s durability would decrease and it would break. If he attacked at an opening, he would be cut in the next moment.

The pier was narrow, and it was impossible to get past Simon to Hayato. If he tried to run through, Simon would cut him.

He could not escape by jumping into the sea. Even if he could swim, without the Diving Skill, his HP would gradually decrease underwater.

In other words, he was cornered. Since he could not overwhelm her with strength, if he continued to fight like this, he would eventually lose.

The man lightly jumped backwards to create distance from Simon. He sheathed his sword and placed it on the wooden pier. Then he retreated further and lightly raised both hands.

"I lose. I will leave the Yatagarasu there. Do as you please."

"How graceful. Have you resigned yourself to the fact that you cannot win no matter what?"

"It was unexpected that Simon had become that strong. Both sending you to the western countries and the Demon Lord’s Army coming, it seems I was out of luck."

"You say losing to me is being out of luck? That is why you lose."

"Say what you will. So, what should I do? Will you tie me up with a rope?"

"There is no other way. Hayato, do you have a rope?"

"I have one, yes. Just a moment."

Hayato took a rope out of his item bag and handed it to Simon.

Simon took it, put the Yatagarasu that was placed on the pier into her item bag, and then approached the man.

"Oops, first, a confirmation. Princess, can you hear me?"

It seemed she was talking to Benitsuru via voice chat.

"...What? Hayato’s companions are all insane? That is what I told you. You should regret a little your own shallowness in trying to pick a fight with such opponents. In any case, you have secured the castle... I see. It seems you managed well without me. But it is not over yet. Princess, please stand by there."

Simon showed Hayato a smile.

"As expected of Hayato’s companions. It seems they defeated all the Ten Swords and ninjas with almost no injuries. They have captured all of them at the resurrection point, the castle. They said they are in the dungeon now."

"That’s good. Well, with the Demon Lord Lunaria-san and the people from the Demon Lord’s Army there, I suppose."

"That is also true, but it seems the most insane one was Esha. She shot down the Ten Swords who were trying to escape from a high place in the castle. The Princess was excitedly telling me that."

*So Benitsuru-san now recognizes Esha as more insane than the Demon Lord Lunaria-san...?*

Hayato did not know what the result of that would be, but he was relieved that the commotion at the eastern port had ended.

The man, who seemed to have been listening to the conversation, laughed.

"So we still cannot win against those who were in the Demon Lord’s Army or the Hero’s clan. Since we had the Yatagarasu, I thought we would put up a better fight."

"You would have been better off acquiring strength that does not rely on weapons or strategies, but you try to take shortcuts, so this is what happens. Well, enough of that. You can think about that in the dungeon."

Saying that, Simon approached the man.

"Don’t tie me too tightly, okay?"

At the man’s words, Simon smirked.

"How naive of you to think you would be treated so politely. Besides, I did not think you would admit defeat."

"What?"

Simon attacked the man without hesitation.

The man probably intended to block it with the sword he had somehow produced, but it was too late, and he was hit by Simon’s Kesa-giri and staggered.

"To cut an unarmed opponent...!"

"Where are you unarmed? I did not think you would let go of your beloved cursed blade even if you obtained the Yatagarasu. Besides, you are a criminal. I would cut you down even if you were unarmed."

Simon’s high-speed slashes assaulted the man.

The man barely blocked the attacks with the sword he was holding, but perhaps due to the shock of Simon’s slash, he could not block them completely and was cut several times by Simon.

The man’s HP bar was already down to a sliver.

"You are not worthy of holding a sword. You will learn about samurai from scratch in the dungeon."

Simon swung her sword down, aiming for the man’s cursed blade. The slash did not stop and cut both the cursed blade and the man. The cursed blade broke in two, and the tip flew into the air before falling into the sea.

And the man’s HP bar disappeared.

"D-damn... it...!"

The man said that as he fell backwards onto the pier, spreadeagled. Then he immediately disappeared.

"Princess! One is headed your way! Do not let him escape under any circumstances!"

Simon shouted. She had sent a voice chat message to have the man, who would be resurrecting at the castle, apprehended.

"Hayato, let’s hurry to the castle. I think it will be fine, but I am worried."

Seeing Simon start to run, Hayato followed suit. And as he ran, he asked Simon a question.

"Could it be that you were prolonging the fight for this reason? At first, I thought you were doing it out of a personal grudge, to cut him repeatedly."

"That is right. I also wanted to buy time for the Princess to secure the castle, and it would be a problem if that man resurrected in the castle with a sword, so it was necessary to defeat him after he had let go of both the Yatagarasu and the cursed blade. But it was a relief. I did not think a man with his pride would be able to silently let me cut him while he was holding a sword, but it went well."

"To think that far ahead is amazing."

"...It just happened to go well, so do not praise me too much. It is not that I dislike it, but I am not used to it. Besides, he might still be hiding a sword. I think it will be fine since the Princess and Hayato’s companions are there, but I cannot be at ease until he is in the dungeon."

"You’re right. Okay, let’s hurry."

"Umu... However, running through the cheers of the residents is embarrassing. It would still be better to be fighting."

The main street of the capital, Azuma. The two of them were running along it towards the castle, but on both sides of the road were residents cheering. They might have just wanted to make a fuss, but it seemed they knew the situation and were happy about Simon’s success.

"Good grief, the shame of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords committing rebellion, I wanted to settle the matter in secret."

"You could say Simon solved everything, so isn’t it okay? Why don’t you create a new Ten Holy Demonic Swords with Simon as the leader? Like, the True Ten Holy Demonic Swords."

"Oh, that is a good idea. By the way, how about you, Hayato? Will you become a member of the new Ten Holy Demonic Swords and live in the Eastern Country? I will not let anyone complain."

"I’m a production class, not a samurai."

"Rejected, am I? Your craftsman-like nature is like a samurai’s, though. If you change your mind, let me know anytime. I will keep a spot open for you, Hayato."

"No, that’s not what I—"

"We will talk about that later. First, let’s hurry to the castle."

The two of them continued their conversation as they headed for the castle.



		
			Chapter 279

			The Princess and the Demon Lord

			A banquet was underway at the mansion Hayato and the others were using as a temporary base.

It was a far more lavish affair than the previous one, serving as both an expression of gratitude and apology from Simon and Benitsuru, and as a welcome for the Demon Lord’s Army.

Hayato, eager to use his beloved knife that had been returned to him, took the ingredients provided and cooked one dish after another, despite being on the receiving end of the gratitude. It was fair to say this added to the splendor of the banquet. He had likely wanted to vent his frustrations after everything that had happened.

Just as Hayato had hoped, the Ten Holy Demonic Swords and the ninjas had all been thoroughly beaten and captured. The leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords was also already confined to a cell, with no possibility of escape.

Even if the ninjas possessed treasure-hunting skills, they could not break out. Each country had an inescapable prison, prepared as a place to confine troublesome NPCs and players. Diite had explained this to Hayato with a smug look on her face.

For the time being, the matter was settled.

There would be discussions about what to do with the Ten Holy Demonic Swords and the ninjas in the future, but it had already been decided that they would not see the outside for at least a few years.

And before the banquet, Benitsuru had bowed her head and apologized. Simon had also bowed her head beside her.

Benitsuru used polite language in her apology, and perhaps because of that, she stumbled over her words, but it was a heartfelt apology, so no one reprimanded her.

Only Lunaria, perhaps because their circumstances were similar, felt something and approached Benitsuru to speak. She lightly placed her right hand on Benitsuru’s shoulder and spoke as if to reason with her.

"Being selfish is not good. That is why you are betrayed."

Everyone present was dumbfounded. Most of them had the words, ‘look who’s talking,’ on the tips of their tongues, but since Benitsuru was deeply moved, no one interrupted.

Besides, the Demon Lord’s Army, although Lunaria had been at fault, had done as they pleased, confining her to make cookies or making her a fashion model.

Hayato thought it was a case of mutual fault, but that they probably had a good relationship. He did not know if it was really a good relationship, but he decided that the lack of reservation between them was not a bad thing.

After that exchange, the free conversation continued.

Hayato finished his meal and stood up to talk to various people. Perhaps because he had been in sales before, it had become second nature for him to go and greet people himself.

First, he headed towards Benitsuru and Simon.

This time, Benitsuru was in the seat of honor as before, but she was sitting in seiza on a single cushion. She was not the cheerful drunk she had been last time. She looked happy, but she was more subdued. This was probably a manifestation of her remorse.

Seeing Hayato approach, Benitsuru looked apologetic. And she bowed her head.

"Hayacchi, I’m sorry—oh, no, no. Hayato-san, I am truly sorry."

"No, no, everything turned out fine, so you don’t have to be so formal. I got my knife back, too. You can go back to your usual way of speaking. You apologized at the beginning, and we accepted your apology, right? That’s the end of it."

"But…"

Benitsuru glanced at Simon. That Simon nodded.

"Since Hayato says so, it is probably fine. However, you must not get too carried away. If you do the same thing again, you will lose their favor for good. Not just mine, but everyone here."

"Ugh. Y-yeah, I wouldn’t want that…"

"Now, now, Simon, don’t threaten Benny too much. It was a difficult situation this time, but she just needs to learn from this and grow little by little. Besides, everyone makes mistakes, so as long as she doesn’t make the same mistake, it’s fine."

"Hayacchi, you’re so kind. Yeah. Next time, I’ll try to think things through so I don’t get tricked."

At Benitsuru’s words, Hayato nodded with a smile.

In the first place, Benitsuru looked to be in her late teens. And though she was a princess, she was just strong. Not all of them were, but it could be said that she was at an age where she was easily deceived by bad adults.

It was probably unavoidable that she would trust the Ten Swords, who indulged her selfishness, more than Simon, who was always nagging her.

"From now on, I’ll listen to what Simon says and try to be a respectable princess. Besides, I have someone to look up to now!"

"Oh, who?"

"Demon Lord Lunacchi. Lunacchi is amazing. Mad respect. I’m going to try my best to be someone my retainers admire, just like Lunacchi. Maybe I’ll start by making cookies."

"I think that’s a bad idea."

In the first place, Lunaria was not so much selfish as she was outrageous.

The Demon Lord’s Army, which was at her mercy, must have had a hard time. However, she rarely used her power as the Demon Lord against her companions, and she listened to their admonitions, so there was a balance.

In the first place, Lunaria was tied up with ropes or confined to her room. The reason this was possible for the Demon Lord Lunaria was because Lunaria did not fight back against her companions.

Hayato thought that unless it was something serious, she listened to what those around her told her not to do. He thought that was probably not good for a Demon Lord, but perhaps that was why she was admired.

After finishing his conversation with the two of them, he headed towards Lunaria this time.

Lunaria was sitting as if sandwiched between Rosalie and Gil.

She was wearing a yukata and a haori instead of her usual crimson armor. However, the design was different from the yukatas everyone else was wearing. It was probably a unique yukata designed by the members of the Black Rose.

"Lunaria-san, thank you for today. You were a great help."

"Yeah. But don’t worry about it. I just came because I had a strange feeling that Rosalie-chan was about to get involved in something strange. The Demon Lord has strong premonitions."

Lunaria said that with a smug look on her face.

*What’s a strong premonition? And didn’t she say she came for a sightseeing trip?*

Not just Hayato, but Rosalie was also looking at Lunaria with a suspicious gaze.

"What was the real reason you came? For that matter, I received a message yesterday that Lunaria-sama’s selfishness had exploded, you know?"

*Come to think of it, she did say something had happened at the Demon Lord’s Castle…*

Lunaria could not withstand Rosalie’s gaze and averted her eyes.

It was Gil who burst out laughing at that.

"Hahaha. Lunaria-sama was lonely because Rosalie-dono took a vacation and went to play. She insisted that we all take a vacation and go to the Eastern Country, so we gave in and came all the way here."

When Rosalie had said she was going to the Eastern Country with Ney and the others, Lunaria had said she wanted to go too, but the Black Rose and the Dark Knights had confined Lunaria to her room and made her do paperwork. That had worked for a few days, but she probably could not stand it.

Lunaria had proposed that they all go to the Eastern Country and had received permission.

"Oh, so that’s how it was."

"Gil-chan is insulting the Demon Lord. The Demon Lord does not feel lonely. It just so happened that I wanted to go to the Eastern Country. This is a sightseeing trip for the Demon Lord’s Army, a Demon Lord’s pet project. For that matter, it’s Hayato-san’s fault. If you’re going to invite Rosalie-chan, you should invite me too. So that this doesn’t happen in the future, write a pledge."

*It seems like what she’s saying is gradually changing, but is it tactless to point that out? Besides, Rosalie-san looks happy, so it’s probably better not to say anything unnecessary.*

"Then from now on, I’ll make sure to invite you too, Lunaria-san. By the way, next time, we’re going to fight a turtle called Genbu in a place called Ryugu, so could you help us out? I think with Lunaria-san’s Arondight, we’d have a considerable advantage in the fight."

According to Diite, Genbu had high physical defense. But Lunaria’s Arondight could unleash an attack that ignored defense and had high base damage. They would have a considerable advantage.

Lunaria was happy to be relied on, and her face broke into a wide smile, then for some reason, her expression changed to a proud one.

"Hmph, an easy task."

"I can take that as a yes, right?"

"You can leave it to this Demon Lord Lunaria. A turtle, I’ll just, like, flip it over."

It was Rosalie who sighed at this exchange.

"As usual, Hayato treats Lunaria-sama so well. Well, since she went to the trouble of coming, I was planning to ask her myself. By the way, the members of the Black Rose will be going with us, so we won’t have any problems in terms of combat strength."

"Really? That’s a great help. Oh, by any chance, will Gil-san and the others be going too?"

At Hayato’s question, Gil shook his head.

"No, the members of the Ten Dark Knights will be going to Takamagahara to investigate the hot spring source. I hear there is a giant snake there, so we plan to exterminate it."

"Is that so? Oh, speaking of the hot spring source—"

"Umu. When Lunaria-sama found out she couldn’t enter the open-air bath, she was a little disappointed. I heard about it from your companion, Hayato-dono—yes, yes, from Ren-dono, so I intend to resolve it."

"Yeah. I’m entrusting Gil-chan with a great task. It’s meaningless to come all this way and not be able to enter the open-air bath. To show off the Demon Lord’s magnificent crawl, just go and defeat that snake."

"Hahaha. It is a great honor. I shall live up to Lunaria-sama’s expectations."

"The open-air bath is fine, but you’ll be scolded if you swim in the bath."

"To scold the Demon Lord is laughable."

"Rosalie-san scolds you often, right?"

Seeing the usual Lunaria, Hayato let out a small, wry smile.

*The Demon Lord is outrageous, huh? But this time, she helped us. Hearing all the circumstances makes me feel a little conflicted, but I should probably thank her properly.*

Hayato used his reclaimed knife to make a large amount of chocolate parfaits and other desserts and gave them to Lunaria. He also asked the members of the Black Rose and the Dark Knights what they wanted to eat and gave them their dishes. Everyone ate with satisfied looks on their faces.

Lunaria, who was watching, nodded.

"As expected of the Demon Lord’s Army’s exclusive chef. Make this every day from now on."

"Don’t decide that without my consent."

Wondering if he had just gotten another strange title, Hayato looked around, planning to move to another spot.



		
			Chapter 280

			Purpose and Means

			Hayato looked around the great hall where the banquet was being held.

He had no desire to approach the area where Esha and the other women were fighting over dessert. Ash, who had tried to intervene, was lying on the ground, unmoving, so he could infer that it was a rather dangerous place.

Hayato moved to where Mist and her group were.

Mist, Damian, and Ruth were for some reason eating and drinking in a corner of the room. Hayato had no idea why they were doing that.

He had heard that they had won against Suzaku, but he thought that might have something to do with it, so he approached the three of them.

"Mist-san."

"Hayato-san, you’ve been through a lot. I’m glad you got your important knife back."

"Yes, thank you. By the way, why are you all here?"

Mist and Ruth looked at Damian. The one being looked at, Damian, had a guilty look on his face.

"Well, the Ten Black Rose Saints came, right? As you know, Hayato, I attacked the ship you were on from a ghost ship. At that time, I fought with the members of the Black Rose…"

"Oh, that did happen, didn’t it."

When they went to get the airship design documents, they had gone to sea by ship to salvage from a shipwreck, but they had gotten into a battle with a ghost ship. The one on that ghost ship was Damian.

Damian had challenged them to a fight because of a grudge from losing to the Ten Black Rose Saints in a Clan War, but as expected, he could not win one against ten and had fled. At that time, as a parting shot, he had said he would win next time.

And now they had met face to face in this mansion. Needless to say, the atmosphere between them had become awkward.

"Rosalie, who originally came to the Eastern Country with us, doesn’t seem to mind, or rather, she seems to have figured things out, but I’m feeling a bit of pressure from the Black Rose members who came today… It’s my fault, but you wouldn’t think it would turn out like this, right? To think we’d end up fighting together."

Saying that, Damian downed the sake that had been poured into his small cup.

Ruth, who was watching him, had a look of exasperation on her face.

"Damian, this is what happens when you only think of people as either enemies or allies. I wish you’d think a little before you act. Why don’t you apologize like Benny-san did?"

"Well, I know, but at my age, bowing my head to someone younger is…"

"Age has nothing to do with it. If you’ve done something wrong, you apologize. Isn’t that what you and Mist are always saying? Besides, when we fight Genbu tomorrow, you’ll get stabbed in the back. Or maybe shot with an arrow."

"That would be a problem… Alright. I’ll go and apologize. Ruth, come with me. If you’re there, I don’t think they’ll be so hard on me."

"What’s with using a child as a shield? Damian, you’re more of a child than Benny-san, not being able to apologize on your own. Well then, Hayato-san, I’ll go with Damian for a bit."

"Yes. Um, be careful."

Damian was pulled by Ruth towards the place where the members of the Black Rose were.

For some reason, the members of the Black Rose surrounded the approaching Ruth and let out yellow cheers, but Hayato did not particularly want to know the reason. Even if he vaguely understood, he did not want to know the truth.

*Ruth-kun is a boy, but he has the features of someone who will grow up to be handsome. I wonder if he’ll be alright…*

"The two of them will be fine. I doubt the others are that concerned about it."

Although it felt like their vectors of concern were different, Hayato decided to think so as well.

"Let’s leave them to it. Now, for my report, we have defeated Suzaku and obtained the knowledge for the medicine. With this, one part is finished."

"That’s great. By the way, were you alright on your way back? You were ambushed, weren’t you?"

Several of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords were at Takamagahara to capture Mist’s group after they had fought Suzaku.

When Simon had come back alone, and when everyone had come back, he had heard that they were alright, but he wanted to confirm again, so he asked.

Mist nodded with a smile, happy to be worried about.

"Of course, we were fine. We had plenty of items for the Suzaku countermeasures, so both Suzaku and the samurai were easy. And even if we were in a state of exhaustion, the members at that time would not have lost. The samurai said they were going to capture you too, Hayato-san, so everyone was quite angry. Including me, of course."

"I can’t quite imagine you being angry, Mist-san, but thank you. But I’m sorry, I seem to have gotten you involved in all sorts of things, making it impossible for you to concentrate on your task."

Mist shook her head slowly with a gentle smile on her face.

"It’s not something you need to apologize for, Hayato-san, and in fact, I’m the one who got you involved, so please don’t worry about it. I’m the one who should be thanking you, not in a position to receive an apology."

"It’s a relief to hear you say that."

"Still, I wonder where the people of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords went wrong."

"Wrong?"

Hayato did not quite understand what Mist was saying. He did not know much about the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, but he thought that was just the kind of group they were, not that they had gone wrong.

Mist smiled at Hayato.

"The Ten Holy Demonic Swords were a clan called ‘The Samurai’ in the previous world. Their record in the Clan War was the top 4. They lost to Ivan-san’s ‘Blackjack’."

"Is that so."

"Perhaps they couldn’t accept their loss. They might have thought they lost not because of strength, but because of the performance of their weapons, like Ivan-san’s Excalibur or Esha-san’s Beelzebub, which has a different form now. That might be why they sought out weapons with good performance."

"Ah, I see."

Excalibur was a weapon that could deal high damage while ignoring defense, and Hayato had heard that Esha’s Beelzebub was in the form of a staff at the time and could use the wide-range annihilation magic, Destroy.

Weapon performance was an important factor in battle. He did not know what Simon thought, but the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords might have thought that they were not inferior in terms of pure power.

"As far as I could tell from watching that match, it seemed to be a difference in the purity of the clan rather than the performance of their weapons."

"A difference in purity?"

"Yes. ‘The Samurai’ was strong, but they were strong as individuals. To make it to the top 4 like that, they must have been quite something. But the Clan War is a group battle. They were defeated one by one. And I think Noat-san’s support was quite effective."

*Mist-san sure pushes for Noat-san. I heard that Noat-san repelled Simon, so she must be strong when she’s serious. Looking at her usual self, I wouldn’t think so.*

As Hayato was thinking that, Mist continued.

"Simon-san might be a little different, but the other members, in their pursuit of strength, probably confused their purpose and their means."

"Confused?"

"The means exist for the purpose. But rarely, the means itself becomes the purpose."

Hayato thought, ‘I see.’ The Ten Holy Demonic Swords had tried to become strong for some purpose, but they had become obsessed with just becoming strong.

"Actually, I have experience with that myself. Am I studying medicine just because I’m seeking knowledge, or is it to help patients? Damian pointed that out to me a long time ago."

"That happened?"

"We seek knowledge to save patients, and if we only seek knowledge, it will lead to irreversible consequences, Damian said something like that. It was when I was so engrossed in my research that I collapsed in the lab."

Hearing that, Hayato wondered about himself.

The scale of the story was completely different, but he had something similar.

He wanted to improve the taste of his coffee, but that was for his customers. But if he only pursued the taste of the coffee and neglected his customers, by the time he made the best coffee, there would be no customers left to drink it.

It was more likely that the cafe would be gone than that there would be no customers. At that time, he felt that Esha and Ash and the others would not be by his side.

Hayato had been told by the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords that they were similar. At that time, it had been about production skills, and he had been able to say that they were clearly different, but now he began to think that the other party might have seen that possibility in him.

He thought he might be overthinking it, but lately, the taste of his coffee had been improving, and the time he spent on it had also increased. He felt a little anxious.

"You’ll be fine, Hayato-san."

"Huh?"

"You have companions around you who will admonish you if you do something like that, don’t you? If you do something wrong, Esha-san and Ash-san and the others will stop you. And of course, I will too. So you’ll be fine."

"...Was my anxiety showing on my face?"

"I’m not a psychiatrist, but the first thing a doctor does is to relieve the patient’s anxiety."

Saying that, Mist smiled.

Hayato realized that she was right, and returned the smile.

"You’re right. I can’t win against Esha in either the virtual reality or in reality, and Ash and Ren-chan are here too, so I feel like I’ll be fine."

"Yes. As long as you have a heart that can listen to someone’s words, you’ll be fine. Well, let’s stop this conversation for now. I’m not conducting a consultation, after all."

Mist said that, drank the sake in her small cup, and then looked at Hayato.

"Tomorrow, we will go to Ryugu and fight Genbu. I intend to obtain the second piece of knowledge there."

"Understood. Tomorrow, Lunaria-san and the members of the Black Rose will be fighting with us, so it might be easier than today."

"That is a great help. I heard from Ash-san today that the conquest of the Skyscraper Babel is also going smoothly. It won’t be long before everyone can be saved."

"Yes, I will support you until the end, so please focus on gathering the knowledge without worry."

"That is very reassuring. I am counting on you. Now, how about a cup, Hayato-san? The sake of the Eastern Country is quite delicious."

"You’re right, I’ll have some."

Hayato did not usually drink sake in either the virtual reality or in reality, but since he had been invited, he decided to drink with Mist.



		
			Chapter 281

			The Princess and the Yatagarasu

			The day after the banquet, Hayato was alone in the mansion they were using as a temporary base.

Mist and her group had headed to Ryugu with Simon. Most of the members had gone there, so there would be no problem with the subjugation. Especially since Lunaria, who had arrived yesterday, was extremely strong. If this group could not defeat it, who could, was the question.

The Ten Dark Knights, led by Gil, had headed to the sacred peak of Takamagahara to deal with the snake.

Thanks to Ren’s extensive investigation, the location of the snake was already known. They were not going to the summit where Suzaku was, so Gil had said with a laugh that they would probably be able to defeat the snake within the day.

Hayato was staying behind to watch the house, thinking that he would probably not be targeted by anyone anymore.

However, just in case, Maris had left the calico cat Siegfried and the nine-tailed fox Max as Hayato’s guards. He had a feeling that he had been asked to look after them rather than to be guarded, but Hayato decided to think of it as being guarded.

Hayato was sitting cross-legged on the veranda overlooking the mansion’s inner garden, stroking Siegfried and Max.

A moment ago, the two had been arguing over who would sit on Hayato’s crossed legs, but it seemed Siegfried had won. Max, who had lost, was also resting his head on Hayato’s leg, dozing off.

*It’s only morning, but I’m getting sleepy… or rather, maybe I didn’t have to log in.*

The preparations for the Genbu subjugation were halfway done, but with the arrival of Lunaria and her group, that was no longer necessary. With the significant increase in their combat power, there was no need to prepare so perfectly. So today, he had just come to see them off. After that, Hayato had nothing to do.

He could have gone with them for the subjugation, but he had rethought it, thinking he would just be in the way, and had decided to stay behind alone. Besides, he was also mentally tired from all that had happened.

Right now, he was sunbathing on the veranda, trying to heal his spirit.

As he was dozing off in the warm sunlight, Siegfried and Max twitched and looked in the same direction.

"What’s wrong?"

He could not communicate with them like Maris, but Hayato asked normally. Siegfried and the others did not answer, but perhaps thinking there was no danger, they soon closed their eyes again and relaxed.

It was as if they were saying, ‘hurry up and pet me,’ but wondering what had happened, Hayato looked in the direction Siegfried and the others had looked.

There was Benitsuru, peeking out from a corner of the hallway.

"Morning… Did I wake you up?"

"Morning. No, I was already awake. A little drowsy, though. What’s up so early in the morning?"

"I came for reports and other things. It might have been better when Simon was here, but I have her permission, so I thought I’d get it over with."

Hayato tilted his head. He could not think of anything that needed to be reported.

He had heard a little about the Ten Holy Demonic Swords’ punishment yesterday, but there was no point in hearing more details. If he were told about their crimes or sentences, he could only say, "Oh."

"What’s the report about?"

"Um, before that, can I sit next to you? It looks so relaxing and comfortable."

"Of course. Oh, but you’ll need a cushion. Wait a minute, I’ll go get one."

"It’s fine, it’s fine, the sun is warm, and I’m not going to sit formally."

Benitsuru said that and sat next to Hayato, dangling her feet off the veranda. Then, swinging both legs back and forth, she looked at Hayato.

"Today, I brought the Yatagarasu that Hayacchi made. And I also brought all the materials we had prepared."

"Huh?"

"You know, the nine Yatagarasu that you were forced to make for the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. We collected them after putting them in jail. One of them is the one Simon took back, though."

"That’s fine, but what do you mean, you brought them?"

"Well, I discussed it with Simon last night, and these were things you were forced to make, right? So we thought it would be better to give them to Hayacchi and let him do as he pleases with them. So please take them."

"Oh, so that’s it."

"You can use them as they are, or sell them. They have amazing performance, so I think they’ll sell for a high price. You’re quite the bad boy yourself, aren’t you!"

"What are you talking about? But is it okay to do that? They’re legendary swords, right? Isn’t it bad to take them out of the Eastern Country?"

In the first place, the reason Hayato had gotten involved in this whole mess was because of these swords and the cursed blade fragment items. The idea was that they could not be taken out of the country, but he did not understand the reason why they had come to the conclusion that it was okay to do so.

"That’s true, but even though they’re strong, I wonder if they’re cursed blades that delude the hearts of samurai. They’re called famous swords, but Simon and I decided that the Eastern Country doesn’t need them. It’s not that it’s okay for other countries to have them, but we thought that if it’s you, Hayacchi, you would sell or give the swords to the right person."

"The right person, huh… you think highly of me."

"Hayacchi is weak, but everyone admires you. And you know how to make the Yatagarasu, right? We can’t just not let you leave this country, so we came to the conclusion that we have no choice but to accept whatever you do with them."

"There was talk of that, wasn’t there. But I see, then I’ll take them."

"Yeah. Here you go, here you go."

Hayato received the nine Yatagarasu and the low-quality items that were the materials for their creation from Benitsuru.

"Are you sure I can do whatever I want with them?"

"Of course. Simon has also given her consent, so it’s fine."

"I see. Then I’ll take you up on your offer… Siegfried and Max, stay with Benny-chan for a bit."

Hayato placed Siegfried and Max, who were on his lap, on Benitsuru’s lap.

"Huh? What? This is absolute heaven, isn’t it?"

Ignoring Benitsuru’s words, Hayato put on his shoes and went out into the inner garden. Then he placed a portable anvil on the ground. He took out a blacksmithing hammer and selected "Recycle" from the creation menu.

Hayato took out a Yatagarasu and struck it with the hammer.

The sword’s durability, its maximum value, decreased. And he obtained both Fragments of a Famous Sword and Fragments of a Cursed Blade.

Benitsuru, who was watching, widened her eyes a little and then opened her mouth.

"So you’re really going to destroy them?"

"When you say ‘really,’ does that mean you expected it?"

Hayato asked while hitting the sword with the hammer.

"Yeah. Simon said so. She said that since Hayacchi is a craftsman, he wouldn’t leave things that he was forced to make, no matter how good they are. Something about a craftsman’s pride not allowing it. I was surprised that you actually did it."

"That’s a nice thing to say, but it’s not that big of a deal. I just thought that having so many powerful swords around could become a source of trouble, so it would be better to destroy them. And there’s something I want to do."

*Cecil and the others would probably say, ‘give them to me,’ so I’ll destroy them. It seems like it would cause a lot of trouble.*

Cecil, who was called a collector, was a collector of swords and blades. No matter how you looked at it, if she saw the swords, she would say, ‘give them to me.’ It would be a hassle, so destroying them was the best option. And he would not say that he could make them, and in the first place, Hayato had no intention of saying that such swords existed.

Hayato struck the sword with the hammer again.

The sound of the hammer striking the sword echoed around them many times.

Benitsuru just watched while stroking Siegfried and Max.

A few minutes later, Hayato had destroyed all the Meitou Yatagarasu. And he had enough fragments to make one Yatagarasu.

"Good work. I’m sorry for making you do something like destroying things you made yourself."

"No, that’s fine. I’ve done it many times for skill leveling, so you don’t have to worry about it. But wait a moment. There’s still something I have to do."

Hayato said that and selected the materials to create a Yatagarasu in his item bag.

The materials he selected were all of poor quality.

A Meitou Yatagarasu that could only be one-star quality. After confirming it in the creation menu, he started the creation, and Hayato’s hands glowed dimly.

And a lowest-quality Meitou Yatagarasu was made.

"Hayacchi? Why did you make another one? Have you lost your mind?"

"I’ll give this to you, Benny-chan. Think of it as yourself and do your best from now on."

Benitsuru looked blank for a moment, but then her face soured as she realized something.

"Hayacchi, isn’t that a bit too sarcastic? Its name and shape are magnificent, but its contents are completely useless, right? And that’s me, isn’t it?"

"That’s right."

"You’re supposed to console me! I’m at a sensitive age, so I’ll get hurt! …Oh, maybe Hayacchi is smiling, but he’s still so angry that yesterday’s apology wasn’t enough…?"

"I’m not angry. I just thought I wanted you to look at it and discipline yourself from now on. That Yatagarasu is a dull blade, but if its quality improves, it will become the strongest sword. When you become the best princess, I’ll give you a highest-quality Yatagarasu, so if you’re about to do something, you should look at it and remember this time. You might think, ‘Who are you to be so condescending,’ but."

At Hayato’s words, Benitsuru’s face broke into a smile.

"Oh, so that’s it! Yeah, then I’ll always keep this equipped! That way, I’ll never forget what I did!"

"You don’t have to equip it, maybe just display it somewhere? As a weapon, its performance is really low."

"No, no. I want to equip this. It’s a gift that Hayacchi made for me!"

Benitsuru said that, drew the sword, and was looking at it happily.

Hayato suddenly remembered. Speaking of gifts, he had planned to give her a kimono, but that was not ready yet. He thought he would do that right before he left, but then he realized that Benitsuru was staring at him instead of the sword.

"Um, what’s wrong?"

"You know, Hayacchi, won’t you stay in this country after all?"

"Huh? You’re bringing that up again?"

"Somehow, letting Hayacchi leave the country feels like letting go of a huge treasure, so I want to hold you back. The Eastern Country is a nice place, you know? I won’t force you, but what do you think!?"

After that, Benitsuru’s push for the Eastern Country continued. Hayato prayed in his heart for everyone to come back soon.
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			The Genbu Subjugation and Our Schedule

			The subjugation of Genbu in Ryugu seemed to have ended without any issues, and everyone returned safely.

Hayato welcomed the returning members at the mansion, asking them for information while praising their efforts.

"It feels like everyone just went out for a day of fun, though?"

When he asked Esha, she replied, "I imagine so."

"With Lunaria-sama's Demon Lord's Army, Ney-sama's Kokuryu, and even Ash-sama, we were not lacking in firepower. Myself included, of course. For the record, I delivered the final blow. I would like a chocolate parfait. In the real world, if possible."

"Oh! I worked hard too! So I'd like some pudding, please. In the real world for me too, if you don't mind!"

"You two have been making a lot of real-world requests lately. Well, I don't mind."

When Hayato said that, the two high-fived.

"But really, she was quite a contributor. Ren-sama's Dragon Curse inflicts a significant weakening effect on a single target. It's practically essential for boss fights."

"And so is your Destroy, Esha-san!"

Ren's Dragon Curse, which placed a powerful debuff on a single enemy, and Esha's ultra high-power attack, Destroy. Against a single opponent, there was likely no reason they would lose.

It was true that the two had been invaluable, so treating them to a chocolate parfait or some pudding was a small price to pay.

"With everyone playing such major roles, there wasn't much for us to do."

The ones who said this were Mist and his companions, who had approached Hayato.

Damian and Ruth seemed to feel the same way, their expressions gloomy.

Esha, who had been listening, shook her head.

"Mist-sama and the others were active as our tanks, so I do not think it is correct to say you had no part to play."

Mist said, "Thank you," but he probably meant that in terms of overall contribution, it felt like he had barely done anything.

And looking just as glum as Mist's group was Simon. Thinking he might feel the same way about his lack of contribution, Hayato decided to talk to him.

Hayato left Esha's group and approached Simon.

When Simon noticed him, he looked at Hayato with a dry laugh.

"How should I put it. Everyone is so far beyond the norm it's laughable. I was useful with a bow in the Suzaku fight, but this time was a bust. I didn't get a single good moment."

"I think trying to compete with that lineup is reckless in the first place. Besides, player versus player and player versus monster are two different things."

Simon was incredibly strong in a one on one fight.

He had lost to the songstress, Noat, before, but the maid Rose and the dark knight Gil had been there, so it wasn't a fair one on one. Hayato believed that in terms of pure strength, he was on a level where he could hold his own against even Lunaria.

He could probably win against Esha or Ren if he closed the distance.

So there was nothing to worry about, but Simon didn't seem to see it that way.

"Being consoled just makes it sadder. Ah well, all I can do is continue to train. By the way, is the Princess here?"

"Ah, yeah."

Hayato told Simon everything that had just happened.

He told him about destroying the Yatagarasu, about giving the lowest-quality one to the Princess, and various other things. But he didn't mention that he had been trying to convince her to stay in the country, thinking Benitsuru might get in trouble for it.

Simon closed his eyes and bowed his head.

"Hayato, I am indebted to you for many things. The Princess will likely change in many ways from now on. I, too, must work hard to guide her properly. Not everything I say is correct, after all. I have much to learn myself."

"You'll be fine, Simon."

"It's strange, but when you say it, Hayato, I start to feel that way... By the way, what are your plans now? Your business in Ryugu seems finished, and I don't think there's anything left for you to do in the Eastern Country."

"Ah, hold on. Let me check."

Hayato headed over to Mist.

They had come to the Eastern Country seeking knowledge about the medicine. He hadn't confirmed with Mist whether they had obtained it. Since Mist hadn't said anything, he assumed there were no problems, but he asked just in case.

"Mist-san, what about the knowledge for the medicine?"

"I have acquired it. That makes two. All that's left is to conquer Skyscraper Babel."

"That's great. So, is there nothing else for us to do in the Eastern Country?"

"That's right. That said, it feels a bit abrupt to leave right away. I would like to try that open-air bath, so how about we all go sightseeing tomorrow and return on the morning ship the day after?"

"Um, are you sure?"

It was a welcome suggestion for Hayato, but Mist had his own circumstances.

Even if they had time to spare, he must be thinking he wants to figure out how to make the medicine as soon as possible, create it, and give it to his friends. Hayato felt he didn't have the luxury to go sightseeing in such a situation.

Mist seemed to guess Hayato's thoughts and nodded with a smile.

"It's fine. As I've said many times, I am the one who has involved all of you in this matter. You have all gone to great lengths for me, so I would like you to take a break here. I'm talking to you, of course, Hayato-san. With what happened yesterday and all, you must be tired, right?"

"That would be a great help. I haven't heard everyone else's opinion, but let's go with that schedule for now."

"Yes. I will let everyone else know, so please inform Simon-san, Hayato-san. It seems he has been waiting for you."

"Got it. I'll leave it to you, then."

Hayato ended his conversation with Mist and moved back towards Simon.

At some point, Benitsuru had also come to stand by Simon's side.

"Princess, that Yatagarasu holds Hayato's feelings. If you cause any great trouble in the future, it will be an act that smears mud on Hayato's name. You must never forget that."

"I know, I know. Besides, I plan to get a highest quality Yatagarasu from Hayacchi someday, so I'll look at this one and train hard until then. I'll try my super best."

"Um, could you maybe take it a little easier?"

He hadn't made it with a light heart, but he hadn't poured that much strong emotion into it either. It was more a feeling that having something tangible would make it easier to remember things.

Benitsuru was holding the Yatagarasu so preciously that he felt a little guilty.

"I cannot take it easy. This is a sword that Hayato, who saved our country, made for the Princess. Until the day the Princess obtains a highest quality Yatagarasu, it is best to revere this as the nation's treasured sword."

"Right, right! I'll carry it around normally, but during any ceremonies, I'll enshrine it as a treasured sword! Like, with reverence and awe, and all that!"

"Please, really, don't. And besides, I didn't save the country, did I? Why did it turn into that?"

It was unclear why the two were so insistent, but in the end, they would not listen to Hayato's request to stop. However, he was able to get them to promise to keep the fact that Hayato was the creator a secret.

Hayato had no choice but to compromise.

"That aside, have you decided on your future plans?"

"I just talked with Mist-san and we've mostly decided. We're planning to go sightseeing in the Eastern Country tomorrow and leave on the morning ship the day after."

At Hayato's words, Simon and Benitsuru's faces fell.

"I see. You're leaving the day after tomorrow. I wish you would stay for another week."

"Yeah! As the Princess, I want you to stay a little longer! You can use this mansion for as long as you like!"

"We have a lot to do, so that's not really an option. Ah, I guess this is goodbye for now, Simon. It'll be lonely."

When Hayato said that, Simon furrowed his brow.

He wasn't angry, however, just conflicted. It was a face mixed with many emotions, happiness, sadness, anger. Hayato thought it was a face of many feelings mixed together.

"It cannot be helped. There is no reason for me to go with you, Hayato. If the Princess had done something, I would have gone along... Princess, won't you cause some trouble right here and now?"

"Hey, Simon, that's mean! I won't do anything! So you can't go!"

"I am joking, of course. Many of this country's elite have been imprisoned. We must rebuild in various ways. Besides, I worry about the Princess being alone."

"Right, right! If it were just me, the Eastern Country would be in big trouble! I might even form an alliance with the Demon Country and try to conquer the world with Lunacchi!"

"Did someone call?"

At some point, Lunaria was standing behind Hayato. It was a little startling for him.

"Don't scare me like that. Benny-chan was just talking about forming an alliance with you, Lunaria-san. It was just a joke."

"I understand. The next time I set out to conquer the world, I will form an alliance."

"No, I'm telling you, it was a joke."

"More importantly, I have something to say to Hayato-san."

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't treat world domination as 'more importantly,' but what is it?"

"I heard from Mist-san that you're leaving the day after tomorrow."

"That's the plan, but what about it?"

"What is this about the Demon Lord's vacation being three nights and four days? Is this a declaration of war against me?"

Hayato didn't understand what she was saying, but he did the math anyway.

Lunaria and her group had arrived yesterday. Today was the second day. Tomorrow was for sightseeing, and they would leave the day after. It was indeed three nights and four days.

There was no mistake, but he didn't understand why that would be a declaration of war.

"Why would it be?"

"A Demon Lord's vacation is eight days or more. Anything less is an insult to the Demon Lord. Let me rephrase."

"I think a Demon Lord who works year-round is cooler, don't you?"

Benitsuru jumped into Hayato and Lunaria's conversation, starting a commotion about how they should stay longer.

It seemed to be acceptable to Simon, as he didn't particularly scold her, and Hayato was exposed to the combined assault of Lunaria and Benitsuru.

Hayato sincerely wished for some peace and quiet in his heart.



		
			Chapter 283

			Sightseeing, Also Known as Shopping

			With the day off, it was decided that they would visit various places.

However, Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ren had work at the cafe, so they could only participate in the morning. That limited the places they could go.

So, for their morning sightseeing, they came to the giant shopping district in the capital city, Azuma. It was said that everything from the Eastern Country could be found here, so the purpose was to buy souvenirs.

There was a market nearby, and despite the early hour, it was bustling with many people. The streets overflowed with people, and lively voices echoed from the street stalls.

Simon, who was guiding them, led them to a giant cherry tree in the center of the shopping district and looked over everyone.

"Alright, from here on, you are free to do as you please. This place is quite large, so try not to get lost. If you do get lost, aim for this spot. You can see this giant cherry tree from anywhere."

In response to his words, everyone replied with a cheerful "Ooh." Their high spirits, despite the early hour, were likely because they had been looking forward to this.

Moreover, the fact that they could enter the open-air bath tonight was raising everyone's spirits.

Yesterday, Gil and his Ten Dark Knights had defeated the serpent at Sacred Peak Takamagahara. Thanks to that, the open-air bath was now usable.

However, they couldn't use it right away and had to wait a day. In other words, today.

Sightseeing in the morning and afternoon, then the open-air bath and a banquet at night. It was no wonder their spirits were high.

In that state of excitement, the members formed their own groups and began to move out.

"Esha-san! Let's go on a food tour! I hear the sweets in the Eastern Country are incredibly delicious! And there are lots of other tasty things too!"

"I am quite particular about flavor. And portion sizes. Are there any all you can eat or eating challenge restaurants?"

"Ash, sorry, but could you keep an eye on Esha and Ren-chan? To make sure they don't cause any trouble for the Eastern Country."

"M, me? Aren't you coming, Hayato?"

Ash's face twitched slightly at Hayato's request. He was probably unsure if he could control Esha, though Ren was another matter.

"Sorry, but I have to go separately. I need to look for some fabric to make a kimono, so I can't join you."

"Ah, you mentioned something like that yesterday. I understand. Then leave this to me... But don't expect too much. I don't think I can win against those two."

"Well, as long as you can be a deterrent."

"I hope I can be."

Esha, Ren, Ash, and some of the other members headed towards the area with many restaurants as the food tour team.

He was a little surprised to see members of the Ten Dark Knights, not just the Black Rose, but they probably couldn't pass up the chance for delicious and sweet things.

Meanwhile, Ney was talking to Rosalie.

"Let's go buy kimonos. In the afternoon, we'll wear them and head out somewhere else!"

"I am a little reluctant to buy ready-made clothes, but it cannot be helped. Is that acceptable to you as well, Lunaria-sama?"

"I, I'll leave it to you. Anywhere is fine, but if you leave me alone, you should know that the Eastern Country will be in danger."

"Lunaria-sama, this Gil and the others will protect you well, so please rest assured."

"I, I'm counting on you."

(Lunaria-san is acting like a VIP protected by security.)

Lunaria had a touch of social anxiety.

Once she got used to people, she became quite forward, but in places with many strangers, her performance dropped significantly. If she were left alone in an unfamiliar place, she might just run wild.

That Lunaria, protected by the Kokuryu, the remaining Black Rose members, and several of the Ten Dark Knights, headed towards the area with many shops to buy kimonos.

"Then we shall go look for some health goods."

"You say 'we,' but that's just you, Mist. I'm after sake. The sake in the Eastern Country is quite good. I plan to buy some as a souvenir for myself."

"What should I do? Maybe some medicinal herbs to raise my Alchemy Skill. For now, let's just look around."

(They're completely scattered. Don't we have to go through the whole shopping district?)

Mist, Damian, and Ruth bowed to Hayato and headed towards a place that seemed to sell suspicious-looking products.

"Diite-san and I will look for yokai nearby."

Maris said cheerfully. And Diite nodded as well.

"Eh? Really? Even though you came all the way to a shopping district?"

"Apparently, there's a yokai that appears in the shopping district. Or rather, a yokai that runs a business. I thought I might try to tame it if it's an animal-type yokai. Even if I can't, yokai seem like they'd sell interesting things, don't you think?"

"That's true. Are you going with her too, Diite-chan?"

"Well, it seemed interesting. And besides..."

Diite approached Hayato and whispered.

"I need to gather some information for the next event. So, I thought it wouldn't be a bad idea to go with Maris-kun."

"Could the next event be Tamer related?"

"That's a secret. But it might be advantageous for Tamers."

Diite said this with a smile, then moved away from Hayato.

"Now then, Maris-kun, shall we go? Let's search for some yet unseen yokai."

"You're quite motivated, Diite-san! Then let's depart!"

Maris placed Siegfried on her shoulder and walked with Diite in a different direction from where everyone else had gone.

The only ones left here were Hayato and Simon.

"Everyone is so energetic. Well then, shall we go too? You're giving the Princess another kimono, right? You're looking for fabric for that, I hear."

"That's right. I'm looking for fabric that's a similar color to Benitsuru-san's hair. I thought you might know a place, Simon."

"Hmm. Then there is a long-established kimono fabric shop. Shall we head there?"

Simon said this and started walking. Hayato followed him.

Hayato walked alongside Simon.

"However, Hayato, you are a bit too soft on the Princess. To give her another kimono. And this time, you'll be borrowing the power of Rosalie of the Black Rose, will you not?"

"Well, yeah. But it's a thank you for letting us borrow the mansion and for all her help."

He had decided to give her a kimono the day before she was deceived into attacking the mansion. A lot had happened since then, but in the end, it was all resolved peacefully.

He did think he was being too soft. From the circumstances up to now, Rosalie had shown reluctance at first, but because Lunaria said, "Benny-chan is a good girl," she had agreed. That was how it had happened.

(Lunaria-san and Benny-chan were getting along yesterday. A lot must have happened while I was logged out.)

Because of that, he had been worried about whether he could get Rosalie's cooperation, but thanks to Lunaria, it worked out. So he planned to make a highest quality kimono without any reservations.

"I am grateful. Thanks to you, the primary victim, behaving as you have, everyone is not being too hard on the Princess. You have truly helped us. I am sorry. We are the ones indebted to you, yet I can give nothing in return."

"Don't worry about it. You helped me on the other side, so it's plenty. We're even, so don't mind it."

"...I suppose I'll leave it at that. But the favor I've received has not been fully repaid. If anything happens over there, contact me immediately. I will come running, no matter what. Though, with the people by your side, Hayato, I imagine any problem would be solved quickly."

"I'll contact you if I need any help. Ah, could that be the shop?"

Simon looked in the direction Hayato was pointing.

"Oh, it is. Shall we ask if they have any good kimono fabrics?"

Simon said this and passed through the shop's noren curtain, and Hayato followed him.



		
			Chapter 284

			The Open-air Bath (Men's Side)

			On the night of their sightseeing in the Eastern Country, it was decided they would enter the open-air bath before the banquet.

Of course, it was separated by gender. No mixed bathing. It was a wholesome game, so that was the specification.

Also, in the bath area, equipment changed to bathing attire. Male characters wore shorts, while female characters wore shorts and a loose robe. The color could be changed freely.

All of the men in Hayato's group decided to enter.

The members were Hayato, Ash, Mist, Damian, Ruth, Gil, the male members of Kokuryu, and the Ten Dark Knights.

When Hayato and the others went to the open-air bath's changing room, their equipment automatically switched. The color was the default black.

(The faces of the Ten Dark Knights, aside from Gil-san, are pretty stern. And they're muscular with scars all over their bodies. I wonder what kind of people they were in the real world?)

Gil must have noticed Hayato staring at them.

He approached with a laugh.

"Hayato-dono, it seems you were captivated by our muscles. Shall we start with some squats?"

"No, that's not it at all. Um, could you all please not strike poses? It's kind of raising the temperature in here."

Hayato wasn't an expert, but it looked like poses from some ancient activity called bodybuilding. It was just very intense.

"Hmm, so Hayato-dono does not understand its appeal."

"It's not that I don't understand, but I was more interested in the scars than the muscles."

"Ah, I see. Well, they are like badges of honor. Everyone in the Demon Country is like this. There are many strong monsters, you know."

(Is that their backstory? Well, it's not good to pry into their real lives. If I ask too much and they regain their memories, it could be a problem, and even in a virtual reality, it's rude to stare. I should be careful.)

Stimulating memories related to the real world could cause them to regain their memories. There was no rule against it, but the NPCs here had chosen to become residents of this world. It wasn't something an outsider should do without permission.

(I wonder what Mist-san will do...)

Hayato shifted his gaze from Gil and his men to Mist's group.

Mist had regained his memories, but Damian and Ruth had not. It seemed Mist's priority was to cure their illness first, and he had said he would think about what to do after that was finished.

In their case, the circumstances of entering the virtual reality were a little different from others. They entered the virtual reality to survive an illness. If the illness was cured, they would have no reason to live in virtual reality. If the patients were safe, Mist and Damian would likely have no reason to stay in virtual reality either.

"Hayato."

"Ash? What's wrong?"

At some point, Ash was right in front of Hayato. A handsome man's muscles are also handsome, Hayato thought. Even though it was virtual reality, his skin was flawless. In other words, he was dazzling.

That Ash was looking at Hayato with a concerned expression.

"No, I was about to ask if something was wrong with you, Hayato. You don't seem to be worried, but are you lost in thought?"

"Ah, no, I was just wondering what it's like to regain your real-world memories."

Hayato spoke to Ash in a whisper, too quiet for anyone else to hear.

Ash was also one who had regained his memories.

Hypnos, Diite's backup, had shown him images of the real world, bypassing the AI Protection and causing him to regain his memories. Hayato was curious what that was like.

But Ash just laughed it off.

"What are you thinking about while getting into an open-air bath? Let's get in the bath instead of worrying about that."

"You're treating it as 'that'?"

"Yeah, that. Besides, there's no point in you worrying about it, right, Hayato? What will be, will be. Seriously, why are you thinking about that before getting in a bath?"

"...Now that you mention it, you're right. No, it's just that after seeing Gil-san's muscles and scars, my thoughts went down a rabbit hole."

"Being able to think that far just from seeing that is so like you, Hayato. Well, whatever, come on, let's get in."

Ash urged Hayato towards the open-air bath. But Hayato stopped.

"Ash, we have to wash our bodies first."

"You're always so particular about things like that, Hayato. Fine, I'll wash."

Since it was a virtual reality, there was no need to actually wash their bodies or sweat, but as a matter of etiquette or manners, they started by rinsing their bodies with hot water to purify themselves.

Next, they washed their hair. Hayato was the type to wash from top to bottom.

(Does my head feel kind of cool because it's a menthol-type shampoo?)

He was washing his hair with the provided shampoo, and it somehow felt refreshing. It didn't affect reality, but it felt good.

After thoroughly rinsing the foam from his head, he then lathered soap on a towel and washed his body. Just like the shampoo, it didn't change anything, but it felt like his body had become clean.

Once he had washed himself completely, he put a towel on his head and entered the open-air bath. He soaked up to his shoulders.

The pleasant warmth made him let out a long sigh naturally.

The other members were also making satisfied sounds like "Aah" and "Ooh."

As expected of an open-air bath, a bath without a roof felt liberating.

The stars were shining in the sky, and he could see a half-moon. In reality, he never had the chance to stretch out his legs in a bathtub in his small unit bath, so even in virtual reality, this was a luxurious moment.

Ash, next to him, seemed to feel the same way, stretching out his body and enjoying himself.

After stretching his body completely, Ash looked at Hayato.

"By the way, how was the morning? You went to look for fabric with Simon, right?"

"I found some good fabric and made a kimono right away. I've already given it to Rosalie-san, so the rest is up to her."

"Rosalie seems like a craftsman in that respect, so I doubt she'd cut corners, but are you sure it's okay? I mean, in terms of her sense of style."

"She's better than me, so it should be fine. And judging by the design of her usual gothic lolita outfits, I don't think there will be a problem."

If there was one concern, it was the information that the swimsuit Rosalie made was amazing. Diite had also commented that she thought it was a bit much, but he didn't know how amazing it was, so Hayato couldn't say for sure. He just felt it might be a little risky.

"Is it going to be a gothic lolita-style kimono?"

"No, I wonder? Can she even arrange it like that? Well, if so, that's fine too. It's only my imagination, but I don't think it would be bad. Anyway, how was the food tour? I couldn't ask during work."

"...It was normal."

"Even if you say that with that face..."

He clearly had a face that said something had happened. It was the very definition of unconvincing.

"Well, Esha, you know. She got carried away, or rather, she went all out, or rather, she got serious. And Ren and the others got caught up in her momentum. We got banned from some of the shops. I went and apologized, so I think it's okay, but..."

"...I'm sorry for sending you alone."

"I was still too weak."

Ash was staring at the sky with a distant look in his eyes. He didn't want to imagine what had happened, but a lot must have occurred.

"Um, to change the subject, how are Veru-san and the others doing? They didn't come to the cafe today, and last I heard, things were going smoothly."

"Seems like there are no problems. He was saying they could clear it in a few more floors. There aren't any weird monsters, just a lot of floors or something."

"That's a relief."

There was only one piece of medicinal knowledge left. Using that knowledge, they would make the medicine in this virtual world, and using it on Mist's companions would cure their real-world illness. There was still a lot to do, but they were definitely getting closer to the medicine.

After that, Hayato and Ash continued their small talk, but it was getting late.

"Alright, shall we get out? It looks like everyone else is already out, and we have a banquet after this."

At some point, only Hayato and Ash were left in the open-air bath. Everyone else was probably in the changing room drinking fruit milk or coffee milk.

"Yeah, I doubt we'd get light-headed, but I've had my fill... hasn't the women's side been noisy for a while now?"

Hayato and Ash got out of the bath and looked towards the fence.

The men's and women's baths were separated by a wooden fence. There was no mixed bathing, but it was probably possible to climb over. However, it was no exaggeration to say that hell awaited on the other side. That's how much combat power they had over there.

A noisy clamor was coming from that hell.

"I don't know what they're doing, but it's good that they have energy, isn't it?"

"I think it's more like they have too much energy... Well, whatever. Ren is with everyone, so she's probably just excited."

"She's not so excited that she turned into a dragon, right? If she turned into a dragon here..."

As Hayato was saying that, a three-eyed black dragon's head popped out over the wooden fence from the women's side. It was clearly Ren in her dragon state.

Ren and Hayato's eyes met.

They stared at each other for a few seconds, then Ren's head quickly shrank back down. She must have canceled her dragon transformation.

And then, another noisy clamor came from beyond the fence.

"So, sorry about that."

"No, well, it's fine, it's Ren-chan. And in a way, this makes us even."

To put it simply, the dragon state was considered to be naked. However, that was a setting from when Ash and the others were NPCs, and now that they had regained their memories, they didn't think of it that way. He hadn't asked Ren, but Ash had said so.

Hayato had seen Ren's dragon state before, so he said that this time, with Hayato being seen, they were even.

Later, when Hayato and the others left the changing room, Esha and Ren were there in yukatas.

And Ren bowed her head with incredible force.

"S, s, s, s, sorry! I, I never meant to peek! Um, it's, uh, the curse!"

"I think that's a questionable excuse. It's okay, I don't really mind. It's a virtual reality after all, so you don't need to worry about it more than necessary. It's actually more embarrassing if you do."

"Ugh... y, you're right, it is a virtual reality..."

"That's right. Therefore, Ren-sama, please tell me more about what just happened. How far apart were Master and Ash-sama? That's the important part."

"Esha, please show some restraint even in virtual reality. I thought you'd been behaving yourself lately."

Hayato grumbled as the four of them headed to the great hall where the banquet would be held.
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			Interlude: The Open-air Bath (Women's Side)

			Around the time Hayato and the men were in the open-air bath, the women were, of course, in their own open-air bath as well.

Ren, one of the dragons known as a Genesis Dragon, was an NPC who had lost her memories and believed this world to be reality. But after various events, she regained her memories and was now a player who moved between the real and virtual worlds.

Until just recently, she had been filming a movie with her father, brother, and friends, so she hadn't logged in much, but lately, she had been here often.

That was to help her friend, Mist.

Mist was a member of the clan "Daedalus," led by Hayato, and Ren belonged to the same clan. And what Mist was trying to do was create a medicine to cure an illness.

Ren's mother had been in a similar situation. It was only natural that she would want to help.

Mist had gathered two pieces of knowledge to create the medicine in this Eastern Country. The rest was in Skyscraper Babel on the western continent where their base was. Tomorrow they were scheduled to return to their usual base, so this was their last night in the Eastern Country, and the hoped-for open-air bath had become available.

It could be said that Ren's excitement was through the roof.

In the changing room, Ren and Esha's forms automatically changed into bathing attire. Shorts and a loose, off-the-shoulder robe. Just changing into that outfit made Ren even more excited.

"This is getting me all fired up!"

"Is there a fire?"

"Esha-san, you always say things like that. Don't you feel the excitement?"

"Indeed. When I think about Master and Ash-sama on the other side of that fence, washing each other's backs, my heart feels like it's about to unleash a Destroy."

"...That Ash is my brother, you know... Honestly! At least say something like you want to see Hayato-san's naked body!"

"If I said that, wouldn't I be a pervert?"

"Are you saying your line about them washing each other's backs was any different...?"

Ren wanted to egg Esha on in various ways and somehow get her together with Hayato, but her efforts were often in vain. She figured they both didn't think badly of each other, but neither would take that first step. She felt like she was the one whose heart was about to unleash a Destroy from stress.

(None of the other women seem to have a romantic interest in Hayato-san, so I think it's okay, but lately Simon-san has been looking a little dangerous. She's staying in the Eastern Country, so it should be fine though.)

There were many women around Hayato. But Ren's assessment was that none of them held romantic feelings for him.

If there was a possibility, it would be Ney, the leader of Kokuryu.

But in Ney's case, there was too much of a class difference between her and Hayato in the real world. Ney was a descendant of the organization called the Foundation, which could be said to rule the world. While it might be fine in the game, it was unlikely they would get together in reality.

Demon Lord Lunaria, Rosalie of the Black Rose, and the Tamer Maris, who were here, didn't seem to see Hayato as a romantic interest at all. In fact, they themselves didn't seem interested in romance with the opposite sex.

As for members not present, there were the songstress Noat, the collector Cecil, and the maid Rose, but it was unlikely any of them saw Hayato as a romantic interest either.

However, though she felt it was a little different from romance, the one who felt dangerous was Diite.

Diite, the administrator of this virtual world, had taken a liking to Hayato and had tried to pull him into this world. Hayato had refused, and lately, Diite's forceful invitations had stopped, but she didn't think she had given up.

(I'm team Esha-san. There's no one else!)

Ren clenched her fists tightly in front of her chest as if to say "Hmph."

"Ren-sama, why are you so fired up about getting in the bath?"

"A woman has her reasons."

"I'm technically a woman too, you know."

"Honestly, there you go again. Come on, let's get inside and wash each other. Your hair looks so silky, Esha-san, I've been wanting to touch it. I'll give it a good wash."

"I think your hair is the silky one, Ren-sama, but if you'll wash it for me, I'll take you up on that."

Ren and Esha moved towards the bathing area together.

It seemed they were the last ones, as everyone in the women's bath was enjoying the open-air bath, looking happy.

For some reason, Siegfried, Lancelot, and Max were there too, and Maris seemed to be washing them with a brush.

When Maris noticed Ren and her group, she held out her hand, palm forward, in a gesture to stop them.

"Excuse me. Esha-san is dangerous, so please do not come any closer."

Esha's Animal Taming skill was in the negative, so she was disliked by all animals and monsters. According to her, "To gain something, one must throw something away." Though she also grumbled that she had thrown away too much.

Against the weak calico cat Siegfried, it wouldn't be a problem if she was attacked, but if she was attacked by the Elder Griffon Lancelot, she wouldn't stand a chance.

But Esha was not one to be stopped by such things.

"Maris-sama. There are times when a woman must do what she must do. That time is now."

"Then you'll be taken out in one hit without at least Diite-san's defensive magic, you know?"

"If I fall, I will have Diite-sama use resurrection magic on me."

"Esha-kun. Have you not been treating me rather carelessly lately? Though I feel it has been that way for a while now."

Diite came over then. Her face was clearly one of exasperation, and she made no attempt to hide it. Ren thought she must be quite fed up.

"The actors are all here. Then I shall charge."

"That's dangerous, so please stop. Siegfried-kun, could you at least attack Esha-kun with your tail? I think she will be satisfied with that."

When Diite said that to Siegfried, he let out a single "Nyaa" and approached Esha. Then, as he turned, he struck Esha's leg with his tail. He did this back and forth several times.

"I could be attacked like this forever."

"Esha-san, the damage is low, but your HP is low too, so please be careful."

Seeing Esha's HP bar gradually decrease, Ren became a little worried.

"I will cast a healing spell on you. But this is all, as I also wish to soak in the open-air bath."

Esha, having had her fill, tried to pat Siegfried's head with a blissful expression, but Siegfried rejected her with his right front paw. The lack of a scratching attack showed some kindness.

Ren pushed the slightly disappointed Esha towards the washing area. If they stayed like this, they would waste time, so she intended to wash her by force.

"Alright, alright, I'm washing you. I doubt shampoo will sting your eyes, but please close them anyway."

"Understood. Then I'm in your hands. Next, I will wash your hair, Ren-sama."

This is what bathing with other girls is all about, Ren thought, her eyes sparkling as she picked up the shampoo. She spread it well in her palms and then vigorously washed Esha's hair.

"Your hair is beautiful, Esha-san. And it's quite long when you let it down."

Although it was a virtual reality, it reflected reality to some extent. Her evaluation was based on the assumption that there wasn't much difference.

"I don't really take care of it, you know. It's a hassle to cut, so when it gets long, I just tie it up and chop it off."

"...Let's go to a hair salon next time. You have to work on your charm!"

"Personally, I think it's already maxed out, you know."

"A girl's charm has no upper limit!"

"That's a lovely way of thinking."

They washed each other's hair while having such a conversation.

Since both of them had long hair, they tied it up in a bun when they were done washing. Then they put towels on their heads.

After that, Ren and Esha moved towards the open-air bath, planning to soak in the hot water right away.

"Oh, Ren and Esha. Let's get in together!"

There was Ney, who was just as excited as Ren, and Rosalie, who was her usual self.

"Is it okay if we join you?"

"Of course. Neither of you came on the vacation to the floating island, so let's deepen our friendship with some naked communication!"

Was being able to say such embarrassing things a strength or a weakness? From Ren's perspective, she thought it was a strength, but Ney's overly honest nature made her easy to deceive, and she felt a little reckless.

For now, the four of them soaked up to their shoulders in the bath. All that was visible were their necks. Everyone had a towel on their head.

Ren felt the warmth seeping into her body, relieving her fatigue. She wasn't particularly tired, but it felt as comfortable as being in bed before sleep.

In such a state of bliss, Ren looked at Rosalie.

They had fought together before, so they weren't strangers, but they hadn't talked much. What she knew was that she was an executive of the Demon Lord's Army and the leader of the Ten Black Rose Saints. And that lately, she was good friends with Ney.

"Um, Rosalie-san, do you go out with Ney-san often these days?"

"Well, yes, I suppose so. Reluctantly."

"Come on, now. You like coming, don't you?"

"That overbearing assumption is your only flaw, Ney."

However, Rosalie didn't seem entirely displeased, so Ren wondered if she was a tsundere.

"You went to buy kimonos today, right?"

"Yes, well. In the afternoon, we wore them and went around to various places. Shrines and temples. It was fun, I suppose, but I have to guard Lunaria-sama."

"It's a bit much to call it guarding the strongest person, Lunaria-san, but were you okay in a crowded place? Did she, like, not run wild?"

"...At least, I do not believe there was any damage to the people of the Eastern Country."

(I wonder if there was damage to her allies...)

"However, the strongest, you say..."

As if she had something on her mind, Rosalie shifted her gaze from Ren to Esha.

"Esha Crown... I have not spoken with you much, but I am well acquainted with you."

"My personal information is leaking all over the place. To leak one more thing, my favorite sweets are chocolate parfaits. And cake."

"I am somewhat aware of that as well. I often see you pestering Hayato for them. But that is not what I meant. You are the only human who has ever defeated Lunaria-sama. That is why I said I am well acquainted with you."

A slightly dangerous atmosphere filled the air.

But something unfitting for that atmosphere arrived. And in large quantities.

A legion of yellow rubber ducks came floating by. And at the tail end was Lunaria, with only her head above the water. On her head was a towel and a slightly larger rubber duck.

That Lunaria came gliding closer.

"Allow me to introduce the new members of my Demon Lord's Army. The captain is this one. His name is Draglemont. When you press him, he squeaks."

"...I told you to only get one..."

"A Demon Lord always wants to think big. It's fine, everyone will love them. Let's float them in the bath at the Demon Lord's Castle. Every day's bath will be fun. By the way, what's everyone talking about? I should be included."

"Um, we were talking about how Esha-san is the only human who has defeated you before, Lunaria-san."

When Ren said that, Lunaria tilted her head but then said, "Ah."

"That was a surprise. I never thought she would attack me and Ivan at the same time."

"That was Ivan's strategy, so please do not hold a grudge against me. You can hold as much of a grudge against Ivan as you like."

"I don't hold a grudge, but a debt must be repaid. It's sad, but I am a Demon Lord. Even if it's Esha-chan, I must defeat her."

Lunaria said this and stood up. The waves she created scattered the ducks in all directions.

Esha did nothing and looked up at Lunaria.

"It is a breach of etiquette to fight in a bath. Besides, you cannot draw your weapon here."

"Rest assured. A Demon Lord is strong even with her bare hands. And a Demon Lord does not follow etiquette. I am etiquette. Praise me as wild."

"If Master were here, there would be a whole parade of retorts, but I'm the funny one in the duo. However, I will accept a fight that's offered to me."

Esha also stood up.

"Hey! No, you can't, Esha-san, and you too, Lunaria-san! This is where we're supposed to have fun with girl talk! Like talking about boys we like!"

Esha and Lunaria tilted their heads at the same time.

"I do not have anyone in particular."

"Hmph, a Demon Lord is only liked, she does not like."

Neither of them was helpful. Ren thought. And to top it off, Esha was telling a half-truth.

Then the members of the Black Rose gathered and started cheering for Lunaria. Ney, the female members of Kokuryu, Maris, and Diite were cheering for Esha.

The atmosphere was explosive, but Ren stepped between Esha and Lunaria.

"Wait a minute! Right now, I am the strongest one here! So you will follow my orders! No fighting! Let's have girl talk!"

"Even if it's you, Ren-chan, I cannot accept that. The strongest one is me, the Demon Lord."

"N, no! Without any equipment, I am the strongest! So in the open-air bath, I am the most powerful!"

"Interesting. Then I will defeat you first, Ren-chan..."

"Please look at this first!"

Before Lunaria could finish, Ren began her dragon transformation. The giant, three-eyed dragon, Curse Dragon Ren Brandle, appeared.

Ren grew rapidly, looking down on Lunaria and the others in the bath. Everyone seemed surprised, and the explosive atmosphere dissipated.

"Indeed, with this, Ren-kun would be stronger than Lunaria-kun."

When Diite said that, Lunaria looked a little frustrated.

"Even though a Demon Lord is the strongest, in an open-air bath, I'm weaker than Ren-chan... I understand, I admit defeat. But don't think you've won with this."

That was a relief. That's what she thought right after.

The giant Ren happened to see over the fence, in other words, into the men's side of the bath.

There were Hayato and Ash, shirtless in their bathing shorts.

Ren's eyes met Hayato's, and her thoughts stopped.

It was different from the situation of seeing them in swimsuits at the beach. In the first place, Ren had no such experience in either the real or virtual world. Her brain's processing couldn't keep up with the situation of having completely peeked into the men's bath, and her dragon transformation was automatically canceled.

Ren, who shrank down with a whooshing sound, remained dazed with a slightly red face. It wasn't because she was light-headed from the bath.

"Ren-sama? What is the matter?"

When Esha asked with concern, Ren, whose thoughts had barely returned, answered as she was.

"Hayato-san and my brother were in the men's bath, and I ended up peeking... ha!"

By the time she realized, it was too late. Ren was surrounded by the other women. And they were grilling her for details. Some of the members' eyes were bloodshot, and she felt her life was in danger.

As she was being jostled around, Ren thought she would have to apologize to Hayato when she got out of the bath.
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			Parting with the Samurai

			From the morning, a cloudless sky stretched out over the sea.

Today was the day they returned to the western country. All the members had gathered at the western port in the Eastern Country. They were waiting for the scheduled ship to arrive shortly.

Only two people had come to see them off, Simon and Benitsuru.

Benitsuru had a complicated expression, while Simon was smiling normally.

At yesterday's banquet, Benitsuru had been on the verge of tears, proposing that they extend their stay for a few days, but unfortunately, it was rejected. What probably helped persuade her was the kimono she was wearing now.

The kimono was generally pink, but Rosalie's design changes had made it more gothic lolita-style, with many frills and belts. Furthermore, the hem was much shorter than a normal kimono, becoming a skirt type that only reached above her knees. Underneath, she wore shorts.

"So you guys are really going home... Oh, right. What do you think of this? As the Princess, I really like it."

Benitsuru spun around to show Hayato the kimono. She then drew her sword from its scabbard with her right hand, swung it horizontally, then vertically, and returned it to its scabbard with a clean motion.

It felt like her movements were more fluid than in her previous kimono. Hayato thought the design was likely easier for the active Benitsuru to move in.

"It looks great on you. I think it's a kimono that expresses your energy well, Benny-chan."

"R, really? Being told that to my face is a little embarrassing! You shall have a reward! Though I don't have one!"

Her previously complicated expression vanished, replaced now by a bashful one.

Perhaps to hide her embarrassment, Benitsuru started slapping Hayato's back repeatedly.

"Um, could you not hit my back? My HP is going down."

"Ah, sorry. Thanks, I'll definitely take care of it. And this sword too. I'll hold onto it firmly to keep myself in line!"

"That's right, Benny-chan, you're a person of importance, so you need to be able to make the right decisions more than anyone. Do your best."

"Yeah, I'll learn a lot from Simon. Oh, I want to thank Lunacchi and Rozacchi too, so I'll be right back!"

Benitsuru said this and energetically headed towards where Lunaria and the others were.

Then, Simon approached.

"Hayato, I am indebted to you for many things. The Ten Swords and the ninjas are imprisoned, and the Princess seems to have gained a sense of responsibility. All of this is thanks to you. Originally, it was only supposed to be about destroying the cursed blade, but you helped us, and I am truly grateful."

"Don't worry about it. We help each other in times of trouble, right?"

"Well, perhaps... That's right, I don't know if you'll use it, but I wanted to give you this. The manufacturing method for my famed sword, Meitou Kitsutsuki, and the Princess's sword, Meitou Houou."

"Eh? Are you sure?"

"Of course. In the first place, Hayato, you can make the Yatagarasu. Compared to that, I think these two are weaker swords, but I have nothing else to give you."

"As a production job, this makes me happy. I'll be able to make more things. But now I'm in a bind. I don't have anything to give you two in return."

"What I just gave you is our thanks, so if you were to return that favor, we would be the ones in a bind. Besides, I have received five swords from you, Hayato, and a kimono as well. I've grown so fond of them that I'll continue to use them. I still haven't repaid you enough."

"I see. If you like it, then that's the greatest reward for a creator."

"I was a little troubled, though."

"What do you mean?"

"I liked the kimono so much that I've been wearing it constantly. And I've become embarrassed to expose my skin. I didn't think anything of it before, but as a samurai, it's a bit of a problem."

In the first place, the reason he gave her the kimono was that it was a problem for Ruth's education. It was also the Maid Chief's strategy to prevent Gil from seeing Simon's abs.

"I'm sorry about that. It's because I asked you to keep wearing the kimono I gave you, isn't it?"

"You're so serious, Hayato. It was a joke, so don't apologize... Besides, the story about being embarrassed to expose my skin is only in front of a certain someone..."

Simon's voice trailed off towards the end. Hayato couldn't hear it and tilted his head.

"I understood it was a joke, but I couldn't hear the last part... what did you say?"

"It's better you didn't hear... More importantly, Hayato, I said it yesterday, but if anything happens to you, I'll come running. If you're in trouble, don't hesitate to contact me. Well, I'd be happy if you contacted me even if you're not in trouble."

"I'll count on you then. And you too, of course. Let me know if anything happens."

"Mm. I shall do so... Well then, I will go say my greetings to the others."

Saying so, Simon went around to each person, bowing his head and offering his thanks.

As this was happening, the scheduled ship entered the port.

It seemed there were no passengers on the ship, and the crew was only unloading the cargo they had brought. Once they finished loading the cargo from the Eastern Country, they would depart.

To avoid being late, Hayato and the others boarded the ship immediately. Everyone paid their fare, and once the captain had a satisfied look on his face, it was time for departure.

One of the crew members shouted, "We're setting sail!" Then, the ship began to move.

On the pier, Benitsuru was crying her eyes out.

"C-come back soon! I mean it!"

Benitsuru's voice was tearful, but she shouted loudly, waving her hand with such force it looked like it might come off.

And Simon, with a smile, said just one word in a loud voice, "Take care!"

Hayato and the others waved back at the two of them.

Among them, Lunaria was waving with teary eyes. It was probably because she had become quite good friends with Benitsuru. The other members were waving too, but not to that extent.

They kept watching until the port was out of sight, and once it disappeared, they were free to do as they pleased.

They were heading for the Royal Capital's port, but it would take two hours. Until then, they had no choice but to stay on this ship. Perhaps they weren't the type to sit around idly, as they each started doing various things, like fishing or petting Maris's pets.

As Hayato was wondering what to do, Esha, Ash, and Ren approached him.

Ren's eyes were like a hawk's, as if she were hunting prey.

"Hayato-san, what were you and Simon-san talking about? I felt a certain, suspicious atmosphere."

"Eh? He was just thanking me. And he taught me the manufacturing method for a sword. I was thinking of trying to make it later. I'm excited to see what its stats are."

Ren closed her eyes and furrowed her brow, then her eyes snapped open.

"Not guilty!"

"Of what?"

Ren's strange verdict was out, but if he was not guilty, that was fine, Hayato thought, and turned his mind to future plans.

The final exploration site was Skyscraper Babel.

Ash and Ren's father, Veru, was currently in the process of conquering it with his companions. Like the Necropolis, there was a transfer device called a portal, and if someone had been there once, anyone could start from that floor.

Veru and his team had already conquered up to the vicinity of the top, so all they had to do was take Mist and the others there. That would complete their collection of medicinal knowledge.

"What should I do when we get back? We have work at the cafe from the afternoon, but Veru-san and Mist-san don't need to log out, so should I introduce them?"

It was unclear whether they would start the Babel conquest immediately upon returning, but Hayato thought he should make arrangements so they could cooperate at any time.

"Dad said he greeted Mist before we left, so there's no need for a formal introduction. Also, I told him we're scheduled to return today, and he said he'd come to the base. You shouldn't have to do anything, Hayato."

"Oh, really? Then I don't need to do anything special?"

"I believe you need to make a chocolate parfait. As a product for the shop, of course. However, I would not be averse to receiving one for a snack."

"You don't have to be so roundabout, I'll make you one. Like you said, Esha, I need to restock the items we sell at the base, so I'll have to make a lot of things... Alright, I'll make a large batch of products to sell at the shop for the first time in a while. Chocolate parfaits and puddings... no, I need to make what everyone wants to eat. I have to make good use of this knife that's finally back with me."

At Hayato's words, Esha and Ren high-fived.

Seeing the two of them, Hayato thought that since he had the ingredients, he might as well make it for them right away, and began to cook on the ship.



		
			Chapter 287

			Back at the Base

			Hayato's party arrived at the port of the Royal Capital.

Hayato got off the ship, looked around, and stretched widely. Then he took a deep breath.

Although the time they had spent in the Eastern Country was shorter than the time they had spent on the floating island, Hayato felt a greater sense of nostalgia this time.

He was about to head to the base right away, but most of the members decided to part ways here.

The ones arguing were the Demon Lord Lunaria and Rosalie of the Black Rose.

"Lunaria-sama, we are returning to the Demon Country."

"I do not know what you are talking about. The second half of the Demon Lord's vacation starts now. If my vacation is only three nights and four days, I'll be looked down on by everyone. Next, we will go to the Imperial Capital."

"Please rest assured, we will punish anyone who would look down on you for such a thing. Besides, I hear you haven't done any of the paperwork you're supposed to do. We will go back and deal with it."

"It's fine. A little fairy will do it all eventually."

"We are those little fairies. Now then, Ney, and Hayato. We will be returning to the Demon Country. It was reasonably enjoyable."

"Mm! Take care. And let's go on an adventure tomorrow too!"

"...I will have work for a while, so it will be difficult to adventure together, but please do not hesitate to invite me again."

"Thank you, Rosalie-san, and everyone from the Demon Lord's Army. You were a huge help."

"That is thanks to this Demon Lord's special project. To praise me, you must persuade everyone... Mmph mmph."

Normally it would be an act of disrespect, but Lunaria's mouth was covered by a member of the Black Rose, rendering her unable to speak.

Gil of the Ten Dark Knights watched this with a laugh, then turned to Hayato.

"Well then, with that, we will be returning to the Demon Country. Oh, yes. Esha-dono, please give my regards to the Maid Chief. And tell her I am looking forward to her next letter."

"I will pass it on. I believe it will put her in a good mood. Which in turn will ensure my own peace."

Lunaria was gagged and tied with a rope, then taken away by the Demon Lord's Army. To an uninformed observer, it would look like a crime, but no one stopped them.

"Then we will also return to our base in Grandbell for now. We have a lot of things we got and bought in the Eastern Country, so we're going to divide them up among everyone."

"I see. Thanks, Ney. You were a big help."

"Don't mention it. We had fun too. If anything happens, call us again!"

Ney's Kokuryu clan also returned to their own base without stopping by Hayato's.

"Then I'll be off to the Tamer Guild, so if you need anything, please call me again!"

"Oh, really? Ah, could it be about Max?"

"Yes, I was able to tame a yokai, so I thought I'd register the information with the guild. Maybe the number of tamers going to the Eastern Country will increase. I'll have to go at least one more time myself!"

"Got it. Well then, see you later."

With Siegfried and Max on her shoulders, Maris mounted Lancelot, waved, and headed towards the guild.

"Well then, I shall return to the church for now. There should be no more problems, so. If anything comes up, please let me know."

Diite said this, gave a small wave of her right hand, and walked away.

It seemed curt, but it wasn't just Hayato's group here. There were also members who didn't know about reality, like Damian and Ruth. She probably decided to part ways for now, judging that she couldn't speak freely even if she wanted to.

"Then we too shall return to our mansion in the Demon Country for now. As for myself, I need to consult with Veru-san about various things, so I will head to your base once, Hayato-san."

"Understood. But please don't overdo it. You just got back today."

Mist was the type who might suddenly say, "Let's conquer Babel right away." It wasn't physically tiring, and he could understand the feeling of impatience, but he couldn't help but feel that Mist was pushing himself too hard.

"Hayato, rest assured. I will make sure he does not explore today, at the very least."

"It's a relief to hear you say that, Damian-san."

"Oh my, you don't trust me?"

"Considering everything up to now, I can't trust you!"

Ruth said this cheerfully.

Mist gave a slight, wry smile, then bowed to Hayato's group and transformed into a giant bat. Damian and Ruth followed suit, and the three of them leaped into the air and flew off.

Only four remained: Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ren.

"Well then, shall we return to the base as well? We need to prepare for the cafe soon, so we have to log out."

"You're right. We took a break the other day, so we have to work hard to make up for it."

Hayato and the others started walking towards their base.

When they arrived at the base, Rose was there to greet them.

"Welcome back, everyone."

"We're back, Rose-san. Did anything unusual happen?"

"No, nothing in particular. The shop's products are selling as scheduled, and Veru-sama's conquest of Skyscraper Babel is proceeding smoothly. Also, Noat-sama is, as usual, indulging in a lazy slumber in her room."

"That last part had a bit of a sting to it, didn't it?"

Rose simply smiled and did not answer. He didn't know if it was a tactic to avoid being quoted, but she probably had some feelings about Noat.

"By the way, how was the Eastern Country? I received some information from Esha, but I heard you were caught up in some trouble."

"Caught up, or rather, I kind of started the commotion. A lot happened, but I think it's resolved for now. And we accomplished our original goal, so there are no problems."

"Understood. I am glad to hear it went well. Now then, regarding the sales up to now and the losses caused by Noat-sama..."

"What did Noat-san do?"

Apparently, there had been some issues related to donuts, but it wasn't a major story, and they had received an additional fee for the losses, so there was no particular problem.

Also, the consumption of potions and other items used by Veru's group was not as much as expected, and there was plenty left, so no additions were necessary.

As for the products sold in the shop, consumables were selling well and would run out in two or three days. Rose explained that this needed to be dealt with promptly.

There was still time before he had to log out, so he considered making some consumables.

"Alright then, I'll make some products for the shop..."

"Hayato-sama, there is no need to make them immediately. You have only just returned, so please take it easy."

"That's right. You might have been able to relax yesterday, but being on a trip and being at the base are different. Besides, you were doing a lot on the ship, weren't you? For today, just rest without doing anything else."

Everyone nodded at Ash's words.

(Even if they say rest, I can't take a break from the cafe... For now, I'll just rest here without doing anything.)

"Alright. Then, for today, I won't do anything special. Oh, right, Rose-san."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Veru-san and Mist-san are scheduled to come later, so could you handle them?"

"Understood. I will handle it here, so please, everyone, relax in your rooms."

Saying so, Rose placed her hands together near her stomach and bowed. Then she returned to her original posture and looked at Esha.

"I would like you to work, though, Esha."

"You are strict with your colleagues. I have been quite useful, so I will be taking a break. I leave the rest to you."

"You're not usually useful, so you should be making up for it in situations like this, but you're still in the negative, you know? It's a wonder you're still employed."

"I should be grateful to Master. Or perhaps grateful for my charm."

"The point isn't to be grateful, it's to try harder, you know? And besides, Hayato-sama has a look on his face that says 'I object,' you know?"

After that exchange between Esha and Rose, Hayato and the others logged out in their own rooms.



		
			Chapter 288

			The Panacea's Knowledge and New Information

			The conquest of Skyscraper Babel had begun.

However, Veru's team had already conquered a considerable number of floors, leaving only a few remaining. The higher they went, the slower Agres and Suien's movements became, but that was just part of the charm.

From what Hayato heard, the plan was to conquer it with a party of thirteen, adding Ash, Ren, and Mist's group to the existing party. This formed a team of ten Genesis Dragons and three from the Undead elite.

It was a somewhat small number, but there was a reason for this, and the information had been provided by Diite.

On the top floor of Skyscraper Babel, there was a humanoid monster called "False God Babel," and its combat power increased according to the number of people who set foot on the top floor.

Going with too many people would actually be less efficient, so it was better not to exceed ten. However, Mist's presence was mandatory, and Ren could apply powerful debuffs in single-boss battles.

Normally, Esha, who could deal high-power attacks, would have been a good addition, but she could not participate due to real-world circumstances.

The Babel conquest would take place not only in the morning but also in the afternoon. It was possible for Esha to join just for the boss fight, but waiting for Esha until the next morning was not an option, and it seemed they were determined to defeat it even without her.

Due to these circumstances, they decided to go with thirteen members.

That was the content of the discussion between Veru and Mist at the base yesterday, and today was the first day of exploration with those members.

Hayato had logged in to see Ash and Ren off. Ash and his group were scheduled to meet up with Veru's and Mist's groups on-site, so they were about to head out.

"Alright then, Ash, Ren-chan, I'm counting on you. Also, here are some potions and other medicines, and some food. Please give them to Veru-san's and Mist-san's groups."

"...So much again. Unlike during the Clan War, we have Landa as a healer, so we don't need this much."

The amount of potions Hayato handed to Ash's group was reminiscent of the Clan War days when Diite wasn't there as a healer.

"The more you have, the more advantageous it is, so use them freely. Veru-san and his group seem to be holding back and not using them at all, and there's no point in saving them."

"We could sell them for money, though."

Ren said this while accepting the items. It probably wasn't his imagination that she was only taking the dessert-type dishes, but Hayato didn't say anything.

"Well then, we can't help with the cafe, but do your best, you two."

"Right! That's what's important! Just the two of you! Key point!"

"What is Ren-chan talking about? We'll have fewer customers without you two, but it can't be helped. We'll be fine here, so I'm counting on you over there."

"Leave it to me."

"Please leave it to us! It's been a while since all of Dragon Soul has been together. We'll show you how strong we are!"

"Now that you mention it, that's right. Mm. I'm expecting great things, so do your best."

Ren nodded with a smile, then left the base with Ash.

(She must be happy to be able to play the game with her friends. I hope she can have even a little fun.)

The goal was to obtain the knowledge for the medicine. But there was no denying that it was also a virtual reality game. Hayato saw the two of them off, hoping they would have fun.

After that, Hayato was listening to Rose's report on their stock and trying to decide what to prioritize making.

"As expected, the cheaper items are selling well lately. The more expensive ones aren't selling as much. For food items, taste is a factor, so low-quality items aren't bought, but since this shop's items are at least three stars, sales are strong compared to others."

"Are you possibly checking out other shops besides our own?"

"Of course. I receive information from the other maids, but I also take a look at other shops during my break time."

He thought about how different maids could be, but Hayato decided that was just a matter of personality. In Esha's case, she had maxed out her combat power, and everything else was either useless or she just wouldn't do it.

This was only in the virtual reality. In the real world, she could clean, do laundry, and cook to some extent, but other than making chocolate parfaits, she didn't do so proactively, so she probably didn't have much motivation to do anything she wasn't interested in.

"Hayato-sama? Is something wrong?"

"Ah, sorry, I was just thinking. Well then, I'll focus on making high-quality but low-performance weapons, armor, medicines, and food. Items with low base stats can be made with cheap materials, so they can be sold for less."

"Yes. I believe that would be best."

Hayato nodded, then returned to his room and began making items to sell at the shop.

That night, Hayato and Esha logged in after finishing their afternoon work.

They hadn't heard from Ash and his group in the real world, so they logged in to check on the situation.

When they headed to the base's dining hall, Ash, Ren, and Mist were there.

However, the air was heavy, and the atmosphere was such that he hesitated to speak. The source of it was likely Mist. He hadn't noticed Hayato at all, sitting with his legs crossed on a chair, arms folded, staring at a wall in deep thought.

"Um, is everything okay?"

Mist's atmosphere didn't change, but Ash and Ren looked relieved.

"Well, I don't know the details, but Mist is a little... He asked us to wait until you arrived, Hayato, so we've just been waiting."

"Um? Mist-san, was there a problem?"

Mist slowly turned his head to look at Hayato. Then he smiled awkwardly.

"Yes, a number of things happened. Oh, yes, all the knowledge has been gathered. The Panacea can now be created, so I will teach you how to make it."

"Eh, already? Have you finished conquering Skyscraper Babel?"

"Yes. Thanks to Veru-san, Ash-san, and the others, we were able to conquer the top floor today. And this is the method for creating the Panacea."

Hayato checked the information.

With this, he could now create the Panacea with his Alchemy Skill. The items required were not particularly hard to obtain, and the creation probability for the highest quality five-star version was 5%. With Hayato's Crystal Dragon Pendant, that would become 10%.

"I can make this without any problems. The probability for a five-star isn't bad either, so let's prepare a five-star version for everyone. It's difficult today, but I'll gather the materials and make it tomorrow."

"I am sorry for all the trouble. Thank you. That aside, Hayato-san."

"Y, yes. What is it?"

Mist's atmosphere changed again. It was the same heavy air he had created when they first came to the dining hall.

"I would like to speak with Diite-san. Is it possible for you to call her?"

"I think it's fine, but would you prefer it to be right now?"

"Yes, if possible. In fact, that is why I was waiting for you, Hayato-san."

"...Um, Mist-san. Before that, could you please tell me the reason? You're too different from this morning, Mist-san. I'd like to know what happened and why you're calling Diite-chan."

Mist looked at Hayato without answering, then let out a sigh and smiled.

"Did I create a strange atmosphere? I apologize for that. The truth is, there is something I wish to confirm with Diite-san. Today, I obtained the last piece of medicinal knowledge, but I also obtained knowledge, or rather, information, other than that."

"Information?"

"Yes. It is..."

"Hey, Mist, is it okay for us to be here? If it's an important conversation, we can leave."

Ash interrupted before Mist could say anything.

"That's right, everyone here knows about reality, so there is no problem. However, it is not a particularly interesting story."

"Then let us hear it. We're members of the same clan. I want to know what's troubling you, Mist."

"I, I also want to help if you're worried about something, so I'll listen!"

"I will do my best not to interrupt. However, I would like some of Master's coffee."

"You're right. I'll get some coffee ready. Is melon juice okay for you, Ren-chan?"

"Yes, please!"

Esha not asking for a chocolate parfait or her own melon juice was probably her reading the room. What could be so serious that even Esha would read the room, Hayato wondered, feeling a little uneasy.

Hayato prepared everything and placed the coffee and melon juice on the dining hall table.

Then, after everyone had taken a sip, they were ready to listen.

"Well then, I will tell you, but frankly, it is not a big deal. It is just that it has been bothering me. That is what I wanted to confirm with Diite-san."

"What is it that's bothering you?"

"The reason I decided to enter this virtual reality was to save everyone's lives. At the time, it was thought to be an incurable disease, so if it couldn't be cured, the decision was to sleep in cold sleep until a cure was found."

Hayato nodded. He had heard that story from Diite before. He had also shared some information with Ash and his group, so there was no surprise there.

"I made that decision because I saw this virtual reality and the cold sleep technology that was generations ahead, but before that, I received a recruitment email for the virtual reality. I believe Ash-san and the others had something similar happen, but what do you think?"

Ash and his group nodded.

"I got one too. I think it was an invitation to join with Ren and Dad."

"I received one as well. It was extremely suspicious, but I was interested in virtual reality, so I went."

"The wording was probably different for each of us, but in my case, it mentioned my patients and my own illness, which is part of what got me interested. But thinking about it now, I feel like it was all orchestrated to be that way."

"Um...?"

Feeling that things were taking a dark turn, Hayato looked at Mist.

Mist let out one long sigh, then opened his mouth.

"The information I obtained today at Skyscraper Babel. It was that Damian had proposed putting me and Ruth and the others into cold sleep before I had even received the email. I want to confirm with Diite-san if that is true, and if it is, what it meant."

Mist said this with a slightly pained expression.



		
			Chapter 289

			Friendship

			Hayato contacted Diite via voice chat and asked her to come to their base.

He told her Mist was there, but he didn't explain the circumstances. Perhaps sensing something from Hayato's serious tone, Diite simply replied that she would head over right away without saying anything else.

Esha, Ash, and Ren logged out. They decided there might be difficult things to say or topics that were best kept private.

Rose and Noat were also at the base, but Rose always went to bed early, so that wasn't a problem. Noat likely wouldn't come down unless something extraordinary happened.

So, for now, only Hayato and Mist were in the dining hall.

Hayato was an outsider when it came to Mist and Damian's relationship, but he had stayed at Mist's request.

Mist had said that Diite wouldn't lie in front of Hayato. Hayato had things he wanted to say, but he accepted and waited with Mist for Diite's arrival.

It would be a while before Diite arrived. Hayato decided to talk with Mist until then. She had looked distressed for some time now.

"Mist-san."

"Yes."

"Even if Damian-san was the one who proposed bringing you and Ruth and the others into this virtual reality, what is it that frightens you so much?"

"...Do I look frightened?"

"It's just a feeling."

"You would make a fine doctor, Hayato-san. You're right. I am frightened."

"May I ask why?"

"You could say Damian is my one and only best friend. The first time we met, we were just colleagues at the hospital, but we grew close as we talked about various things through our work. We stayed up all night discussing medicine many times."

Hayato nodded as if in agreement, without saying a word.

"But just because we're friends doesn't mean we know everything about each other. We have secrets. However, I can't understand the reason for hiding this. Why did he bring me to this virtual reality while hiding his reasons? That's what I don't understand."

Mist said this and took a sip of the freshly prepared coffee.

"I suppose I'm scared. Scared of knowing the truth."

"Of knowing the truth?"

"I don't know what Damian was thinking when he did this. But if it was for a malicious reason... I was able to work so hard at so many things in the real world thanks to Damian. I'm not joking when I say I might have died without him. But if all those things weren't from his heart, if they were part of some malicious plan... The thought terrifies me."

Losing faith in something you absolutely believed in is painful for anyone. If it turned out to be born of malice, the shock would be immeasurable.

"Once the medicine is created and everyone's illness is cured, I plan to have them regain their memories. But now, I'm hesitating."

"...Do you mean you might not let Damian-san regain his memories because you're afraid of knowing the truth?"

"That is correct. It's unclear how much of his real-world memories Damian has lost, but he probably has no memory of bringing me to this virtual reality. I don't want him to remember the reason why. That's how I feel."

Those who live as NPCs in this world have had their real-world memories erased for one reason or another.

The reason Damian brought Mist and the others here, as if deceiving them, was unknown, but he currently had no memory of it. What would happen to Damian when he regained that memory? Hayato figured that was what Mist was afraid of.

However, Hayato also felt she might be thinking a little too negatively.

Even without his memories, Damian seemed to genuinely worry about Mist. Hayato knew well that Damian had supported Mist in many ways, both when she went missing in the Necropolis and when they were gathering knowledge for the medicine.

It didn't seem like his fundamental nature would change even if his real-world memories were gone.

Of course, there was the possibility that he had hated Mist, and losing his memories made him normal. But it made no sense to bring her into a virtual reality for such a reason, nor did it explain why he involved Ruth and the others.

"Um, Mist-san, can you think of any reason why Damian-san would dislike you? Something messy, like the person Damian-san liked fell for you instead?"

"Eh? No, I don't think so. I was always cooped up in my lab, so my colleagues, other than Damian, treated me like an eccentric."

"I have my doubts about that... Well then, what if Damian-san was jealous of your medical skills? That sort of thing happens a lot in movies."

"Damian is a more brilliant doctor than I am. Though I pride myself on being superior in certain techniques. Even so, I don't think there's any reason for him to be jealous."

"Then aren't you just overthinking it?"

"Overthinking it?"

"Yes. I've watched you and Damian-san interact a lot, and it felt like he was looking after a troublesome friend. He'd warn you about reading too much and made sure you didn't overwork yourself, right? I don't think you do that for someone you dislike or resent."

When she returned from the Eastern Country, he had told her to rest instead of immediately going exploring. To Hayato, it always seemed like Damian was concerned about Mist's health.

Then, Hayato suddenly realized something.

"Does Damian-san know about your illness?"

"No, he doesn't. I haven't told him."

"May I ask why?"

"The reason is that I don't want to make him worry."

"Maybe he already knows, don't you think? He probably doesn't remember now, but what if he knew you were ill in the real world, and that's why he tried to have you sleep in virtual reality, in cryosleep?"

Mist looked stunned for a moment, then crossed her arms and began to think.

She hadn't told him about her illness, but there was a possibility he knew. She was likely contemplating that.

"Hayato-kun, that's quite an impressive deduction."

The door leading outside suddenly opened, and Diite walked in.

"Diite-chan."

"I know I shouldn't have, but I listened in on a bit of your conversation. Mist-kun, what Hayato-kun said is correct. Damian-kun knew about your illness."

"Diite-san, do you know the reason why? As in, when and where did he find out?"

"As far as I know, Damian-kun has examined your body before. Apparently, it was when you collapsed in your lab. That's when Damian-kun found out you were ill."

"That time..."

Mist had once lost track of time while researching in her lab and collapsed. It was Damian who had found and cared for her.

"Then the contents of that email were..."

"Information from Damian-kun. At first, only Damian-kun was qualified to enter this virtual reality. But Damian-kun said he wouldn't enter this world unless you and Ruth-kun and the others were with him. So he schemed in various ways to get you to enter the virtual reality."

"Diite-chan..."

"I've said it before, but I'm truly sorry. I was a mess back then, so I agreed without thinking too deeply about it. And I had a promise with Damian-kun not to tell you about this, Mist-kun, but it seems Infinity has told you a part of it. What on earth is it trying to do... Well, that's fine. What matters now is you, Mist-kun."

Diite looked at Mist with a gentle expression.

"Damian-kun was always worried about you. He praised you as a doctor far more brilliant than himself. He even said that losing such a doctor would be a failing of the world itself. That's why he asked me to prolong your life with cryosleep until a treatment could be found. He also said that as long as you yourself didn't mention your illness, he couldn't bring it up from his side. He must have respected your feelings of not wanting to make him worry."

"He said such things..."

"I'm sorry for making you anxious. But Damian-kun is probably just embarrassed to say such things to your face, Mist-kun. You're both adults, after all."

"Indeed."

Mist said, a smile appearing on her face.

"As for whether to restore Damian-kun's and the others' memories, you can decide, Mist-kun. If you'd rather, it's also possible to erase your memories and live here. Take your time and think it over."

"...I don't want to erase this memory. And I don't want Damian to forget either. Ruth too, you know, when he was hospitalized, he told me he wanted to become a doctor like me and Damian. In that case, I should have them regain their memories to fulfill that wish. However, if they regain their memories and reject it, may I ask you to make them lose their memories again?"

"Of course, I don't mind. But all of that comes after your illness is cured with the medicine."

"Leave that to me. I know how to make it now, so I'll prepare the highest quality medicine."

When Hayato said that, Mist nodded happily.

"I'll be counting on you. Um, I have one more request, if you don't mind?"

"What is it?"

"May I have some wine? I'm feeling this way, and I'd like to get a little drunk."

"If that's the case, then by all means."

Just as Hayato was about to start preparations, Noat came tottering down from the second floor.

She was often in the dining hall until quite late, so she must have wondered what was going on. Either that, or she was hungry.

"What's everyone doing?"

"Well, we were about to have a little celebration, or rather, we were planning on drinking some wine."

"I see."

"...You're sitting down, does that mean you're joining us, Noat-san?"

"Bring me all the donuts you have. Rose-chan hasn't been bringing me any lately."

"I won't ask what you did, but you should probably apologize properly."

"I'll think about it."

"Noat-san, I know it's late, but may I request a song?"

Mist asked with a smile.

Noat looked a little surprised, but after pretending to think for a moment, she nodded.

"It's a shame the audience is so small, but you've always taken care of me, Mist-san, so I don't mind. What kind of song would you like to hear?"

"Could you sing me a song of friendship?"

"Friendship...?"

"Yes. Right now, I'm filled with a feeling of gratitude towards my friend. I'd like to drink wine while listening to a song like that."

"...Okay. Then I'll sing something like that. But in return, I demand donuts."

Hayato nodded at those words.

"I'll prepare those, so I'm counting on you for the best song."

"My songs are always the best. I'll drill that into your head."

Noat stood up from her chair and began to prepare to sing. In the meantime, Hayato made various preparations.

Once everything was ready, Hayato, Mist, and Diite sat down in their chairs, ready to listen to Noat's song.

After a short while, Noat began to sing. Hayato and the others enjoyed their wine while listening to her song.
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			Best Friend

			Two weeks had passed since then.

Following the manufacturing method for Panacea that Mist had devised, Hayato and the others gathered the materials and prepared enough highest quality Panacea for everyone. It had already been administered to all of them, about a week ago.

Mist had chosen to restore everyone's memories. By now, everyone on the spaceship Aphrodite would have awoken and regained them.

As Hayato prepared his coffee shop, he worried a little about what would happen next.

Would they regain their memories and live in the real world, or would they erase their memories again and live in virtual reality?

While Mist and Damian were one thing, Hayato couldn't help but think about how former patients like Ruth would live in the real world from now on.

"Hayato, what's wrong? Your hands have stopped. Please hurry up and get the lunch prep done. I've finished cleaning over here."

"Esha, when you decided to live in the real world, were you anxious at all?"

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"I was just wondering what Ruth-kun and the others would do once they get their memories back. Mist-san and Damian-san have their skills as doctors. Veru-san and the others had their talents as actors. But I don't know the former patients in detail, and I wondered if they had anything. That's what I was thinking, so I thought I'd ask you."

"So that's what this is about. I wasn't particularly anxious. If anything, I was filled with the desire to surprise you, Hayato."

"...I'm glad to have been of service. But come to think of it, you were a programmer, Esha. With skills to make a living, you wouldn't be that anxious, I suppose."

"...That's not all there is to it, you know."

"Did you say something?"

"No, nothing. In any case, the story of Mist-san and Damian-san was quite nice. The result of both of them acting with consideration for the other. A friendship between men is a fine thing."

"Why is it that when you say it, Esha, it sounds so improper?"

"Perhaps your mind is corrupted, Hayato?"

"I'd like to say the same to you, Esha."

As Hayato said this, he thought about how there were many kinds of friendship.

There was undoubtedly a friendship between Ney and Rosalie.

It seemed like Ney unilaterally adored Rosalie, but Rosalie surely didn't think poorly of Ney either.

Rosalie had been worried about Ney when she hadn't logged in for a while. And while she always complained, she always went along with Ney's forceful invitations.

Her reluctant act was for tsundere reasons. In contrast to Ney's open display of emotion, Rosalie had a part of her that hid her feelings. Hayato believed this stemmed from shyness.

To Hayato, they seemed like close friends, but while Ney might agree, he felt Rosalie would probably slash him with her scythe if he said it, so he kept it to himself.

He had also heard that the Demon Lord Lunaria and the Princess of the Eastern Country, Benitsuru, had recently become good friends.

They were apparently corresponding by letter, and Simon had contacted Hayato to say that Benitsuru had recently started practicing her signature. Conversely, Rosalie had contacted him, sounding slightly resentful, saying that Lunaria had started using strange words.

"The two are both strong, get carried away easily, and are willful, so they have those things in common, but otherwise they are almost complete opposites. Their personalities are polar opposites. One is shy, the other is naive and innocent. They seem like they would be incompatible, but for some reason, they are getting along well as friends. It is strange."

Though Simon called it strange, he had sounded happy when he contacted Hayato.

Perhaps because of that, Benitsuru seemed to have developed a greater sense of her role as a princess, reportedly working hard at various things, declaring, "I won't lose to Luna-cchi!"

Simon, who had reported this, had turned her back on the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, who should have been her comrades, if not friends.

However, she had likely tried to believe in them until the very end. Hayato thought that might have been because of Benitsuru.

She hadn't had high expectations for her comrades, but as Benitsuru was the princess of the country, she couldn't just run away with her. Nor could she leave Benitsuru behind and leave the country.

Right after Benitsuru's blunder, she had gone so far as to say she would leave the country if it happened again, but it was doubtful she could have actually done it. Simon would probably never be able to abandon Benitsuru, no matter what happened.

Whether that was her duty as an elder, or because she thought of Benitsuru as a younger sister, Hayato didn't know, but he thought that too was a form of friendship.

And the man who was the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had betrayed his comrades. Or rather, he had probably never thought of them as comrades in the first place. It was possible he saw them as nothing more than convenient pawns. There was no friendship there, let alone respect for others.

Friendship and camaraderie came in many forms, he thought, and for a moment, the relationship between the Maid Chief and Gil came to mind, but he decided to drop it and cut off his thoughts to focus on preparing the lunch menu.

Immediately after, the coffee shop's doorbell rang.

Hayato reflexively said, "I'm sorry, we're not open yet..." but stopped when he was surprised by the customer who had entered.

It was Mist, Damian, and Ruth. Naturally, they weren't in their virtual reality clothes, but fashionable, modern attire.

"Hello, Hayato-san, Esha-san."

"Mist-san, and Damian-san and Ruth-kun too."

"I'm sorry. We wanted to surprise you, so we came without telling you."

"Many of our customers are like that, so please don't worry about it. Please, have a seat at that table. I'll bring some water... I mean, coffee right now."

"Ruth-kun would like a chocolate parfait, right? Please say yes."

For some reason, Esha was pressing Ruth.

"Ah, um...?"

As Ruth stood there bewildered, Ash and Ren arrived.

"Hayato, sorry I'm late... Isn't that Mist?"

"Ash-san, and Ren-san too. It's been a while."

While everyone was exchanging greetings, Esha nodded.

"Now that Ren-san is here, that's three chocolate parfaits. Order's in."

"I'm pretty sure that's one too many, but fine. Make them something delicious. Sorry, Ruth-kun, but could you go along with this?"

"Yes, I'd love one. In the virtual world, I saw Esha-san and Ren-san eating them with such lovely smiles, so I've always wanted to try one myself."

"Oh my, Ruth-kun. Such lovely smiles... Big sister Ren will treat you to as many as you want, so eat up!"

"One is enough, but I'm very happy for the thought."

(Ren-chan is acting like a big sister, and Ruth-kun is responding like an adult. I can't tell who's older.)

Hayato thought this as he left the parfaits to Esha and began preparing the coffee.

Once everything was ready, Hayato approached the table where Mist and the others were sitting.

"Here you are. The flavor shouldn't be bad. Probably. I'm sure of it."

"Being told that makes me a little nervous, but actually, I've been looking forward to this."

Mist and Damian drank the coffee placed before them.

Hayato watched them intently.

"S-so, how is it?"

"Well, I'd say it's neither good nor bad."

"I have the same impression. I'd drink it if it were free, but I don't think I'd pay money for it."

Mist and Damian each gave their opinions. Normally, this would be a harsh critique. But for Hayato, it was a compliment.

"Really?!"

"The fact that you're happy means..."

"The coffee before was even worse. Mist and Damian should thank my tongue and stomach."

When it came to Hayato's coffee, Ash had probably suffered the most. There was no doubt about that.

"I see. So Ash-san drank coffee worse than this... Hayato-san, you should be grateful for Ash-san's sacrifice."

"Eh? Sacrifice, is it that bad...?"

"I'm just kidding. Anyway, we actually came to report that various things have been decided."

Mist explained what had happened up until now, and what would happen from now on.

After confirming that Ruth and the others' illnesses were cured, everyone who had been in the undying sleep, that is, cryosleep, awoke.

They then took measures to restore everyone's memories.

There was joy that their bodies, once thought to have an incurable disease, had been treated, but with a century already having passed, the conversation turned to what to do next.

It was something they had known from before they went to sleep, but they hadn't thoroughly thought about what would happen after they woke up. The idea of treatment had taken precedence, so they hadn't considered what would happen when they were actually cured.

However, that was quickly resolved.

Diite had asked Ney to arrange for them to work at a medical institution.

That institution was Colony "Hospital." Since it was a colony managed by the Sagittarius Foundation, Ney had used her foundation connections to make the request.

Mist and Damian would work there as doctors. Ruth and the others would study medicine and attend the medical school in the Hospital.

All of them had decided to aim to become doctors.

"Hayato-san, have you heard about Ney-san building a new colony?"

"That's sudden. I haven't heard it directly, but the news that Ney's foundation is building a new colony is a hot topic, so I know about it. The last time a colony was built was about ten years ago, so it's causing quite a stir. But what about it?"

It couldn't actually be built in ten years, so the plan must have been in place for a while, but the topic had only recently come up.

It had also recently been revealed that the same foundation provided the game "Another Frontier Online," so it was receiving a lot of attention. There were even rumors that a new virtual reality-like attraction would be built there.

"Actually, Ney-san invited me to be on the medical staff of that colony. She arranged for us to be at the Hospital as a preliminary step."

"You'll be the initial staff for the new colony? That's amazing."

Being able to move to a new colony was proof of excellence. Normally, unless one had a very high rank, one couldn't change the colony they lived in. This meant it had to be an instruction or recruitment from a much higher rank.

This time, since it was a colony being built by Ney's foundation, there was no doubt the foundation would choose the staff, but to be invited directly by a blood relative of the foundation was quite something.

When Ney acted as a member of the foundation, she became surprisingly severe, a far cry from her usual self. She wouldn't hire Mist out of a sense of obligation. In other words, Mist had met Ney's standards.

"Yes, I'm very grateful. Of course, it's not just me, but Damian and everyone else too."

"They say a hospital with Mist as the head of medical technology will be built in that colony. It's a gracious offer."

"I told them to make Damian the head, though."

"I said I wouldn't work unless Mist was the head."

As the two of them said this with a laugh, Hayato thought that a lot must have happened in these two weeks. He didn't know the details, but they must have come to an understanding after regaining their memories and talking.

Hayato felt a warmth in his heart seeing this, but Esha's slightly unpleasant gaze at the two of them was beginning to ruin the moment.

Afterward, Mist and the others said they wanted to have lunch as well and stayed at the shop. While Hayato was busy with prep, Ash, Ren, and Esha seemed to be talking with them about various things.

Then Mist came over. She sat at the counter in front of Hayato.

"Mist-san, what's wrong?"

"No, I just thought I'd thank you again."

"You've already said it many times. Besides, Diite-chan and Ney were the ones who did everything."

"You were the one who mediated between the two of them and me, Hayato-san. And I want to thank you for something else as well."

"And what's that?"

"Do you remember the first time we met?"

When Hayato first met Mist. It was probably when something like ash was scattered at the entrance of the base. Mist emerged from it, grabbed his leg, and he fell.

When Hayato said this, Mist laughed.

"That's true. But please forget about that. Afterward, you invited me to the Clan War, Hayato-san. I want to thank you for that."

"I thought you were strong and would be essential to winning the Clan War. So we both benefited."

"Yes, but what I truly want to thank you for is making me a new coffin."

"Um?"

"I believe I told you once before that I used to make coffins, do you remember?"

"Yes. But you said you gave up because leveling up the Woodworking Skill was too hard."

"That's right. But now that my memories have returned, I think to myself. Was I unconsciously making a coffin, wishing for death?"

"Why would you think that..."

"I heard from Diite-san that even if memories are erased, they can't be completely eliminated. The fact that Damian was concerned about my body was because he knew of my illness in the real world, and that manifested as an unconscious action."

"...So, you mean you were making a coffin because you wanted to die in the real world?"

"It's not so much that I wanted to die, but I probably thought I wouldn't be saved, even in cryosleep. So I wanted to make a coffin and sleep peacefully within it. I think that's what I was feeling. But you made a coffin for me instead. I no longer needed to make one myself, and that might have unconsciously taken the form of not giving up on life."

Even if real-world memories are erased, one might act unconsciously. If that unconscious action is stopped, it could be reflected in reality.

Hayato understood what she was trying to say, but he thought the idea was too much of a leap.

"Isn't that a little too convenient? If you're going to say that, then it's not that leveling up the Woodworking Skill became too hard, but that you unconsciously stopped making the coffin. At the very least, you stopped giving up. It's more reasonable to think that way."

Mist looked stunned for a moment, then smiled faintly and looked at Hayato.

"I see. Is that a cooler way to think about it?"

"I don't know about that. Let's just cast aside such deep thoughts and think of enjoyable things. That's right, I'll be stocking some wine next time, so please come for a drink. It's quite expensive, though."

"That sounds wonderful. I'll take you up on that. By the way, I'm the type who thinks alcohol needs BGM. Do you not play music in this shop?"

"Eh? Music?"

"Yes. Old coffee shops used to play BGM that suited the shop's atmosphere at a volume where you could barely hear it. I thought it was just because you weren't open yet, but I don't see any equipment for it."

"That's true, some places do that. I don't know if it will increase customers, but I'd like to give it a try."

"I think Noat-san's songs would be good. If those were playing, I'd come every day."

"You're still pushing for Noat-san, I see. But I wonder if there's a song that would suit the atmosphere of this shop...?"

As Hayato said this, he began to recall various songs by Noat.
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			Interlude: Necropolis Conquest (Part 1)

			Esha had come to the lowest level to conquer the Necropolis.

Normally, there was a transfer device called a portal, and she could have reached the lowest level in an instant. However, from that spot to the boss's location, an artificial, bluish-black wall stretched on endlessly, and they had to walk all the way there.

Considering the situation, Esha guessed that the boss waiting in the depths was likely a Duke-class Demon. Thinking she had quite a connection with that demon, Esha looked around.

The party members nearby were just a thrown-together group to fill the numbers, and she couldn't expect any coordination. However, there were times when it was better to rely on individual strength rather than trying to force teamwork.

The members present were all NPCs who possessed considerable strength even in this virtual reality. Any unnecessary actions would only reduce their combat power.

To begin with, it was difficult to match the Hero, Ivan. His basic specs were on a different level from those around him.

In her former clan, "Blackjack," the strategy had been for Ivan and Cecil to charge in without a thought, while Relic provided support. Thanks to Relic, the other members had managed to coordinate with Ivan and the others somehow.

Without Relic here, it was better to fight as if Ivan wasn't there, rather than trying to force coordination. There was a chance he'd get caught in her Destroy, but that was in the past. Esha thought it was debatable whether she could even hit the current Ivan.

Esha looked around further.

Besides Ivan, other eccentric NPCs had gathered. However, Esha felt a slight sense of unease.

The reason it felt difficult was that Esha was the only one who knew the reality of their situation.

This party was a ten-person party consisting of Damian, Ruth, Ivan, Gil, Simon, Maris, Lancelot, the Maid Chief, Noat, and Esha herself.

Everyone except Esha was living in this world with their real-world memories lost.

It wasn't a particular problem, but she couldn't help but feel a sense of awkwardness, perhaps due to guilt. Esha was filled with feelings she herself couldn't quite understand.

She had a vague guess. Previously, Esha had been just like everyone here, living in this world thinking it was reality. By some twist of fate, she had remembered the real world and was now in a position to go back and forth between reality and this virtual reality.

Of course, regaining her memories had been an accident, but for some reason, Esha felt as if she had betrayed everyone.

Though their reasons differed, everyone had decided to forget reality together and live in this virtual reality. It wasn't just her. Ash and the others were the same, but had the conclusion to live in the real world been a betrayal to everyone else?

That was what Esha had come to think.

"Esha-chan, what's wrong? Are you hungry? I could give you a donut, though it would break my heart. But you have to return it threefold later."

"I thought to myself that such a heart should be torn to shreds, but I'll refrain from saying it."

"You said it loud and clear, but I'll ignore it. Because you're Esha-chan, after all."

After a brief silence, Noat handed a donut to Esha, who accepted it and took a bite.

"You love donuts as much as ever, Noat. How many have you made Master make for you?"

"I don't remember things from that long ago. But donuts are great. Everything is packed into that hole in the middle."

"I'm not good at being the straight man, but isn't it a hole because there's nothing there?"

"That's why you eat it while thinking about what should go in there. That's the supreme way."

"You're the first person I've ever seen eat a donut like that. By the way, what do you think should go in there?"

"Probably the universe."

"If you keep giving such out-of-left-field answers, everyone's going to ignore you."

Noat's singing was good enough to earn her the title of Prima Donna, but when she wasn't singing, she gave a strong impression of being almost always asleep. However, the opinion of those who had spent a long time with Noat was different. Esha was one of them.

She was usually lazy, but when Noat got serious, she was incredible, living up to the urban legend of being able to do anything if she tried.

It was extremely rare for Noat to go exploring in a dungeon this time. Even when she was part of Blackjack, Noat had only offered to go a few times herself.

The reason she was going was because she had learned that Mist, to whom she was indebted, was in trouble. Esha had been surprised by that reason as well.

Noat had said she hadn't fought in a while and wanted to fight Hayato to get her senses back. Hayato, who wasn't a combatant to begin with, couldn't land a single hit, but Esha had also fought alongside Rose.

However, the result was that none of the three could land a blow.

Noat's raw combat skills were high, but her Skill Composition was also unusual. It was a build where she raised various skills just enough to learn useful techniques.

Her Hand-to-Hand Combat skill was only raised high enough to learn Blade Catch, and her Curse skill was only high enough to use curse magic. Her music, dance, and related knowledge skills were at 100, but the rest could be described as all over the place.

Was that build strong? Not really, but on the premise of having allies, it could be called incredibly strong. While she would definitely lose in a one-on-one fight, she could display considerable strength when cooperating with allies.

As proof, Noat had defeated Simon together with Gil and Rose. One-on-one, she would have surely lost.

"Esha-chan, you've been staring at me for a while now. What's wrong? Just so you know, I'm not giving you any more donuts."

"I'll just have Master make me some later, so I don't need any. I was just thinking that you're a strange one, Noat."

"I don't want to hear that from you, Esha-chan. I'll have Hayato-san make me some donuts too."

"You two get along so well."

Maris suddenly interjected.

Maris was riding Lancelot, following at the very rear. There were no enemies for now, but to guard against an attack from behind, Maris and Lancelot were in the last position.

Esha put a little distance between herself and Lancelot as she responded to Maris's words. It was a heart-wrenching decision, but it would be a problem if Lancelot attacked her here. Diite wasn't here, so resurrection was impossible.

"We were in the same clan before... I answered, but did we seem like we get along?"

"Yes, well. I mean, you don't hold back with each other, so I thought you wouldn't be like that if you didn't get along. But you're both the funny ones, so I thought I'd like Hayato-san to be the straight man!"

"Exactly. I only want Esha-chan to be the funny one when Hayato-san is around. It's tiring."

"How dare you say such a thing. Let me just say that those are my lines."

"See, you really do get along."

Esha was somewhat unconvinced by Maris's words, but on second thought, she began to wonder if Ren was the only one she got along with.

Their circumstances were completely different, but she felt a sense of camaraderie from having regained her memories in the same way. They had gotten along since she joined Hayato's clan, "Daedalus," so maybe it was okay to call her a friend.

As Esha thought this, she felt a strange sensation, like she was a little embarrassed or her body was itching.

"Esha-chan, I'm telling you this because we're friends, but your movements are a little creepy."

"...It seems I'll be able to update the number of times you've been shot by Destroy. Congratulations."

"It's not good to make it a foregone conclusion."

"You guys, show a little more tension."

A sharp retort came from Ivan, who was walking at the front. Perhaps they had been a little loud.

"Hmm, Ivan's comeback is a little off. Hayato-san's is still better."

"Let me say that I share your opinion."

"Why am I the one getting criticized after I warned you?"

Ivan grumbled, but he continued onward, and they finally arrived in front of the door where the boss was.

"Alright, from here on out, we're getting serious. For now, Esha will deal a huge blow with Destroy at the start. It'd be easy if we could defeat it before the next Destroy, but that's unlikely, so we'll defeat it with the second shot. No objections to that plan, right?"

Everyone nodded at Ivan's words.

"Alright, then Gil, you protect Esha. I think that first shot will generate a lot of Hate Value."

"Hmph. I shall fulfill my duty as a Tank. Esha-dono, be sure to stay behind me."

"I'm counting on you... Maid Chief, why are you standing so close? Also, your eyes are scary."

"I will not lose. A maid is a warrior of the underworld... I shall show you its essence."

"This is the first I've heard of that kind of maid, but please do your best."

Esha thought she had gotten herself into something troublesome, but she focused on fulfilling her duty, checked that she had Melon Juice, and took out her Beelzebub 666 EC Custom.
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			Interlude: Necropolis Conquest (Part 2)

			Esha and the others stepped into the boss room.

It was a completely different place from what they had seen so far. Her first impression was that of a demonic realm.

In the sky was something like a black sun, which for some reason served as a light source, illuminating the surroundings. The background was a writhing mass of blue and black mud, reminiscent of a living creature. The ground was made of flat, brownish rock, but the description of a demonic realm was not far off.

Esha glanced behind her and saw that the door they had entered through was already gone. There was ground behind her as well, but looking closely, she saw that it ended abruptly. When she approached, she could see the same blue and black mud as the background far below the ground.

The location was unknown, but the situation that this ground alone was floating in this space seemed to fit. And if one were to fall from here, they would undoubtedly die. Since it seemed impossible to return, the only option would be to resurrect at their base.

Esha estimated the size of the ground.

For Esha, who fought from a distance, the size was important information.

Gil was supposed to protect her as a Tank, but she couldn't afford to be completely dependent on him. If it came down to it, she would have to dodge or obstruct attacks herself.

The boss had not yet appeared, so Esha quickly surveyed her surroundings.

It was a circular area, probably about three hundred meters in diameter. There were no obstacles. For Esha, this could be described as a slightly difficult situation.

As she was thinking this, Ivan drew Excalibur.

"It's coming soon. Esha, are you ready?"

"I'm ready to shoot, but you better protect me properly."

"I give you my promise."

Gil put on his helm and raised his giant jet-black shield, "Diabolos."

The shield, adorned with a demonic pattern, had the ability to permanently cut all damage, even attribute attacks from magic, by 20 percent. But that wasn't all. It could also convert the damage taken into attack power. There was a limit, but the attack power stored up to the limit was considerable.

The armor and other equipment he wore were all named "Diabolos," and including the set bonus, it ultimately cut all damage by 50 percent. Furthermore, skills that generated Hate Value, like "War Cry," were more powerful, making it a set of armor that any Tank would covet.

"Esha-chan, I'll boost your magic power first, so shoot after that."

Noat said to Esha as she did some stretches.

"Of course. Other than me, only Damian-sama or Ruth-sama will use magic attacks, so you can switch to boosting physical attack power after I shoot once. Do your best to generate more Hate Value than me. I need to fire a second shot."

"Esha-chan is going for a second shot... Even with all these high-firepower people, we can't finish it?"

"It's highly likely we're facing an opponent on the level of a large-scale battle. We're not supposed to be fighting it with just ten people in the first place."

Considering the storyline of the Necropolis, it was highly probable that a Duke-class Demon would appear. Esha had fought one in a Clan War, but that was thanks to Mist repeatedly using zombie attacks to stall it, and she was able to snipe it from the safety of the fortress, so she managed to defeat it in the end.

She didn't expect things to go so smoothly this time.

However, looking at the members here, she couldn't help but feel they might be able to do it.

There was the Hero Ivan, the attack-focused samurai Simon, and the close-quarters combat expert, the Maid Chief. There were many members who could deal massive damage. And thankfully, all of them were primarily physical attackers.

If things went well, with Noat's buff effect boosting their firepower, there was a possibility they could defeat it without Esha needing to fire a second shot. However, battle was unpredictable. It was best to leave a surefire means of victory in reserve.

As Esha was thinking this, the fingers of a giant hand gripped the edge of the ground. The ground shook slightly from the vibration.

A demon's face peeked out. It was only the upper half of its face, and only its eyes moved, darting around. When it confirmed Esha and the others' presence, it let out a laugh. The demon began to move, as if crawling up.

"Noat!"

"Okay! Hmm hmm hmm."

Noat used a song that increased magic attack power. This raised the magic attack power of the entire party.

Esha immediately dropped to one knee, aimed her Beelzebub, and looked at the demon through her scope.

"Destroy."

Ten magic circles of different sizes lined up.

"Watch out!"

Ivan and the others who were in its trajectory immediately moved out of the way.

Immediately after, with a sound so loud it seemed to shake the air, a laser pierced through the magic circles and struck the demon's face directly.

The demon's head snapped back, but it wasn't defeated. Its smiling face turned into a face of rage, and it leaped onto the ground.

After a brief pause, the demon unleashed multiple spells. Fire, lightning, ice, wind. All sorts of magic were aimed at Esha.

But they never reached her. Although the spells were powerful, they were linear, so Gil stood in front of Esha and took them all.

"Hahaha! An attack of this level won't break through my muscles!"

Gil said with a laugh, opened the mouth of his helm slightly, and drank a potion Hayato had made.

"A potion with zero cool down time, is it? As long as I have plenty of these, I cannot lose! Now, come!"

Gil said this and used "War Cry" to generate Hate Value.

"Esha! That was dangerous! What would you have done if we got caught in that?"

"There's no way it would hit you, Ivan. Forget about that and hurry up and generate some Hate Value so the attacks stop coming at me. I'm busy recovering my MP over here."

"It just looks like you're drinking Melon Juice to me... Oh well, here I go!"

As Ivan leaped forward, Simon followed, heading toward the demon.

"So it is a Duke-class demon. This is a rare opportunity. Let us see how far my skills will take me!"

"Esha, that is my position, so you will yield it."

"The Maid Chief's position is in front of that demon. Stop talking and go punch it already."

"I take that as a challenge. Very well. I shall generate more Hate Value than your Destroy."

The Maid Chief said this and used Shukuchi to instantly move in front of the demon.

Damian placed a hand on Ruth's head and ruffled his hair.

"We'll take care of the other demons that spawn. Ruth, don't push yourself."

"O-okay. I have the job of making and handing out medicine, so I'll try to avoid fighting as much as possible."

"Lancelot and I will protect you and Noat-san!"

"Then I'll sing a song to increase physical attack power and dance to lower the demons' stats, so I'm counting on you."

Everyone began to do what they needed to do.

This battle wasn't just against the Duke-class Demon. That demon could summon lower-ranking demons indefinitely. Damian and Maris were the ones to deal with them.

Damian used the "Create Undead" spell to create skeleton warriors. Those warriors began to defeat the approaching demons. Furthermore, Damian himself defeated demons with earth magic and his sword.

Maris, riding Lancelot, also used her lance and shield to defeat the demons.

The demon was still targeting Esha with its attacks, but since they were long-range magic attacks, their power wasn't that high, and Gil was blocking them without any trouble.

And for the demon, those three were probably the most annoying.

Ivan had activated Excalibur's weapon skill "White Lightning," and the white trails of his sword were unleashing an attack so fierce it seemed to paint over the demon.

Simon, on the other hand, was attacking in a way that seemed to interfere with the demon's attacks. He skillfully used his weapon skills to cancel its attacks.

The Maid Chief was aiming for the demon's face with rather acrobatic movements. She dodged the demon's bare-handed attacks and ran up its arm, a move she had only seen in fiction, to get close to the demon's face and unleash a flurry of blows.

Despite all that, the demon's HP had barely decreased. Esha's Destroy had already taken off about two-thirds of its health, but since its HP was automatically regenerating, it felt like it was only slightly decreasing. At this rate, there was no way they would defeat it before the next Destroy.

"Looks like a second shot is necessary. I'll recover my MP. I'm only drinking this Melon Juice because I have to, so don't get the wrong idea. That's all I'll say."

"Who are you talking to, Esha-san?"

A retort came from Ruth, who seemed to have some time on his hands. It pained her heart to layer another joke on a boy who was so much younger than her.

"No, I just want to drink it, so please don't mind me. It's just a little maidenly sentiment."

"Oh, I see?"

He didn't understand, but he pretended to. Esha was impressed that Ruth was a kid who could read the room like that.

And the one who couldn't read the room was the Maid Chief.

"Isn't the Maid Chief generating too much Hate Value? The plan was for everyone to spread it out, with Gil-sama drawing the most."

"Hmph. At this rate, she'll generate more Hate Value than I will. If this continues, the Maid Chief will take the aggro."

The demon's bare-handed attacks were aimed at whoever was obstructing its path, but if she took the aggro, magic attacks would come on top of that. It would be impossible to keep dodging.

So the plan was for Gil to ultimately take the aggro and endure. As long as Esha was safe, it wouldn't be a problem, but it was a problem if the demon's HP regenerated too much before she could fire the next Destroy. There was also the strategy of maintaining the demon's HP at a level where the next Destroy would surely defeat it. Without the Maid Chief, that could become difficult.

"Maid Chief-dono! You're generating too much Hate Value! Tone it down a bit!"

"Even if those are your words, Gil-sama, I cannot obey. A maiden has things she must do."

"...What is she talking about?"

"She's talking about being a maiden, but I don't think you need to listen. In any case, thanks to that, the attacks on me have stopped. I'm fine here now, so please act as a Tank on the front lines... If the Maid Chief takes the aggro, please protect her."

"Hmph? Understood. For now, I shall protect the members on the front lines!"

Gil said this and started running toward the demon.

And he began his aggro-generating attacks.

Perhaps spurred on by the Maid Chief, a target-taking festival had begun on the front lines. It was as if they were competing to see who could deal the most damage.

Damian looked on with an exasperated expression.

"We can't afford to lose here, though..."

"Let's just give up. The Maid Chief has become a demon, all for the sake of being protected by Gil-sama. Even though she's a maiden."

"Ah, I've seen that before. She looked like a fierce god that time. It seems to be working out, and it'll be over with the next Destroy, so I suppose it doesn't matter. Is your MP okay?"

"No problem. All that's left is the cool down time. Well, let's just wait patiently."

"To say 'patiently' in front of that demon is quite something."

Damian said this as he summoned more skeletons to replace the defeated ones and took down the lower-ranking demons.

By the time Destroy's cool down time was over, the demon's HP had also decreased considerably. It was just a little more. They could probably defeat it as is, but it would be faster with Destroy.

Esha thought so and raised her Beelzebub. Then she looked through the scope.

"Des... Whoa!"

Suddenly, the Maid Chief appeared in front of her. She hurriedly stopped Destroy.

"Wait, Esha. That is a bad move."

"Don't use Shukuchi to get here. What's this all of a sudden? I can fire Destroy now, so don't get in my way."

"Esha, I do not wish to defeat you."

"Don't say such dangerous things out of the blue. I haven't eaten your pudding anymore."

"That is not it. We will prolong this battle as much as possible. So stop. I will be the one to bury that demon, so you can just sit there and leisurely drink your Melon Juice."

"...I don't think it's right to do such things just because you want to be protected by Gil-sama."

"Think carefully about which is scarier, the demon or me."

"I will stop firing."

"A wise decision."

"Or rather, it looks like Ivan is about to defeat it, so I don't need to shoot anymore. It feels like it would be faster if everyone just attacked now, don't you think?"

"Eh?"

Before she knew it, everyone except the Maid Chief and Esha was attacking the Duke-class Demon. The only ones nearby were the skeletons Damian had created and the lower-ranking demons fighting them.

The Maid Chief looked toward the Duke-class Demon. All the attacking members were there. And Ivan was attacking with all his might. Thanks to his weapon skill, he was unleashing a continuous attack with movements that surpassed the physical laws of this game.

And for the final blow, he leaped into the air and delivered a high-speed thrust to the demon's chest.

The demon let out a great death cry... no, a laugh, as it dissipated into particles of light.

The Maid Chief dropped to her knees, and then placed both hands on the ground.

Esha, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire later, switched her line of thought to how she had worked hard, so she would have Hayato treat her to something in the real world next time.



		
			Chapter 293

			Interlude: An Idle Chat

			"Rosalie! It sounds like you were worried about me! I'm doing great!"

"...Loud from the very start."

At the headquarters of "Daedalus," the clan led by Hayato, Ney spoke to Rosalie via voice chat.

Ney, who had logged in for the first time in a while, had come to say hello with the members of "Kokuryu," and it was there that Hayato had told her about Rosalie.

Rosalie was one of the executives of the Demon Lord's Army and the leader of the gothic lolita group known as the Ten Black Rose Saints. Through various events, Ney had become close enough to call her a friend.

That Rosalie had come to Hayato to ask about the unseen Ney, worried about her.

Rosalie was a person living in this world with her memories lost, but Ney was a player who was playing while knowing it was a virtual reality.

Ney was a blood relative of a foundation that could be said to rule the world, and she had taken on the position of a sponsor for this virtual reality, "Another Frontier Online."

She hadn't actually invested, but Ney was acting as a backer to prevent other foundations from meddling.

However, it wasn't a matter that ended just by saying she would do it. Various procedures, information disclosures, and groundwork were necessary.

Ney had been doing what needed to be done, but it could be said that it was a considerable amount of work. She wasn't in a position to be on the front lines, and most of it was document organization, but just looking through it all was a significant volume.

She had requested the cooperation of the Kokuryu members, who were also her acquaintances in the real world, and that work had finally finished. And today was the first time she had logged in in a long time.

Naturally, during the time she couldn't log in, Ney was not in this virtual reality. It would be natural for Rosalie, who didn't know the true reality, to worry.

Normally, it wouldn't be a big deal. Being worried about by a friend is a normal thing.

However, due to Ney's position, she wasn't often worried about in that way. At most, it would be Hayato and the others.

Ney had the position of a foundation blood relative. It was natural for everyone to be concerned about her, but it was slightly different from being concerned about Ney herself.

Before Ney the individual, there was the position of a foundation blood relative, and it was correct to say that was why she was being worried about.

If that position didn't exist, would there be anyone who would worry about her?

Thinking about that made Ney a little scared. What was important was her position, not herself. Such thoughts often crossed her mind.

And this time, Rosalie had been worried about Ney. Rosalie, who didn't know about the real world, had been purely concerned for Ney as an individual.

It would be no exaggeration to say that this fact was making Ney's spirits soar.

That excitement was reflected in the volume of her voice, but it was quite unpopular with Rosalie.

"Please don't suddenly shout on voice chat. Well, I could tell you were well just by hearing your voice. I was just a teeeeeny bit curious, so I asked Hayato, but it was a needless worry, wasn't it?"

"Indeed, I'm in perfect health. But I see, Rosalie, you missed me! I missed you too!"

"...No, I wasn't particularly lonely. I just thought the noisy one was gone, that's all."

"Hayato told me. He said Rosalie was lonely and came all the way to the base to ask about me."

"That bastard... I didn't say I was lonely. Tell Hayato I'll get him back for this later."

"You can count on me. But regardless of whether you were lonely, you were worried about me, right? That makes me happy! Thank you!"

"You don't need to thank me for anything... Oh, that's right. If you want to thank me, I need you to lend me a hand with something."

"Got it, you're on!"

"...I haven't said anything yet. Even if you're going to accept, at least listen to what I have to say first. Actually, I need Arachne silk to make a dress for Lunaria-sama."

Arachne were monsters with the lower body of a spider and the upper body of a human female, a scary prospect if they were real. There were many kinds of monsters in this realistic virtual reality, and while fluffy monsters were liked, giant insects and spider-type monsters were disliked.

Arachne, which were pretty much spiders, were in the disliked category of monsters.

However, their silk boasted considerable performance. Just as there were expensive metals like Orichalcum and Adamantite, Arachne silk was a very expensive material for sewing.

"Got it. We'll defeat those Arachne. Let's do it!"

"...It's nice that you get to the point quickly, but could you at least ask your Kokuryu members? Won't they get mad if you decide on your own?"

"It's fine if they say no, and we'll just go with the members who want to, so it's not a problem. Besides, everyone quite likes gathering materials."

"Come to think of it, Hayato mastering his production skills was thanks to the Kokuryu members... Well then, it doesn't have to be all of you, so please bring whoever is available. I'll contact you with the date and time later."

"Understood! Tomorrow is fine too!"

"I don't know why you're so energetic, but I'll be counting on that energy. Well then, until later."

The voice chat conversation ended.

Ney felt a gentle warmth spreading in her chest.

In the real world, Ney had no friends other than Hayato and the Kokuryu members. At best, she only had acquaintances. Although it was a virtual reality and not the real world, it felt like she had a friendship with Rosalie, who was a human on the inside.

That fact made Ney's heart happy.

She thought her excitement would calm down after talking, but that wasn't the case. At this rate, she wouldn't be able to sleep at night if she didn't see her.

Ney thought this and decided to go to the Demon Lord's Castle. Not just a normal visit. An assault. The only way to deal with this excitement was to go on a rampage.

Thinking this, Ney told Hayato and the others about it.

Hayato was exasperated, but the other members were all on board with this plan. It was great to be on the same wavelength.

"Alright! Let's charge the Demon Lord's Castle! We'll give Rosalie a surprise!"

Ney said this outside the base and headed for the Demon Lord's Castle in the Demon Country with her members.

"Is Ney an idiot?"

"I don't think I am, but Hayato often called me a klutz. It is truly regrettable."

Ney and the Kokuryu clan had charged the Demon Lord's Castle and were repelled.

It was a given that Rosalie, who was treated as a rare spawn monster in the Demon Lord's Castle, was strong, but the entire Ten Black Rose Saints had come out. They usually appeared on a rotation, but Ney had been so noisy, shouting, "Bring out Rosalie!" that they had all come to see what was going on.

And to the exasperated Rosalie who appeared, Ney charged with a smile.

"I got so happy I wanted to fight! Let's have a match!"

And so they ended up fighting for such an incomprehensible reason.

Kokuryu and Black Rose had fought together before, but they had never fought against each other.

Kokuryu was already at a disadvantage being one person short, but they ended up fighting in a mock battle.

The result was Kokuryu's loss. But there were other circumstances to this.

Even with fewer members, they had been doing pretty well, but Lunaria had joined the fight midway.

"As the Demon Lord, I will repel the intruders. It's not like I thought it looked fun or anything."

And so, all the members of Kokuryu were defeated. Lunaria seemed to be having the most fun, raising Arondight in the air and celebrating her victory.

Afterward, one of the Black Rose members used a resurrection spell to revive everyone, and then guided the Kokuryu members to the residential area of the Demon Lord's Castle.

It could be said they were now being entertained by the Black Rose members... but Ney was being looked at with exasperation by Rosalie.

"You really are a klutz... But I'm glad I could see you looking so energetic, not just on voice chat. If you have no problems, you should stay here tonight. Lunaria-sama says so too."

"Really?! Alright, then let's have a pillow fight and play card games like we did on the floating island!"

"You're staying at the Demon Lord's Castle and you're talking about..."

"Rosalie-chan, where are the cards and pillows? I'm going to show Ney and the others my power as a Demon Lord. I want to drill it into their heads that the Demon Lord in the Demon Lord's Castle is invincible."

"...The cards are in the shelf over there. Not that one, the top shelf."

"Rosalie, are you alright? Does your forehead hurt? Rubbing it so hard like that."

"...No, I'm fine. But I'd like to take a little vacation and go on a trip. I'm just tired from various things."

"I'd like to soak in a hot spring!"

"A hot spring... that sounds nice. Well, I'll think about that later. Since it can't be helped, let's play some card games. However, since Lunaria-sama is here, Demon Lord rules will be in effect. No matter what happens, don't get angry."

"Is there something to get angry about?"

"If I had to say, there's irrationality. She intervenes with the rules when she's about to lose. That's very much like Lunaria-sama, though."

"You guys spoil Lunaria too much!"

"Perhaps we do. Maybe we should be a little stricter from now on. Well, let's not think about that for now and just have fun. It's the first time we've had someone stay over at the Demon Lord's Castle, so please let us know if we're lacking in any way."

"Indeed! I want to stay in Rosalie's room!"

"That's just a wish, isn't it? Never mind staying over, there's no way I'd let you in my room."

"We're friends, right? I don't mind if you haven't cleaned!"

"Please don't speak on the assumption that I haven't cleaned. Do you know the saying, 'Even close friends need courtesy'?"

Such idle chatter continued.

Ney thought that it was precisely because they could have such idle chats that they were friends, and she continued to talk with Rosalie in a happy mood.
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			Interlude: A Small Kingdom

			On this final day, Maris Sola was lying on her back in the grasslands.

Nearby, her tamed monsters were playing as they pleased. She wondered what kind of paradise this was, and a smile naturally spread across her face.

Today, this world would end. And when she next awoke, it would be a new, updated world.

Such things didn't matter to Maris, but it was sad to part with the monsters she had worked so hard to tame.

Her pets were programs. They were merely running on simple AI.

Others might wonder why she would be sad about such a thing, but in a virtual reality reproduced with such realism, and what's more, with companions she had adventured with for several years, it was only natural to feel sad.

Besides, Maris had other circumstances.

A sudden wind blew. When the wind subsided, Maris heard the sound of footsteps approaching.

"Maris, you're quite relaxed for the last day. Is there nothing left for you to do?"

"Surya."

As Maris lay on the ground, a woman dressed as a jester came into her view.

Surya White.

One of Maris's few acquaintances, a fellow tamer, and one who commanded a giant dragon. The sudden wind was from when the dragon had landed nearby.

In the real world, they had known of each other but had never spoken. They had spoken for the first time in this virtual reality, but their differing views on pets often led to arguments.

However, neither Maris nor Surya denied the other's ideas. Their views were different, but they also believed that their own way of thinking wasn't absolute.

Today would be the last day before she lost her memories of the real world. There was a chance she would forget about the Surya before her, so Maris stood up and looked at her carefully.

Surya, dressed as a jester composed mainly of blue and white, wore a pierrot mask covering only the right half of her face. A whip was equipped at her waist, making her look just like a circus beast tamer.

Though Maris had never seen a beast tamer, so this was just speculation.

"What is it, staring at me like that?"

"This is the first time I'm asking, but is that a beast tamer outfit?"

"My clan is 'Circus,' so what else could it be? And you're only asking now?"

"You made it pretty far, right?"

"Top 8. We lost to Blackjack. There's no beating them."

"Blackjack was the clan that won, right? You had bad luck with the draw."

Blackjack was a clan with a fighting force so great that even Maris, who had no interest in Clan Wars, knew of them. And as Maris said, they had won the Clan War.

The clan "Circus," led by the Surya before her, had made it to the top 8. If they hadn't been matched against Blackjack, they might have made it to the top 4, or even been the runners-up.

"It's over now, so it doesn't really matter. More importantly, Maris. What are you doing here? Today's the last day, you know?"

"Just playing with everyone. I worked hard to tame them and dote on them, so to think we'll be parting ways today makes me a little sad."

"If you had fought with me in my clan, Maris, you could have gotten a reward. I had my wish granted to be able to act together with this dragon in the next world too."

"I didn't realize that. But it's fine. I plan to search for these children again in the new world."

"...Will they be the same individuals?"

Tamed animals and monsters run on simple AI. You could say they are just programs.

It was uncertain if she could find the same individuals she parted with here today. In the first place, it was unclear if the programmed pets even had a concept of individuality.

When a spawned monster is defeated, a new, identical monster appears a few minutes later. If you were to ask if that was the same individual, most people would probably shake their heads.

Furthermore, if the next world was an updated version, it was unknown how the pets here would be treated.

That was what Surya was trying to say.

But Maris just snorted. And then wore a smug face.

"I've given these children names. So it's fine."

"...I see."

Everyone thinks differently. Perhaps that's what Surya thought, as she said nothing more.

A silence fell for a while, but then Surya spoke.

"Well then, I'm off. I'm supposed to go to the Ambrosia clan's base with my clan members."

"That's the clan that got second place, right?"

"That's right. You want to come too, Maris?"

"I'll wait for the world to end here. I want to be with everyone at the end."

"I see. I don't know if I'll remember in the next world, but let's meet again someday."

"Yeah. It would be nice if we could get along in the next world."

"...That might be impossible. I have no intention of changing my way of thinking. Not even if I forget reality and the world changes."

Surya said this and took off with her dragon.

And so, Maris and her pets were left alone on the grassland. Then she uttered a single word.

"I have no intention of changing my way of thinking either."

Maris lay down on the ground again. She folded her hands behind her head and looked at the sky.

It was about two in the afternoon. In a few more hours, this world would end. But the surroundings were so peaceful, it didn't feel like it at all.

The shining sun, the small clouds moving slowly. The refreshing breeze caressing her cheeks, the scent of grass. And her pets playing happily nearby.

If the real world were to end, she would want it to end in a situation like this. That's what Maris was thinking.

As she dozed off a little, her pet calico cat approached.

"Still, day. Sleep, early."

"That's true. But it's fine today. Let's all just relax."

The words that came out of the calico cat's mouth were "Meow." But to Maris's ears, they sounded like words.

It was the power of an item she had received when she first logged into this world. The effect of the pendant "Melampus," which allowed her to converse with her pets.

It wasn't a combat-oriented item, nor could it be used for taming. In the first place, she couldn't talk to monsters that hadn't been turned into pets. But for resolving troubles among her animal companions, it could be called god equipment.

Her pets were simple AIs, but they possessed clear likes and dislikes. The most care was required for their meals. Normally, it would be impossible to know what they wanted to eat. To some extent, it was determined by species, but the tendencies differed for each individual.

And if their treatment was too poor, the pets would leave their master.

Normally, one would judge their preferences by their expressions and actions, but the "Melampus" Maris possessed allowed her to communicate with them through words. For some, it was an item they would give anything for.

However, there was a problem. It caused one to become too emotionally invested in their pets.

It was just a virtual reality, but in a situation where their appearance was realistic and she could even understand their words, would one be able to let go of their pets?

At least, for Maris, it was impossible.

The calico cat tilted its head at Maris's answer, but then climbed onto Maris's stomach as she lay on the ground and curled up. It was as if it was saying this spot was its own.

As if they all understood Maris's words to "just relax," her pets stopped playing, approached Maris, yawned lightly, and lay down on the ground.

There was nothing around, just Maris and the pets surrounding her.

This could be called Maris's small kingdom.

(We'll be separated once, but I'll find everyone again and make them my companions. And then I'll rebuild this kingdom... If it's a kingdom, then Siegfried, whom I first befriended, would be the queen, I suppose.)

Maris thought this and looked at the calico cat on her stomach.

"Siegfried is the queen of this country, so you have to act with dignity."

As if to say such things didn't matter, Siegfried let out a big yawn, then immediately curled up again. And then she lightly tapped Maris with her tail.

Smiling faintly at the gesture, Maris closed her eyes and let go of her consciousness.



		
			Chapter 295

			Consultation about the Event

			A month had passed since Mist and the others returned to the real world.

They now worked at the colony "Hospital," but they still came to the café with considerable frequency.

Mist, Damian, Relic, and Sonia, all four being wine lovers, often gathered to drink together. Hayato wished they would drink his coffee too, but he figured that was asking too much.

In the game, the Treasure Hunting event had ended during that month, and players were busy speculating about what would come next.

Hayato remembered Diite telling him before that the next event would be advantageous for Tamers, but he hadn't heard any more details. He was merely thinking he might ask Maris for help if he decided to participate.

Diite had consulted with him before the last event. Just as he was thinking she might contact him soon, an incoming call appeared on the phone monitor set up in the café.

The monitor displayed the name "Diite." He touched the screen to answer, and Diite’s face appeared.

"Hayato-kun, do you have a moment?"

"I do. Is this about the next event, by any chance?"

"I appreciate how perceptive you are. I’d like to consult with you again, if that’s alright."

Diite had a high dependency on Hayato. If it were just about consulting on the virtual world, Esha and the others were available, but she never did so without Hayato. She would always approach Hayato first, or consult with him as part of the group.

Esha and the others were originally members who had been asleep on the spaceship Aphrodite. The only people from this era who knew Diite’s true nature were Hayato and the members of Kokuryu, so he suspected there might be some kind of line drawn between them.

She communicated with Ney frequently, but that was strictly professional. Furthermore, it seemed there was a strict no-spoilers condition, which meant these kinds of consultations were limited to Hayato alone.

He couldn't bring himself to turn her away when she relied on him, and he wanted to help her, as it seemed Diite had her own share of struggles.

It was partly Hayato’s own hope, but he suspected that Diite wanted to understand humans, or perhaps become their equal.

A human-like AI and a mechanical AI. He didn't know which was superior.

Still, as a human, he was happy that Diite, an AI, was making an effort to understand humanity. He wanted her to incorporate emotion into her thinking, not just approach everything mechanically.

Of course, that over-empathizing had also nearly gotten her absorbed into the virtual world.

With all these thoughts in mind, Hayato smiled at Diite through the monitor.

"Of course, it’s fine. Should I log in tonight?"

"That would be a great help. If Esha-kun, Ash-kun, and the others are available, please invite them as well. I’d like to hear a variety of opinions."

"Got it. I’ll see you tonight, then."

"Sorry to bother you when you’re busy. See you tonight."

With that, Diite smiled at Hayato through the monitor before disconnecting.

Seeing expressions like that made him feel she was already quite close to being human, but he would then remember her occasional mechanical side and think she still had a ways to go.

Esha, dressed as a waitress, approached him.

"Was that Diite?"

"She wants to discuss the next event tonight. Are you free, Esha?"

"I have no problem with that. But, the next event, you say. Since I’m treated as an NPC, I can’t receive any prize money. I plan to negotiate to see if I can get it as a player character. I mean, there will be prize money, right?"

"I haven’t heard about prize money, but you’re right, that’s an issue."

Esha was a player treated as an NPC.

Although she now moved between the real and virtual worlds as a player, she was still categorized as an NPC within the virtual world. No matter how well she performed in an event, she wouldn't receive any prize money in reality.

"Ren-san and I are more on the management side of things, so we need to get paid for that."

"I guess you could look at it that way. It's true that you're essentially resolving in-game events, or troubles. You should definitely negotiate with Diite-chan."

"Frankly, I think you should get paid too, Hayato. You’ve been dragged into so many things in-game and in reality, you’re at a level where you could probably sue and win, you know?"

"Maybe so, but when I think of the NPCs as real people, I just want to help them out."

The virtual world was not reality. Whatever happened in the virtual world didn't affect reality, but the NPCs there were just humans who had forgotten the real world. They lived their lives believing that world was real.

If they were living, they had emotions, and life had its ups and downs. Even if it was a virtual reality, if someone was in trouble, he wanted to do something to help.

"You’re a softie as always… though lately, I’ve started to think that might be one of your good qualities."

"Are you complimenting me?"

"No, not at all. But while it’s fine in the virtual world, please don’t get involved in any strange business in reality."

"I’ll be careful. Ah, welcome."

A customer entered the café.

Hayato and Esha returned to their work.

That night, Hayato, Esha, Ash, Ren, and Diite gathered in the headquarters’ dining hall.

Rose the maid and Noat the songstress were in a room on the second floor, but Diite had adjusted the base’s settings to prevent their voices from reaching them, ensuring no unnecessary information was leaked.

"Thank you all for coming."

When Diite said this happily, everyone replied that it was no problem.

"Well then, since it’s getting late, let’s get right to the topic of the next event."

According to Diite, the next event would utilize the Monster Encyclopedia system.

The Monster Encyclopedia was part of a system available to all players, though it wasn't a physical item. It was a feature that could be checked from the system menu. No special action was required, information was automatically recorded when a monster was defeated.

The next event would use an item that adapted this mechanic, called the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia. The premise was that when a player defeated a monster, that monster would be sealed within the book.

The system was designed to award prize money upon reaching a certain number of registered monsters, with top-ranking players receiving additional prizes at the end.

This meant that defeating a wider variety of monsters would lead to a better chance of earning prize money.

"Those with raw combat power will have an advantage, of course, but Production Skills will be needed to summon special monsters. I don’t think it’s an event that completely neglects certain players, but what do you think?"

Whether one could aim for the top spot or not, the event seemed designed for many people to enjoy. For anyone without a specialized Production Skill build like Hayato, normal combat wasn't an issue. They could undoubtedly earn at least some pocket money.

"I think it sounds good. The number of new players has been increasing recently, so this could be a good opportunity for them to join a clan or start their own and fight together."

"I’m glad to hear you say that."

"By the way, what did you mean before when you said Tamers would have an advantage?"

"I did say that in the Eastern Country. It has to do with the Animal Knowledge Skill and the Monster Knowledge Skill. Players with those knowledge-based skills and the Taming Skill can use an ability to detect nearby monsters and animals."

Those two knowledge skills also had the effect of increasing damage against their respective targets, but they were also a major factor in the success rate of the Animal Taming Skill. They were likely essential skills for any Tamer.

Having either of the two skills along with the Animal Taming Skill allowed a player to learn skills called "Animal Detection" or "Monster Detection." These skills let the user discover monsters and animals in their vicinity, like a radar. The higher the skill level, the wider the range.

"Until now, it only gave you vague information that something was nearby, but for this event, the skill is getting a version update. It will now allow for more detailed specifications, like searching for undiscovered monsters or untamed animals. Of course, you’ll also be able to specify unsealed monsters as a condition for the event, so Tamers will have an advantage."

"Ah, I see. In that case, this is an incredible buff for Tamers."

In online games, specifications were constantly being updated. Some changes were minor, while others were major. This version update would be a very welcome one for the Tamers.

Now that they had a general idea, it was time for questions.

"Will my father and Agres and the others get sealed in that book if they’re defeated? And what about me and Ren…?"

"That’s a good point. Let’s exclude Named Monsters and NPCs."

"Will cursed animals appear!?"

"There will be new monsters and animals, but no cursed ones. What is a cursed animal, anyway?"

"My Animal Taming Skill is negative, but will there be a buff for that?"

"If we were to buff the negative side, it would be in the direction of making them dislike you more. Would you be okay with that?"

Perhaps everyone was excited about the new event starting.

What was supposed to be a short meeting turned into a long night of discussing the event.
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			Two weeks after the consultation with Diite, the event began.

This time, the event didn't just start abruptly. It kicked off in the form of a quest from the Tamer Guild.

The Monster Sealing Encyclopedia was an item managed by the Tamer Guild, with the backstory of being a magical grimoire created to investigate the ecology of monsters.

Despite the name "sealing," it wasn't as though the monsters were literally drawn into the book. It simply recorded information about the defeated monsters, and you couldn't summon them from it. The word "sealing" was chosen for its evocative imagery.

Diite had mentioned that they eventually wanted to allow players to use the book to summon monsters, but that feature wouldn't be implemented this time. It was likely just a bit of foreshadowing.

On the first day of the event, most players were in town, which was a change from the usual. Events in "Another Frontier Online" usually started at midnight, but this time, there was only a world announcement, and the Tamer Guild quest had yet to begin.

The Tamer Guild didn't open until nine in the morning.

Since the announcement stated that completing the quest marked the start of the event, players had been lining up outside the Tamer Guild since early morning, forming a massive queue.

Waiting, it seemed, was part of the fun of an event. Many players were chatting with friends while waiting for the guild to open.

According to what Hayato heard from Ney and the others, the situation was similar in every town, including the remote town of Grandbell. Some of their members had even been waiting in line all night.

Hayato had planned to pick up his Monster Sealing Encyclopedia at the Royal Capital's Tamer Guild, but he gave up when he saw how crowded it was.

In the first place, Hayato couldn't defeat monsters on his own, so there was no reason to rush. He had gotten to experience the festive atmosphere of the event's first day, so he was satisfied enough.

I’ll just browse some shops and head back to the base.

Just as he had that thought, someone called out to him from behind.

He turned around to find Maris standing there with a smile. As always, her calico cat, Siegfried, was perched on her shoulder.

"Hey, Maris. And Siegfried, too. Looks like the Tamer Guild is in quite a state."

"It’s a surprise. At first, I thought the number of people wanting to become Tamers had increased, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. Did you come to get an encyclopedia too, Hayato-san?"

"I did, but it looks like it’ll take a while, so I was about to head back."

"In that case, may I join you on your way to the base? It doesn’t look like I’ll be able to get into the Tamer Guild facilities for a while, so I was thinking of killing time somewhere."

"Of course, I don’t mind. Then let me treat you to a drink. And Siegfried, too, of course."

Siegfried let out a short "nya."

"He says, ‘See that you do,’" Maris translated.

"Such royalty. Then, though my abode is humble, I would be honored to host you."

Hayato and Maris began walking toward the base.

The Royal Capital was bustling with energy on the first day of the event. Not just the players, but the NPCs seemed to have caught the fever, too. The street vendors were especially aggressive, calling out to the people in line, suggesting they have a delicious bite while they wait.

Hayato realized he too was being swept up in the excitement.

He had been present for the start of events before, but this festive atmosphere always got his spirits up. He was so worked up that he felt he might carelessly buy something he would normally deliberate over.

A little wasteful spending wouldn't be a problem, but he didn't want any regrets. To calm himself down, he decided to talk with Maris.

"Are you participating in the event, Maris?"

"It’s sponsored by the Tamer Guild, so of course I will. In fact, it’s something Tamers should be taking the lead on."

"Oh, really? Does that mean you know what it’s about?"

"I am affiliated with the Tamer Guild, after all. I’m not on the management side, so I wasn’t involved in helping, but I’ve heard the general gist of it."

Listening to Maris, he began to understand the bigger picture.

He knew the objective was to collect monster information using the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia, but he learned that the Tamer Guild would ultimately collect the encyclopedias to research monster ecology.

There was still much that was unknown about the ecology of monsters. By gathering a large amount of information, the Tamer Guild aimed to more efficiently collect data on and manage monsters.

"The Tamer Guild has been having its members gather monster information for a while now, but the collection rate hasn't been very good."

"Monopolizing information can be profitable in itself, after all."

"That’s part of it, but it seems most Tamers think their own pet is the best in the world and don’t have much interest in other monsters. That’s the analysis, at least, for why information isn’t coming in."

Hayato had heard a rumor that the Tamers who gathered at the Tamer Guild did so to brag about their pets. Apparently, the guild occasionally held pet-bragging contests that got quite heated.

They were strictly bragging contests, with no rankings. To do so would surely spark a war.

"I think I’ve heard something like that. Tamers might find other animals cute, but they’ll never budge on the fact that their own pet is number one."

"Exactly. I think so too. My pets are all number one in the world."

Maris declared this with a serious expression. Faced with such an unclouded gaze, Hayato was at a loss for words.

"But it’s a problem when we don’t have enough information."

"A problem?"

"Do you remember when I mentioned there was an organization involved in illegal trafficking?"

Hayato recalled.

He had heard a story about a group of people involved in illegal pet trafficking and poaching, and how they had been taken down in one fell swoop. Maris had been so busy dealing with the aftermath that she couldn't go to the floating island.

"Was that when you were too busy to come to the base very often?"

"That’s the one. We dismantled the organization, but the information that came out of it was far more accurate than what the Tamer Guild had, which became an issue within the guild."

"Something like that happened?"

"Yes. Monster habitats, their favorite foods, their weaknesses, the skills they learn through training, and even undiscovered monsters. In terms of information alone, they far surpassed the Tamer Guild. This was deemed a grave situation, and it was decided that we should borrow the strength of not just Tamers, but all sorts of people. That’s what this Monster Sealing Encyclopedia is for. It seems they created it in cooperation with the Magician's Guild."

"I think I get it, but what do you mean by a ‘grave situation’? It doesn’t seem like a problem if the dismantled organization’s information was more accurate, does it?"

To him, it sounded like a game strategy guide.

Even if that organization’s monster information was superior to the Tamer Guild’s, it didn’t seem like it would constitute a grave situation.

Maris smiled at Hayato, then stroked the cat on her left shoulder with her right hand.

"It would be fine if everyone were like you, Hayato-san, unable to think of bad things. But some people use their pets for ill purposes. Not as a force for defeating monsters, but as a force for crime. There are people who think that way."

"Ah, I see."

"The Tamer Guild also serves as a deterrent for Tamers and their pets. We are, after all, letting monsters into the cities. A lack of information means there’s a possibility of being outmaneuvered in how pets are handled. For example, if someone were to unleash a large number of unfamiliar monsters in the middle of a city, regardless of their strength, it would cause a panic, right? During that time, they could commit theft or any number of things."

"I see. So if you have the information, you can also prepare countermeasures."

Maris nodded, then let out a deep sigh.

"There are all kinds of Tamers. Some simply want to dote on their pets, some treat them as companions on adventures, and some use them for war. Cracking down on those who use pets for evil is one of the Tamer Guild’s jobs, so a lack of information is a serious problem."

Hayato more or less understood. This was the setting that served as the catalyst for the event.

Maris was a girl who adored pets. The idea of using those pets for malicious deeds was probably unforgivable to her.

"In that case, I’ll help too. If it works out, I’m sure everyone in the clan will help as well."

"Really? To be honest, I was hoping you’d say that. With your connections, Hayato-san, I feel like you could seal every monster in the world."

"I don’t know about that, but we do have a lot of strong people, so our chances of winning will increase. We could even take on that dragon over there. What is that?"

He was about to say that they could even defeat that dragon, but for some reason, a dragon was sitting politely near the entrance of their base. It looked like a normal dragon, but there was no reason for one to be here.

He thought it might be one of the Genesis Dragons, but it wasn't that large. The poised dragon looked familiar. He wracked his brain but couldn't place it.

Maris let out a small "Ah."

"That dragon is…"

"You know it, Maris?"

"I think you’ve seen it too, Hayato-san. It’s the dragon Lancelot fought in the final match of the Clan War."

Hayato finally remembered.

In the last Clan War, he had been forced into a one-on-one battle due to Diite’s arrangements. The opponent Lancelot had fought was that very dragon. He remembered how it sat there, perfectly still.

"Oh, from back then. If it’s here, that means…"

"It’s probably here as a guest."

While Lancelot was fighting that dragon, Maris had also fought a one-on-one battle against its master.

Hayato recalled that her opponent had been a woman dressed as a clown.
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			The dragon sitting obediently at the entrance of the base meant its master, the clown, was likely inside.

He didn't know why. In the first place, Hayato had no acquaintance with that clown. Maris had been furious, calling her a vicious tamer, but he had never heard what happened after that.

Hayato looked at Maris.

Her expression wasn't particularly angry, but she didn't seem pleased either.

"What kind of history do you have with that clown, Maris?"

"There’s no history between us. I just don’t like her way of thinking about pets, that’s all."

For the usually gentle and smiling Maris to say she disliked someone, it must be something significant.

"It looks like she’s in the base. What do you want to do, Maris? Will you come with me?"

"I will. I’m a member of ‘Daedalus’ too. If anyone should feel hesitant, it’s her."

He had to agree she was right, but he was a little worried about having someone she disliked so much in their base.

Perhaps his concern showed on his face, because Maris opened her mouth with her usual smile.

"Don’t worry. I won’t do anything like start a rampage in the base. I had a chance to talk with her a bit after that, and we just don’t see eye to eye. Besides, her dragon didn’t seem to dislike Surya, so I won’t be the one to pick a fight."

"Well, if you say so. Is Surya the clown’s name?"

"That’s right. She’s affiliated with the Imperial Capital’s Tamer Guild. Her full name is Surya White. She’s an ace-level tamer and a person who contributed greatly to dismantling the organization that was involved in illegal trafficking and poaching."

"Even though you called her a vicious tamer, she’s part of the Tamer Guild?"

"I called her a vicious tamer because I thought her treatment of her pets was cruel. When I heard her story later, I understood she had her reasons. But I still don’t like it!"

"Please don’t say that with a smile."

If she could say she disliked someone with a smile, maybe it would be alright. He headed to the base with her.

The dragon sitting so properly seemed to notice them, but it didn't do anything. Even sitting, its poised figure was reminiscent of a soldier.

They walked past it and entered the base.

As expected, Surya was in the dining hall. The maid, Rose, was attending to her.

She was dressed as a clown in blue and white, with short blue hair. The right half of her face was hidden by a clown mask, but she looked to be in her early twenties.

When Rose noticed Hayato and the others, she bowed her head.

"Welcome back, Hayato-sama. We have a visitor. She said she has something to discuss with you."

Surya bowed her head, then looked at Hayato.

"Nice to meet you. I’m Surya White. I’m affiliated with the Imperial Capital’s Tamer Guild, and I came to consult with Hayato-san… Maris?"

"It’s been a while. Do you have business with our clan?"

Surya’s eyes widened for a moment, but in the next instant, she said, "Ah."

"Right, I remember now. ‘Daedalus’ was the opponent we fought in the final match of the Clan War. I knew I’d heard the name somewhere, but so this was that clan?"

From her words, he gathered that she hadn't come because Maris was affiliated with the clan, or because they had fought in the Clan War. If that was the case, then it raised the question of why she was here.

"Nice to meet you. I’m the clan leader of ‘Daedalus,’ Hayato. Please, have a seat. Rose-san, sorry to bother you, but could you prepare some drinks?"

"As you wish."

Rose began the preparations with graceful movements.

In no time, drinks were placed before Hayato, Maris, Surya, and Siegfried. The three of them had coffee, but Siegfried only had a saucer of water.

Maris sat to Hayato’s left, and Surya sat across the table from him. Siegfried sat on the table, and Rose stood by, waiting behind Hayato’s right.

"Please."

"Thank you. I’ll have some."

At Hayato’s prompting, Surya brought the coffee cup to her lips. She smiled and said only, "It’s delicious."

It was just a small exchange, but Hayato thought Surya seemed like a decent person.

Given that she was an ace at the Tamer Guild, he had expected her to be more arrogant, but that wasn't the case.

Hayato smiled, ready to listen seriously.

"You said you came for a consultation. What might it be about?"

"About that. Maris, is it alright? For me to consult with Hayato-san."

"Me? Why?"

"Well, you know, you dislike me, don’t you, Maris?"

"I don’t dislike you. I just don’t like your way of thinking."

"Being told you’re disliked is still pretty hurtful. But I guess it’s mutual. Anyway, if you have a problem, just say so. Now then, Hayato-san, I actually have a favor to ask."

He listened, concerned about the delicate relationship between Maris and Surya.

The story was simple.

The Monster Sealing Encyclopedia created by the Tamer Guild. She wanted to borrow Hayato’s power to seal as many monsters as possible. By "power," she didn't mean Hayato’s personal combat strength, but his connections and means of transportation.

He was on good terms with the Hero and the Demon Lord, and he also had a ship and an airship, allowing him to travel to various places. For this event, there was no better person.

He understood the request, but there was something he found strange.

"How do you know all that information? I keep some of it under wraps, so I’m surprised it’s so well known."

Whether he was on good terms with Ivan the Hero and Lunaria the Demon Lord was one thing, but it was true that he was in a position to ask them for favors. The same went for owning an airship.

Why did Surya, whom he had never met, know about it?

As he wondered, Surya seemed surprised by his words for some reason.

"You mean, you haven’t heard about me?"

"I only just heard about you from Maris a moment ago."

Surya held her head in her hands.

"That idiot, she didn’t pass on the message… Ah, I’m sorry. Um, I live in the Imperial Capital, and I’m quite friendly with Cecil, so we talk about a lot of things. I consulted with Cecil about this matter, and she introduced me to Hayato-san, saying you were the perfect person for the job."

"Cecil? Ah, so that’s the connection."

Cecil was a member of the clan "Blackjack," which Esha, Relic, and the Hero Ivan had belonged to. She was a woman with the nickname "Collector." A collector of swords and katanas, she was a bit of a handful, greeting him every time they met with "Gimme some weapons."

She was now part of the Empire's special forces, the "Dragon Busters," and led the members of Ash’s disbanded mercenary group, "Crescent Moon Beast."

Previously, she had been on a long trip to the floating island, which had angered the higher-ups in the Empire, and she had been under disciplinary confinement. He didn’t know what happened after that.

Upon asking for details, he learned that Surya undertook training for the Empire's dragon rider unit through the Tamer Guild, and in that capacity, she often met with Cecil.

"We’re having all sorts of people collect monster information this time, but Cecil said that when it comes to rare monsters, you have a knack for attracting them, Hayato-san. So I was hoping you would cooperate."

"I have a mountain of things I’d like to say to Cecil, but I understand the situation."

Hayato glanced at Maris.

She said nothing, but Hayato had just told Maris he would help her. For Maris's sake, he couldn't just accept this.

It didn't seem like she hated Surya, but she disliked her way of thinking enough to say it out loud. Hayato himself had no issue with Surya, but doing something Maris would dislike wouldn't be right.

"I’m sorry. I’ve already promised to help Maris. So, Surya-san’s request is…"

"If you’d like, Surya, how about you join us?"

He had been about to say he couldn’t accept, but Maris cut him off. Her face was serious, not smiling.

As Hayato and Surya stared in surprise, Siegfried, indifferent to it all, lapped at the water in his saucer.
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			Surya looked puzzled, but she thanked Maris for the offer to work together. She said she wanted to summarize her requests and would return tomorrow to report, then she departed.

Rose also had to attend to the shop, so she left the area, leaving only Hayato, Maris, and Siegfried in the dining hall.

It was a delicate situation, and he wasn't sure if he should pry, but he decided that as clan leader, he should understand the circumstances if they were going to be working together.

"Are you really okay with this? I thought you didn’t think very highly of Surya-san, Maris."

"It’s not a problem. As I’ve said many times, I just don’t like her way of thinking. It’s not like I dislike Surya herself. Besides, she does have affection for her pets, and I respect that about her."

He disliked her way of thinking but respected her.

It was an answer he sort of understood, and sort of didn't.

He decided to ask for more details, gesturing for Maris to sit before taking the seat across the table from her.

He prepared a fresh cup of coffee, took a breath, and then spoke.

"Can I ask what kind of person Surya-san is? If we’re going to be working together, I’d like to know the circumstances."

"Understood. This is just my personal opinion, so I’m not saying she’s wrong. I just don’t like it. Please keep that in mind as you listen."

Hayato nodded.

"Surya believes that pets need to have value."

"Value?"

"Yes. There are many kinds of value, but the value Surya seeks in her pets is strength. In other words, she believes that pets are worthless if they aren’t strong."

Maris said this as she stroked Siegfried.

"My Siegfried here isn’t strong on his own. He can’t even beat the weakest monsters around here, let alone Surya’s dragon. From Surya’s perspective, Siegfried has no value. Her line of thinking is something like, ‘Why would a Tamer have a cat like that as a pet?’ She never said it to me directly, but I could tell from her words and actions."

"I see."

"She doesn’t complain directly about me having Siegfried as a pet. It seems she doesn’t think her own views are absolute."

Maris gulped down her coffee in one go.

"There’s more, too. Just because it’s to make a pet stronger, I can’t believe she’d just stand by and watch it get beaten to a pulp by monsters. Of course, it seems she had plenty of healing potions ready and was nearby, but isn’t that just cruel!"

"I agree with that, but let’s calm down a bit."

As Hayato said this, Siegfried must have had the same thought, as he moved closer to Maris and began patting her with his tail.

"Ah, I’m sorry. For reasons like that, our ways of thinking just don’t align. Of course, pets are in danger if they don’t become strong. You can’t go on adventures together if they’re weak. But still, I just can’t accept it."

Hayato had never owned an animal.

That was true for most people of this era. All animals were protected and lived only in the colony "Zoo." They were completely managed, and it was said that wild animals no longer existed.

And since he had never owned a pet in the game either, he didn’t fully understand what Maris was saying, but based on his imagination alone, he was on her side.

"I’ve never had a pet, but I don’t think being strong or not matters. They say pets are family."

It was just something he had read in a book or online, but Maris was so surprised by his words that her eyes widened as she looked at him.

In the next moment, she leaned forward and grasped Hayato’s right hand, which was on the table, with both of hers.

"Whoa! What!?"

"Hayato-san! That is a wonderful way of thinking!"

"Uh, ah, thank you?"

Maris’s eyes were moist as she nodded repeatedly.

"I’m so happy that you think the same way I do, Hayato-san! There’s a master-servant relationship with pets, but we should think of them as equals, like family!"

If anything, it seemed like Maris was below Siegfried, more like his vassal, but it appeared she held the view of a family with no hierarchy.

Though she looked happy, Maris let go of Hayato’s hand, let out a small sigh, and furrowed her brow.

"But I understand Surya’s feelings too. I wonder if steeling your heart and training your pet is ultimately for its own good. I had her show me the status of the dragon that was outside, and it was pretty incredible."

The game had a feature that allowed you to see a target’s status with their permission. This applied to pets as well. If Maris, a Tamer, said so, then it must be quite strong.

"It’s probably the strongest pet at the moment. A dragon raised to its absolute limit, it’s one of the pinnacles that a Tamer aims for. What’s more, that child follows Surya willingly, not out of fear. If that child disliked Surya, it would be all-out war, but that wasn’t the case. I think she raised it with love, just in a different way than I would."

It was said that pets had hidden parameters like loyalty and affection. Hayato had heard that giving them their favorite food or engaging in activities they enjoyed would raise these parameters.

It was said that things were usually fine unless something extreme happened, but it had been confirmed that a pet could revert to being wild on its own if its treatment was too poor. Since the parameters weren't visible, no one knew if such a thing truly existed, but it was believed to be so.

He could find out immediately if he asked Diite, but that would make the game less fun, so Hayato would never ask.

Whether it was true or not, Maris could speak with animals. And he had heard that she had resolved many pet-related troubles.

Rather than a story about parameters that may or may not exist, Hayato thought that if Maris said so, then that dragon must feel loved by Surya.

It was unclear how a simple AI monster had emotions, but Surya was a human living her life as if this world were real. It was reasonable to assume she wasn't just doing things mechanically like in a game, but raising it with affection.

"Regardless of her philosophy on pets, she doesn’t seem like a bad person."

"No. In fact, I think her love for pets is second to none. Our ways of thinking just don’t match. If she thought of her pets as just convenient tools, I wouldn’t even speak to her! I’d ambush her in the dark!"

"Don’t say things like Esha would."

"An ambush in the dark is too lenient. Anyone like that gets a Destroy, even in broad daylight."

"That’s a surprise. You’re unusually early today."

Esha was coming down the stairs.

She usually didn't log in until much later, but for some reason, she was logged in early today.

"I had a feeling Siegfried was here. It seems my intuition was correct."

"Good morning, Esha-san."

"Good morning, Maris-sama. May I pet Siegfried? If you refuse, please state your reasons. In five thousand words or more."

"Of course I don’t mind. But are you sure it’s okay?"

"It’s fine. I just ate a chocolate parfait."

"You didn’t eat the one in the storage without permission, did you?"

Esha didn't answer Hayato's question, instead extending a hand toward Siegfried, who was lounging on the table.

In that instant, she was bitten fiercely. Siegfried showed no mercy.

In Esha's case, her taming skill was negative, giving her the demerit of being disliked by all monsters and animals. But Esha paid it no mind, smiling happily as she was bitten.

"Siegfried is as skilled as ever with his love bites. I’m already head over heels."

"Even when you’re taking damage, you still call it a love bite?"

The gradual HP recovery effect of the chocolate parfait was canceling out the damage, but it was clear to anyone that this was no love bite. Still, since she seemed happy, he had no intention of saying anything more.

While Esha was enjoying herself, he turned back to Maris to continue their conversation.

"Getting back on topic, I understand the general situation. From what I’ve heard, it doesn’t seem like there will be a problem."

"Yes. Please rest assured, I will do my best not to cause any trouble. Besides, I have no intention of trying to change Surya’s way of thinking. In fact, I’m at a point where I want to understand her perspective. That’s why I suggested we work together."

"As long as you don’t clash with Surya-san, there’s no problem. In that case, putting that aside, is there anywhere you’d like to go, Maris? Or a monster you’d like to defeat?"

"I’d like to go to the floating island first. There are dinosaurs there, right?"

"There certainly are."

"I’m planning to seal monsters I don’t see very often, so I’d like to go to unexplored lands as much as possible. I also want to check if I can tame them."

"Understood. But that place, huh. We’ll have to gather some forces to defeat the dinosaurs. Can you wait a bit while I reach out to a few people? I’ll prioritize your opinion, Maris, but I’ll need to hear Surya-san’s as well."

No matter where they went, they would need combat power.

Hayato began to think about who he should ask.
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			The next day, Surya came to the base.

And Cecil was with her.

Cecil was wearing a white long-sleeved shirt with a brown harness-style vest over it, her sleeves rolled up. Her pants were the same color as the vest, made of leather. Her armor was light, but she was equipped with five swords and katanas. Anyone who didn't know her would wonder what she intended to fight all by herself.

She seemed to have taken a liking to the replica weapons Hayato made. The Excalibur Replica was at her right hip, the Arondight Replica at her left, and the Dragon Eater Replica was slung across her back. The katana at the back of her waist and the other two-handed sword on her back were ones she had owned previously.

According to Cecil, there was a cool balance to equipment.

It was so cluttered that he wasn't sure if it was cool or not, but she seemed to be taking good care of them, so Hayato made a point not to say anything.

Cecil herself had an apologetic look on her face.

It wasn't as if she had done anything wrong, but she had seemed sheepish ever since she arrived. Anyone who knew Cecil would find this unusual.

Some time had passed since he served Cecil a melon juice and Surya a coffee, but they hadn't gotten to the main topic, so Hayato decided to speak up.

"Cecil, and Surya-san. Is there something difficult to talk about?"

Surya nudged Cecil in the side with her right elbow. At this, Cecil said, "I get it."

"First off, my bad. I told Surya about you, Hayato, without asking. I was planning to give you a heads-up, but I was getting an earful from my boss and it slipped my mind."

As it turned out, Surya had consulted with Cecil about a week ago. That’s when she told Surya about Hayato, promising that she would give him a quick heads-up herself.

Cecil forgot. The reason was that her boss had been chewing her out. Cecil’s boss was a person known as the Grand General, a former member of "Blackjack." Since they were originally clanmates, he apparently didn’t hold back with Cecil.

She said there were too many reasons for the scolding to list them all, but the biggest was that Cecil had become the team leader of the "Dragon Busters."

She was told that now that she had subordinates, she couldn’t just do whatever she wanted on her own anymore.

Cecil had always been the type to charge in alone, so she had been left to her own devices, but she was told that wouldn't fly anymore and was given various lectures. On academics, of course.

That was the story of what had happened since she returned from the floating island, but in the end, the Grand General threw in the towel.

He had decided it was impossible to make Cecil think and act strategically, and instead asked the other members of the Dragon Busters to support her.

Cecil was the type to fight on what could be called wild intuition. She could understand a basic plan, but the more conditions there were, the weaker she became, so they decided to stop trying to restrict her.

As soon as that was decided, her disciplinary confinement was lifted. That was yesterday.

Hayato felt a little sad, but he did his best to sound cheerful.

"It sounds like you had a rough time, so it’s fine. Though there are a lot of things I’d like to say."

"Sorry about that. It helps to hear you say that. So, uh, while I’m at it, I have a favor to ask. Is that okay?"

"I don’t like the sound of a ‘while you’re at it’ favor, but go ahead and say it."

"Could you let me and Surya stay at this base for a while? We’ll pay, of course."

"Both of you? Why?"

"I don’t want to go back to the Imperial Capital for a while. This time, I’m officially on duty helping Surya, so I can stay wherever for as long as I want. Besides, everyone in the Dragon Busters is training right now, so I’m super free. It’d be a huge help if you let me stay here to enjoy this freedom."

"Is that your reason? Surya-san?"

"I don’t necessarily have to stay, but I’ll probably be working with you a lot, Hayato-san, and there will be times we go somewhere overnight, right? I thought I’d like to get used to it now."

"I see. I don’t have a particular reason to refuse either of you. Sure, stay as long as you like."

When Hayato said this, the two were delighted.

Cecil, in particular, was overjoyed. She really must not want to go back to the Imperial Capital.

This base had ten rooms available for sleeping. Six of them were occupied, leaving four. It wouldn't be a problem to accommodate Cecil and Surya.

Just as he thought that, Hayato remembered that Surya was a Tamer.

"What should we do about your dragon, Surya-san? We don’t have any stables at the base."

The base could have stables built. They could be used to manage pets and such, but since Kokuryu had no Tamers, they had never built any.

"That’s alright. I’ll leave it at the Tamer Guild in the Royal Capital."

"Sorry about that. It’s a bit of a hassle, but please do."

Maris is here too, maybe I should expand the base. No, that’s a bad idea. Esha is here. I’ll pass.

He could just imagine Esha being targeted by the animals in the stables. She would probably be delighted, but he felt it would just lead to unnecessary trouble, so he dismissed the idea.

"Alright, you can stay, but there are other people living here, so please, no trouble."

"Yeah, leave it to me."

"Of course, I’ll be on my best behavior."

Hayato nodded.

Since they were staying starting today, he asked Rose, who was minding the shop, to prepare their rooms.

Rose seemed happy to have maid duties to perform and immediately went upstairs to start the preparations.

"Now then, about the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia. May we move forward with the discussion?"

"Right. It will help us plan for the future, so could you tell me what you’d like to do?"

"First, I want to go to the floating island. Cecil told me there are dinosaurs there, right? I’d like to start by sealing monsters that aren’t seen very often, if possible. And I want to check if they can be tamed."

Hayato couldn’t help but smile a little at her words.

Surya furrowed her brow suspiciously.

"I’m sorry. It’s just that Maris said almost the exact same thing. It seems your ways of thinking don’t align, but I was just thinking that you’re both Tamers, after all."

Surya made a complicated face. It was obvious even with the right half of her face hidden by a clown mask.

She let out a small sigh and then met Hayato’s gaze.

"We may both be Tamers, but Maris probably doesn’t speak highly of me, does she?"

"She did say she doesn’t like your philosophy on pets. But she also said your love for them is second to none, and that she respects you."

"She said that? I think being able to pour the same amount of love into any pet is more amazing. For a Tamer, a pet’s strength is directly linked to their own. If they’re not strong, you can’t do anything, yet Maris is an ace at the Royal Capital Tamer Guild with a weak pet. I think that’s more worthy of respect."

"Maris has the Elder Griffon, Lancelot, as her pet. I think he’s quite strong, though?"

"There are plenty of Tamers with pets of that level. And she was an ace even before she got that one. That would be unthinkable at the Imperial Tamer Guild."

"The Empire has a ‘strength-first’ mentality. But hey, do all Tamers think like that? Shouldn’t they be free to think about their pets however they want?"

Cecil chimed in, chugging from a bottle of melon juice.

"That’s true, but Maris and I are similar in some ways, which is why we clash. If Maris trained her pets the way I do, she could become a Tamer so great I wouldn’t even come close. Doesn’t it get a little irritating when someone with power doesn’t use it, like they’re holding back? That’s why I have this feeling that I don’t want to lose to a Tamer like her."

"So it’s like a rivalry?"

"It might be close to that. Not placing pets on a hierarchy is certainly an ideal, but I can’t quite accept her philanthropic attitude. A Tamer is a professional who controls pets. We’re not ordinary people, so just being cute isn’t enough. A pet is a pet. We should establish a proper master and servant relationship, and they need to be trained to execute any command, or else the pet will hesitate when it counts. That girl, it seems more like her pet is the master."

"So Tamers have all sorts of philosophies."

There were some theories he didn't quite understand, but Hayato thought that the conflict between the two might stem from their different approaches to being a Tamer. He also sensed a mutual desire not to lose to the other.

Maris seemed to believe in loving all pets as equals, while Surya held the view that a Tamer must establish a firm master and servant relationship with their pets.

This delved into the very definition and significance of a Tamer, so he couldn't step in too deeply. He leaned more toward Maris's way of thinking, but as a Tamer, he was an amateur. It was simply that his way of thinking was different from Surya's as a Tamer.

"Your philosophies may differ, but since you’ll be working together, please avoid any conflicts with Maris."

"Don’t worry. And I want to learn Maris’s methods, too. Our ways of thinking are different, but I do want to understand."

Hayato thought about how they were so similar in this regard, yet their philosophies on pets and Tamers were completely different.



		
			Chapter 300

			A Tamer's Strength

			Hayato, Ash, Ren, Maris, Cecil, and Surya had come to "Eldmull Forest" near the Royal Capital.

It was a forest frequented by beginners who had just started the game, and the danger from monsters was low.

Players could choose their starting country when they began the game. Those who chose the Royal Capital Anhemudal would first earn money here.

Until recently, the forest had been full of beginners, but after a certain amount of time, they had moved on to more profitable locations, and now the area was deserted.

Due to the event, there were some players around, but since there were no monsters exclusive to this area, it wasn't very popular even during the event.

Why had they come to such a place?

It would take time to prepare to go to the "floating island" that created the Olga Domus Waterfall.

Hayato had reached out to many of his acquaintances, but it would be a week before everyone’s schedules aligned.

It would be a waste to do nothing until then, so they had come to the forest to ascertain Surya’s individual combat strength and to see if she could get along with Maris.

There was also the reason of sealing monsters in the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia to earn some pocket money.

Incidentally, Ash and Ren, who were treated as NPCs, could now receive prize money in the real world just like regular players.

This was the result of Esha’s negotiations with Diite. That same Esha was staying behind at the base due to the demerit of causing monsters to become ferocious, but she seemed fired up to go on a rampage on the floating island.

For those reasons, Hayato and the others had come to the forest.

They wouldn’t lose to monsters in a beginner field. Hayato could potentially be defeated, but as long as he was careful of sneak attacks, it would be fine. Almost everyone was in a picnic mood.

After fighting rabbit and boar-type monsters for about thirty minutes, they decided to take a short break.

"Alright, let’s take a little break. If you have any items dropped by monsters or things you’ve picked up that you’re not going to use, can I have them? I want to process a few things."

Hayato said this and began accepting items from everyone, starting to craft potions and the like on the spot.

The other members were on break, casually sipping their drinks.

"Hey, Ren. You’ve been flashing those five-sun nails and that straw doll at me for a while now. Is there a reason for that? You’re not cursing me, are you?"

When Cecil said this, Ren smiled.

"So you noticed… What do you think? Don’t you think this is cool too? Doesn’t it stir your heart and make you want to add it to your weapon collection?"

"No, it doesn’t. If it were a cursed weapon, maybe, but what’s with treating five-sun nails and a straw doll as weapons? That’s creepy. They’re not even throwing weapons."

"But they’re so cool. Oh, right. Let me see your weapon collection sometime. I’ll invite you to my room and show you my curse item collection."

"I don’t really want to see it, but sure. Right, if you have a cool cursed sword, give it to me. A Cursed Blade would be fine too."

"Asking a Collector to give away their collection is a sign of Armageddon, you know…?"

Armageddon… the final war. I guess I can kind of see that.

As Hayato was thinking this, Ren shifted her gaze from Cecil to Surya.

"Speaking of weapons, that whip of yours is cool, Surya-san, isn’t it? This is the first time I’ve seen someone use one."

Suddenly addressed, Surya showed a slightly surprised expression before taking the whip from her waist.

She held it out in front of Ren so she could see it better.

It was a brown leather whip, about three meters long in total. Usually, it was coiled like a snail’s shell and equipped on Surya’s right hip.

As Ren said, whips were difficult to handle, and few players chose them as their weapon.

However, the Weapon Skills that could be used with a whip were as varied as those for martial arts. They could use "Bind Whip" to temporarily restrain an opponent, or "Attract Whip" to pull them closer.

"I often fight while riding Garland, so a weapon with a half-hearted range won’t reach. That’s why I use the longest mid-range weapon."

"Garland? You ride him, so he’s your pet?"

"Ah, I didn’t mention it, did I? That’s my pet’s name. Garland the dragon. The trees in this forest are too close together for him to enter, so I left him at the Tamer Guild, but…"

Having said that much, Surya’s eyes widened slightly as if she had just remembered something.

"It’s a bit late to ask now, but Ash-san, Ren-san, are you two okay with me having a dragon as a pet?"

Hayato wondered what she was talking about, but then he immediately remembered. Ash and Ren were dragons, Genesis Dragons.

The two of them seemed to be in the same boat, as they didn't understand the intent of the question. They tilted their heads and looked at Surya.

"Why do you ask?"

When Ash said this, Ren nodded.

"Huh? You’re both Genesis Dragons, right? The pinnacle of all dragons."

After a few seconds, Ash and Ren both said, "Ah," in unison.

"Ah, ah, right. No, it’s fine. The conflict between the Genesis Dragons is over, and everyone’s in the Moderate Faction. There’s no problem with dragons getting along with humans."

"R-Right! Everyone’s friends!"

"Really? Well, if you say so."

Though she wore an unconvinced expression, Surya returned the whip to her waist. Then she looked at Maris.

"By the way, Maris, is there something you want to say to me? You’ve been staring at me ever since we started fighting."

"I was just watching, thinking that you’re strong on your own, Surya."

"You’re strong too, Maris. Besides, what’s with that Adamantite lance and shield? And they’re five-star quality."

Maris’s equipment was made by Hayato.

He had prepared it for her, thinking that this level of equipment would be necessary to go to the floating island. With this and a pineapple juice that granted Dinosaur Special Attack, she wouldn't be defeated unless something extreme happened.

"I’m not strong. My weapons and armor are just high-performance. Your whip is ordinary, but you make up for it with skill. That’s why I thought you were strong on your own."

Weapon handling was influenced by a person’s own skill.

Surya must have practiced a great deal. From Hayato’s perspective, it looked as if she could handle the whip with complete freedom. Compared to easier-to-handle weapons like swords and axes, a whip would require considerable training.

"Well, thank you. But our main job is being a Tamer, right? From my perspective, I think you’re stronger, Maris, for being able to control your pet so freely."

"That’s not me being strong either, it’s Max being an excellent pet."

Today, Maris hadn’t brought the Elder Griffon, Lancelot. Just as the dragon Garland couldn’t enter the forest, the large Lancelot couldn’t either. So, Maris had brought Max, the Kyubi she had tamed in the Eastern Country.

Maris and Max’s coordination was so good it was hard to believe she had only recently made him her pet.

The opponents they defeated were weak, but Maris had defeated even the bear-type monsters, which were on the stronger side for this forest, without any trouble.

Max fought primarily with magic, but he dedicated himself to a support role for Maris.

When Maris was about to attack, he would use the magic "Ice Bind" to freeze the opponent’s feet for a moment, preventing them from dodging.

Pets moved with a simple AI. Even if she ordered him to dedicate himself to support, he wouldn’t normally use it with such perfect timing.

However, it was said that pets could learn, and that the more time they spent with a player, the better they would understand their intentions and act accordingly.

It wasn't a proven fact like trust or loyalty, but since their behavior changed visibly, many players believed it.

Maris had made Max her pet in the Eastern Country only recently. It was at a level that made one wonder how much they must have fought together to reach this point.

"Being able to make your pet strong is part of a Tamer’s strength, you know. Anyway, fine. Hayato-san, let’s end the break. It seems a rare monster has appeared in the depths of the forest. Let’s either tame it or defeat it."

"Oh, really? Then let’s go. It seems rare monsters get a separate entry in the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia."

"First, we tame it!"

When Maris said this cheerfully, Surya sighed.

"I’m telling you, the one that appeared in the depths of the forest is a Deadly Spider. It might be somewhat strong, but it’s not cute, is it?"

The Deadly Spider was a spider monster with a very potent poison. It might be an excellent pet if you could tame it, but most people would agree it was far from cute.

"Huh? I think they’re cute… Huh? Ren-chan…?"

Maris approached Ren and waved a hand in front of her face. But there was no reaction.

"A-Ash-san! Has Ren-chan fainted while standing up!?"

"…Ren is weak to bugs and spiders. Even just the words were too much for her. We’ll wait here, so you go with Hayato and Cecil. If you can, please don’t tame it."

"She’s a Genesis Dragon, you know?"

No one answered Surya’s question, but they settled on the conclusion that no matter how strong you are, you still have weaknesses.



		
			Chapter 301

			A Relationship Without Reservations

			The day to go to the floating island had arrived.

They planned to fly from the Spirit Country on the airship Angra Mainyu, so they were currently waiting in a wide-open field where it could land and take off for the members to gather.

The members were, as usual, mainly from Kokuryu and the Demon Lord’s Army, but this time, members of the Genesis Dragons would also be participating.

The Genesis Dragon members were Agres, Pat, Suien, and Randa. With Ash and Ren, that made six. The other members couldn't come due to various work commitments.

It was Ash and Ren's first time going to the floating island, and they seemed to be looking forward to it. Ren, in particular, had been in a constant state of excitement for the past week after hearing there was a place where she could have a vacation.

There was still time before departure, but for now, only the members of Kokuryu and Hayato's group had arrived.

With nothing particular to do while they waited, Hayato turned his gaze toward Maris and Surya.

They were talking normally, but it was less of a chat and more a discussion about their tamed pets. Right now, they were passionately debating the merits of their respective pets, the griffon Lancelot and the dragon Garland.

"So Lancelot is specialized in physical resistance… Isn’t he weak to attribute attacks?"

"I just don’t take him to places like that. I use one of my other pets. Conversely, you’ve raised Garland’s resistances across the board, but doesn’t that make him mediocre?"

"He’s my only pet. I trained him to be able to handle any situation. It’s true he’s a jack-of-all-trades, but his versatility is outstanding."

Over the past week, there had been no particular conflicts between Maris and Surya. They had talked normally and fought together without any issues. In fact, Maris had started visiting the base more often, and they had even eaten meals together, to the point where it seemed their relationship had improved.

However, they rarely talked about personal matters. It felt more like they were exchanging opinions as Tamers. They respected each other, but it didn't seem like they were friends.

He wasn't sure what the appropriate distance was, but for now, at least, they weren't at odds, so Hayato hadn't actively intervened.

He was more worried that he should intervene with the trio of Esha, Noat, and Cecil.

It wasn't that the three of them didn't get along. In fact, they were on the better side of things. However, they had no reservations with each other, so their exchanges were often enough to make anyone listening frown.

"Noat, if you keep eating nothing but donuts, you’re going to get round. Like a donut."

"Shut up. More importantly, Cecil-chan, your snoring at night is loud. Give me back my peaceful sleep."

"Fighting is not good. Understood. In that case, I will responsibly eat the donuts. That should solve the problem."

"Esha-chan, if you eat any more, won’t you turn into an orc? I don’t think there’s a demand for orc maids."

"I’ll take you up on that challenge. Step outside."

"Ooh, a fight? If you’re gonna do it, count me in."

It was noisy like that every day.

Despite the situation, it was thanks to this that they were able to bring Noat along this time.

Unlike last time, Relic, Sonia, the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild, and the Dragon Busters were not here.

Instead, they were able to borrow the strength of the Genesis Dragon members who had free time, but it was possible their combat power would still be insufficient. As he was wondering what to do, Cecil suggested they bring Noat.

Cecil must have been used to it. The sight of her dragging the resisting Noat, who was clinging to her futon, felt strangely natural, even though it should have been the first time he had seen it.

He felt a little sorry for her, so he made a deal with Noat that she could eat as many donuts as she wanted. As a result, Cecil demanded meat and Esha demanded sweets, but if it would get them to do their best, it was a small price to pay.

"Hayato, sorry to keep you waiting."

"Sorry for the wait!"

"Ash, Ren-chan, and all the Genesis Dragons."

It was the six they had planned on. Agres and the others looked the same as they had during the Stampede event. Since he had met them many times in reality, it didn’t feel particularly nostalgic, just that their clothes were different from usual.

It had been a while since he had seen them in the virtual world, so Hayato stared at their forms.

Agres was in a black rider’s jacket and pants. His brown hair was cut short, and he was the same age as Ash and Hayato, in his early twenties.

Pat was dressed as a western-style gunman, entirely in brown, with shoulder-length blond hair and a ten-gallon hat. He had only heard that he was in his forties.

It was the first time he had seen Suien’s human form in the virtual world. She was a woman with long black hair that reached the middle of her back, wearing a black robe. Her concept was likely a witch. He had heard she was the same age as Ash’s mother, Kilika, so she would be in her forties like Pat, but she stubbornly insisted she was in her thirties.

In contrast to Suien, Randa was wearing white cleric-style clothes. Like Suien, she had black hair, which was done in two braids on either side. It wasn’t as long as Suien’s, but it was a decent length. She was the same age as Ash and Agres, in her early twenties, but he had heard she was the youngest among them.

Noticing Hayato’s gaze, Pat approached with a smile.

"Thanks for the invitation today. Goin’ on an adventure with a bunch of young’uns, this old man’s gettin’ all excited despite his age."

"Sorry to bother you when you’re busy. Your help is much appreciated."

Pat had always been an elusive, or rather, a nonchalant person, but he had the deep trust of Ash and the others.

His achievements as an actor probably had something to do with it, but Ash had said that his seemingly frivolous attitude might just be an act. He had even said that his dedication to being an actor at all times was worthy of respect.

When he heard that, the man himself had laughed and said, "Flatterin’ an old man won’t get you anywhere."

"You’ve helped me out a lot, Hayato-chan. Besides, I was in a bind with no work right now. Gotta earn some money in the game, you know… It’s hard for old folks to find part-time jobs."

It was a harsh reality, but since his movie hadn’t been released yet, he had no income. It was scheduled to be released around the time this event ended, but until then, he had to earn money somehow to make ends meet.

Since Ash and the others, who were treated as NPCs, could now receive prize money in this event, they had taken the form of earning money through the event.

He had his thoughts on that, but he had also quit his job to aim for game prize money, so he was in no position to talk.

"Don’t say such things that’ll shatter the dreams and hopes of the young ones."

"That’s right. I’d rather you tell Hayato-san about a more dream-filled job."

Pat, feeling reprimanded by Suien and Randa, apologized, "Sorry, sorry."

"Thank you for your help too, Suien-san and Randa-san. Are you also aiming for the prize money, like Pat-san?"

"…Life doesn’t always go as planned, you know. Besides, Veru told me to come here and get over my fear of heights. Can you really cure that by getting used to it?"

Suien had fallen from a very tall tree called the World Tree in her dragon form. To be precise, she was pushed, but ever since then, she had been afraid of heights. Hayato had heard that this had affected her performance in the battle at the high-rise Skyscraper Babel, and she hadn’t been very active.

"I’m not sure. Should I introduce you to a doctor?"

"A doctor, you say. Was that Mist-san and Damian-san we met at the café before? Those two are slender, handsome men, and they’re quite nice…! And Ruth-kun has a promising future…!"

"Suien-san, you should consider your age."

Randa said with a smile, a remark that was borderline, or rather, a direct hit.

Perhaps used to it, Suien didn’t seem particularly angry, but she let out a very long sigh.

"You should pay a little more attention to romance yourself. Your youth will be over in a flash, you know? The time you shine is truly over in an instant…"

"Your words carry too much weight."

This seemed like dangerous territory, so Hayato decided to change the subject.

"Um, Randa-san, your skill composition is specialized in healing magic, right? We’re short on healers, so that’s a big help."

At Hayato’s words, Randa smiled, gave a thumbs up with her right hand, closed her left eye, and stuck her tongue out just a little.

"Leave it to your big sister!"

"You’re younger than me, aren’t you?"

Diite, who could use healing magic, was not participating.

Immediately after the event started, she was swamped with emails to management and was busy responding to them.

The replies were basically the same, but if there was a problem, she had to submit a revision request to Infinity, so she wasn't doing it mechanically but was carefully investigating each and every case.

There were members in Kokuryu and Black Rose who could use healing magic, but having more healers made battles more efficient. He could look forward to their performance in the battle on the floating island.

"Yo, Hayato. Lookin’ forward to workin’ with ya today."

"You too, Agres."

Agres spent a lot of time with Ash in reality and came to the café frequently. Since they were the same age, he had once told him, "You don’t need to use honorifics." Since then, they had become close enough to call each other Hayato and Agres.

"Are you participating today for the same reason as Suien-san, to deal with your fear of heights?"

"Veru-san is a spartan, isn’t he? He told me if I’m gonna do an action movie, I need to get used to high places. Well, being bad with heights is only a minus, so I want to overcome it somehow."

"That’s a positive way to look at it. Whatever the reason, I’m counting on you."

"Yeah, leave it to me. Looks like the Demon Lord’s Army is here."

Agres shifted his gaze behind Hayato and said this.

When Hayato turned around, the Demon Lord Lunaria, Rosalie, and the members of Black Rose were walking toward them. Gil, one of the Ten Dark Knights, was with them.

When they reached Hayato, Rosalie, in her Gothic Lolita dress, gave an elegant curtsy.

"We apologize for the delay. Lunaria-sama overslept. It seems she was too excited last night and couldn’t sleep."

"The Demon Lord sleeps when she wants and wakes when she wants. You would do well to remember that. In fact, you should consider the time the Demon Lord arrives to be the appointed time. In the first place, the one-week delay was for the purpose of making my swimsuit. I would like you to take that into proper consideration. I am not at fault."

As always, it made him want to ponder the philosophical question of "What is a Demon Lord?" but Hayato stopped his thoughts and put on a smile.

"The Demon Lord’s Army is as peaceful as ever. So, the reason we couldn’t go for a week was to make a swimsuit…"

"We wanted Lunaria-sama to wear an elegant swimsuit."

"Rosalie-chan’s swimsuit is less elegant and more just a way to show off my assets. As the Demon Lord, I cannot recognize that as a swimsuit."

He wondered what a swimsuit that showed off her assets was, but there was no need to stir the pot, so he decided to stop thinking about it.

Ney and the others had also needed about a week to get everyone together, and the same went for the Genesis Dragon members, so it wasn’t a problem, but hearing the reason left him feeling a bit drained.

Nevertheless, Hayato was in the position of borrowing their strength. He wouldn't complain about it.

Hayato turned his gaze toward Gil.

"Are you joining us, Gil-san? That would be very reassuring."

"No, I apologize, but I only came this far with everyone."

"Oh, is that so? That’s a shame…"

"It is nice to hear you say that. If there is a next opportunity, I would be happy to accept."

"Yes, please do. But it’s unusual for you to see them off, isn’t it?"

Black Rose and the Dark Knights hadn't gotten along very well, but perhaps their relationship had improved after various incidents. They had come on the same ship to the Eastern Country, so he had a vague sense of it, but Hayato was a little surprised that their relationship had progressed to the point where he would come to see them off.

Gil shook his head.

"Hahaha, I didn’t come to see them off. I am heading to the Royal Capital now, so I came with them to greet you, Hayato-dono."

"To the Royal Capital?"

"I have an appointment to meet with the Maid Chief-dono. It seems she will be giving me a tour of the Royal Capital. The Maid Chief-dono is a fine person!"

"Ah, so that’s it."

The Maid Chief was in love with Gil and they were corresponding by letter. Hayato guessed she was formulating various strategies and decided, once again, not to stir the pot.

A murderous glare was being directed at Gil from the members of Black Rose, but he didn’t seem to notice. A resentful gaze was also coming from Suien, but Hayato pretended not to see it.

With that, all the members were gathered. Feeling a little uneasy about whether things would be okay, Hayato and the others departed for the floating island on the airship.



		
			Chapter 302

			The Top 8 Clans

			The airship Angra Mainyu flew steadily toward the Floating Island.

The sky was clear, the wind was calm. It was a perfect day for flying. Everyone was enjoying themselves as if on a picnic.

Piloting the ship was done in shifts. The men, in particular, had many volunteers who wanted to take the controls. Hayato gave them a lecture on how to operate it, then left to serve snacks and drinks to the women.

After serving the food, Hayato moved away. He felt a little out of place being in an area with so many women.

It wasn't that he disliked women, but seeing the members getting so excited was intimidating in various ways. It was probably a wise decision.

He noticed a group of men gathered a short distance away and was about to head toward them when Surya approached him.

"Surya-san, do you need some food? I can make anything."

"Ah, it's not that. I just wanted to talk for a bit."

"With me? I don't mind, but what about?"

"Don't be so defensive. It's just a casual chat. Besides, I wanted to thank you."

Hayato was puzzled. He couldn't remember doing anything that warranted thanks.

He was letting them stay at his base, but he was receiving rent and payment for meals. In fact, he often learned things about tamers from them, so he felt he was the one who should be grateful.

Regardless of Hayato's thoughts, Surya bowed her head.

"Thank you, Hayato-san. I've been able to talk with Maris quite a bit, and it's a huge help that you're taking us to the Floating Island."

"So that's what this is about. I didn't actively intervene in either of those things, but if you insist, I'll accept your thanks."

"Please do. For now, it's only words, but I'll thank you in some other way too."

There was no need for her to go that far, but Hayato figured if he received something more than necessary, he could just return the favor in some way.

Surya glanced once at the excited group of women, then looked back at Hayato.

"I'd heard stories, but you're really something else, Hayato-san."

"Um, what is?"

"The Demon Lord's Army, a Genesis Dragon, and members from the clan that won the Clan War two tournaments ago. A party like this going on an adventure is just not normal, you know?"

"Doesn't that mean everyone else is amazing, not me?"

Surya sighed. She then gave Hayato a look that said, *what are you talking about*.

"The amazing thing is that you can gather them all. Normally, they wouldn't come even if you asked. I thought Cecil's stories were half-exaggerated, but here are the Demon Lord's Army and even Demon Lord Lunaria-san herself."

"Well, she was originally a member of our clan. As for the Demon Lord's Army, or rather, the Ten Black Rose Saints, they came through that connection."

Demon Lord Lunaria was a member of Hayato's clan, Daedalus. The same went for the Genesis Dragons, Ash and Ren. Esha had also been a clan member from the beginning, so it was true that almost everyone here had come through that connection.

"I wonder if humility is a virtue. If so, that's fine, but honestly, this is a huge help. My acquaintances, aside from Cecil, are mostly tamers, so the places we can go and the monsters we can defeat are often limited. With this group, we can probably take down all sorts of monsters."

"It's not like I can get their help all the time, but as long as our schedules line up, I think they'd go anywhere. By the way, have you decided where you're going after the Floating Island?"

"I spoke with Maris, and we want to go to the Eastern Country next. We can tame yokai there, and the variety of monsters is rich."

"The Eastern Country, huh."

Simon had contacted him to say that tamers had started visiting the Eastern Country frequently. This was influenced by Maris reporting her Kyubi, Max, a yokai, to the Tamer Guild.

Additionally, the start of an event had drawn many players to the Eastern Country. It had many unique monsters, which was a good way to fill up the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia.

Hayato had been thinking of visiting the Eastern Country again soon anyway. For some reason, he had been receiving frequent invitations from Simon, asking, "Won't you come visit?"

Lunaria had also become friends with Benitsuru through letters, so she would probably come if invited. That would, by extension, confirm the other members would come too.

Hayato himself hadn't been to many places in the Eastern Country, but there were many interesting spots. As long as they had enough fighting power, Hayato was even thinking of tagging along to various places this time.

"Got it. In that case, let's head to the Eastern Country after we're done on the Floating Island. We should be fine strength-wise, and there are people there who can help us, so I think we can defeat anything."

Even if Benitsuru couldn't, Simon would most likely help them. They could surely defeat even boss-level monsters. Hayato was counting on it.

"You have connections in the Eastern Country too. You really are amazing, Hayato-san."

Even as she said he was amazing, Surya's face looked exasperated.

"You think so?"

"I do. It's an island nation, and they have an isolationist side, so I hear it's difficult to even make friends there, you know?"

"Benny-chan... I mean, Benitsuru-san was very friendly, though."

Benitsuru was the type to step into your personal space from the very beginning.

She had a somewhat precarious air about her, but now she was apparently studying under Simon without complaint. Simon had reported this to him with great joy. Hearing stories like that made one want to see her. You could also call it curiosity.

"Benitsuru-san is the princess of the Eastern Country. I'm surprised you've even met her. And you called her Benny-chan...?"

"Come to think of it, she was a princess."

"'Come to think of it'? Don't tell me you have acquaintances among the Ten Holy Demonic Swords too?"

"Hm? Didn't you hear from Maris? I'm acquainted with a woman from the Ten Holy Demonic Swords named Simon. I know the other members too, but they've been captured. I haven't heard what happened to them, though."

Surya's face was half-hidden by a clown mask, but even with just half a face visible, Hayato could see her expression was quite complicated. He thought she looked like she had just found a biologically impossible animal.

"You really are incredible. Does this mean you're acquainted with all the clans that made it to the top eight in the Clan War two tournaments ago? I heard Mist-san of the Ten Undead is in your group, and I saw Gil-san of the Ten Dark Knights earlier. Is this due to your good character, Hayato-san?"

Hayato thought that was indeed the case and recalled it in his mind. But on second thought, that wasn't quite right.

Of the clans that made it to the top eight, Hayato only knew seven.

There was "Blackjack," where the Hero Ivan and Esha were; "Ambrosia," led by Demon Lord Lunaria; Ash's group, "Dragon Soul"; Mist's group, "Undead"; Simon's clan, "The Samurai"; Gil's clan, "Nightmare"; and Rosalie's clan, "Black Rose."

Those were their names back then and were different now, but he had heard about it from Esha and Mist.

When he asked Diite why they had changed their names, she said it was a measure to prevent them from regaining their real-world memories.

But items like the Dragon Soul's treasured artifact stated it plainly. Hayato suspected they just wanted to change to cooler names. Whether they were actually cool or not was a separate matter.

Putting that aside, the last one was the tamer group "Circus."

He had heard they were the clan defeated by Blackjack, composed of five tamers and their five pets. However, he didn't know their current name.

It was then that Hayato finally realized.

The woman in front of him, dressed as a clown. Hayato had never seen Circus, but he knew of them.

"Could it be, Surya-san, that you belonged to one of the top eight clans?"

"That's right. But didn't you hear from Esha-san or Cecil? My clan lost to the one Hero Ivan-san was in."

"I hadn't heard about you, Surya-san, but perhaps it was too obvious for them to mention. Was Maris in your clan too?"

He had never heard about the clan Maris had belonged to. In fact, the topic had never come up, so he wasn't even sure if she had been in a clan at all.

Surya shook her head.

"I invited her once, but we didn't get along back then even more than we do now, so she turned me down."

"So that happened. By the way, did you not call your clan members? I'd think having more tamers would be more efficient for taming dinosaurs."

"I didn't call them. The clan is disbanded, anyway."

"Oh, I see..."

"Just so you know, it wasn't a falling out or anything like that. The members from back then are now running the Tamer Guilds in each country. They all love animals and monsters, but now they seem to be dedicated to working behind the scenes. Maris and I are more hands-on, though."

"Wow, that's the first I'm hearing of it."

He had heard that the members of Blackjack, where Esha was, now held positions like Grand General in the Empire and were Cecil's superiors. He had also heard that a person called the High Priest was from the same group.

He had once asked Esha why she was a maid, but her answer was that she had no idea. For some reason, Diite had been grinning while looking at Esha.

He didn't know if it was her own request or Diite's preference, but it seemed the NPCs had been given various roles, and now they were living those roles as their reality.

He didn't know if that was happiness, but at least Lunaria, Rosalie, and the others looked like they were having fun.

He didn't know what was right, but Hayato felt it was boorish to criticize the decisions they had made to live in this world. Still, a small part of him wanted to see what Lunaria and the others would be like if they regained their memories.

"Hayato-san? Is something wrong?"

"Ah, sorry. I was just thinking about a few things..."

As Hayato started to speak, someone shouted, "It's a Pteranodon!"

A smile spread across Surya's face upon hearing the voice.

"There it is! I'll try taming it right away!"

"Be careful, it breathes fire."

"...That's different from the Pteranodon I know."

He hadn't coordinated that detail with her, but he figured it would be fine and evacuated to a seemingly safe location.



		
			Chapter 303

			Previous Visitors

			The airship carrying Hayato and the others arrived safely at the Floating Island.

However, the situation was not ideal.

This was because there were already other people there. The number of players who could reach the Floating Island was limited, and Hayato cursed his own foolishness for not considering this.

As Hayato descended the ramp-style gangway, a smiling figure approached him. He was dressed like a barbarian, and Hayato only knew one acquaintance who looked like that.

"Well now, it feels like it's been a while. Have you been well, Hayato?"

Jolto, the leader of the clan "Bandit," called out to him with a smile.

"You look well, Jolto. I was doing fine until a moment ago, but now I'm feeling a bit down."

"You don't have to look so displeased. We've fought together before, haven't we?"

The name "Bandit" comes up when talking about the clan that has progressed the furthest in this game.

They also place high in every event, snatching up the prize money, which sometimes earns them the moniker of actual bandits. But they are also arguably the clan most envied by other players.

Hayato's clan, Daedalus, had fought and defeated Bandit in a Clan War.

After that, they had also fought alongside them to defeat Agres Berion during a Stampede event, but it was hard to call them allies or enemies. Hayato personally thought of them as rivals.

However, he had previously brought someone from the Foundation to this Floating Island. Although it couldn't be helped, he had brought a troublesome guest for Hayato, so honestly, his impression of him wasn't good.

Fundamentally, Hayato found Jolto difficult to deal with as a person. Being with someone who felt like he was constantly gathering information just by talking was tiring, as it reminded him of his time working at a company.

"It's really troubling when you make such a disgusted face. Could you at least try to hide it?"

"Talking to you feels like you're trying to extract all sorts of information, and I don't like it. Are you like that in real life too?"

"You're not very good at role-playing."

"So you're like that in person too? I'd rather not get too close, then."

"Are you angry that I brought that 'client' before? It was impossible to refuse that."

"I'm sure it was. I'm not angry about that. I just genuinely find you hard to deal with."

"That's even more hurtful. But it seems like there weren't any particular problems, right? I don't know the specifics of what you did, but I wonder if the various positive changes in this game are thanks to you, Hayato?"

"It's not thanks to me, at least."

"Oh? Well, I won't pry into real-world matters. Putting that aside, your clan has been quiet recently, Hayato. I don't see your name anywhere near the top of the event rankings. Are you slacking off?"

He wasn't slacking off, he was just getting caught up in other things through the game. That was why he couldn't actively participate in events, and his rank wasn't anything noteworthy.

He did want to enjoy the game more purely, but his desire to help friends and acquaintances in trouble was stronger.

Some troubles affected reality, while others were confined to the game, but either way, the NPCs were human. His thinking was that if he had acquaintances in trouble and he could help them, he wanted to.

"I'm not slacking off, but I've been busy with various things. You guys are amazing, getting such good results in every event. I imagine you've earned a lot of prize money, but are you still aiming for more?"

"We get prize money, but we have a lot of allied clans. When we split the prize money by the number of people, the amount per person isn't that much. Well, we earned quite a bit during the Clan War... but wait, did you win the Clan War with NPCs, Hayato? Did you get ten people's worth of prize money all by yourself?"

"No, it was just one person's share. I'll omit the details, though."

Diite had proposed adding one hundred million yen in exchange for deleting one of his NPC companions. Hayato had refused instantly, but he didn't want to imagine what would have happened if he had accepted the offer.

"I see. Even one person's share is a considerable amount. I guess you're just taking it easy and enjoying the game now."

Hayato thought about recent events and mentally denied it. He was not taking it easy.

The Genesis Dragons' Stampede, the treasure hunting, gathering knowledge for the medicine, and the commotion in the Eastern Country. It wasn't slow at all, but everything had settled in a good way, so there were no particular problems.

"That's right. I'm enjoying it in my own way."

"That's good to hear. Oh, right, what about the matter of the apology? You never said anything, so I left it alone."

"Apology?"

"Yes. The apology for bringing the 'client.' I mentioned it before, but I'll give you some information. You asked for information about the Necropolis, but it's the same as if I didn't tell you anything."

Hayato remembered that conversation. But being asked so suddenly, he couldn't think of any information he wanted.

"I don't have anything right now."

"There's no deadline, so feel free to ask anytime. I'd welcome you, Hayato..."

Jolto stopped talking mid-sentence. His gaze was fixed behind Hayato, toward the airship.

Hayato followed his gaze and saw Maris getting off the gangway with her pets.

"Hayato-san. The unloading is finished, so you can miniaturize the ship now."

"Thanks. I'll be there later, so go on ahead to the campsite."

Maris replied, "Understood," and headed toward the metal building that would serve as their temporary base, leading her pets. Next to her was Surya with her dragon, Garland, and the two seemed to be talking about various things as they looked around.

After seeing them off, he turned back to Jolto.

"Sorry for the interruption. What's with that face?"

It was no wonder Hayato was surprised. Jolto, who usually wore a confident smile, was staring at Maris and the others with his mouth half-open.

"...That's a Pteranodon, right?"

Behind Maris was a Pteranodon walking on the ground. It walked with a dosun dosun sound rather than a toco toco patter. It was Maris's pet, which she had just successfully tamed. It didn't have a name yet.

"That's right. We encountered it on the way here, so she tamed it."

"...How?"

"How...? She just tamed it normally, I think?"

Jolto sighed and then looked at Hayato.

"It seems you're saying that in earnest, not sarcastically. Since you don't seem to understand, I'll explain. Taming has an effective range. It's quite small. You have to get very close to the monster. Normally, for a flying monster, you'd first aim for its wings to make it fall to the ground, then tame it. The question is how you tame a Pteranodon that spits fire without getting close to the airship... wait, don't tell me you didn't see her taming it?"

"Ah, so that's it."

Hayato didn't know the detailed circumstances of taming, but he understood that taming a flying monster was difficult.

A Pteranodon might become unable to fly if weakened, but it wouldn't just fall onto the airship's deck. Jolto was asking how they had managed to get within taming distance.

From what Hayato had seen, it went like this.

Surya used her whip's weapon skill, "Attract Whip," which pulls the target, to draw the Pteranodon onto the airship's deck. After that, the Pteranodon couldn't escape the whip, and on the deck, Maris's taming, also known as persuasion, began, leading to it successfully becoming her pet.

The whip's attack range was wide, but it was only about three meters. It was difficult to get the airship that close to the Pteranodon, but that was probably due to Hayato's piloting skills.

Once you hear the answer, it seems so simple.

But sometimes, assumptions and preconceived notions can prevent one from finding the answer. Hayato thought that even Jolto and his team, who had a lot of information and many excellent players, hadn't arrived at the answer.

To Hayato, it wasn't a big deal, but since he wasn't the originator of the technique, he couldn't just give away the information. Besides, there was no reason to provide it.

"Sorry, but I can't tell you."

"I figured... but damn, I messed up. I should have just made normal small talk. I was so surprised I just blurted out 'how.' And then you go and say 'she tamed it normally.' That really threw me off."

"Don't blame me. Anyway, you're supposed to be giving me information, right? Why are you trying to get information from me?"

"That's that, and this is this. Well, we'll be here for a while, so if you need anything, come and ask. I'd prefer if you told me the taming method, though."

"I feel like for every piece of information I get, you'll take three, so I'd rather not."

"I was planning on taking about five."

"Even more reason not to. Well, if I need any information, I'll come ask."

With that, Hayato parted ways with Jolto and moved toward the campsite.

Since it was the same place as before, they knew how to use it, and it was already prepared as a temporary base camp.

In that case, I'll start by making the Dinosaur-slaying Coconut Juice, Hayato thought, and began gathering people to collect coconuts.



		
			Chapter 304

			Restrictions on How to Play

			That night, on the day they arrived at the Floating Island, Jolto from the clan "Bandit" approached Hayato with a proposal.

To put it simply, he suggested they hunt monsters together.

Both Hayato and Jolto had come to this island to seal the rare dinosaur monsters in their Monster Sealing Encyclopedias. To seal as many monsters as possible, having more firepower would be more efficient.

However, acting together with Jolto's group was a problem.

If Hayato were only with Ney and the others, or only with NPCs, it wouldn't be an issue. But unlike before, many of them now knew the circumstances, including the members of Kokuryu and Ash's group, who had regained their real-world memories.

They had fought alongside Bandit during the Stampede event to defeat Agres Berion.

At that time, the members of Kokuryu didn't know much about the game's circumstances, and the only NPC who had regained her memories was Esha. This time, however, many more people knew the truth.

There was a high probability they could be found out by a chance remark. On top of that, Bandit had members in a so-called verification team who were investigating the game's specifications.

If they were found out, Hayato couldn't predict whether Jolto would make it public. He had almost no interaction with the other members of Bandit, so he was even less able to judge them than Jolto.

As a result, they decided it was too dangerous to act together.

Jolto didn't seem to mind, saying, "Well then, I guess we're rivals," and went back without getting angry.

When he told Diite about this, she apologized to Hayato in a sorry-sounding voice. It was so faint that he imagined this was what a mosquito's buzz would sound like.

"Hayato-kun, I am sorry..."

"I don't understand why you're apologizing."

"I want you to enjoy yourself in this virtual reality, Hayato-kun, but I have placed various restrictions on how you can play. Normally, acting together with players like Jolto-kun would be one of the great pleasures of an online game, right? But I am forcing you to limit that because of our circumstances. I am truly sorry..."

"Ah, so that's what this is about."

The fact that NPCs were human was a secret, with the exception of a few members. Diite had asked him to keep it a secret as much as possible. That was the reason he had refused to fight alongside Jolto.

The only ones who knew the circumstances were Hayato, Ney, and the others from Kokuryu, and Esha's group who had regained their memories.

Being found out was a problem, but as more people learned the truth, the probability that the NPCs they interacted with would regain their memories would increase. Ney had been warned by everyone to be very careful about that.

There were countermeasures in place, called AI Protection, to prevent them from regaining their real-world memories, but they weren't perfect.

Many NPCs who had interacted with Hayato so far had regained their memories. It was more accurate to say that Hayato had been dragged into it, but still, regaining their memories had led to good results.

If someone other than Hayato were involved and they regained their memories, it was uncertain if the result would be as good. In the first place, the NPCs were not intended to regain their memories. The majority of them were people who had entered this virtual reality with the intention of living out their entire lives here.

"I was the one who invited everyone to live in this world. Whether that was the right thing to do, I don't know now. But at the time, everyone decided to spend their lives in this world. In that case, as the one who invited them, I have a duty to provide that for them."

"I think I understand, more or less."

"However, that is my duty, not yours or Ney-kun's. And yet, I've placed restrictions on you and gotten you involved in so much. I'm truly sorry."

"Don't worry about it. I'm sure Ney and the others feel the same way. There are restrictions, sure, but we're also playing in a way that others can't. I mean, fighting alongside the Demon Lord, other players can't do that, right?"

Only Hayato, Ney, and the others could do that. Compared to the various restrictions, it was probably a net positive overall.

"It helps to hear you say that. By the way, are you sure you don't want any money? I'm giving Ney-kun a portion of the sales under the pretext of being the owner of this virtual reality, but I'd like to give you a portion as well, as an apology for the trouble."

"I don't need it. The prize money I get from game events is enough."

"I see. If you change your mind, please let me know at any time. I'm grateful to you, Hayato-kun. It's sad that the only way I can repay that kindness right now is with money, though."

"The thought is enough. So let's end this topic. By the way, are you still busy, Diite-chan?"

"The events have calmed down to some extent, so I'm starting to have some free time. But why do you ask?"

"In that case, let's go on an adventure together again. We're on the Floating Island now, but we're planning to go to the Eastern Country next, so how about joining us then?"

There was no response from Diite to Hayato's proposal. Even though the voice chat wasn't cut off, he couldn't hear anything.

"Diite-chan? Can you hear me?"

"...Ah, yes, sorry. Thank you, Hayato-kun. I see. You'd still invite me, even though I've put you in this situation. In that case, I'll definitely accompany you. Even if a meteor should fall, let's go."

"It's not like it's a Meteor Swarm... It won't actually fall, right?"

"I will just say that there are monsters in the sea that use Meteor Swarm."

"Oh, I see... And this time, no spoilers, okay? Last time, with Mist-san's situation, I ended up asking a lot of things."

"Of course. The Eastern Country also has many undiscovered elements, so please do try to find them. In particular, it would be good to defeat all of the Four Divine Beasts, like Genbu and Suzaku."

"That's a spoiler, isn't it? I was planning on doing it anyway, but please don't say anything more."

"You're right. Well then, I'm looking forward to going to the Eastern Country. Please contact me again when it's time to go."

After that, Hayato chatted with Diite for a while longer before logging out.

The next day, Hayato and the others immediately set out to seal the dinosaurs in their Monster Sealing Encyclopedias.

There were buildings to the northeast and northwest of this island, and another one in the center of the lake. To get to the central building, they needed to retrieve switches from the northeast and northwest buildings, which they had confirmed during their previous exploration.

Although they wouldn't be fighting alongside Bandit, they decided to divide the locations to conquer so they wouldn't get in each other's way.

After some discussion, it was decided that Jolto's group would conquer the northeast building, and Hayato's group would take the northwest one.

"This building, or rather, this basement, is a first for me. I'm excited!"

Ney said cheerfully on their way to the building. She had apparently been playing card games with Rosalie and the others last night, and her high spirits seemed to be carrying over.

When they had come to this island before, they had split into two teams to conquer both locations simultaneously. The building Ney and Cecil had gone to was the one on the northeast side. That was the location Lunaria's Demon Lord's Army had headed to.

"There was a Stegosaurus on the lowest floor. The spikes on its back were cool. But it was dangerous because it would curl up and charge while rolling. Not that it was a match for the Demon Lord, though."

Lunaria said that with a smug face.

He thought it was still a very fantasy-like dinosaur, but Hayato laughed a little, figuring it must be Diite's preference.

Among them, there were three members with low spirits.

They were Maris, Surya, and Noat.

For Maris and Surya, it was related to yesterday's taming situation. While Hayato was logged out, the two had tried to tame a Raptor and an Allosaurus on the surface, but it had been a failure.

It was unclear if there were conditions or if they simply couldn't be tamed, but since the Pteranodon could be tamed while the other two couldn't, their spirits were low.

So, their spirits weren't high because there was a high probability that the Stegosaurus where they were headed couldn't be tamed either.

As for Noat, needless to say, she disliked going to dungeons, so her spirits were low, and she was being dragged along by Cecil. Seeing this, Esha commented, "She resembles a dog resisting a vaccination shot that I saw in an old video."

While they were doing this, they arrived at the building they planned to conquer.

Unlike the metal apartment-like building they were using as a campsite, this one was made of white concrete. There was nothing but an entrance, and no windows.

From Hayato's knowledge, it looked like some kind of shady research facility, but given the circumstances of this island, that probably wasn't far from the truth.

Hayato, Esha, as well as Ash and Ren, had work at the cafe in the afternoon. They immediately stepped inside, intending to reach the lowest floor by noon.



		
			Chapter 305

			Taming Investigation and Verification

			Hayato and the others were proceeding through what appeared to be an underground research facility, heading for the lowest floor.

The monsters that appeared here were the same Raptors found on the surface of the Floating Island, so there was no sense of tension. They were strong, but thanks to the coconut juice Hayato had made and the weapons and armor crafted from dinosaur bones and hides, they had a special effectiveness against dinosaurs, and their progress was smooth.

In the first place, with the Demon Lord present, along with the members of the Black Rose under her command, they already had an overwhelming surplus of combat power. With the members of Kokuryu and the Genesis Dragons added to that, there was no chance of losing.

However, contrary to their smooth progress, Hayato was facing various problems.

One of them was probably the unmotivated Noat.

"People of old said something profound. No man is an island."

"...And the meaning of that is?"

"Give me a piggyback ride."

"Noat-san, perhaps you should apologize to the people of old."

"If I apologize, will you give me a piggyback ride?"

"Please leave this to me. Listen, Noat. Master wishes to give Ash-sama a piggyback ride."

"Esha, you apologize to me."

"Understood. In that case, I will be carried piggyback by Ash-san, who is being carried piggyback by Hayato-san. I believe this is a perfect plan that incorporates everyone's opinions."

"The reason Ivan disbanded his clan wasn't because of you guys, was it?"

It was less of a problem and more of a tiring situation.

In the first place, was it even necessary to bring Noat, who could further boost this already overpowered team? Not really.

Cecil's response to that was this statement.

"I can't stand it when I'm working and Noat is just lazing around."

Though it was a personal sentiment, this statement gained a lot of support. Esha, in particular, was fully on Cecil's side, and few people sympathized with Noat being brought along even though she wasn't needed.

For the time being, the problem was slightly resolved by giving Noat a donut. The fact that she was walking on her own could be described as a dramatic improvement.

However, all the other female members also demanded snacks, so he had to make them, but for Hayato, it was within an acceptable range.

The other problem was Maris and Surya. This could be considered a more decent problem.

Yesterday, their taming attempts on the Raptor had failed, and both of them were feeling down.

When they were about halfway through, they decided to take a break.

Hayato thought it was a good time and spoke to the two of them.

"Um, are you two okay? Why are you in such low spirits anyway?"

"We're still in the investigation stage, but we're having some problems with taming dinosaurs. And thinking about it, it seems like taming a Stegosaurus will be impossible too."

"Problems?"

Hayato tilted his head.

Maris and Surya were the aces of the Tamer Guilds in the Royal and Imperial Capitals, respectively. He couldn't imagine the two of them having pet-related problems.

Surya, who was with Maris, sighed.

"Yesterday, Maris and I tried our best to tame a Raptor, but it was no good at all."

"I heard about that, but isn't it possible that Raptors just can't be tamed?"

There are specific monsters that can be turned into pets. Monsters that can't be tamed will remain untamable even with a Taming Skill of 100.

Generally, it is known that boss characters, those with proper names, those that are too large, or those that are exclusively aquatic cannot be tamed.

Attempting to tame such a monster will enrage it like a raging fire, and a buff effect that increases the opponent's stats will be applied.

"Some guy tried to tame me once, so I killed him instantly," said Agres, one of the Genesis Dragons.

At Boboda Mountain, the Tyrant Dragon Agres Berion appears every two hours. Currently, a simple AI Agres Berion is rampaging, but back then, Agres himself was doing it. Naturally, some players would try, even if they didn't intend to anger him.

For some reason, the members of the Black Rose, including Rosalie, nodded in agreement with Agres's words.

Since the Black Rose members appear as rare spawns in the Demon Lord's Castle, Hayato had his suspicions, but he decided not to ask anything unnecessary and avoided making eye contact.

Putting that aside, there are cases where monsters that meet the conditions can be tamed, and conversely, there are cases where monsters that don't meet the conditions cannot be tamed.

From Hayato's perspective, it seemed like a simple case of the Pteranodon being tamable while the Raptor was not.

"You know the clan called Bandit, right? There was a tamer there who had a Raptor as a pet."

"That's the first I've heard of it, but that happened?"

"It seems the Allosaurus was a no-go. I think that one is too large to be made into a pet. But there's a precedent for the Raptor. And yet, Maris's taming couldn't turn it into a pet. She tried persuading it for nearly thirty minutes, but it was no good."

Maris looked even more dejected at those words, but Surya continued.

"There are a few possible reasons. The most likely one is that you can only have one dinosaur as a pet at a time."

"Is that a thing?"

"It is. For example, you can't have monsters that are in a predator-prey relationship as pets at the same time. Like cat-type and mouse-type monsters. For some reason, this happens even if you leave them at the Tamer Guild. I wonder if they can tell by smell."

Hayato accepted this, thinking it was probably a game setting.

"Dinosaurs start fighting on their own when different species are nearby, right? There's a possibility that because you tamed a Pteranodon, you can't tame other dinosaurs."

"That certainly seems plausible."

It was discovered that dinosaurs fight each other when they first came to the Floating Island. Hearing that, Hayato had speculated that they had special effectiveness against each other and had considered making equipment using dinosaur bones and claws.

In that case, Hayato thought that if they released the Pteranodon back into the wild, they might be able to tame a Raptor.

But he looked at Maris and dismissed the idea.

Because Maris would never release a child she had once made her pet back into the wild.

"Wouldn't it have been better if Surya-san had tried to tame it instead of Maris?"

"That would have been fine, but..."

Surya looked at Maris. Maris was staring intently at Surya.

"Maris won't approve of it. I have Garland, so no matter what child I tame, I'll end up releasing it back into the wild eventually. There's a limit to the number of pets I can keep at the guild, too. But Maris doesn't seem to like that."

"I don't mean to force you, but I'd rather you not do that, Surya. If you make something your pet, I think you should take care of it until the end. I mean, please do."

"You're subtly forcing me, aren't you? Well, I don't intend to do anything Maris dislikes, so don't worry. I also think it's not right to release a pet back into the wild right after taming it. Besides, we learned that Raptors can't be turned into pets under certain conditions, so that's good information in its own way. But we don't know what those conditions are..."

"Isn't the condition I just mentioned the correct one? That you can't tame a Raptor because you tamed a Pteranodon."

Surya shook her head.

"There are various other conditions for not being able to have a pet. For example, there's a rule that you can only tame one rare monster, a so-called superior species. Maris's Lancelot is one. You can't tame two Elder Griffons. The Pteranodon isn't a superior species, so I don't think that system applies, though."

"I see. So there are others?"

"Yes, for example, gender conditions."

"Gender conditions?"

"Only women can tame Unicorns, right? There's a possibility that the Raptor is the male version of that. The tamer in Bandit was male."

A Unicorn is a white horse with a horn on its forehead.

Its horn is said to cure all status ailments, and Hayato had often used it when making medicine with his Alchemy Skill. He had also used it as a material when making Relic's glove, "Requiem."

This Unicorn can only be tamed by female characters. If a male tries to tame it, he gets kicked away. And it escapes.

She was saying there was a possibility that the Raptor was the opposite of the Unicorn, and would not accept being tamed by a female.

"So there are conditions like that too."

"We hadn't anticipated that, so our investigation and verification on this island have become a bit tricky. The Stegosaurus will probably be treated as a boss character, and from what I hear, it's too large to be made a pet. We'll give it a try, though. Well, even if we anger it, I don't think it'll be a problem with this much firepower."

"I see... In that case, should we ask the tamer from Bandit about taming dinosaurs?"

Both Maris and Surya had a look of "Huh?" on their faces.

Hayato felt it was a bit risky, but since the two of them hadn't remembered their real-world situations, he thought it would be fine for just the three of them, including himself, to interact with Bandit.

"Actually, the leader of Bandit owes me a favor. I don't know if they'll tell us everything, and there's a possibility we'll have to provide information from our side as well. For example, telling them how we tamed the Pteranodon... It's more like an information exchange, I guess."

"Is that kind of information enough?"

"At least they were surprised when they saw Maris with the Pteranodon. They wanted to know how she did it."

"I can tell them that much anytime. In the first place, if you ask the Tamer Guild for information related to tamers, they should tell you various things... ah, I see. There are various ways to tame flying monsters. I guess the Tamer Guild doesn't know about that."

Surya sent a glance toward Maris.

"What do you think, Maris? Do you have any problem exchanging information with their tamer?"

"Not at all. In fact, if there's an opportunity like that, I'd love to participate."

"Then it's settled. Hayato-san, sorry to ask, but could you arrange a promise with Bandit?"

"Of course. By the way, is it okay if I participate too?"

This was for the purpose of follow-up. Jolto was very perceptive. It would be troublesome if it was revealed that Maris and Surya were human, so this was in case something happened.

He didn't want to participate in a conversation that felt like a battle of wits, and normally it would be better not to get close at all, but he resigned himself to the fact that managing this low morale was also the duty of a clan leader.

After getting approval from Maris and Surya and finishing their conversation to some extent, Esha arrived.

"Master, is it all right to end the break soon? Lunaria-sama is raring to go all the way to the lowest floor at once."

"I have a bad feeling when Lunaria-sama gets fired up, but it's about time, so let's get going."

Originally, the reason they had come to the Floating Island was to seal monsters in the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia. Furthermore, they were also planning to get the switch to deactivate the lake's barrier and go to the central building.

First, they decided to defeat the Stegosaurus, and Hayato's group headed further in.



		
			Chapter 306

			Unique Equipment and Ace-level NPCs

			"I'm sorry! Taming was impossible!"

Maris's voice echoed through the room lined with cylindrical water tanks in the basement of the research facility.

To investigate whether it was possible to make the Stegosaurus her pet, Maris attempted to tame it, but she spectacularly angered it instead.

In reality, it would probably just be angry, but this was a game. The power of its anger caused the Stegosaurus's stats to rise.

However, this was within their expectations. They had already known to some extent that taming would likely fail and anger it. Still, they tried just in case, after getting permission from the members present.

In this situation, Demon Lord Lunaria laughed fearlessly.

"Even if it gets angry, the Demon Lord will surpass it. Become rust on my Arondight. I have a vacation this afternoon, so I'm in a bit of a hurry."

"Is that why you're so fired up?"

There is a lake in the center of the Floating Island. It has a sandy beach and the sunlight is always good, making it perfect for a vacation. The last time they came, their exploration was canceled for several days, so they had taken a vacation in the meantime.

He had heard they had prepared swimsuits, so that was their plan this time as well. It was the first time Hayato had learned that it was today, though.

"You're gravely mistaken if you think this is just a vacation. Playing by the lake on a sunny day. That is the style of 'yang.' I, who possess the power of 'yin,' am working hard to overcome my 'yang' weakness. You may praise the Demon Lord, who is strong and does not neglect her efforts. I am a child who grows with praise."

"That's why the Demon Lord is 'dark,' not 'yin.' Never mind that, please take care of the Stegosaurus."

"I feel like your treatment of me has been rather rough lately, Hayato-san. Let me tell you, I am the Demon Lord. I am very strong... no, wait, the Demon Lord is, like, super strong, you know? If you make me mad, it's gonna be, like, crazy bad, you know?"

"Did you happen to learn that way of speaking from Benny-chan? Well, anyway, let's fight first. Rosalie-san is holding her head. If you got serious, you could kill it instantly, right, Lunaria-san?"

"Hmph, a simple task... I mean, it's like, totally easy, you know?"

Lunaria said that and charged at the angry Stegosaurus.

Hayato, who had caught a glimpse of Rosalie's hardships, sighed and looked around.

Many were watching the exchange with Lunaria with an exasperated look, but there were members approaching with a look of surprise rather than ill will.

It was Pat and Agres.

"I'm surprised to see you talking to the Demon Lord-chan like that, Hayato-chan. Normally, I'd think you'd be cut down for treating her like that. Hayato-chan, are you actually stronger than the Demon Lord-chan?"

"Seeing how she fights, there's no doubt she's the Demon Lord. Could it be that you're a Great Demon Lord or an Evil God, Hayato? Let's have a match sometime, you and me."

Pat was twirling his gun with his right hand, and Agres was bumping his fists together in front of his chest as they said this.

"Of course not. Lunaria-san is just soft on her companions."

"Just being recognized as a companion by the Demon Lord-chan is a big deal, though. Oh well, whatever. Then I guess this old man will do his best too. If I show them my cool side, maybe the girls will invite me to their vacation!"

"I can't tell if you're serious or acting, Pat-san. That's what's so amazing about you... you are acting, right?"

With that, the two of them headed toward the Stegosaurus.

Judging by the shape of their weapons, Pat began fighting from a medium range, while Agres engaged in close combat.

Hayato watched their attacks carefully.

He had seen them fight several times, but this was the first time he had seen them fight against a powerful enemy.

Pat's gun was named "Showtime."

Like Esha's Beelzebub, it was a magic gun that fired magic bullets, but it was a revolver-type gun with a rotating cylinder, not a rifle. It was a type that attacked with numbers rather than a single decisive shot, and the magic consumption for each shot was low.

Its performance was such that its attack power would gradually increase each time he spun the gun with a Gun Spin, up to a maximum of double the damage. It was effective for only the first shot after the Gun Spin, and once fired, the increased attack power would return to normal.

It also had a feature where performing a Quick Draw, quickly drawing and firing the gun from its holster, would always add a bonus to the damage.

Pat was firing a barrage of those Quick Draw attacks from a distance. He was repeating the same attack over and over with the speed and precision of a machine.

(Amazing. He said he practiced because he admired westerns, but can he really do it that precisely? And Agres, fighting in close combat, is launching a relentless assault. I heard he wants to be an action actor, and that he learned various martial arts in reality.)

Agres was closing in on the Stegosaurus and attacking with a martial arts style. Not just punches, but kicks, elbows, knees, every part of his body flowed into a continuous stream of attacks, dealing consecutive damage.

As an actor, his purpose seemed to be to "entertain," and at the moment of impact when his attacks landed, he would stop moving for a brief instant. To Hayato, it looked cool, like a scene from a movie or a fighting game.

The gloves Agres was equipped with were called "Dead Heat."

They were a piece of equipment with two abilities, and he would switch between them to fight. One ability was that his attack power would increase in exchange for his HP gradually decreasing. The other was that he would recover HP with each attack, but his attack power would decrease significantly. He would use them accordingly.

(Agres also has his dragon form abilities. What's up with 'Attribute Attack Nullification'? He's weak to physical attacks, and like Ash, he can't wear other armor, which is a demerit, but depending on the opponent, he can fight with a considerable advantage.)

Ash, as if competing not to be outdone by Agres, was also attacking, and the Stegosaurus's HP bar was decreasing rapidly. Despite its enraged state from the taming attempt, their strength was such that they didn't care.

(Ren-chan's Dragon Curse is one thing, and I bet Suien-san and Randa-san have some pretty strong abilities too... though they wouldn't tell me.)

Suien mainly fought by summoning spirits, while Randa, true to her appearance, healed her allies with Holy Magic. Both of them had uniquely designed weapons, so Hayato guessed their performance was also quite impressive.

To players, the equipment the NPCs had was something anyone would want, but for now, there were only "Replicas," which were less powerful than the originals.

According to Diite, they would eventually implement equipment with the same performance, but that was still a long way off.

(Is it like a beta test participation reward, common in online games? I think it's a bit much that they're practically the strongest equipment, but I remember Diite-chan saying she prepared them so they could live happily in this world. Come to think of it, do the people who are treated as normal town NPCs also have that kind of equipment... ?)

Among the NPCs, there were those who didn't fight at all. Some were merchants, some were receptionists at facilities. There were probably bandit-like NPCs as well. Hayato wondered if all of them had some kind of unique equipment.

Hayato looked at Maris and Surya.

Considering that, it was possible that those two also had some kind of equipment.

Just as he thought about asking them later, Esha's Destroy hit the Stegosaurus, and they won the battle.

Hayato stopped his thoughts and began searching for treasure in the basement with everyone else.

After that, they obtained the switch to deactivate the island's central barrier and some treasure, then returned to the campsite using a Ring of Teleportation.

When they returned to the campsite, the women immediately went into the building to prepare for their afternoon vacation.

The men hadn't decided what to do and were talking about various things.

Hayato was about to log out to prepare for the cafe, but the members of Bandit had just returned, so he thought it was a good time and headed toward Jolto.

Jolto noticed Hayato approaching and smiled.

"Hey, looks like you guys finished your conquest too?"

"Pretty much. I have something to talk to you about, is that okay?"

"Of course. What is it?"

"Actually, I'd like you to set up a place for us to exchange information about the dinosaurs we can tame. The participants would be me and two female NPC tamers."

"Oh? But are you sure an exchange of information is okay, not just a provision of it?"

"I'm not naive enough to think I can just get information from Bandit by talking to you. You're planning on taking five for every one I give, right?"

"That's the spirit. But, an information exchange about tamable dinosaurs? The NPC tamers with you are the aces of the Tamer Guild, right? Do you really need our information?"

Hayato tilted his head.

It was true that Maris and Surya were the aces of the Tamer Guilds in the Royal and Imperial Capitals. However, that was something said among the NPCs, and he didn't think it was something a player like Jolto would know.

"How do you know those two are aces? Is it a famous story?"

"It's famous in the tamer community, but I'm surprised you didn't know, Hayato. In the first place, don't you know that every guild, not just the Tamer Guild, has ace-level NPCs?"

Hayato tilted his head again, but then he remembered something.

(Come to think of it, Rose-san did say she was the ace of the Maid Guild...)

"I knew there were aces, but I didn't know every guild had one."

"To think you have those two as companions with only that level of awareness. I've heard that our tamers have been quite indebted to an NPC named Maris. I've heard things like if you leave your pet with her, she'll make it much stronger, or she'll definitely solve any pet-related troubles."

"I've heard that too. I see, so she's quite skilled."

Hayato had heard a little about Maris from Rose. It was almost the same as what Jolto was saying.

Whether it was true or not, Maris could talk to pets. Watching her interactions with Siegfried, he felt it was true, and he thought it was highly likely that Diite would give Maris that kind of ability.

"It's not just that she's skilled, I think she's an NPC with that kind of setting. That's why I think being able to exchange information with them would be a dream come true. I'll ask them myself, so could you give me a little time?"

"In that case, can I get a report on that tonight? I'll be logged out in the afternoon."

"Understood. But what about the NPCs? They're staying here, right? I don't think there will be a problem since there are other players besides you, Hayato."

"Most of the women are probably going on vacation at the lake. The men will probably stay at the campsite to watch over things."

"...It's not just you, Hayato, but aren't the NPCs in this game too free? I'd like to observe what a vacation is like."

"It's a girls-only event, so if you get caught, you might take enough damage to destroy the campsite, you know? You had a hole blown in your airship before, right?"

Jolto's face twisted.

Although it was to protect Jolto, the airship he had arrived in had a hole blown in it by Esha's Destroy.

"That maid has been causing me all sorts of trouble since the Clan War. It's surprising that she's not the ace of the Maid Guild."

"In terms of combat power, she's definitely an ace, but as a maid, she's terrible, you know? She doesn't do any maid work, and she demands a highest quality chocolate parfait every day."

"You're smiling while you say that, so it doesn't seem like you hate it, does it? If she's a good fighter, I'd like to hire her myself. Well, that seems unlikely. I'll go check right away."

"Thanks. See you tonight, then."

Hayato finished his conversation with Jolto, said his goodbyes to the members of Kokuryu, and logged out.



		
			Chapter 307

			Information Exchange and Famous People

			The information exchange with the Bandit tamers was decided for this morning.

The reason was that it was better to do it sooner rather than later, and the Bandit tamers were rather excited.

This surprised both Hayato and Jolto, but apparently, Maris and Surya were quite famous NPCs in the tamer community, and they were grateful for the opportunity to exchange information with them.

The participants in the information exchange would be Maris, Surya, and Hayato.

Since they had the goal of sealing monsters in the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia, they couldn't act separately from the other members, so they decided to take a day off from conquering the dungeon.

However, they had spent yesterday afternoon on vacation, and it would be a waste to laze around again today. So it was decided that the members not participating in the information exchange would split up and gather materials that could be found on the Floating Island.

Their main task would be to collect coconuts to make the juice that granted the Dinosaur Special Attack effect, but some of them would be fishing in the lake. Hayato didn't know the details, but there was talk of fishing for a giant shark monster called a Megalodon.

Those members had gathered outside the building they were using as a campsite since early in the morning, but Hayato tilted his head as he looked at them.

For some reason, the members of the Black Rose were saluting Suien, one of the Genesis Dragons.

He approached Rosalie, the only one not saluting and standing a little apart.

"What are they doing over there?"

When Hayato asked, Rosalie let out a deep, long sigh that could make any happiness flee.

"Various things happened last night, so they are paying their respects."

"To Suien-san? Were you having a girls' night out last night?"

"That's right. A girls' night out is mainly for love talk, but, well, various things happened, and that person became an object of respect. Lunaria-sama, Ney, and Ren-san were still too young, so I had them retreat."

"...What kind of love talk makes you an object of respect?"

"I think it's better if you don't ask. Sometimes it's happier to maintain your illusions about women. For example, words like 'trap,' 'locked room,' and 'alibi' come up, but do you still want to hear?"

"A mystery story?"

"A love story. Barely."

"Barely? I see, that content would certainly be a bit too advanced for those three."

"For those three, and I feel like it might be too advanced for humanity in general."

(For Rosalie-san to say that much. But it's enough to earn respect from some. I kind of want to hear it, but also kind of don't...)

Hayato turned his eyes toward Suien and the others again.

The words he could hear were things like "love is war," "a woman needs courage," and "tomorrow is another day." Suien would say them, and the members of the Black Rose would repeat them.

They weren't saying anything good. That was Hayato's impression.

Suien noticed Hayato and approached him.

"Oh, good morning. You saw something a little embarrassing."

"A little...? Ah, no, good morning. It seems like a lot happened, huh? You seem to be respected."

"Yes, when I talked about a past love, it turned into that. I had my share of experiences when I was young... I'm still young now!"

"...Ah, yes, that's right. But for that, I heard some rather unsettling words."

"Oh, did you? But you should remember this too, Hayato. Any woman, you see, becomes a hardliner when she's in love...!"

He had the retort that she was talking about the Genesis Dragon factions on the tip of his tongue, but he managed to hold it back.

But he did wonder. He wondered if there were any moderate faction women around him.

As he was thinking that, he felt a presence behind him.

"Suien-san was even called a love guerrilla soldier, you know."

Before he knew it, Randa was behind them. And she was saying something unsettling.

"Randa-chan, I always say this, but love is war. And there are as many men as there are stars in the sky that you have to fight. Surprise attacks, ambushes, traps, seduction... you have to use every means necessary to win the battle...!"

"I heard that whether you won or lost, nothing was left after those battles."

"It's true that after a battle, it's always empty..."

Hayato and Rosalie gradually moved away from Suien and Randa, who were still talking, trying not to be noticed. Hayato's honest feeling was that he didn't want to hear the details.

When they were a certain distance away, Hayato sighed.

"I now understand very well that you did a very good job, Rosalie-san."

"It would be a disaster if Lunaria-sama became like that. And Ney and Ren-san too. The Black Rose girls are a lost cause, but I'll deprogram them eventually. Putting that aside, you're going to the information exchange, Hayato?"

"That's right. I think Maris and Surya-san would be fine on their own, but as the clan leader, I'll participate just in case."

"The other party is Bandit, I see..."

"Is there something about Bandit?"

"That clan periodically comes to the Demon Lord's Castle to fight, so if I had to say, I don't like them. Some of our girls have lost to them. Recently, we've been cooperating with Gil and the Black Knights to drive them back, though."

"Ah, I see."

(Did I raise the game's difficulty... ?)

The members of the Black Rose and the Black Knights didn't get along very well, but after various incidents, their relationship had improved considerably.

Hayato hadn't actively intervened, but it was undoubtedly the result of getting the members of the Black Rose and the Black Knights involved in the various commotions of his clan members. If their cooperation had raised the difficulty of the Demon Lord's Castle, then it could be said that it was Hayato's fault.

If it became so difficult that even Bandit couldn't defeat it, then other parties wouldn't be able to defeat it at all. In other words, it would become an impregnable Demon Lord's Castle.

Perhaps seeing Hayato's anxious face, Rosalie said, "Rest assured."

"It's just my personal feelings, and I won't attack them outside the Demon Lord's Castle. I will if Lunaria-sama says so, though."

It was different from what Hayato was worried about, but she was probably trying to be considerate. Hayato didn't correct her and just replied, "That's a relief."

In the end, Hayato settled on the thought that since it was the Demon Lord's Castle, it was fine if it was strong.

After that, the members who were going to gather materials or fish at the lake arrived and went their separate ways.

Finally, Maris, Surya, and Siegfried the calico cat arrived.

"Good morning, Hayato-san! Let's go right away!"

Hayato said, "Well then, let's go," and started walking toward the Bandit campsite.

The Bandit campsite was almost no different from the one Hayato and his group were using.

They were staying in a metal building. Outside, several members of Bandit were creating items with production skills.

One of them, who wasn't doing anything in particular, noticed Hayato's group and approached.

Hayato recognized him. He was an opponent who, like Jolto, had fought on the field until the end in the Clan War. He was a skilled player who fought by changing his equipment.

"Hey. I hear you're exchanging information today? All the tamers were happy... oh right, Maris-san, was it? Sorry about the Clan War, knocking you off your Griffon."

Maris tilted her head, but then she seemed to remember and waved her hand in denial.

"It's fine! That was during the Clan War!"

"That's a relief to hear. Now, this way. I'll guide you, so follow me... what is it?"

The members who were outside gathered and surrounded Hayato's group. Then they suddenly bowed their heads.

"Please teach us how to make the Arondight Replica!"

"A-and I want the replica of that gothic lolita's weapon!"

"We beg of you, the Super Eclair and Bucket Pudding! Seriously!"

He was surprised to be told that so suddenly, but he understood the situation. Some of the items Hayato created were high-performance, and they were rare items that could be said to be made only by Hayato.

They were also asking about some items Hayato couldn't make, but they probably thought he could.

He didn't have a strong desire to monopolize them, but the recipes for the items Hayato could make were given to him by his companions, and he felt reluctant to give them away without permission.

Just as he was about to refuse, the male guide stood in front of them as if to protect them.

"I told you guys not to do that, right?"

"Please, somehow!"

"I said no. Now, open a path. I understand how you feel, but do it through the proper channels. Or are you planning to throw money around like that other clan?"

At those words, the surrounding players flinched.

Then they apologized to Hayato, saying, "We're sorry," and moved away. Though their eyes were full of hope until the very end.

"Sorry about that. The production-class guys have been interested in the items you can make for a while now, Hayato."

"No, I don't mind. If there was an item that only that person could make, I might charge in and ask for the recipe myself."

"If you'd like, set up a discussion for us next time. I'm interested in the Arondight replica too!"

The man said that and then prompted Hayato and his group to enter the building.

The place he led them to was a reasonably large room. The metal walls gave it no glamour, but there were various sweets and drinks on a round table in the center, creating a welcoming atmosphere.

"I'll go get Jolto and the others, so wait here for a bit. Feel free to have anything on the table."

"Thank you."

When Hayato expressed his thanks, the man gave a slight wave and left the room.

Hayato, Surya, Maris, and Siegfried the calico cat were left in the room.

"As expected, Hayato-san is highly regarded by the production classes, isn't he?"

Surya said as she picked up a cookie from the table.

Before he could say that wasn't the case, Maris, for some reason, puffed out her chest with a proud look on her face.

"Amazing, isn't he!"

"Why are you the one boasting... oh well. But, Bandit, huh. This clan is famous, isn't it? It comes up in conversation at the Tamer Guild quite a lot. Being highly regarded by the craftsmen of that clan is amazing in itself."

He wondered what kind of clan becomes a topic of conversation among NPCs, but he supposed such things happened.

For his part, Hayato was a little curious about whether his own clan was famous.

"Hey, by the way, what's the deal with Daedalus? Is it maybe a little famous?"

When Hayato asked, Maris, Surya, and even Siegfried gave him an exasperated look.

Surya let out a small sigh and then spoke.

"You don't seem to understand, Hayato-san, but normally, it's impossible to have the Demon Lord in your clan, you know? And you have that Esha-san and Maris too. It was a huge topic of conversation during the Clan War, you know? But after the Clan War, the topic died down for about half a year, so it's cooled off now. I had forgotten about it too."

"It's not that I dislike it, but I would have liked to be famous for things like the quality of our products."

Just as he said that, the door to the room opened.

"You're pretty famous, Hayato. For being able to make so many replica unique items."

Jolto said as he entered the room. Behind him were two men and one woman. The three of them had small monsters with them.

Perhaps because he had been trained by Esha, who never knocked when entering a room, Hayato didn't feel particularly annoyed and gave Jolto and his group a slight bow.

"Thank you for today. This is a big help."

"The pleasure is all ours. We get to exchange information with two such renowned individuals. Well then, shall we begin?"

After everyone greeted each other, the information exchange began. First, they talked about dinosaurs. The three tamers listened to Maris and Surya's words with serious faces, as if not to miss a single word.

Hayato listened at first too, but gradually, the conversation shifted to topics that were common knowledge for tamers, and it became difficult for him to understand, so he gave up listening.

"Hayato, would you like to talk over there? You don't understand what they're saying, do you?"

Invited by Jolto, he thought that was a good idea and moved away from the central table.

He sat down on a chair provided at a long, narrow table by the wall. Jolto sat across the table from Hayato.

"About what I said earlier..."

"Huh? What did you say?"

"The part about you being famous, Hayato. It's partly because you've made so many replica equipments, but it's also pretty well-known that you're enjoying this game with the NPCs. That's especially the opinion among the major clans."

"That's the first I'm hearing of it. But major clans?"

"Clans like ours. Don't you know any other large-scale clans besides ours?"

"I know a few, but information online disappeared around the time the Clan War started. I haven't really looked into it since then. The famous ones back then were 'Imperial' or 'Over the Top'?"

Both were famous clans at the time, and along with Bandit, they were known by any player of this game.

They were also high up in the rankings during the Clan War. Hayato didn't know the final results, but he remembered that they were in the top five, which awarded prize money, until just before the end.

"Right, right, clans like those. The leaders of those clans sometimes ask me to tell them about you, Hayato."

"What? Isn't that a leak of personal information? Even if it's in a game."

"No, no, I wouldn't tell them even if they asked. We're rivals with those clans. It'd be a different story if there was compensation, though."

"So you would tell them if there was compensation."

"A suitable compensation. If they could teach me how to make a real Excalibur, not a replica, I might consider it."

"In that case, teach me how to make it too. I'll tell you anything."

Putting that aside, it was nice to be famous, even in a game. And if it was among clans with a reputation that even Hayato knew, the joy was even greater.

"By the way, it seems you're famous among the NPCs too, Hayato? I heard something like that earlier."

"It seems so. Well, I have the Demon Lord in my clan, so I guess it's only natural... Oh, right, it seems Bandit is famous among some NPCs too."

"Huh? Really? Why's that?"

"I don't know the reason you're famous at the Tamer Guild, but it's because you're resented by the Demon Lord's forces. You've defeated the gothic lolitas in the Demon Lord's Castle many times, haven't you? I think you should be careful not to have your base attacked by the Demon Lord."

"...What kind of game has the final boss attacking you outside of a Stampede event? And wait, does defeating them too much lower your affection level?"

"By the way, the Demon Lord and the gothic lolitas are on this island."

"...I'd like your cooperation in getting on their good side."

"I'll at least convey that you feel apologetic."

While having such a conversation, Hayato and the others engaged in a different kind of information exchange from the tamers.
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			Named Monster

			After their information exchange with the Bandit clan was over, Hayato and his friends returned to their campsite.

On the way, Maris was in high spirits, saying the exchange had been very worthwhile. It turned out that Raptors could only be tamed by male players. However, they also learned that the monsters could be transferred, so if someone desperately wanted one as a pet, they could have a male tamer catch it for them and then hand it over.

In return for that information, she had taught them a method for pulling flying monsters out of the sky with a whip. The members of the Bandit clan seemed fired up, saying they would have to practice since whips were difficult to handle.

They exchanged a great deal of other information as well. As expected of the Bandit clan, their wealth of knowledge was vast, and they knew many things that even Maris and Surya did not. Maris commented that she wanted to hire them for the Tamer Guild.

However, both Maris and Surya were considered aces of the Tamer Guild. They didn't just take without giving back.

"That one says he wants to eat vegetables, not just meat. Five-star quality. This one over here seems to want something shiny. He says he’s not particular about the quality. Um, and this one… he says, ‘If you’re going to confess, hurry up and do it, watching you is frustrating.’ Does that ring a bell for anyone?"

Maris was said to be able to converse with pets. Normally, this service would require getting on a long waiting list at the Tamer Guild, but this time, as thanks for the information they provided, she resolved the pets’ troubles right on the spot.

Some of the comments seemed a bit much for a simple AI to say, but they were apparently accurate, as the other clan members nodded emphatically. It must have been a well-known fact among them. Even Jolt, who had stepped aside to speak with Hayato, seemed surprised, crossing his arms and staring intently at Maris.

Surya had no such special ability, but she lectured them on how to raise pets efficiently. Maris, however, looked a little dissatisfied, as the method placed a considerable burden on the pets.

And with that, the information exchange concluded. When they arrived at the campsite, only Noat was there, wrapped in a futon. The other members had not yet returned.

Wanting to hear more details about the exchange, Hayato led the two of them to a room they used as a recreation hall. After they sat down around a circular table, Hayato served coffee for everyone.

"Maris said it was worthwhile, but what did you think, Surya-san?"

"Of course it was. There was quite a bit of information we didn’t know, and I think it was a major plus that we learned the habitats of some special rare monsters. We couldn’t find out the conditions for them to appear, though."

A rare monster refers to a superior version of a regular monster. While they don't appear often, there is a certain pattern to it. The system is designed so that if you keep hunting normal monsters, their superior version will eventually spawn.

There are other ways, like summoning an Elder Griffon by offering an item at an altar, but there are others still. Some appear only under very specific conditions. Fulfill the conditions, and they are guaranteed to appear, which is why they are called special rare monsters. Information about them is scarce, and even the Tamer Guild has little accurate data.

This time, thanks to Maris’s help and the information they traded, the Bandit clan had shared what they knew.

"We’ll have to try a few things at the location they told us, but I think we can trust that clan’s information."

The Bandit clan must be quite trusted, Hayato thought, as he turned to look at Maris.

"By the way, Maris, do you have some kind of special attachment to rare monsters?"

"Um? What are you talking about?"

"Well, during the information exchange just now, you were really eager when asking about rare monsters."

"Oh, that. Hayato-san, do you know about Named Monsters? They’re a type of rare monster."

"Of course I do."

A Named Monster is a monster that has a specific name. Most monsters only have a species name, but a select few are named. An example would be the superior version of the Kraken, which is named Poseidon. Players also treated the Genesis Dragons, like Agres Berion, as Named Monsters.

"Actually, there are some Named Monsters I’m looking for. I was hoping I might get some information about them, but it seems there was nothing."

"This is the first I’m hearing of it. So you had a goal like that?"

As Hayato said this, Surya sighed and gave Maris a sidelong glance.

"You’re still looking for them? But do they really exist? No one’s ever seen them, right? It’s strange to think such a Named Monster exists if no one has ever seen it."

"They do exist! Sieg said so. Besides, Sieg is a Named Monster himself, and they are all high-ranking vassals of the Nyanko Kingdom. It’s my dream to gather them all and rebuild the kingdom…!"

Maris’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. Sieg, sitting on the table, looked at her as if to say, "I’m counting on you," and gently tapped her left shoulder with his right forepaw.

Hayato’s only thought was that Maris and Sieg had some strange lore attached to them, but they both seemed completely serious.

Maris smiled and stroked Sieg’s head. Then she turned her smile to Hayato.

"I’m really hoping to get that kind of information during this event! We’ll be going to all sorts of places with you, Hayato-san, and it’s a huge help to be able to pursue clues for my dream while doing my Tamer Guild work!"

"So you had that objective too? As long as it doesn't involve camping out for days on end, I’m sure everyone would be willing to help."

The timing of a rare monster’s appearance is based on probability, but often there’s a timer set as well. For example, once one is defeated, it might take three days for the next one to appear. Since they often drop rare items, players will sometimes stake out the location before the spawn time, leading to fights over the first-attack privilege.

Hayato looked at Sieg.

"So, Sieg was a Named Monster? I just thought your naming sense was bad, Maris. Calling a female cat Siegfried."

Sieg walked across the table until he was in front of Hayato, then turned his back and struck him with his tail. It wasn’t a gentle ‘peshi,’ but a solid ‘bashi.’ The damage was 1.

(Is it possible for me to be defeated by Sieg…?) Hayato wondered.

As he was worrying about this, Maris crossed her arms and fell into thought for some reason.

"What’s wrong?"

"Well, Sieg’s name was Siegfried from the moment I met him, but I also feel like I might have been the one who gave him that name. That’s strange, I feel like it was a name I put my whole heart into…?"

"You know that just means your naming sense is bad, right? Ah, no—"

Hayato stopped himself, reconsidering that this might be one of Maris’s old memories. It was possible that Maris before she lost her memory was also a tamer, and had made Sieg her pet and named him then. Why he was now a Named Monster, however, was a mystery.

"Master, is the information exchange finished?"

Just as Hayato was thinking it was best not to prod Maris’s memory too much, a voice chat from Esha came in. Hayato told the two in front of him about the call before answering.

"It’s over. We’re at the campsite with Maris and the others now. Is something wrong?"

"While I was fishing at the lake, I caught a Tiamat, the superior version of a Megalodon. I want to defeat it, so could you bring Noat over?"

"I thought this during the treasure hunt too, but who exactly is the one drawing all these rare monsters?"

The Kraken they had caught while salvaging during the treasure hunt had been the superior version, Poseidon. To now have another superior version with a god’s name appear was quite a stroke of luck.

"Diite-sama says it has nothing to do with my negative Taming Skill, so at least it’s not my fault. Well, that doesn’t matter. Please bring Noat. If you can, bring the members from the Bandit clan as well."

"I guess fighting alongside them once won’t be a problem. I’ll go ask them. As for them, it should be fine, but convincing Noat-san might take some time."

"No convincing is necessary. Just wrap her up in her futon like a burrito and bring her here."

"Both you and Cecil are merciless with Noat-san, aren’t you?"

"I am merciless with you as well, Master."

"Ah, right…"

"Master, please bring as many potions and food items as you can fit in your Item Bag. I only came here to gather, so I’m running low on supplies."

"Got it. I’ll get ready and head over, so hold out for a little longer."

Hayato ended the call and explained the situation to Maris and Surya.

"Can I try to tame it!?"

Surya nodded vigorously in agreement with Maris’s question.

"No, you can’t. It’s strong enough as it is. If you make it angry, it’ll get even stronger, so no."

"Just a little bit, at the very end!"

"…If they give you permission over there."

Next, Hayato sent a voice chat to Jolt.

"Oh? Did you forget to ask something?"

"Not exactly. Are there a few people available who can fight right now?"

"Of course, but are you inviting us to explore together?"

"It seems someone caught a Tiamat, the superior version of a Megalodon, at the lake, so I was thinking we could fight it together. It seems pretty strong. You in?"

"…Of course I’m in. This is the first I’ve even heard of a Megalodon being caught in a lake, let alone its superior version. We’ve only ever caught Coelacanths and Ammonites there… For such valuable information, I’ll have to give you something in return."

"You don’t have to be so formal about it. We could use the extra firepower. Let’s meet there. Oh, and just so you know, there’s a chance someone might try to tame it at the end, so be careful."

"I can’t believe you’re even thinking about that—ah, right. Make sure you tell those gothic lolita girls that we’re allies now, okay?"

Hayato agreed to Jolt’s request.

Next, he loaded the reluctant Noat, still wrapped in her futon, onto the Griffon, Lancelot.

Then, with their Item Bags filled to the brim with potions and food, Hayato and his party set off for the lake.
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			An Alliance Proposal

			With the combined forces of Jolt’s Bandit clan and their allies, they successfully defeated Tiamat, the superior version of the Megalodon. Tiamat was a monster that you wouldn't want to see in real life, with the upper body of a woman attached to the dorsal fin of a giant shark. It was similar to Poseidon, the superior Kraken, but with no established strategy to fight it, it proved to be a formidable enemy.

Its attack methods were varied. Though it was confined to the water, it had wide-area magic attacks and a water jet that could strike from long range. The most troublesome was its wide-area roar attack, "The 11 Monsters," which spread a variety of bad statuses. If it were a specific bad status, preparing countermeasures would be easy, but since it randomly inflicted multiple debuffs like poison, paralysis, and petrification, as well as stat reductions, they had to deal with them after being hit.

When they had caught the Megalodon during their last vacation, the female members alone, including Lunaria, the Black Rose Saints, Cecil, and Ney, had been able to win. This time, however, they were forced into a tough battle. That said, this time they had the male members, as well as the Bandit clan. Furthermore, with Esha’s Destroy and Ren’s Dragon Curse, they were able to secure victory without any major losses, despite the fight being one of trial and error.

Incidentally, just before the final blow, Maris attempted to tame it and magnificently enraged it. There were a few one-shot deaths from Tiamat’s magic attacks, but that was about the extent of their sacrifices.

As everyone celebrated their victory and checked the dropped items, Hayato was observing the Bandit clan.

(As expected of the Bandit clan… Even their second-string forces are strong.)

The Bandit clan's main force was out exploring and not present. The only primary members left were Jolt and the man who had guided them earlier. The rest were mostly what you would call second-string combat classes. Even so, their strength was more than adequate, and they racked up damage with skillful coordination.

Furthermore, the production-class players who had surrounded Hayato earlier also contributed in various support roles. Unlike Hayato, whose skills were purely for production, they were perfectly capable of fighting.

As he was recalling this with admiration, Jolt approached him with a smile.

"Well, as expected of the members of Daedalus and their companions. I don’t think you needed us, did you?"

"We probably could have beaten it without you, Jolt, but it would have taken much longer. I log out in the afternoon, so I’m grateful we could finish it quickly."

"Then let’s leave it at that. By the way, about the dropped items…"

"You guys can divide those up amongst yourselves. They went into your Item Bags, right?"

"Ah, are you sure?"

"I don’t mind. Did you get any amazing rare items?"

Jolt placed a hand on his chin, feigning thought for a moment, then grinned.

"Talking to you, Hayato, makes me feel guilty about trying to hide information. You invited us to the fight, and even if you hadn’t, I’d want to tell you anyway. It’s a problem."

"Was that a compliment?"

"A big one. As for the item, we got one that seems pretty rare. It’s called Tiamat’s Swimsuit. It’s female-exclusive equipment, but a piece of clothing with complete poison immunity is incredible."

(Another swimsuit…?) The superior Kraken, Poseidon, had also dropped a swimsuit. Generally, clothing and swimsuits could be layered, so they didn't offer defense or special effects. However, some rare items did have stats and were traded for considerable prices.

"Congratulations. The one that dropped in my Item Bag is a knife called Tiamat’s Tooth. An attack that ignores defense is strong, but the base damage is too low. Oh, but the random chance to inflict some kind of status ailment might be good."

"…Isn’t yours the rarer one?"

"Don’t say that to me. I have the Dismantling Knowledge skill, so of course I get better drops."

Hayato had the Dismantling Knowledge skill because it affected cooking, but it also had the effect of increasing the number of dropped items or raising their rarity. Most players took the skill hoping for the latter.

Jolt said, "I see," and then placed his right hand on his chin, staring at Hayato.

"Um, what is it?"

"If you’d like, how about forming an alliance with us?"

"Huh?"

"As equals, of course. I’m not asking you to become our subordinate."

"Ah, no, sorry, but I don’t plan on allying with anyone other than Kokuryu."

It wasn't that he didn't want to play with them. He was worried that if they acted together, the secrets of his NPC companions would be exposed. That was the very reason he had avoided exploring with others in the first place. He had judged it to be fine this time because it was for a short duration, but forming an alliance would likely lead to spending long periods of time together. He felt that someone as sharp as Jolt would almost certainly figure things out.

"Is it an absolute no?"

"I’d say so. You might be counting on the strength of the NPCs, but they all have their own circumstances and won’t necessarily lend their power, so I think it’s best not to rely on that. Though as a production class, I rely on them completely."

Jolt frowned at Hayato’s words. Then he said, "Ah," and smiled.

"Hold on. I’m not suggesting an alliance because I’m counting on the NPCs’ strength. I won’t say it’s not a factor at all, but it’s more that I want your power, Hayato."

"My power? Isn’t that just about the NPCs?"

"No—it’s about your adaptability, your fighting production-class style. I didn’t notice it during the battle, but I asked our production members about it."

"About what?"

"The way you fight. According to them, the speed at which you create items is on another level. No, it’s not just speed, but your reaction time, or rather, your production menu selection speed. You watch the situation and create the necessary items on the spot, don’t you?"

Hayato’s low STR meant he had a small weight capacity for items. Because of this, he often carried materials, which were lighter than the finished products. The items Esha had asked him to bring this time were also mostly materials.

Tiamat had spread various bad statuses. Hayato had accurately crafted antidotes and paralysis cures to heal them. He was so used to the 3D menu that he could select what he needed without even looking, knowing by feel where to go to make the desired item. He would watch the battle and create items without looking at his hands. To others, this must have looked incredibly fast.

"They were impressed, saying you considerably lightened the burden on the healers."

"I just made what the situation called for. Besides, I can’t manage Hate Value, so I have to ask them individually when to use the items."

Hate Value was the number that determined which player a monster would target, but it couldn't be seen visually. One had to learn it by feel, but Hayato, who rarely participated in battles, was completely unable to manage it.

"I see. But you know, your support was more highly praised than that support class who was singing while wrapped in a futon over there. Your clan’s appeal is partly that you’re on good terms with the NPCs, but I’d really like to form an alliance with someone who has such a one-of-a-kind fighting style."

"I appreciate the high praise, but I’m still not going to form an alliance. We’re not hardcore players like the Bandit clan, and I generally don’t fight. This was just a one-time thing."

"I guess I shouldn’t push it. But even if we don’t form an alliance, I’d still like to be on good terms. Please let us in on things like this in the future."

"If the timing is right."

"Great. And of course, I won’t ask for it for free. If you ever have any problems related to your clan, feel free to use our name."

Hayato tilted his head. He didn’t really understand what kind of problems he would have with his clan in the first place.

"Problems related to the clan?"

"Like I said during the information exchange, your clan, Daedalus, is getting a lot of attention from major clans. Everyone wants to form an alliance with you. The strength of the NPCs must look very appealing."

"I know about the attention, but this is the first I’m hearing about alliance offers."

"Of course it is. I’m the first one to bring it up. Besides, it’s only been discussed at meetings attended by major clans. Every major clan knows you have the Demon Lord and the Hero as companions. It’s a hot topic at those meetings. And some of those major clans aren’t exactly well-behaved. Some might make unreasonable demands, so if that happens, you can use our name. Tell them they’ll have the Bandit clan as an enemy."

"That’s a generous offer, but doesn’t that make me no different from being under the Bandit clan’s protection…?"

Jolt grinned.

"Securing the perimeter is important, isn’t it?"

"…I really can’t trust you, Jolt."

"I get that a lot. Well, the part about securing the perimeter was a joke, so you can relax. Think of us as just a friendly clan. But it’s true that many clans are targeting you, Hayato, so I want you to be careful. The newly established clans, in particular, don’t understand the unspoken rules, so there’s a high chance they’ll make unreasonable demands."

Unreasonable demands about what, though. There had been clans that tried to intimidate them during the Clan War, but this was a virtual reality game, so they could do little more than harass him. No matter what unreasonable demands they made, there was no reason to comply.

If anything, the other party was the one in danger. While PvP between players was not possible outside of Clan Wars, that restriction didn't apply to NPCs. If they made an unreasonable demand, his companions would retaliate immediately.

Still, getting involved in troublesome situations was not something Hayato wanted.

"Then I’ll take you up on your offer. If something happens, I’ll rely on the prestige of the Bandit clan."

"Well, there’s a chance nothing will happen at all, so I don’t think you need to be so on guard. So, with that settled, our clans are on good terms, right?"

"What’s with the sudden change of topic?"

"I need you to persuade the gothic lolita girls who are aiming their weapons at us over there. As a friendly clan. Also, if they have any requests, I’d like you to hear them out…"

Hayato followed Jolt’s gaze and saw Rosalie and her group with their weapons drawn. They had said they wouldn’t attack outside the Demon Lord's Castle, but Lunaria, the Demon Lord, must have given her permission. Lunaria herself was in the process of equipping her helm.

"So that was your real objective. Alright, I’ll go have a little talk. Come with me."

Hayato, along with Jolt, headed toward where Rosalie and her group were.
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			Rival Shop

			A week after defeating Tiamat, their exploration of the floating island came to an end. Maris and Surya had finished their investigation into taming dinosaurs, the facility in the middle of the lake had been explored, and they had more or less mapped out the seals of all the dinosaurs on the island. They didn't go so far as to grind until the superior versions of the Mosasaurus or Tyrannosaurus appeared.

When Hayato announced they were leaving, Jolt looked disappointed but didn't try to stop them.

"We’re going to stick around for a while longer."

"Is that related to the fact that everyone from the Bandit clan is out fishing?"

"…The female members of our clan are fighting over the swimsuit. We might not be able to go home until we have enough for everyone…"

They seemed to be catching Megalodons fairly often, but Tiamat wasn't appearing much, so it would take a bit more time to get enough swimsuits for all the women. Jolt also had the excuse of investigating what items Tiamat dropped, so he didn't seem too bothered by it, though he did grumble that he didn't want to see another shark for a while.

Incidentally, Rosalie and her group had forgiven the Bandit clan. The Black Rose members weren't displeased to hear that the reason they were being attacked was because Jolt's clan desperately wanted the gothic lolita outfits that they dropped. They came to an agreement that in the future, they would trade for the outfits with money instead of fighting.

Jolt and the other Bandit clan members seemed quite surprised by this proposal and were grateful to Hayato for it. Hayato also taught the Bandit clan's production players how to make some of the items they had requested. He had consulted with Esha and the others, and they had agreed it would be fine. According to Esha, monopolizing items too much would lead to unnecessary trouble. They were already feeling the effects to some extent. Ney, who had the Arondight Replica, was apparently being pestered so much about how to obtain it that she couldn't get any hunting done.

So, they decided to teach them on the condition that the Bandit clan would handle the troublesome inquiries. The logic was that the Bandit clan's production players would make the items and release them into the market, making it seem to others that Hayato wasn't monopolizing them. It was a chance to make a considerable profit, but it could also be said that they decided the inquiries would be more of a nuisance.

There were various conditions, such as having them be the public face of the operation, but since that alone wouldn't be a fair trade, Hayato was also taught how to make a considerable number of production items he couldn't create himself. There was no monetary exchange, but Hayato could say that he was happier with this arrangement.

Having spent a meaningful time on the floating island, Hayato and his friends parted ways with the Bandit clan and returned to the ground on the airship Angra Mainyu.

They landed on a wide-open grassland in the Spirit Country. After everyone had disembarked, Hayato explained their future plans.

"Alright, we’re heading to the Eastern Country in two days, so please get ready. We’ll be taking the regular ferry, so don’t be late."

"If you’re late, I’ll turn you into rust on Arondight, so come prepared."

"I was talking to you, Lunaria-san."

After that exchange, the Demon Lord's Army returned to the Demon Country. After seeing them off, Ney looked at Hayato.

"Alright, we’re heading back to our base too. We’ll be ready in two days, so don’t worry."

"Got it. Thanks, everyone. And I’m counting on you in two days as well."

"Of course. Oh, and about rebuilding the base that we talked about before, I’d like to ask you to do that sometime."

"Now that you mention it, we did talk about that. A lot has happened, so I forgot. Is it okay if we do it after we get back from the Eastern Country?"

"That would be great. See you later!"

Ney said with a smile and a wave, then teleported back with her members using a Ring of Teleportation.

The remaining members were all heading to Hayato’s base. They used their Rings of Teleportation and transferred to the headquarters.

(…Huh? What’s this? Something’s different…?) Although they had been away for a decent period, something about the base felt strange. He couldn't put his finger on what it was, but it just felt different. Agres and the others, as well as Surya, who didn't come here often, didn't seem to notice anything, but Esha, Ash, and the others also seemed to feel it, tilting their heads instead of entering the base.

Ren let out a cry of "Ah!"

"Our neighbor’s base wasn’t this big, was it?"

"Ah, so that’s it."

Ren’s words finally made him understand what felt off. It wasn’t that Hayato’s base was strange, but that the neighboring base had been rebuilt at some point. It wasn't something he usually paid attention to, but that must have been the source of the strange feeling. The base to the west was on a lot of roughly the same size, but since the days of the Kokuryu clan, they had had little interaction with their neighbors. Perhaps their active times didn't overlap, as they rarely saw each other, and when they did, it was just a brief greeting.

The mystery solved, everyone moved towards the base, but Hayato and Esha remained where they were. The ground floor of the neighboring base looked like a storefront. The side facing the road was completely open, with no walls. There were no items on the display shelves yet, but it was clear they could hold a considerable number.

(It looks like one of those old-time greengrocers. Being able to see the products from the outside will probably be good for attracting customers.) Hayato’s own shop had plenty of windows on the wall facing the road to make the interior easily visible and encourage new customers to come in. But the neighboring shop would be even easier to enter, and the products would be easier to see. Depending on what they sold, a store of this size would likely carry a large variety of goods. It was highly probable that they would be selling production items rather than monster drops.

As Hayato’s face darkened slightly, Esha spoke.

"A rival shop."

"It looks like our products will overlap."

"I’m just glad this isn’t in the real world."

"True. It’s better than a coffee shop opening up next to ours."

"Well, I doubt there are any strange people who would open a coffee shop in a Colony."

"Are you calling me a strange person?"

After that exchange, Hayato, feeling a little shocked at the appearance of a rival shop, walked around to the east side of his base, opened the door, and stepped inside. In the dining hall, the members who had entered before him were slumped in their chairs. They probably weren't physically tired, but having just returned from a trip, they were likely mentally exhausted. Snacks and drinks were laid out on the table, and everyone was helping themselves.

In the midst of this, Rose, whom he had asked to look after the place, approached him with a smile.

"Welcome back, Hayato-sama."

"I’m back, Rose-san. Thanks for watching the place."

"Not at all, it’s my job. I have a report, but would you prefer I save it for later? You must be tired, Hayato-sama."

"I’m fine to hear a report. What is it?"

Rose nodded with a smile and began her report on the shop’s sales. In short, sales were steady, earning between two hundred and three hundred thousand G a day. Hayato’s equipment sold well, of course, but the biggest contributors were food and potions, which accounted for eighty to ninety percent of the sales. As a result, their stock was running low, and she requested that he replenish it.

They still had plenty of equipment in stock, but they needed to restock the food and potions. They were leaving for the Eastern Country the day after tomorrow, so today and tomorrow were their only chances to do so. Hayato made a plan to start making them that night.

"And Hayato-sama, I’m sure you’ve noticed…" Rose trailed off, glancing towards the west wall. Hayato understood immediately.

"It looks like our neighbors are starting some kind of business. It would be a waste not to sell anything on a prime spot like this, so I guess it’s only natural."

"About that, the people who lived next door have moved."

"What?"

"They came to say goodbye before they moved, but since you were not here, Hayato-sama, I accepted their farewell on your behalf."

"So it wasn't a remodel, but a new building. I’m surprised they let go of that spot."

Hayato considered this, and a slightly sad thought occurred to him that maybe they had retired from the game. Even if they were players he didn't interact with much, it was still sad to think that someone had quit the game, whatever the reason.

"Apparently, someone offered to buy it for nearly ten times the market price—"

"Ten times!?"

He understood that they hadn't retired, but that news blew everything else away. This area was close to the Royal Capital, so close you could say it was part of it, and the market price was said to be over one hundred million G. Ten times that would be over a billion.

The land around here was owned only by veteran players who had been playing since the service began, so it was unlikely they were in need of in-game currency. They would have some way of making money. But if someone offered to pay ten times the price, many players would probably sell. The value of the location would continue to rise, but unless you were running a business, there was no need to be here. If it was just for convenience, a location near another town would be fine. Hayato concluded that a spot like the one where he had built the Kokuryu clan’s base near Grandbell would have been sufficient.

However, there was something that bothered him. Even if it was in-game currency, the only ones who could afford to pay over a billion G were major clans. As he was thinking that this could become troublesome, Maris and Surya approached him.

"Hayato-san, Rose-san, are you finished talking?"

"Yes, Maris-sama. My report is finished, so we are fine. Well then, Hayato-sama, I will be returning to the shop."

"Ah, yeah, thanks."

After watching Rose return to the shop, Hayato turned to Maris and the others.

"Do you need something from me?"

"Yes, we’re heading to the Tamer Guild now, and we were hoping you could come with us, Hayato-san. I know you’re tired, but…"

"Huh? Me? I don’t mind going, but why?"

"We need to report on the taming of the dinosaurs, and I think we’ll need information about the airship as a way to get to the floating island. Could you show the staff the miniature version of the airship?"

"Ah, and of course, we’ll make sure to tell them that the information about the airship is confidential."

Surya added to Maris’s explanation. Airships were still rare, and information about them was valuable. They had no intention of making money off the information, but it would be a problem if people came storming their base seeking it, so this was a welcome consideration.

"Got it. Let’s go after I put my things away. I’m also curious to see how surprised the Tamer Guild will be by the Pteranodon."

With that, Hayato began to prepare to go to the Tamer Guild.



		
			Chapter 311

			Report at the Tamer Guild

			Since Hayato and the others were heading to the Tamer Guild, the members at the base were dismissed to do as they pleased. The Genesis Dragon members decided to go sightseeing in the Royal Capital, and Ren was all smiles.

"Alright, we’re going shopping together. I’m going to look for some cursed items!"

"Got it. Be careful."

"Oh, come on, Hayato-san. We’re Genesis Dragons, you know? If we get serious, we won’t lose!"

Ren struck a pose, making a muscle with her right arm and exclaiming, "Mun!"

"Ah, yeah. That’s not what I’m worried about. It’s just that the hardline Genesis Dragons went on a rampage in the Royal Capital before, so I was wondering if it would be okay."

It was when Hayato had logged back in after six months. The hardline faction hadn't just gone on a rampage, they had destroyed major facilities. It was highly likely that the NPC residents resented them.

"…They didn't attack in their human forms, so I don’t think we’ll be recognized. Suien-san and Agres, please don’t transform into your dragon forms, okay?"

"Like I’d do that in the middle of the city. But, yeah. When you put it that way, I guess the Elves and Dwarves in the Spirit Country hate me. I’ll have to apologize next time…"

As Agres said that, Pat nodded in agreement.

"You should apologize soon. Randa-chan and I got surrounded by Rosalie-chan and her group on the airship. It wasn’t bad getting to feel like a star, though."

"Their gazes were filled with killing intent, you know? If we hadn’t apologized, there was a high chance they would have thrown us off the airship!"

Agres and Suien had rampaged during the defense of the World Tree. They weren't wanted criminals, but they hadn't gone to apologize either, so it was highly likely they were disliked. Agres in particular had rampaged in his human form, so the Elves and Dwarves would have recognized his appearance. Pat and Randa had interfered with material gathering during the Stampede to prevent the defense and had become hostile towards Ney, Rosalie, and their groups. Being surrounded by the members of the Black Rose on an airship with no escape, it went without saying that they had apologized profusely.

"The Royal Capital should be fine. Still, Ren, you haven’t changed. Looking for cursed items. Kilika had some strange—no, very strange—quirks too."

"Why did you change ‘some’ to ‘very’…? But I welcome that kind of talk!"

Ren pressed Suien for more details on his words. Ash seemed to be the same, as he was eavesdropping. He probably wanted to know anything he could about his mother, Kilika.

After they had talked for a bit, Ash approached Hayato.

"Alright, we’re heading to the Royal Capital. Is there anything you want us to buy?"

"If it’s not too much trouble, could you buy some materials for potions and food?"

"Got it. We’ll be off for a bit, then."

With that, the Genesis Dragon members headed off to sightsee in the Royal Capital. Esha, Cecil, and Noat decided to stay at the base. The three of them were consuming the snacks and drinks on the table at a considerable pace.

"Honestly, Esha-chan and Cecil-chan, you two really work people to the bone."

"You’re the one who usually works people to the bone, Noat. Rose was complaining with a smile on her face."

"Rose-chan wouldn’t say something like that. She’d only think it in her heart."

"No, that’s the same thing, ain’t it? Oh, and just so you know, we’re taking you to the Eastern Country too."

Noat gave a rare, normal nod at Cecil’s words.

"I’m actually interested in the hot springs. Just carry me there in my futon like always."

"…I wish there was a magic spell to summon Noat anytime, anywhere."

"For once, that’s a great suggestion, Cecil-chan. Please develop that spell. And one that can summon a futon anytime, too."

"Please make one that summons food for me."

"I can’t develop magic, you idiot. But if I could, I’d start by summoning you to a volcano crater. As for you, Esha, you’ve got Hayato, don’t ya? If you ask him, he might summon some food for you."

"Now that you mention it, that’s true."

"I will not."

The conversation had veered towards Hayato, so he immediately denied it. The three of them continued their unrestrained conversation, but Hayato thought that it was just proof of how close they were.

A short while later, Maris and Surya returned from the second floor.

"Hayato-san, we’re ready. Can we go?"

"Sure. Let’s go, then."

Hayato told Esha and the others that he was leaving and then departed from the base. The Tamer Guild in the Royal Capital was bustling with activity. Hayato had visited the Tamer Guild a few times before, but most tamers had their favorite small pets with them. It was a place where someone like Hayato, who didn't have a pet with him, was actually the odd one out.

Like the adventurer's guild, the Tamer Guild had quests, most of which involved bringing back specific monsters. There were also quests to prepare pet food or to check on monster habitats. By completing these, players earned contribution points. Once they earned a certain number of points, their rank would increase, and they could keep more pets in the stables. Another benefit was receiving information about monsters.

Maris and Surya were said to be the aces of their Tamer Guild branch. Naturally, their ranks were top-tier, and their fame was so high that the moment they entered, a stir went through the crowd. But this time, the commotion was far greater than usual. That was, of course, due to the presence of the Pteranodon. Rumors of dinosaurs had been circulating for a while. To have a real one show up as a pet was an immeasurable shock to the tamers. The sounds of awe and speculation about it continued unabated.

Hayato felt good about it. It was a natural human desire to want to stand out like this once in a while. Maris and Surya, perhaps used to it, paid no mind and headed towards the counter with their pets.

The female receptionist was beaming. She spoke to Maris before Maris could say a word.

"Maris-san, this is amazing! Is that a dinosaur!?"

"Yes. I’ve brought some information, so I’d like to make a report."

"Of course, I’ll take it. Before that, would you like to put everyone in the stables?"

"Yes, please. Surya, is it okay to leave Garland here today?"

"Yes, I plan on taking it easy today. Oh, right, I’m leaving some Nekomanma Deluxe, so please feed this to him."

As Surya handed it to the receptionist, Maris also handed over a considerable amount of Nekomanma Deluxe, saying, "Me too, please."

"Certainly. I’ll let the person in charge know. But Maris-san, and you too, Surya-san, where do you get five-star Nekomanma Deluxe? You bring it in quite often, don’t you?"

At the receptionist’s question, the two of them glanced at Hayato. Of course, the highest quality Nekomanma Deluxe was made by Hayato.

"That’s a secret!"

Maris said, but anyone with a bit of intuition would figure it out from the way she had looked at Hayato. The receptionist also stared at Hayato for a moment, but then she smiled and nodded.

"I understand. There’s something special going on. Well then, would you mind if we heard your report in the private room over there?"

Guided by the receptionist, Hayato and the others headed to the private room. The commotion in the guild hall didn't die down, but no one tried to rush them. The tamers here must be gentlemen and ladies, Hayato thought as they entered the room.

After a short wait, three Tamer Guild employees, including the receptionist from before, entered the private room. With Hayato, Maris, Surya, and Sieg, there were now six people and one cat in the room. It was a good number of people, but it didn't feel cramped. The room was often used for pet transactions, so it was large enough to accommodate even large monsters.

The conversation between Maris, Surya, and the guild employees continued. Hayato also explained about the floating island as the habitat of the dinosaurs and then took out the miniature airship. The Tamer Guild employees were surprised by that as well, but they looked a little disappointed that since it required an airship, only a limited number of people could go.

"Ah, about that, it might be possible to go to the floating island without an airship."

When Maris said that, the employees leaned forward over the table, closing in.

"It seems that the Pteranodon doesn’t have a flight ceiling. If we had about four of them, like the Griffon Courier Service, they might be able to carry us to the floating island."

Hayato and Surya had heard this from Maris before, so they weren't particularly surprised, but the employees let out cries of admiration. Flying monsters had a limit to how high they could ascend. You couldn't reach the floating island by riding a Griffon, but the Pteranodon was originally flying near the floating island and had a very high ceiling. They had tested it, and while the Griffon, Lancelot, couldn't go outside the floating island, the Pteranodon could leave and fly around. From this, they had hypothesized that if they had several Pteranodons carry a gondola, like the Griffon Courier Service, they might be able to get there without an airship.

"That’s amazing, Maris-san! We don’t know if it’s actually possible, and gathering four of them would be difficult, but information like this is a great help! We’ll increase your contribution points to the Tamer Guild!"

"In that case, please share them with Surya and the Bandit clan tamers who helped with the verification. To be honest, the idea came from a suggestion by a tamer from the Bandit clan. Oh, and Hayato-san’s share too, please."

"I’m fine. I don’t have any pets to leave here. You and Surya-san can split my share."

"No matter how you look at it, Hayato-san is the one who contributed the most…"

Surya muttered, and Maris nodded in agreement. Even so, for Hayato, the points were pretty meaningless. He had no reason to raise his rank, so he thought it would be more valuable to give them to Maris or Surya. After some back and forth, Hayato’s points were divided among Maris, Surya, and the Bandit clan tamers. Not only that, but the Tamer Guild also arranged to provide Hayato with various conveniences.

It was unclear if he would ever use them, but Hayato gratefully accepted.

After that, they conveyed some more detailed information, and the report from Maris and the others was finished.

"That’s all, then. We will review the information you’ve provided and then make it public. And actually, Maris-san, there’s something I’d like to ask of you…"

Just as Maris finished her report, the receptionist brought up a request for her. In short, they wanted to open a branch of the Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country and wanted her to check on it. Since Maris was already planning to go to the Eastern Country, they wanted to piggyback on her trip. With Maris registering the yokai Kyubi at the Tamer Guild, the number of tamers going to the Eastern Country had increased. But since there was no Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country, many opinions had been raised about it being inconvenient.

"You don’t have to think too hard about it. We just want you to check if the guild can buy land in the Eastern Country."

"Understood. I’ll ask Benny-san then."

"Benny-san?"

"Benitsuru-san, the princess of the Eastern Country. I know her, so I’ll ask. She’s an animal lover herself, so we might get a good response!"

The receptionist and the three employees were wide-eyed.

"Huh? I told you when I brought Max the Kyubi here, didn’t I?"

"I’m sorry. I was so excited about the yokai that I might not have been listening. But is that so, Maris-san, you’re acquainted with the princess of the Eastern Country…"

"Well, it’s thanks to Hayato-san, though!"

The receptionist looked at Hayato and smiled.

"Would you like a job at the Tamer Guild? It’s a stable job where you can play with animals!"

"No, I have my own shop."

I might be the first player to be invited by an employee before even joining the guild, Hayato thought. After that, the receptionist and the two other employees went on at length explaining the good points of the Tamer Guild. Eventually, Maris, Surya, and even Sieg joined in trying to persuade him, and Hayato was quite tired by the time he managed to refuse.



		
			Chapter 312

			Popular Guy

			Hayato and the others left the Tamer Guild. As they walked, Hayato let out a sigh. He had been recruited by the guild, but he simply didn't have the time for such a thing, so he had firmly refused.

What Hayato wanted to do in this game was create production items and sell them in his shop. And maybe participate in a few events to earn some real-world prize money. He no longer had the same fervor to win prize money at all costs as he did during the Clan War. Now, his feeling was that as long as he could relax and have fun with everyone, that was enough.

That was Hayato's way of thinking, but Maris looked disappointed.

"I think the pets would be happy if you joined, Hayato-san."

"…You’re not planning on making me cook Nekomanma endlessly, are you?"

"Of course not! We’ll have you make other things too!"

"That’s even worse."

Maris said, "I’m kidding," but Hayato didn’t miss the serious look in her eyes.

"By the way, Hayato-san, do you still have some time?"

Surya spoke to Hayato.

"Huh? Why?"

"I wanted to thank you, Hayato-san. It’s a bit early for lunch, but I’ll treat you to a meal. This won’t be nearly enough, though."

"…I have a little time. In that case, I’ll let you treat me."

After some consideration, he decided to accept her offer. Hayato could make any dish, so he didn't need to go out to eat. It would be cheaper to just buy the ingredients. But recently, Hayato had been learning about the female heart and gentlemanly conduct from Ren, along with Ash. One of her teachings was not to refuse a woman’s invitation. "That’s an act that brings shame upon a woman!" Ren had said. Yet, she had also taught that "being kind to everyone is out," so honestly, he wasn’t sure what to do.

He hadn't done anything major, so there was no need for her to treat him, but with Ren’s teachings in mind, and thinking that eating out once in a while would be nice, he decided to take Surya up on her offer. Maris said she knew a good diner, so they headed there. Given it was Maris, he thought it might be a pet-related restaurant, but it seemed to be a normal place. However, it was so unassuming that he wondered if it was really a diner at all. There was no sign, and if you didn't know it was there, you would walk right past it. It was located in a somewhat complicated alley with little foot traffic. Only people who were specifically looking for this place would come here.

Not long ago, the Royal Capital had the Thieves' Guild and the Assassin Guild, so security must have been worse than it was now. It was a game, so there was no need to think about it in realistic terms, but Hayato wondered if it could survive as a business. Surya looked at the shop with a slightly exasperated expression.

"Why don’t we eat at a place that’s a little easier for women to enter?"

"The salt-grilled saury set here is delicious, I’m telling you."

"I’m actually looking forward to that."

In the real world, high-end fish dishes were expensive, but in the game, they weren't that pricey. He would feel bad if she treated him to something too expensive, so Hayato was relieved that this was a reasonable choice. He was also grateful. If she had taken him to a popular spot for women, he would have felt uncomfortable just being there. Maris didn't seem to be the type to be considerate in that way, but he would welcome any place where a man could be without feeling out of place.

When they entered the shop, he was surprised to see that, despite his rude first impression, there were quite a few customers. It must be a shop that survived on regulars, Hayato thought. They took a table and ordered three of Maris's recommended dishes. They didn't order anything for Sieg, but the gruff-looking male owner in his forties glanced at Sieg from behind the counter and asked, "The usual?" to which Maris replied, "Yes, please."

"The owner is a cool guy. He seems to have his own way of doing things. I like him."

The man looked every bit the silent craftsman, and despite having just met him, Hayato’s impression of the owner was high.

"Actually, Sieg was the one who found this place! Since then, I’ve pretty much always eaten here!"

"Sieg is a smart one."

When Hayato said that, Sieg, still sitting on the table, closed his eyes and tilted his head up. Hayato interpreted it as a smug face.

Soon, three salt-grilled saury sets were brought to their table. The person who brought them was a woman in her thirties. She was probably the owner's wife, Hayato guessed.

(A husband and wife running a diner together…)

A vague image floated into Hayato’s mind, but he shook it away before it could take a clear shape. Maris, Surya, and Sieg looked at Hayato with puzzled expressions, but Hayato just smiled and said, "It’s nothing," before picking up his chopsticks and starting on the salt-grilled saury set. Surya nodded in satisfaction. "It really is delicious." The diner apparently served five-star fish dishes, and Hayato was impressed that such a place existed.

Sieg was served a regular Nekomanma, not the deluxe version. This was also five-star quality, and Sieg was gobbling it up. This might be the reason Maris frequented the place, Hayato thought as he resumed his meal. After they finished eating, they started talking about their future plans, mainly about the Eastern Country. Maris and Surya were making various plans, talking about what kind of yokai there might be, or trying to tame Suzaku.

"This is a huge help, though."

Surya smiled at Hayato, a smile so wide it was visible even with half her face covered by her clown mask.

"Um, what is?"

"Having connections in the Eastern Country. Like I said at the guild, there’s no Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country, so I was worried about what to do with Garland. I don’t mind camping out, though."

"Benny-san and Simon-san took a liking to Hayato-san, so I think they’ll let us use their base this time too!"

Maris said proudly. Hayato nodded. Whether they liked him or not was debatable, but he had secured a promise that they could use it.

"I contacted them from the floating island, and they said we could use it as much as we wanted. It seems Benny-chan and Simon are looking forward to our visit."

"I heard it before, but it’s amazing that you’re liked by both the princess of the Eastern Country and one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords."

"Hayato-san is popular in the Eastern Country."

"Popular… well, I guess they’re grateful to me."

He had been caught up in various incidents in the Eastern Country, but the problems had been resolved in a good way. His contributions were high, what with the technique to destroy cursed blades, the battle with the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, and the creation of the famous sword Yatagarasu. After he returned, he started receiving regular messages from Simon. The Eastern Country itself hadn't changed much, but things were heading in a good direction with Benitsuru at the center, along with her new retainers. And every time he got a message, he was invited to set up a base in the Eastern Country.

"So, I don’t think you need to worry about a base or your pets in the Eastern Country."

"Treating you to a hundred salt-grilled saury sets wouldn’t have been enough to repay you. I’ll treat you in the Imperial Capital next time."

"Ah, um, before that, I’ll treat you two to something next time."

Hayato said, but Maris and Surya just tilted their heads. There was a reason for this. It was from Ren’s Girls’ Heart Study Group. No matter the reason, if a woman treated you, it was proper to treat her back the next time. That way, you could secure a promise to eat together again, or so the teaching went. Ren had drilled this into Ash more than Hayato.

He had tried to put it into practice, but it didn't seem to have much effect on Maris or Surya. In the first place, Hayato thought this was a technique for getting along with women and had nothing to do with the female heart.

"This is my thanks, so there’s no need for you to treat me, Hayato-san."

"Ah, um, well, Maris and Surya-san have helped me a lot too, so please think of it as my thanks for that."

"In that case, I’d like some Nekomanma Deluxe! Five-star!"

"If that’s what you want, I’d like some too."

"…If that’s what you want, then fine."

He thought Ren’s Girls’ Heart Study Group might not be very effective, but then he started to think that the two of them were a bit of a special case, so it couldn't be helped. They continued to chat for a while, but since it was getting close to his logout time, Hayato opened his mouth to suggest they leave.

"We should get going soon—huh?"

A man and a woman dressed as a butler and a maid entered the shop. They looked around and then approached the table where Hayato and the others were sitting. The two of them bowed before Hayato.

"You are Hayato-sama, I presume?"

Hayato was surprised. He thought it was a male butler, but the voice was female. Looking closely, he could see that she was indeed a woman. Her silver hair had been hiding her eyes, so he hadn't noticed, but up close, she was unmistakably female.

"A pleasure to meet you. My name is Ronios, and I am a butler for the clan ‘Shooting Star.’ I apologize for the impertinence, but might we have a moment of your time? My master insists on speaking with you, Hayato-sama."

Hayato’s mind immediately started racing. The butler and maid in front of him were players, not NPCs. The name they gave appeared on his simple profile display, and the text was blue. That was the mark of a player. And the clan "Shooting Star." It was a clan he had never heard of, and at the very least, it wasn't one that had been around during the Clan War. It was possible he had overlooked it, but at least it wasn't a top-10 clan, in Hayato’s opinion. According to what Jolt had told him, Hayato was famous among the top clans, and many people wanted to form an alliance. He didn't know if "Shooting Star" was a top clan, but he started to think that might be it.

"I am indeed Hayato, but is this perhaps about forming an alliance?"

"This will be quick, then. That is precisely it. My master would very much like to form an alliance with you."

"I’m afraid I’ve been refusing such offers."

"Please, could you reconsider? If you have any conditions, please present them, and we will do our best to meet them."

"No, it’s more a matter of my playstyle."

From behind her bangs, the butler glanced for a moment at Maris and Surya.

"You mean your playstyle of enjoying the game with NPCs?"

Don't say things like ‘NPC’ in front of them, Hayato thought, but then he remembered that the AI protection feature would probably prevent them from hearing it anyway. Still, if he had a conversation that Maris and the others couldn't understand at all, explaining it later would be a pain. He decided to end the conversation quickly.

"That’s right. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we’re leaving."

Ronios supported her right elbow with her left hand and put her right hand to her chin in a thoughtful pose. Then she lowered her hands and bowed her head.

"Understood."

"I’m sorry to have to refuse your kind invitation."

"No, we apologize as well."

Just as he was relieved that she understood, Hayato saw Ronios and the maid flash a smile.

"My master has ordered me to bring you, even if I have to use somewhat forceful means, so I apologize in advance."

As she spoke, Ronios and the maid each drew their weapons. In a corner of his mind, Hayato thought self-deprecatingly, it’s tough being popular.



		
			Chapter 313

			A Strange Item

			After returning from the floating island, I went to the Tamer Guild, had a meal at a diner Maris recommended, and then got accosted by a female butler and a maid. What a day, Hayato thought, feeling completely exasperated.

In the first place, this game didn't allow for player-versus-player combat, or PvP, outside of Clan Wars. The two of them drawing their weapons was no threat to Hayato. NPCs weren't bound by that restriction; they could attack players, and players could attack them. However, doing so in a town would result in punishment under the game's laws. The laws differed slightly between the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital, but in either case, rampaging in a town would get you arrested.

"Um, you don't seem to understand, but that’s not a threat," Hayato said, pointing at the rapier of the butler, Ronios, and then at the survival knife the maid held in a reverse grip in both hands.

"Yes, I am aware."

"Then why—"

"We have done our research on you, Hayato-sama. You treat NPCs as if they were people."

"And?"

"If we were to cause a disturbance here, it would inconvenience the NPCs. I do not believe you would overlook that, Hayato-sama."

"…You have a nasty personality."

"I won't deny having a nasty personality, but even for me, doing something like this is painful, even if it is just a game. However, it depends on what one prioritizes. For us, our master's orders are absolute. We will do whatever it takes to carry them out."

The thought that someone would swear such loyalty in a game crossed Hayato's mind. In that case, this was likely not role-playing, but a reflection of their real-life relationship. If the butler and maid before him were genuine, then in reality, they served someone of a considerably high rank. It was even possible that their master was someone from a Foundation, like Ney. It was only speculation, but that was the conclusion Hayato reached.

If Hayato were to put up a fight here, then as Ronios said, the NPCs would be inconvenienced. If they caused trouble at this place run by a married couple, their business would suffer. As someone who ran a coffee shop in the real world, Hayato couldn't see this as someone else's problem. He didn't know what would happen if he were taken away, but he decided he couldn't cause trouble for this shop.

"Alright. In that—"

As Hayato was about to agree to go with them, Maris extended her right hand in front of him, cutting him off.

"You don’t have to go."

Hayato was surprised by Maris’s uncharacteristically strong tone.

"You’re probably thinking of going because you don’t want to cause trouble for this shop, right, Hayato-san? You don’t have to do that."

"Huh? No, but this is your favorite spot, isn’t it, Maris? You’ll get banned."

If the butler and maid were to rampage here, it wouldn’t be wrong for the shop to say that Maris had brought trouble. The chances of her being banned were high.

"In that case, I’ll have Hayato-san take care of my meals!"

It wasn’t much of a laughing matter, but Hayato felt a little happy. Maris had prioritized him over herself.

"If that’s the case, then I’ll lend a hand too."

This time, Surya also spoke up, her hand on her beloved whip.

"Owner! Sorry, but we’re going to get a little rowdy!"

Maris shouted towards the counter, but the owner’s expression didn’t change.

"Got it. If any of the shop’s fixtures get broken, you’re paying for them. And come eat here more often."

After saying only that, the owner and his wife retreated into the kitchen. The other customers also took their dishes and moved to a back room.

(It’s amazing that no one is panicking. Or rather, are they used to this?) Hayato wasn’t the only one surprised by this situation. Ronios and the maid were as well. They probably hadn’t expected to be given permission to rampage.

"Is this your power, Hayato-sama?"

"It has nothing to do with me."

"You are too humble. I am surprised at how well-liked you are by the NPCs. Personally, I would like for you to become our companion as well, Hayato-sama."

"My first impression of you is the worst, though."

"If it’s the worst now, then it can only go up from here. Now then, it seems we won’t be able to take Hayato-sama back without defeating you two first."

Saying that, Ronios looked at Maris and Surya.

"Our plans have gone slightly awry, but it can’t be helped. Prepare yourselves."

They both took up their weapons and assumed combat stances. Hayato felt a little uneasy. Maris and Surya were both tamers. They were at their best when they had their pets with them, but right now, their pets were not here. He didn’t know how skilled their opponents were, but they looked like formidable fighters. And then Hayato saw their equipment. Their clothes were a butler and maid uniform, but their other equipment was outrageous. It was all high-performance god equipment that would cost a considerable amount if bought at auction.

As he was thinking this, the fight began. At first, they were evenly matched, but gradually, they began to be pushed back. As Hayato had predicted, their opponents had pure combat skill compositions. They also had high physical abilities and good equipment. Maris and Surya also had combat skills, but nearly half of their skill compositions were for taming, so they were inferior in many aspects. The small space they were fighting in was also a factor. Maris used a long lance, and Surya used a whip. Both were mid-range or long-range weapons. It was difficult to fight in the shop, and they couldn’t bring out their full potential. They had been on the defensive from the start.

"This isn’t good…"

"Yeah… I wanted to protect you coolly, but…"

Surya and Maris each let out a sigh of resignation. It couldn’t be helped. It was highly likely that Ronios and her group had approached them knowing this would be the result. Even if the fight was unexpected, Hayato thought they were acting to maintain their advantage.

"Hayato-san! Use a Ring of Teleportation!"

Maris shouted. If he used a Ring of Teleportation to go back to the base, he could escape. The alliance proposal would probably come again, but he could get through this for now. However, something bothered Hayato. It was unlikely that an opponent who had prepared this thoroughly hadn't thought of that. There was a high probability that they could interfere with teleportation, or that even if he teleported, they had a way to deal with it.

Hayato looked at Ronios. Ronios seemed to understand the meaning of his gaze, and she smiled as she swung her rapier.

"It seems Hayato-sama is doubting whether he can teleport—you are correct. Cremola."

Ronios called out to the maid, Cremola. Cremola nodded, back-stepped away from Maris and the others, and took out a black orb. It was an item Hayato had never seen before, but he was surprised when he saw its description. It was an item that sealed teleportation, voice chat, and even return from death in the surrounding area.

"What is that…?"

It was no wonder that the words escaped Hayato’s lips. He questioned the very reason for the item’s existence. Teleportation, he could understand. There were rare monsters that would flee with teleportation when they were in danger, so it wasn't strange for an item to seal that. But he didn’t understand the reason for sealing voice chat or return from death. It was an item that could clearly restrict players in a game where there was no PvP outside of Clan Wars. And what was the point of sealing teleportation and voice chat in the first place?

If you considered its use, now was the perfect time, but the very existence of an item for capturing someone was a problem.

"We learned from your example, Hayato-sama."

"Huh?"

"We became friends with an NPC and were taught how to make an item like this. It cost a lot of money, but don’t you think it’s the perfect item for this occasion?"

"…So much so that I want to send a complaint email to the developers."

Putting aside the reason for the item’s existence, the fact that he couldn’t return from death meant he couldn’t even be attacked by Maris and the others and resurrect at the base. With teleportation also sealed, Hayato was trapped here. And he couldn’t even call for help with voice chat. It was so perfect that he could believe it had been prepared just for this occasion.

(I'll have to question Diite-chan about this. But that's for later.)

"Now then, Hayato-sama. I have revealed our hand so that you will understand the situation. Will you not stop this pointless battle and surrender peacefully?"

"We won’t hand over Hayato-san!"

"That’s right. If you’re going to take him by force, then we’ll fight to the end."

Maris and Surya said, standing in front of Hayato to protect him. Ronios looked troubled.

"However, you are both tamers, are you not? You have a calico cat as a pet, but with just that, you cannot possibly win against us, who are specialized in combat—"

"Ronios, wait. The calico cat is gone."

Cremola cut off Ronios’s words. Hayato had just noticed it too. Siegfried had disappeared at some point. Maris had a smug look on her face.

"We knew we couldn’t win on our own!"

For some reason, Maris was cheerfully saying something sad, but Surya nodded as if in agreement.

"It’s not something to be proud of, but it seems we were able to buy some time."

Buying time. Hayato understood from those words alone. Immediately after, the shop door behind Ronios and her group opened. There stood Esha, with Sieg on her shoulder, and Cecil, with both hands clasped behind her head. The two of them must have understood the situation in the shop in an instant.

"So this is the reason Sieg invited me for a walk instead of biting me."

"It’s a fight, right? It’s a fight, isn’t it? Alright! Let me in on it!"

Hayato stroked his chest in relief, knowing that the tables had turned. He looked at Sieg and mentally promised to prepare a large amount of Nekomanma Deluxe for him, to which Sieg responded with a "nyaa."



		
			Chapter 314

			The Difference in Experience

			Esha and Cecil entered through the doorway, each drawing their weapon.

Sieg, who had been perched on Esha’s shoulder, leaped to the floor and began to walk leisurely between Ronios and her group, heading toward Maris. He moved with the elegant gait of a fashion model.

Watching this, Ronios covered her face with her left hand, her shoulders shaking with laughter. After a moment, she let out a breath with a smile.

"It seems the calico cat-san has already decided the match is over."

She was surprisingly composed.

After all, even if they were defeated here, it wouldn't be a problem for Ronios and her companion. They could simply find another chance to come and abduct Hayato. Hayato judged that her composure stemmed from this fact.

"If you’d like to go home now, I’ll clear a path for you."

"Hey hey, Esha, what are you talking about? We came all this way, let’s do this!"

Esha looked annoyed, while Cecil was full of motivation. Ronios was smiling, and Cremola remained expressionless.

Hayato and the others were already on the sidelines. Seeing that a fight was about to begin, they moved to the side of the room.

Ronios placed her left hand on her chest and bowed to Esha and Cecil, her face still lifted.

"You must be Esha Crown-sama and Cecil Arven-sama, correct? I have heard the rumors."

Esha and Cecil narrowed their eyes slightly. Paying them no mind, Ronios turned her face toward Esha.

"Esha-sama, I hear you are a super martial artist maid within the Maid Guild. That in a past Clan War, you fought alongside the Hero and were strong enough to defeat both the Hero and the Demon Lord simultaneously."

"That’s incorrect. The proper term is a super cute maid."

"I see. I will amend my information."

Ronios then looked toward Cecil.

"Cecil-sama, like Esha-sama, you also fought alongside the Hero and are said to master any weapon. Furthermore, you are the leader of the Empire’s special forces, the Dragon Busters."

"Your information is lacking. You also missed the part about being super strong."

"My apologies. I will add that information as well... Now then, allow me to test just how strong you are. Cremola."

Immediately, Cremola shot forward at high speed. She crossed the knives in her hands and attempted to slash Esha.

A high-pitched sound rang through the room.

Cecil, who had been right beside Esha, stepped in front and blocked the attack with the swords in both hands.

"Let’s save the maid showdown for later and play with me, okay? Esha!"

"If you move around too wildly, I’ll hit you."

As Esha said this, Cecil lunged forward, and Esha moved back.

Cecil attacked with his dual swords, the Excalibur Replica and the Arondight Replica, and Cremola parried them with her knives.

Right after, an attack from Esha’s Beelzebub assailed Cremola.

Cremola blocked the attack with her knives but furrowed her brow.

(Did Esha aim for Cecil...? No, did she predict Cecil’s movement and attack the maid?) Hayato wondered.

The trajectory would have certainly hit Cecil if he hadn't moved, but because he moved to attack, Esha's shot missed him. And it hit Cremola instead.

Cremola blocking an attack from a blind spot was something else, but the exchange allowed them to gauge each other’s strength. Their mutual wariness increased significantly.

"Not bad!"

"Blocking that makes you a troublesome opponent."

Cecil’s face became like a predator that had found its prey, while Esha looked genuinely annoyed. And so, the battle continued.

Cremola, after her initial frown, was now expressionless. She seemed to be focusing on defense, but she did not look particularly troubled by Cecil and Esha’s combination attacks.

(Cecil prefers a more dynamic, freewheeling fighting style, so this might be a bit difficult for him. Esha is supposed to be bad at close-quarters combat, too. They should still be incredibly strong, but that Cremola person is strong as well. They haven't landed a single clean hit. But the more troublesome one seems to be...) Hayato thought.

Hayato looked at Ronios.

Ronios was not helping Cremola, merely watching the fight with her left hand on her chin. Her eyes were hidden by her bangs, but she gave off the air of someone observing intently.

"This reminds me of the old Clan Wars. Esha-san’s attacks are scary because you never know where they’ll come from. And Cecil-san attacks with a smile on his face. I never want to be their enemy again," Surya commented.

"I gave them permission to go wild, but if they get this wild, I’m a little worried about the aftermath..." Maris said, a bit flustered.

It was likely because the shop’s tables and chairs were being spectacularly destroyed in the crossfire. Hayato resolved to compensate for them with five-star tables and chairs.

Immediately after, the stalemate broke.

Cecil’s kick broke Cremola’s posture.

The two did not miss the opportunity. As if returning the favor from earlier, Cecil attacked Cremola from both sides, sandwiching her between his two swords.

Her posture broken, Cremola was unable to dodge and blocked the attacks from the left and right with one knife each.

At that moment, Esha attacked with her Beelzebub.

Cremola, already blocking Cecil’s attacks with both her knives, could neither dodge nor block the new assault.

And Esha was not so soft as to let up after a single attack. As long as she had MP, she hammered Cremola with attacks.

Cremola’s HP ran out, and she fell to her knees before collapsing.

Right after, the sound of applause echoed. It was Ronios, clapping slowly.

"Wonderful. To defeat Cremola, even with two of you, is quite impressive. She is also a super martial artist, you know."

"She may be a martial artist, but as a maid, she was an amateur."

Esha said this and took out a Melon Juice from her Item Bag to drink.

Hayato had many things he wanted to say, but he held his tongue.

"What the heck, I was on guard for nothing. I thought you were going to attack me. Aren’t you going to fight?"

"No, no, I would be delighted to have a match. It seems taking Hayato-sama with me will be impossible, so I must at least bring back some other information, or my master will scold me. Well then, I look forward to our bout."

Immediately after Ronios gave a polite bow, she shot forward at high speed and thrust at Cecil with the rapier in her right hand.

Cecil parried the attack with his sword, but Ronios immediately moved to her next attack, unleashing a continuous series of unstoppable thrusts.

"Oh, oh, oh—ooh!"

This time it was Cecil on the defensive, but his expression was gleeful.

"Hey, Esha! This one’s strong! I’ll take her, so don't interfere!"

Esha, who had been aiming her Beelzebub, wrinkled her brow, then pointed the muzzle upward and relaxed her stance.

"So your illness is acting up. Well, that’s fine, but if you lose, I’ll laugh at you."

"You bet!"

Cecil said this, then parried Ronios’s attack with great force and switched to the offensive.

Ronios also received the attack with a pleased look.

"I see. You are not simply holding two swords, you have truly mastered their use. You are on a different level from your average opponent."

(But Ronios, who is taking those attacks, is pretty incredible too,) Hayato thought.

Ronios was receiving all of Cecil’s attacks with a single rapier. Her parries were quite skillful, using not just the blade of the rapier, but also the crossguard and knuckle guard. Furthermore, she would deflect his attacks to slightly unbalance Cecil, preventing him from attacking continuously.

"Whoa! You can even do stuff like Ivan!"

"Ivan. You mean the Hero. In that case, how about this?"

After deflecting Cecil’s attack, Ronios flowed into his personal space. She then grabbed his chest with her left hand and, with one hand, slammed him to the floor with a throw like a seoi-nage.

It all happened in about a second. Hayato and the others were all stunned.

"—Whoa!?"

A moment later, Cecil let out a cry of surprise.

"Hmm. It seems there was no damage. Is the system designed so that only slashes and strikes from weapons can deal damage?"

Cecil, still on the floor, attacked Ronios’s feet.

Ronios dodged by backflipping away.

With some distance between them, Cecil slowly stood up.

"You’re pretty good! You broke my center of gravity and lightly kicked my feet, didn't you? I couldn’t resist at all!"

"You are also magnificent, Cecil-sama. To understand that much in that instant."

Hayato couldn't quite follow, but Cecil was likely explaining the principle behind how he was so easily thrown with one hand.

"Tell me your name. I’ll remember it."

"My apologies. I have not introduced myself. My name is Ronios. The maid is Cremola."

"I see. You seemed to know, but I’ll introduce myself just in case. I’m Cecil. Cecil Arven. It’s a bit late, but it’s a pleasure."

"Yes, the pleasure is all mine."

"Alright, I’m getting a little serious now. You don’t have to hold back either, so come at me for real."

Ronios showed a flicker of surprise before a smile graced her lips.

"I look forward to—"

She cut her words short, immediately parrying Cecil’s attack with her rapier.

Cecil had thrown his Excalibur Replica at her.

Unbalanced and surprised, Cecil then slammed into Ronios with a shoulder tackle.

As long as he had a weapon equipped, his hand-to-hand skills would have no effect, and he would deal no damage. But the force of the blow sent Ronios flying, and in an instant, she was cornered against the wall.

Then he threw the Arondight Replica.

Ronios barely managed to dodge it, but a smile touched her lips.

She likely had no choice but to smile. She had dodged the thrown attack, but she was cornered in the room. It could even be said that the throw was intended to corner her there. Ronios already had nowhere to run.

And despite the shop not being particularly large, as if such a thing didn't matter, Cecil was in the middle of swinging down the Dragon Eater Replica he had been carrying on his back from an overhead stance.

It wasn't an attack that would finish her in one blow, but it would deal massive damage. Furthermore, she had no escape and was cornered.

Even so, Ronios launched an attack.

Cecil took the attack without dodging. But he didn't take it for free. The moment he was hit, he grabbed Ronios’s right arm with his left hand.

"What."

"The polite part of the fight is over."

The weapons equipped on Cecil’s back and waist fell to the floor. His weapons were unequipped, and his hand-to-hand combat skills were now effective.

Immediately after, a body blow exploded into Ronios’s abdomen.

Ronios could have dealt damage if she had unequipped her weapon, but that probably didn't cross her mind. Still holding her rapier, she attacked Cecil with her free left hand, but of course, it did no damage.

It was a fighting style that exploited a loophole in the game system, likely a difference born from experience in player-versus-player combat. Cecil chipped away at Ronios’s HP with his ultra-close-range attacks.

The match was all but decided. Even in such a situation, Ronios’s expression was one of delight.

"I never knew such a way of fighting existed."

"Send the tuition fee to the Empire. See you. You were strong."

"Those are kind words. Well then, we shall meet again."

Another of Cecil’s body blows exploded, and Ronios’s HP ran out. Cecil released the arm he was holding, and Ronios collapsed to the floor.

Instantly, she vanished along with Cremola’s body.

(Does the black orb the maid had not work on the user or their allies... no, more importantly, to the base... no, first I have to repair the shop,) Hayato thought.

Hayato looked at the devastation in the shop and, deciding he had to fix the furniture immediately, took out his saw.



		
			Chapter 315

			A Pet's Strength

			Thanks to Cecil and Esha, they had successfully repelled the butler and maid duo, Ronios and Cremola.

Hayato had considered the possibility of them returning immediately for revenge, but he couldn't just leave the diner with everything destroyed and go back to the base. He hastily crafted new tables and chairs.

The diner's owner didn't seem to mind, but since Hayato offered, he had simply said, "In that case, I'll take you up on it."

When Hayato asked why he wasn't particularly angry, he learned that a while back, this area was a hangout for the Thieves' Guild and the Assassin Guild, and such things were a daily occurrence back then.

Also, since it was clear Hayato and his friends were just caught in the crossfire, he wasn't angry about the ruckus either.

And the customers who had been eating felt much the same. They had no complaints, with some even nostalgically remarking on how long it had been since they'd seen a brawl in the shop. They had left the room but apparently watched the fight through cracks in the wall while finishing their meals.

Listening to these stories, Hayato used his Woodworking Skill to create replacements for the destroyed shop fixtures. And out of his own particularity, he made them all five-star quality.

The owner looked a little dumbfounded by this but gave him a friendly "Come again."

Hayato and his friends apologized one last time before leaving the diner.

That was in the morning. Hayato and Esha finished their work in the real world and logged back in at night.

When they went from their room on the second floor down to the first-floor dining hall, it seemed Maris and Cecil were talking there. Sieg was sprawled out on the table.

Esha, who had come down the stairs with him, suddenly shot forward.

"Sieg. Get on my shoulder again. Come on!"

Esha said this and reached her hand out to Sieg on the table.

She was spectacularly bitten.

But Esha was not discouraged.

"Sieg is just a tsundere."

"I don’t think that’s it."

In Esha’s case, it was simply that her Taming Skill was in the negatives. Because of that, she was hated by all animals and monsters.

"I know. That dream-like moment was just an act to lead Cecil and me to our masters. But he rubbed his body against my leg, tilted his head with an upward glance, and invited me for a walk..."

Esha seemed to be recalling it, her eyes closed and her face turned upward. Her expression was completely infatuated.

A few seconds later, her eyes snapped open.

"In other words, Sieg can do it if he tries! Come now, show me that power once more!"

This time, she was scratched.

It was hard to tell if she was joking or serious, but when you thought about it, the situation was indeed strange.

As long as Sieg was an in-game AI, he couldn’t defy the game system. As a demerit for her negative Taming Skill, Esha was hated by all monsters and animals. Sieg should be no exception.

It felt a bit strange that Sieg could prioritize Maris’s command.

However, thinking about it wouldn't yield an answer, only speculation. It might just be a matter of system priority, so Hayato stopped thinking about it.

He left Esha to her own devices and approached Maris and the others.

"Was everything okay after that?"

"It was fine. Those two never came to the base."

As Maris said this, Cecil made a disappointed sound.

"Those guys were strong, but they never came after that. They said something about seeing us again, so I was looking forward to an immediate rematch. What a letdown."

Hayato was also a little concerned about that.

Those two had information on him and his companions. It was unlikely they didn't know the location of their base.

Unlike in reality, losing didn’t result in injury, and they could fight consecutive battles. There was the issue of weapon durability, but that wouldn’t take much time. The fact that they didn’t come to the base was, on the contrary, rather eerie.

(Maybe they can't log in in the afternoon like me... no, or maybe they knew I wouldn't be logged in in the afternoon. Or they thought they couldn't beat Cecil... No matter how much I think about it, it's just going to be a hassle,) Hayato thought.

He knew the clan name was "Shooting Star," at least. Hayato decided he would need to investigate.

And then he suddenly noticed something.

Surya was not in the dining hall.

It was still too early to go to bed, and she was usually here talking with Cecil, so it felt strange.

"Is Surya-san in her room?"

"Surya's on the third floor doing combat training," Cecil said, still sitting, pointing at the ceiling.

"Combat training? At this hour?"

"She couldn't do anything when we were accosted at the diner, so I think she's feeling down. It's a common thing for people from the Empire. I told her we should have a mock battle together, but she turned me down."

"With you, Cecil, a mock battle would probably turn into a real one."

"That’s training too, isn’t it? Oh, right, Maris, let me fight Lancelot sometime. He looks strong!"

"Umm...?"

For Maris, who was usually smiling, she made a rare face of disgust.

"Whoa. You’re making the same face as Surya. She looked like that too when I asked to fight Garland. What’s the big deal, it’s not like you’ll lose anything."

"Fighting with you, Cecil-san, seems like it would reduce various things... like my soul!"

"Ivan said something like that to me once! Come on, come on, it’s fine, right? A trained monster seems stronger than a wild one, and it’s for training!"

Cecil was pestering her as if he’d been drinking, but Maris was dodging his advances with a firm "absolutely not" stance.

Esha, for her part, was happily still being bitten by Sieg, so Hayato, thinking it was a peaceful scene, decided to head to the third floor, as he was worried about Surya.

In the third-floor hall, Surya was using a whip to attack training dummies that served as targets.

Surya had her back to Hayato, but as if sensing his presence, she quickly turned around.

"Oh, Hayato-san. Are your preparations for the Eastern Country finished?"

When Hayato, Esha, and the others logged out, their characters were set to be sleeping in their rooms or creating production items. This time, they had logged out with the status of preparing to go to the Eastern Country.

"I still need to prepare, but there’s always tomorrow, so I’m done for today. Did I interrupt you?"

"I was about to take a break, so it’s fine. Besides, having a place like this is a real help."

"A lot of the people living here are the martial artist type..." Hayato trailed off.

The person who used this place the most was probably Rose, the maid he had hired. It wasn't that it was a bad thing, but he sometimes found himself thinking, ‘I hired a maid, right?’

"By the way, this is your first time using this place, right? I heard you were combat training, is something wrong?"

"Combat training...? Oh, Cecil said that, didn’t he? That’s part of it, but I was just moving my body while thinking things over, since a lot happened today."

"Could it be about today’s battle?"

"Well, yes."

"I don’t think you need to worry about it too much. Your skill composition is different, after all. And a tamer's true strength is in coordinating with their pets, right?"

Surya’s pet dragon, Garland, wasn’t there. If he had been, they wouldn't have lost to Ronios and her group.

"Ah, um, that’s not what I mean. I’m concerned about Sieg—no, that might be a little different too."

"About Sieg?"

"At that time, Maris immediately ordered, or rather, asked Sieg to bring Esha-san and the others. Sieg slipped out with the owner and the others as they left the dining hall. I knew that, so I helped buy some time."

"So that’s what happened. But what about Sieg is bothering you?"

"I believe that pets have to be strong. Maris gets angry when I say that, though."

Hayato nodded, though the answer didn't match his question.

He recalled Maris saying something to that effect before. She had also said she didn't like that way of thinking.

However, it was just the way of thinking she disliked, not Surya herself. In fact, he remembered her saying she respected her as a tamer.

"But in today’s battle, you could say it was Sieg who protected you, Hayato-san. When I think about that, I get all muddled, wondering if my way of thinking is wrong. That’s why I was here, moving my body while thinking about it."

"Ah, I see."

"A pet has to be strong to survive. It must be strong for that reason. But we survived today thanks to Sieg. Maris won’t say anything, and she probably doesn’t think anything of it, but I feel like I lost, and it’s a little frustrating."

The word "survive" sounded quite grim, but Hayato simply nodded silently.

(I don’t think it’s something to be so fixated on, but maybe it’s because she feels like a rival to Maris...)

He understood the situation, more or less. It would be nice if he could say something witty here, but Hayato didn't have that kind of ability. He knew that about himself better than anyone. However, saying nothing at all didn't feel right either.

Hayato thought for a moment before speaking.

"Um, isn’t it just a matter of the situation? It just so happened that this time Sieg was able to play a big role. Garland was a huge help on the floating island, wasn’t he?"

Surya looked at Hayato with a slightly surprised expression, then smiled.

"Are you perhaps trying to comfort me?"

"Huh? Oh, well, I just thought I should say something or it would be weird."

At Hayato's words, Surya burst out laughing.

"What do you mean, ‘weird’? Hayato-san, you’re so serious, or something... I don’t think you should be so honest about things like that. Especially to the opposite sex."

"I get told that a lot."

Especially from Ren. He’d been told that being so bluntly honest about everything was the height of foolishness. He had once been passionately lectured that in romance, there was an advanced art of letting the other person imagine things by not saying everything.

"Well, I think you can say anything you want to Esha-san, though."

He wanted to ask why she brought Esha up then, but he held his tongue, thinking that would also be an unnecessary comment.

And so he forced a smile.

"Oh, staying silent? But your face is twitching, you know."

Surya giggled.

Hayato had a fleeting thought that he was being teased, but he couldn’t think of a comeback.

Once her laughter subsided, Surya let out a big sigh.

"Thank you. For some reason, I feel like what I was worrying about doesn’t matter anymore."

"So—that’s a good thing, right?"

"Of course. I’m starting to think that lately, I might have been stubbornly insisting that pets must be strong simply because I didn't want to lose to Maris. And watching you and Sieg, Hayato-san, maybe it’s okay for them to not be strong... you know?"

"Well, I don’t know about ‘you know’."

When Hayato said this with a troubled look, Surya started laughing again.

"Well, I was just kidding about them not being strong. You and Sieg are both strong. Not the kind of strength I idealize, but you definitely possess strength. I'm starting to think that might have been what Maris wanted to say."

"I don’t think Maris thinks that deeply about it. I think she just likes any and all animals."

"How cruel. But you’re probably right about that. All right, I’m going to talk more with Maris today. We have all day off tomorrow, so we’ll talk about pets all night!"

"Yeah, well, good luck."

After that, the two returned to the dining hall.

And when Surya told Maris she wanted to talk about pets, Maris immediately said, "I accept your challenge!"

Esha, while being bitten by Sieg, chimed in, "Then I shall speak of the charms of O-kitsune-sama," and Cecil said, "If you’re talking about strong monsters, leave it to me!"

It seemed the conversation was about to veer in a different direction from what Surya had intended, but the four of them began talking about animals and monsters.

And Hayato, having been asked by everyone to prepare a midnight snack, sighed with resignation and headed to the storage to get some ingredients.



		
			Chapter 316

			To the Eastern Country Once More

			The day to depart for the Eastern Country had arrived.

At the port of the Royal Capital, Hayato and the others were waiting for the rest of the members traveling to the Eastern Country.

Esha, Cecil, and Noat of the former Hero clan; Ney and her Kokuryu clan; Ash and the other Genesis Dragons; and the tamer group of Maris and Surya had already finished their preparations and boarded the ship.

All that remained were the Demon Lord’s Army and Diite.

There was still plenty of time before departure, so Hayato waited without boarding the ship for the remaining members. He took a big stretch and looked up at the sky.

The weather was clear. It was a perfect day for a voyage, but Hayato had various things on his mind, so he couldn't enjoy it wholeheartedly.

He was concerned about the female butler, Ronios, and the maid, Cremola. And about the party that had moved in next door.

Yesterday, they had spent most of their time at the base preparing for the trip to the Eastern Country, but Ronios and her companion never came. And there had been no contact from the new neighbors.

It was possible the two things were completely unrelated, but Hayato suspected that the clan "Shooting Star" might have been the ones who moved in next door.

Jolth from the Bandit Clan had informed him that he was being targeted.

It wasn't that he was being targeted for harm, but rather that there was a possibility of various attempts to form an alliance. In fact, he had heard words to that effect from Ronios.

If one were to play an online game, such interactions were one of its charms.

However, Hayato knew the secret of this game and was enjoying this world together with the NPCs, so it was difficult for him to form an alliance and play with other players.

He occasionally fought alongside them, but that was only temporary. Wanting to form an alliance meant there was something they wanted Hayato and his friends to do for them, or something they wanted to do with them, over the long term.

It was just Hayato’s speculation, but the main reason they wanted to form an alliance was likely to gain the cooperation of powerful NPCs like the Demon Lord and the Hero. From the perspective of other major clans, that was the only value Hayato’s clan had.

The NPCs were people from a hundred years ago who had forgotten their real-world memories. There was no guarantee they would never remember, and he didn’t know what players might do if they somehow learned the truth.

For those reasons, Hayato made it a rule to only play with those who knew the situation, like Ney and the members of Kokuryu.

He wasn't taking responsibility for protecting every NPC in this game, but he wanted to do something, at least for the NPCs he had gotten to know.

There was a solution, but Hayato had no intention of taking it.

(There's no way I could stop playing with Ivan, Lunaria-san, and the others now. Ney is good friends with Rosalie-san, and everyone else has gotten close to someone,) he thought.

If he cut ties with the NPCs, the major clans would probably have no reason to bother him anymore.

But that was impossible. He didn't want to do that. In Hayato’s mind, the NPCs had a higher priority than the players.

For that reason, he had to maintain the current situation while dodging invitations from major clans.

For Hayato, it was important to avoid being taken hostage so that he wouldn't have to accept unreasonable demands.

He could avoid that by being with Esha, Ash, and the others. Even if Ronios and her group were strong, Esha and the others were even stronger. Overconfidence was not good, but he couldn't even imagine them losing.

The problem was if one of Hayato’s acquaintances were to be captured.

Ney and her group could manage. Even the somewhat clumsy Ney possessed unbelievable specs when it came to combat, and since she was usually with the members of Kokuryu, it was unlikely she would be captured.

The problem was the NPCs. Some were so strong you could say they were unbeatable, but he also had acquaintances who were not.

In this case, it was the maid, Rose, who was staying behind to guard the base.

Rose was strong in her own right, but not to the extent of being an outlier like the other NPCs. If she were outnumbered, it would be dangerous.

He wanted to say that players wouldn't go so far as to kidnap an NPC, but Hayato, and some other players, knew the rules of this game.

As long as the NPCs didn’t find out, even criminal acts were fine. And even if they did find out, it could sometimes be resolved with in-game currency. During the Clan War, there had been clans that did such things.

This time, he had invited Rose to go to the Eastern Country as well, but he received a passionate reply, "It is a maid’s duty to protect her master’s castle," so it was impossible to bring her along.

She had also told him, "If I am captured, you may abandon me." This was likely influenced by the fact that Rose had actually been captured before, and everyone had worked together to save her.

Even if she said that, there was no way he could abandon her. So, Hayato had asked the Maid Guild’s Maid Chief and Gil of the Ten Dark Knights to defend the base.

"Please leave it to me, Hayato-sama. Gil-sama and I will be sure to protect both the base and Rose. Gil-sama and I... this is the key point."

"It seems your clan is being targeted, Hayato-dono. It is natural to be concerned for Rose-dono, who is keeping watch alone. Rest assured. I will protect this place along with the Maid Chief-dono and the others. In return, I ask that you look after Lunaria-sama and the others."

With the strongest spear and shield assembled, and with members of the maids and the Ten Dark Knights also coming to help, the base’s defensive power had become quite formidable. It felt a bit like overkill, but he had asked for their help since he would be worried if something happened.

He had also asked the Maid Guild to gather information on "Shooting Star." They said they would have it investigated by the time he returned from the Eastern Country.

He had taken various countermeasures. But even after all this, Hayato was still worried.

With a major clan, you never knew what tricks they might pull. He could manage if they came at him with in-game military force, but it was difficult to deal with anything else.

Thinking about this, Hayato sighed.

"Are you still worrying, Master?"

Esha approached Hayato with an exasperated look on her face. She must have been on the ship but came to check on him.

"Yeah, a little. I feel bad for getting everyone involved in my boring problems."

"If anything, it is you, Master, who is being dragged into the affairs of this world. If anything troublesome happens, you should just tell Diite-sama. That will solve it."

"That’s true, but don’t you think Diite-chan tends to overdo things?"

It was true that if there was a problem, he could rely on Diite, who managed this world, and almost everything would be resolved. But Diite’s affection level for Hayato was quite high. He himself had a vague sense of this.

He didn't know how she would resolve it, but he couldn't shake the feeling that it would take a form that dealt a considerable blow to the other party.

"Well, I probably would. I have no intention of letting anyone who causes trouble for Hayato-kun live in this world."

"Diite-chan."

Diite had arrived, dressed in her usual nun’s habit.

She seemed to have overheard Hayato and Esha’s conversation, and though she was smiling, it was a dark, scheming smile.

"Thank you for inviting me. I worked hard to make sure I wouldn't have to work for about a week for this occasion."

"That must have been tough. Sorry about that, weren't you busy with the event just starting and all?"

"The event is one thing, but with the increase in people, the number of inquiries has certainly gone up. But it’s mostly fine now. I plan to enjoy my vacation for a while."

The idea of an AI taking a vacation was interesting, but Hayato thought that if she had emotions this close to a human’s, she probably got tired too.

"By the way, Diite-sama, what do you mean by not intending to let them live in this world? Surely not literally?"

"Are you interested, Esha-kun?"

"Yes, well. Since the person who causes Master the most trouble in this world is you, Diite-sama."

"...That’s not exactly wrong, but when you put it like that, I have no words to reply. But, not to be outdone by me, aren’t you the same, Esha-kun?"

"I am aware. In fact, I cause him trouble in the real world as well. All things considered, I suppose I am number one."

"No, no, I also cause Hayato-kun trouble in the real world. I think I am number one."

"Could you two please not argue about which of you causes me more trouble?"

No matter who came out on top, it would only be a problem for Hayato. He wished they wouldn't engage in such a pointless contest.

Esha and Diite looked at each other, then laughed a little.

"Just kidding. The weather is so nice, but you looked so gloomy, Master, so I was just trying to lighten the mood. I won’t tell you to switch gears immediately, but there’s no point in worrying, so please forget about such things and enjoy yourself."

"Well, I know, but."

"Esha-kun is right. I have placed various restrictions on you, Hayato-kun, in your playing of this world. If anything happens, I will take care of it, so please rest assured."

"It’s reassuring to hear you say that. I plan to resolve things without borrowing your help as much as possible, but if something happens, I’ll be counting on you."

"Leave it to me. So I want you to enjoy this world to your heart’s content, Hayato-kun."

Diite was an AI, and this was a virtual reality. Even so, her words sounded sincere to Hayato.

"Thank you. I’ll do just that."

"Yes. By the way, has everyone not gathered yet? Isn’t it about time for departure?"

"All that’s left is Lunaria-san and her group. It’s as I expected, but I think they’ll arrive on time."

As Hayato said this, a group could be seen running toward the port. It was clearly Lunaria and her retinue.

When Lunaria arrived, she composed her appearance as if her previous haste had been a lie, then smiled fearlessly.

"A hero arrives late, so I’m safe."

"Aren't you a Demon Lord?"

"...A dark hero should also arrive late."

"You’re not late anyway, so it’s fine. But what was the reason you were almost late?"

"I thought if I stayed up from the day before, I wouldn’t be late, but I was shot down in the morning. It seems that even the perfect Demon Lord has a weakness against sleepiness."

(She has other weaknesses too, though. Like being afraid of ghosts or being weak to centipedes.)

Hayato looked at Rosalie, who had come after Lunaria.

No matter how you looked at it, she was exhausted. She must have been mentally tired.

"Did you and the others stay up all night with Lunaria-san?"

"That is correct. Lunaria-sama said, ‘Something terrible will happen if I sleep,’ and was holding a brush and ink, so we did our best. If anything, it was waking up Lunaria-sama in the morning after she fell asleep that was difficult. She was thrashing about in her sleep..."

"...Do you need medicine to stay awake? Or would a sleeping pill be better?"

"We are going to sleep normally from now on, so we don't need either. However, if possible, I would like you to prepare high-quality beds on the ship for the number of people we have."

"Leave it to me."

Hayato felt sympathy for Rosalie and the others and vowed to prepare the highest quality beds for them in the ship's cabins.

The ship’s journey was smooth, and they arrived in the Eastern Country without any particular problems.

It could be said that nothing happened during the voyage thanks to Lunaria, the Demon Lord’s Army, and Noat sleeping in their cabins.

At the pier in the port, a familiar face was there to greet them.

It was the princess of the Eastern Country, Benitsuru, and one of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, Simon.

The two were wearing the same clothes as when Hayato and the others had left, Benitsuru in the pink kimono designed by Rosalie, and Simon in the white kimono and red hakama that Hayato had made.

And Benitsuru was waving both hands with a huge smile, as if expressing her joy with her whole body. Simon, on the other hand, had her arms crossed and was not moving much, but her face looked pleased.

And on the ship, Lunaria, who had just woken up, was waving both hands at Benitsuru.

When the ship docked at the pier, Lunaria immediately disembarked and ran to Benitsuru.

"Luna-cchi, yeeay!"

"Benny-chan, yeeay!"

The two high-fived with both hands, then rhythmically clapped each other's hands. And finally, facing Hayato, they both struck a pose with a sideways peace sign near their eyes, their tongues sticking out slightly.

They were symmetrical, with Lunaria on the left and Benitsuru on the right from Hayato’s perspective.

And the two of them stood still, staring at Hayato.

Whether by chance or intentionally, there was no one else around, and Hayato was put in a situation where he had to say something.

"...Did you practice that?"

"Let’s just say we underwent training so grueling it was soaked in blood and sweat. But with this, you could say we have mastered both yin and yang. We are truly without rival."

"The Princess too! So what do you think!?"

"...I thought that the world is a peaceful place."

"What kind of a reaction is that? Well, I guess that kind of surrealness is typical of Haya-cchi... maybe?"

"To not understand the greatness of this, I’m disappointed in you, Hayato-san. You need to study."

(That’s a harsh thing to say, but a Demon Lord and the princess of a country doing something like this is nothing but a sign of peace, I think.)

That was his impression, but he thought their movements were quite synchronized. They must have practiced a lot, but the two of them had been corresponding by letter and it should have been a while since they last met. They could probably understand the method through letters, but to be able to do it this well would require practicing with someone.

As Hayato was wondering about this, he noticed that Rosalie and Simon, who were nearby, had very dark expressions on their faces, and he understood a lot.

They must have been forced to be their practice partners. Whether it was proof or not, when Rosalie and Simon’s eyes met, they seemed to sense something and shared a firm handshake.

He felt like he wanted to see a scene of them practicing, but it was clear he would be cut down if he said such a thing, so Hayato decided to act as if nothing had happened.

"Um, Simon, it’s been a while. We’ll be in your care again."

"You came all this way. We owe you a debt we can never repay. We will welcome you anytime, so you can come more often. In any case, you must be tired from your journey by ship. I have prepared the same place as last time, so please, make yourselves at home first."

"Thank you, we’ll do that."

Hayato and the others were led by Benitsuru and Simon and moved to the mansion they had borrowed last time.



		
			Chapter 317

			The Eastern Country's Events

			When Hayato and his group arrived at the mansion, which resembled a long-established traditional inn, they decided to take a break first, with everyone borrowing a room of their choice to rest.

They had come to the Eastern Country for several reasons, but the main one was to register monsters in the Demon Sealing Picture Book.

In the Eastern Country, there were monsters called Yokai that could only be found here. To register many rare monsters in the book, the Eastern Country was a perfect place.

However, Hayato had other business besides that.

It was less Hayato’s business and more a job for Maris and Surya, who belonged to the Tamer Guild.

It was a proposal to see if it would be alright to build a branch of the Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country.

Since Maris had tamed a Yokai, the number of tamer players coming to the Eastern Country had increased, and as a result, inquiries to the guild were also on the rise. This was a measure to deal with that.

The Eastern Country was special in many ways, and no guilds of any kind existed there.

This was less a game setting and more a rule the NPCs had decided on themselves. If Benitsuru, the head of the Eastern Country, gave her permission, it would be possible to construct a guild branch.

Before searching for Yokai in the Eastern Country, Hayato decided to get this matter out of the way first and, taking Maris and Surya with him, headed to the room where Benitsuru and Simon were.

"Benny-chan, I’d like to talk for a bit, can I have a moment of your time?"

The fusuma slid open with a sharp *spaan* sound.

"Could this be a confession of love!? I am but a humble woman, but I accept—just kidding. I went a little too far with my jesting. So please stop with the killing intent. That is an act of rebellion."

"Hayato, what business do you have with the Princess? I would like to hear that first."

Simon, who for some reason had drawn her sword, directed a piercing gaze at Hayato.

Feeling a bit disrespectful, Hayato opened his mouth.

"I’m sorry for coming to your room so suddenly, but it’s not so much my business as it is the Tamer Guild’s. Um, maybe it would be better if Maris said it?"

"Ah, yes. Benitsuru-san, Simon-san. To put it simply, there’s talk of wanting to build a Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country, and we came to gauge your feelings, or rather, to get a sense of things. So, we would like to have a moment of your time."

"Is that all it is?"

Simon said this while returning her sword to its scabbard.

"Um, Simon-san, for the guild, it’s not exactly an ‘is that all’ kind of matter..."

"Ah, my apologies, Maris-dono. That is not what I meant—in that case, Princess, shall we hear them out?"

"This sounds interesting! I’ve heard there are many other guilds in the western countries, but I don’t know much about them. I’ve never been to another country."

She said it cheerfully, but Hayato felt a little sorry for her.

He presumed that it was probably rare for her to even leave the castle.

As a princess, that might be normal, but that was just a setting. A normal person in their late teens would probably want more freedom.

"In that case, Benny-chan, you should come to the Kingdom sometime. If we can find the time, I’ll show you around. The base is a little small, so it would be fine if you stayed at the giant luxury hotel in the Royal Capital."

Hayato said this, but the surroundings went quiet, and everyone was staring at him.

"I’ll go today."

Benitsuru said this with a serious face and a low voice that was hard to imagine from her usual self.

"But we just got here today..."

"It’s fine, it’s fine! Let’s go back on the evening ship! Actually, I was thinking of going to the Demon Country in disguise to see Luna-cchi! That’s right, since Luna-cchi is here, let’s all go back together!"

"This is the first I am hearing of you going to the Demon Country."

"I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d say no, Simon! Besides, you’re the one who said a princess should know a lot about other countries! A picture is worth a thousand words! You have to let a cute child travel, something like that—oh my, Haya-cchi, calling me cute! I shall bestow a reward upon you!"

"I’m not that young anymore, so it’s a little hard for me to keep up with that energy..."

Hayato wasn’t that old either, but he was at an age where he couldn't quite keep up with the energy of a teenager.

"Princess, calm down. I did say you should know about other countries, and I will not say you absolutely cannot go. But wait for now. Hayato and the others have gone to the trouble of coming to the Eastern Country. First, we must show them proper hospitality, or it would not be right."

"You promise! You absolutely promise! If you lie, I’ll seriously have you beheaded!"

Simon, who was calming down the huffing and puffing Benitsuru, looked at Hayato with resentful eyes.

"There is a time and a place for things, you know."

"...Um, I’m sorry."

"Ah, no, my apologies as well. The fault does not lie with you, Hayato. It is simply the Princess’s outburst. And it may have been for the best—my apologies, Maris-dono. We got sidetracked."

"It’s alright. In that case, please come and see the Tamer Guild next time. It might be better than me explaining various things."

"Yes, you are right. It would be best to have the Princess see it and make her judgment. Is that fine with you as well, Princess?"

"Totes! Oh, speaking of totes, want some mochi? The kinako is recommended!"

"...I told you to calm down. That aside, Hayato, how long do you plan to stay?"

"I haven't decided, but about two weeks, I think. Oh, I’ll pay for the lodging."

"There is no way we could take such a thing from you and your friends. Please use it for free. But in that case, when you return, I would like you to take the Princess and myself to the western country with you. There will be a few guards as well."

"...Huh?"

Hayato and Benitsuru let out cries of surprise at the same time.

"It is a kind invitation, so I thought we could have you show us around the Royal Capital. With two weeks, we should be able to prepare somehow."

"Is it okay!?"

Benitsuru pressed Simon with great force. Her eyes weren't quite bloodshot, but they had considerable power.

Simon smiled and nodded as if to calm her down.

"The Princess has been working hard since then. It is not a reward, but it is also important to know the world. Besides, I am not familiar with other countries, so I am running out of things to teach you. I will say this, we are not going to play. There is the matter of the Tamer Guild, and it is strictly business as a princess."

Benitsuru’s body trembled, and then she raised both hands.

"Seriously!? Yay!"

Simon watched the jumping and cheering Benitsuru with a slightly exasperated look, but it was exactly the expression of a parent watching a troublesome child.

(Their ages shouldn't be that different, so it's more like an older and younger sister, I guess...)

As Hayato was thinking this, Surya, who had been silent all this time, sighed for some reason with an exasperated look.

"You never cease to amaze me, Hayato-san."

"Huh? What is it?"

"Normally, things wouldn’t be settled this easily, you know. I thought it would take more time, but it already feels like there are no problems. I mean, we just came to make a proposal, but now we’re bringing the princess to the guild. I think that’s just too abnormal."

"Maybe so. But this is as far as I can help. It’s possible that after seeing the guild, she’ll say no after all, so the rest is up to the people at the guild to do their best."

"You’re right... If the princess of the Eastern Country is coming, a regular staff member won’t do. We might need to have the head of the guild explain things."

After saying this, Surya started muttering to herself.

Hayato figured she was probably formulating various plans and tried not to disturb her.

Hayato considered the matter of the Tamer Guild branch settled and started thinking about making plans for their time in the Eastern Country.

Hayato parted with Benitsuru and the others and moved to the room he had borrowed for himself.

There, he thought about what to do from now on.

There were many things to consider, but as he had been told before boarding the ship, he decided not to worry about unnecessary things and to just have fun for a while.

(I’ll forget about the clan that moved in next door and Ronios’s group for now. I need to do some proper game-like things once in a while.)

Thinking this, Hayato listed the things he wanted to do in the Eastern Country.

(Maris and the others are going to search for, tame, and investigate Yokai. And Diite-chan said she wants to defeat all four of the monsters like Suzaku and Genbu. Also, I’m curious about Onigashima that I heard about before.)

Hayato had heard the name of that island before, when he was abducted by the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. He didn't know what was there, but there was no doubt that there would be something interesting.

He had told Simon about two weeks, but that was just an estimate. He became a little worried if two weeks would actually be enough.

"Hayato-kun, are you there?"

"Diite-chan? I’m here. Please, come in."

The fusuma opened, and Diite entered.

"Is the matter with the Tamer Guild finished?"

"It just ended a little while ago. By the way, is this something you don’t intervene in, Diite-chan?"

Diite was the administrator who managed this world. If she wanted to, she could probably build a Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country in an instant.

"I try not to as much as possible. This virtual reality is everyone’s world, you see. Isn’t it more fun to see how everyone creates the world, rather than creating the world of my ideals?"

"Is that how it is?"

"That’s how it is. Well, if a situation arises where the world is about to collapse, I will intervene as an administrator."

That was understandable, Hayato thought, but he wondered what kind of situation would cause the world to collapse.

But that seemed to be the end of that topic, as Diite brought up another subject.

"Actually, I came here because I have a request for you, Hayato-kun."

"A request?"

"Yes. As I believe I said before, there are various interesting events, or quests, in the Eastern Country. But because the Eastern Country is only popular with a certain group of people, even after nearly three years of operation, they are still unknown to anyone. This isn’t a good thing, but I was hoping you and your friends would do them."

"Ah, I see."

The floating island was a recent example of that.

That place had been there since the game started, but no one had been able to build an airship to get there. The dinosaurs had also been there since before, but their existence was unknown until Hayato and his friends went.

"This might also be a form of intervention, but I feel sorry for the programs that don't run and the monsters that don't see the light of day. If possible, I want you and your friends to defeat them or do whatever and give the information to the other players."

"Isn’t that the kind of thing NPCs give information about? Why isn’t it known?"

The basis of an RPG was to get information from the townspeople.

At the entrance to a town, there would be an NPC who says, "This is the town of so-and-so," and having someone say, "There is a monster called such-and-such in the western cave," was a classic trope.

"Everyone knows the information, but normally, they wouldn’t answer unless asked, and even if they knew, they wouldn’t tell someone they just met. It’s the kind of thing you can only hear after becoming friends. However, there are few players who try to become friends with NPCs."

"For better or worse, it’s realistic."

If you became friends, such a topic might come up in a casual conversation, but you wouldn't tell a stranger unless you were a real chatterbox.

"Benitsuru-kun should also know various things, but maybe she’s not very interested, or she seems to have forgotten most of this country’s legends..."

"She seems to like things that are more fun than that... speaking of which, Benny-chan is going to the western countries next time, is that okay?"

"Benitsuru-kun is?"

Diite said this, her eyes wide.

Then she immediately started laughing.

"Hayato-kun, you make everyone proactive. Since the beginning of operations, everyone just played their assigned roles, but when they get involved with you, things change for the better."

"Um, was that a compliment?"

"Of course it was. There’s no problem with Benitsuru-kun. There’s no restriction that she has to stay in the Eastern Country. It would be a problem if she went on a wandering journey, though."

"I think Simon would be sure to bring her back in that case."

"Indeed—oops, we got off topic. So, what do you say to my request?"

"If it’s just asking for the conditions to trigger an event and not strategy information, I guess it’s barely safe... Well, I’ll give it a try."

"I’m sorry about this. I’ll try not to spoil it as much as possible. Now then, right away, I want you to look at the painting on the folding screen in Benitsuru-kun’s castle. If you look at it, you’ll know what you need to do."

"Byoubu...? Oh, a folding screen. They have furnishings like that too. I see, so it’s depicted on that... isn’t information you can’t get without entering the castle a bit high-difficulty?"

"If you work hard in the Eastern Country, Benitsuru-kun will invite you, but so far, no player has ever entered. Well, in your case, Hayato-kun, you’ll be let in if you just ask. Also, I want you to go to the shrine in the artisan district and draw a fortune slip. I want you to complete the set, from Great Curse to Great Blessing..."

"Why do you make such special conditions..."

After that, she told him various other conditions that one would not normally do, and Hayato incorporated them into his future schedule.



		
			Chapter 318

			Yamata no Orochi

			The day after Hayato and his group arrived in the Eastern Country, they immediately began to take action.

First, it was decided that they would defeat the four monsters known as the Four Holy Beasts. However, since Hayato and the others could only spare time in the morning, the plan was to defeat one monster per day, in the morning.

At first, there was talk of splitting up since there were so many people, but that idea was rejected.

After all, the purpose of coming here was to register monsters in the Demon Sealing Picture Book.

Monsters like Genbu and Suzaku felt like named monsters, but Diite had said that these monsters could be registered. Hayato assumed it was because they were so famous that they were treated as a species.

Also, Maris and her group wanted to investigate whether they could be tamed. They knew it was probably impossible, but they were full of motivation, saying they couldn’t give a vague report.

And there was also Diite’s intention in having everyone defeat them together.

"I need to make slight adjustments to the monsters’ strength. But I don’t have enough information because there have been so few battles, and I can get better data by seeing it up close rather than just looking at the information logs, so I’m counting on you."

Incidentally, the reason the Hero Ivan was wandering the world and conquering dungeons was also to serve as a test. Since Ivan had the equivalent fighting power of a whole party by himself, he was perfect for checking combat strength.

Be that as it may, the Demon Lord Lunaria was initially against everyone fighting together.

Word had gotten to her that once this was over, she could invite Benitsuru to the Demon Country. So she was trying to hurry up and finish everything in the Eastern Country.

"The Demon Lord is not idle, so let’s return to the Demon Country quickly. Besides, I have to entertain Benny-chan in the Demon Country. I want to show her my gallant figure making large quantities of Demon Lord’s Cookies."

It was a line with many points to retort, but it was Diite who calmed Lunaria down.

"Now, now, Lunaria-kun. If everyone fights separately, they won’t be able to see how cool the Demon Lord is, will they?"

After a moment of crossing her arms, closing her eyes, and looking at the ceiling, Lunaria slowly nodded.

"There is some truth to that. In order to show them the coolness of the Demon Lord, we should indeed all fight together. Diite-chan, you have said a good thing. I shall present you with a Demon Lord’s Cookie."

She was either simple or easy to handle, to the point that one wondered why Rosalie and the others followed Lunaria.

Just in case, he confirmed with Diite, who said that she hadn't performed any such memory alteration. This meant that Rosalie and the others served Lunaria of their own free will.

After that, once the discussion with everyone was over, Hayato approached Diite.

"You’re good at handling Lunaria-san."

"I suppose this is because I’ve come to understand humans a little. It’s the result of properly thinking about what to say and how to say it to persuade Lunaria-kun."

Diite said this with a happy look.

"I spent about a hundred years learning about humans while wandering through space, but I feel like I’ve come to understand them better in the days since I met you, Hayato-kun. It seems that just having information is not enough. Seeing, hearing, and feeling must be important. It’s thanks to you, Hayato-kun."

Hayato hadn't done anything in particular, but he simply replied, "You’re welcome."

That had happened last night.

And today, they decided to defeat Suzaku on Takamagahara first, and everyone was heading there.

They had defeated it once before, so they thought it would be over quickly. They knew the strategy, and they had prepared advantageous weapons and armor last time, so it would be an easy fight.

However, many of the members were climbing Takamagahara for the first time, and since they couldn't use the transfer device that moved them to the middle of the mountain, they had to climb from the base to the summit.

And in addition to the members who had come to the Eastern Country, Benitsuru and Simon had decided to join them.

"We appreciate it, but are you sure?"

"I told the Princess to wait at the castle, but she wouldn’t listen."

"I thought I’d swing my sword for the first time in a while! Besides, isn’t it wonderful to fight alongside Luna-cchi?"

"Benny-chan is as strong as me, so she’s a definite asset. Also, I’ll show her how cool I am."

Indeed, Hayato knew Benitsuru’s strength.

Due to a misunderstanding on Benitsuru’s part, Hayato had been cornered at the port. Lunaria had saved him at that time, but Benitsuru, though pushed back, had withstood the attack. That alone made her a formidable opponent. After all, Benitsuru had the title of Azuma-ryu Sword Style Master even in the real world.

"Alright, let’s finish Haya-cchi’s plans quickly and go to the western country!"

"Benny-chan says a good thing. Let’s finish this quickly and I’ll guide you to the Demon Lord’s Castle. It’s crawling with demons, but it’s a pretty nice place."

"‘Crawling with demons’ is hilarious."

With Lunaria and Benitsuru getting excited like that at the head of the group, Hayato and the others began their ascent of Takamagahara.

At the lower parts of Takamagahara, it was surrounded by trees like a forest, but as they climbed, the trees disappeared and the terrain became more rugged with jagged rocks.

The monsters that appeared changed with the environment, but there were no rare monsters, and they were basically the same as the ones in the western country.

However, the mid-boss-like monster that appeared there was different.

Hayato and the others had deviated from the route to the summit where Suzaku was and were heading there first.

After all, there was another reason they had chosen Takamagahara as their first target besides the ease of defeating Suzaku.

The open-air bath at the mansion was unusable.

The cause was the same as last time. The hot spring source had been blocked again by a giant serpent.

Once defeated, it would be fine for about a week, but since the giant serpent seemed to have appeared again, they had decided to defeat the giant serpent and Suzaku at the same time.

(Suzaku is being treated like an afterthought.)

The disappointment of everyone when the open-air bath was unusable was considerable.

Especially the lamentation of the female members was terrible, on the level of the end of the world. And the male members were also quite looking forward to it, so they were quite motivated.

For that reason, the giant serpent on Takamagahara had earned considerable resentment from the members.

"Um, everyone, I’m sorry. Please wait until I’ve confirmed whether it can be tamed or not, okay...?"

Maris was calming everyone down, who had expressions that looked like they were on the verge of a brawl.

This was a request from the tamer group, but it couldn't be helped. It was a pain to wait for a monster that wouldn't appear for a while after being defeated once. Considering their stay in the Eastern Country, they would only have one or two chances. So, the plan was to be sure to finish the verification this time.

Originally, Hayato had bowed his head to everyone and asked them to cooperate with Maris and Surya as much as possible, so there was no problem there, but the atmosphere was such that they had forgotten that.

"It’s alright, Maris-san. But I can’t say what will happen to that giant serpent after the taming verification is over...!"

"Indeed. I cannot forgive it for stopping a hot spring that may have rejuvenating effects. This time, I will be the one to end the great serpent's life—I am still young, you know!"

"Hayato-san is at a loss for words, so you shouldn't say things like that. Pretty much everyone knows your age. That said, I do want to get in the hot spring. It seems like it would make my skin supple."

The ones who were most motivated were probably the female members of the Genesis Dragon group.

Ren was burning for revenge from last time, and Suien, despite there being no such effect, insisted that the effects in the virtual reality would affect reality. Randa was just going along with them, but she seemed interested in the effects that could be gained from the virtual reality.

"It might be a good idea to have a status-boosting effect the day after entering a hot spring. It would likely be limited to the Eastern Country, but it might attract players that way."

Diite, for her part, seemed to be thinking of various ways to liven up the Eastern Country.

(But still, don't the people of the Eastern Country defeat the giant serpent? I'd think they'd be in trouble if they couldn't use the hot springs.)

Last time, the great serpent was defeated by Gil and the black knights. It was a party composition that was more defensive than offensive, but they still defeated it.

There should be strong members in the Eastern Country, including Simon, so Hayato thought it wouldn't be impossible for them to defeat it.

"Don’t you defeat the giant serpent regularly?"

At Hayato’s question, Simon’s face twisted slightly.

"Well, the truth is that we were busy for a while and couldn’t deal with it, but this time there’s a slightly different reason—hmm? Don’t tell me you haven’t been told, Hayato?"

"Huh? What are you talking about?"

"Usually it is a giant serpent, but this time, its superior species is blocking the source. So we were counting on your fighting strength. I thought I had spoken to Lunaria-dono through the Princess..."

"...This is the first I’m hearing of it."

"What...? Princess, you did tell her, didn’t you?"

When Simon looked at Benitsuru with suspicion, Benitsuru frantically shook her head up and down multiple times.

"I-I did tell her! Luna-cchi, I told you, right!?"

"...What was that again?"

"It was about the giant serpent! I told you yesterday that the giant serpent blocking the hot spring now is its superior species and is dangerous, right!? Don’t tell me you didn’t tell Haya-cchi?"

Lunaria clapped her hands together.

"I certainly heard that yesterday. But the one in danger is the giant serpent who incurred the wrath of the Demon Lord. So I judged that it was not a problem worth mentioning."

At those words, the surroundings went quiet.

Perhaps misunderstanding something, Lunaria got a smug face.

"Luna-cchi, Simon often says that reporting, contacting, and consulting are important, you know?"

"Hmph, Rosalie-chan also says that often. But the Demon Lord is the one who receives reports, not the one who gives them."

"Ahaha, that’s so Luna-cchi, that’s hilarious."

"The Demon Lord also has a sense of humor. Truly invincible."

"Everyone, hold on a minute. Strategy time."

Despite being in the mountains where monsters appeared, they decided to formulate a strategy on the spot.

With the information from Benitsuru and Simon, they had gathered a certain amount of information in advance.

The Eastern Country. A giant serpent. Its superior species.

A monster that most people could predict.

In other words, Yamata no Orochi.

It had eight necks, each with a different attribute. The necks possessed the attributes of earth, water, fire, wind, light, dark, poison, and thunder, and each breathed a breath corresponding to its attribute. Its self-healing ability was high, but a neck that had been defeated once would not regenerate.

So, the basic strategy was to defeat the necks one by one.

There was a system where rare monsters would disappear if left alone for too long, so if they left it, it would eventually be replaced by a normal giant serpent, but this one had just appeared recently, so they didn't have the luxury of waiting for it to be replaced by a giant serpent.

So, they had apparently been counting on the fighting strength of Hayato and his group to defeat it.

"My apologies... this was something I should have told you first, Hayato..."

"Don’t worry about it. I was cooped up in my room doing production activities in the afternoon anyway, so there probably wasn’t a chance to tell me."

It was possible that they could have prepared more if they had known various things in advance, but there was little information on Yamata no Orochi, so it was unclear what kind of countermeasures could be taken. Besides, even if he had heard about it last night, he probably couldn't have done much.

Besides, Hayato carried production materials with him. He could respond on the spot.

And it wasn't all bad.

In some quarters, morale had risen considerably before the battle.

The ones who were excited were the battle maniacs: Ney, Cecil, and Agres. They were fired up, vowing to defeat it.

And the tamer group of Maris and Surya were the same. They were breathing heavily, eager to verify if it could be tamed.

Esha and Rosalie were exasperated. They sighed, wondering why they had to fight a monster that seemed stronger than Suzaku before fighting Suzaku.

Esha in particular was worried about the cooldown of her Destroy skill, so with two consecutive battles, she seemed to be worried about when she should use it.

Most of the other members were quite motivated, but unusually, Noat was also motivated.

"If I can’t get into the hot spring, there’s no point in coming all this way. I am a woman who will do anything to be lazy."

Noat struck a strange pose and said this with a smug face, but Hayato only said, "Oh, okay."

Amidst all this, the one who looked pleased was Diite. And she spoke to Hayato in a small voice.

"I can’t believe Yamata no Orochi has appeared. Actually, I raised the probability of superior species appearing during this event, but to draw it out is just as I’d expect from you."

"Oh, so that’s how it is. To be honest, since a monster called Tiamat appeared on the floating island, I was suspicious that you were doing it on purpose, Diite-chan."

"You fished up Tiamat? I wish I could have been there for that. By the way, that child was a first-time appearance monster. I’m glad it got to see the light of day."

"It’s being defeated over and over again by the Bandit clan now, though."

"...Well, even if it’s defeated, it can still fight, so I think it’s happy."

He didn't understand the subtleties of those emotions, but Hayato imagined that even for a simple AI, it must be hard to be on standby all the time without doing anything.

And so, with their various motives, the battle against Yamata no Orochi began.
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			The Strong and the Organizer

			Regardless of whether it would be effective, there was something I wanted to try if we were going to fight Yamata-no-Orochi.

Powerful enemies have all sorts of strategies to defeat them. It was unclear if a randomly appearing rare monster would have one, but when you think of Yamata-no-Orochi, getting it drunk with sake comes to mind.

It felt like there might be a gimmick where throwing sake at it would temporarily prevent it from attacking or put it to sleep.

Unfortunately, I couldn't make any sake right now. The Wine Brewing Kit was heavy, so I wasn't carrying it with me.

For Hayato, this was the height of regret.

So we were fighting it normally, but Yamata-no-Orochi possessed considerable strength. It was also doing things to raise the difficulty even further, so it could be called a formidable foe.

At the start of the battle, Maris's taming attempt had enraged Yamata-no-Orochi.

We could have just weakened it before trying to tame it, but Maris had said, "Taming a Yamata-no-Orochi with only one head is a little..."

If we had followed the plan, we would have defeated the heads one by one, so if we weakened it, it would be left with only a single head. We didn't know if the heads would grow back, so even if we could turn it into a pet, a one-headed Yamata-no-Orochi was something even those of us who weren't tamers were against.

Besides, Lunaria had puffed out her chest and declared, "Even if we make it angry, I'm even angrier, so don't worry," which led to the opening taming attempt.

And as usual, after enraging Yamata-no-Orochi, Maris was defeated in a single blow. It was an outcome we all saw coming, but seeing it enraged her comrades.

It might have been my imagination, but Yamata-no-Orochi seemed to be enjoying itself, soaking in the hot spring source. Seeing that made our side's anger explode as well.

There used to be a system created by Hypnos where an NPC's stats would improve based on their emotions, but that had been abolished, so there was no such stat boost. However, their anger seemed to give their movements more sharpness than usual.

And so, here we were.

"Agres! A breath attack is coming! Take it!"

"You don't think of me as some kind of shield, do you...? Hey, look over here!"

Though he sounded reluctant at Ash's words, Agres used a taunt skill to temporarily spike his Hate Value. As everyone retreated from Agres's vicinity, Yamata-no-Orochi's breath attack assailed him.

So far, Agres was likely the most valuable player.

Agres retained the characteristics of his dragon form even as a human. It was a trait that made him weak to physical attacks but nullified all attribute attacks. As far as Agres was concerned, no matter what attribute of breath Yamata-no-Orochi spat out, he wouldn't take any damage.

It also had physical attacks, so he wasn't invincible, but when it came to attribute breaths, there was no better decoy.

Our basic tactic was to hammer it with attacks in the opening after its breath.

Speaking of decoys, Maris and Surya were also playing an active role. The movements of Surya and Garland in particular were spectacular.

It was a fairly open area, so the duos of Maris and Lancelot, and Surya and Garland, were demonstrating their true potential as mounted tamers.

They were both flying around Yamata-no-Orochi at high speed, attacking to draw the Hate Value of the heads the others weren't targeting and luring their breaths in the wrong direction.

Until now, we had only fought in narrow spaces, so this was the first time Hayato had really seen Surya fight, and he was astonished by her movements.

(That's a fighter jet...)

Surya and Garland were toying with Yamata-no-Orochi with acrobatic movements. They repeated Hit and Away tactics, but their movements were so dizzying that even Hayato, watching from the ground, felt his head spin.

They flew around, attacking with movements that could be called stunts, like sharp dives out of turns, corkscrew flights, and slipping between the monster's necks, dedicating themselves to preventing it from attacking everyone else.

Maris and Lancelot weren't losing, but they weren't on Surya's level. Her movements were that refined.

(She must have natural riding skill. But did she learn it in the game?)

The game had a skill called Riding. It was a numerical value needed to ride pets and used to increase the attack power of the pet while mounted. It was a game mechanic. Actually controlling a mount required a certain degree of technique.

You wouldn't be thrown off unless you were hit by an attack that specifically dismounted you, but controlling it required real-world training beyond just the numbers.

To begin with, even raising the Riding Skill had a high hurdle, starting with getting on a horse, walking, stopping, and running. However, the NPC staff at the Tamer Guild would give you lessons, and it was said that if you got used to it, you could probably ride a horse in the real world.

Even so, Surya's riding was so incredible that it made you wonder what you would even need to do to be able to do that.

"Master, your hands have stopped making Melon Juice. Please hurry up and make some."

Esha approached Hayato, interrupting his thoughts with those words.

"Didn't your MP just fully recover?"

"I won't be firing Destroy again, but I'll be attacking for support, so I need the MP. Besides, I can't afford to lose to that Pat-sama's gun."

It seemed Esha felt a rivalry with Pat's gun, and she was more motivated than usual.

She wasn't losing, having blown off one of the heads with Destroy after it was enraged by the taming attempt, but Hayato thought she might have been inspired by Pat's precise shooting that supported everyone.

Her being motivated was a good thing, so Hayato started making Melon Juice as requested.

And while making it, he observed the other battles.

As always, Ney and Rosalie's coordination was excellent, and they attacked without getting in each other's way. They also moved as if protecting one another.

Besides those two, there was another pair fighting as a team.

Cecil and Simon.

"Ah! I remember now! You're that samurai I fought in the Clan War!"

"About time. Well, I'll count myself lucky you remembered at all. I'll have you know I haven't forgotten the frustration of losing to you."

"I had Noat's support back then! Let's have a mock battle next time!"

"I'd be glad to. Keep your afternoon free."

"You're not so bad!"

For some reason, they were getting along. Or perhaps their shared love for battle meant they were kindred spirits. While having such a conversation, the two of them were competing to see who could deal more damage to Yamata-no-Orochi.

And the ones who seemed to have plenty of leeway even in a fight against the strong Yamata-no-Orochi were Lunaria and Benitsuru. Each of them was handling one head.

"Whoa, Lunacchi, wasn't that move just now weird? How'd you dodge that?"

"Because I'm the Demon Lord. And Benny-chan, I think it's weird that you can parry that attack with a katana. And it's weird that you can slice through a breath attack. I can do it too, though."

"Maybe it's thanks to the katana Hayacchi made me!"

"For something Hayato-san made, I think it's incredibly dull. It doesn't look bad, though."

"That's just me! Thanks to this, I might have gotten stronger than I was back then! I'm seriously amazing!"

"...But I'm still stronger, you know. The Demon Lord is seriously insane, you know."

"Oh? You've got some nerve, Lunacchi! Alright, then let's have a contest to see who can contribute more! The winner gets treated to anmitsu!"

"Hmph, easy... but just one anmitsu. My allowance this month is already on the brink."

"I'm struggling this month too. Actually, I struggle every month..."

"I know, right?"

Lunaria and Benitsuru were fighting with a great deal of composure. It was undoubtedly reassuring, but I kind of wished they had a little more tension.

Their fighting styles were quite opposite. Lunaria would forcefully attack from any position, while Benitsuru would parry any attack.

Benitsuru was using the one-star Meitou Yatagarasu that Hayato had made.

It only had the performance of a normal katana, but it seemed to be no problem for defense, as Benitsuru effortlessly deflected attacks that seemed impossible to block.

And when she attacked, her movements weren't particularly fast, but she attacked Yamata-no-Orochi with fluid motions that had absolutely no wasted effort while dodging its attacks.

It was only Hayato's guess, but he thought it was probably a sword style focused on counters.

(How much stronger would she get if I gave her the five-star Yatagarasu...?)

The battle with his reliable comrades was by no means easy, but one by one, the heads were defeated, and with the final head down, they were victorious over Yamata-no-Orochi.

Everyone was cheering and saying, "Good work," but the real fun was just beginning.

The fun part after defeating a strong enemy is the drop items.

The moment it was defeated, drop items entered everyone's Item Bags, and they were checking them.

(Another controversial item...)

The drop item that entered Hayato's Item Bag.

It was the Ame-no-Murakumo. A divine sword also known as the Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi.

Its effect was to change its attribute to the opponent's weakness when attacking. It was an item that guaranteed a damage bonus against enemies with a weakness. The fact that its base damage was slightly suppressed was probably the developer's conscience at work. In this case, that would be Diite.

Naturally, the one who jumped at it during the drop item report session was Cecil.

"Alright! It's mine!"

"How did you come to that conclusion... That said, does anyone else want it?"

It would probably sell for a considerable amount of money, but it felt like a waste to do that. Besides, the other members all had their own beloved weapons, so no one wanted it.

The members of Kokuryu also said they didn't need it because they had weapons Hayato made for them, which made Hayato happy.

In the end, the conclusion was that it was fine to give it to Cecil.

"Then I'll give it to Cecil, but since you don't have an Item Bag, I'll have to give it to you when we get back."

Cecil had a demerit from God, Diite, that prevented her from using an Item Bag in exchange for removing equipment restrictions and allowing her to equip weapons in slots other than her hands. Her equipment slots were already full, so she couldn't hold a new weapon right now.

"You got it! Oh, right. Give me that Yatagarasu Benny's holding too. It looks cool, even if it's dull."

"Huh? N-No way! This is mine!"

"Fine. I'll pay you for it."

"Th-This is my treasure!"

Benitsuru held the Yatagarasu as if cradling it with both hands. And like a cat, she hissed at Cecil.

"Hayacchi made this for me, so I wouldn't give it up for any amount of money!"

"What, Hayato can make them? Then make me a five-star one."

"Don't say it so easily. I think that sword is something Benny-chan, the princess of the Eastern Country, should have, so I won't make it for anyone else. Besides, I promised I'd give Benny-chan a five-star Yatagarasu someday."

If he thought about strengthening his forces or making money, he should probably mass-produce them, but on an emotional level, Hayato didn't want to do that.

"H-Hayacchi...!"

As if moved by Hayato's words, Benitsuru, with tears in her eyes, tried to hug him. But Simon stopped her. Her movement was incredibly fast.

Lunaria, who had been listening to this exchange in silence, drew Arondight from its sheath.

"Harassing my best friend... It seems the day has come to settle things with you, Cecil-chan. You should think about what words to carve on your grave. If you can't think of any, I'll carve 'The Demon Lord is the greatest'."

"Oh! You wanna go?! Alright, let's have another round!"

"Later. If you cause trouble, I'm not giving you the Ame-no-Murakumo."

"Gunu... That would be a problem... Fine, I'll give up. I like the design, though."

"And you too, Lunaria-san, calm down. I know you're acting out of concern for your friend, but if you go on a rampage here, I'll tell Rosalie-san and have her reduce your allowance."

"Threatening the Demon Lord, you have quite some nerve. In light of that, I will let this go... so, please ask Rozacchi for an allowance increase for me."

"To begin with, Hayato has no right to do anything about Lunaria-sama's allowance, does he...?"

It was only natural for Rosalie to say that, but for some reason, her words made everyone around them start laughing, and the strange atmosphere was dispelled.

For the time being, the problem was gone, so Hayato wondered what to do next.

Should they fight Suzaku now or do it another day.

They had consumed a fair number of production items. Their equipment's durability had also decreased quite a bit. It would be safer to head back once.

However, considering everyone's strength, Hayato concluded that they would probably be fine fighting Suzaku as they were.

"Alright then, it'll be back-to-back battles, but let's fight Suzaku. Once that's over, we can get in the open-air bath, so let's do our best."

Perhaps they had forgotten about the bath, because Hayato's words seemed to remind them, and their spirits rose even higher with a chorus of "Yeahs!"

"Hayato-kun, you're good at inspiring everyone. And at organizing them. I don't think Ivan-kun could do this."

Diite said this as she looked at Hayato happily.

"It was just a coincidence."

He didn't intend to inspire them or anything, but it wasn't a bad thing that their motivation was up.

Besides, he hadn't done anything significant to organize them.

Cecil and the others were all a bit of a handful, but none of them were truly bad people, so Hayato thought they would listen if he just talked to them properly.

"By the way, there's no superior version of Suzaku, right?"

"Unfortunately, no. Unlike a normal monster, Suzaku is also an event boss."

It was unclear what difference that made, but he guessed it was a boss monster that would cause problems if its type changed.

After finishing their break, Hayato and the others aimed for the summit of Takamagahara where Suzaku awaited.



		
			Chapter 320

			An Unexpected Connection

			After defeating Yamata-no-Orochi, they climbed Takamagahara as planned, and the battle with Suzaku began at the summit.

Once again, Maris enraged Suzaku with a taming attempt, but this too was within acceptable limits. Everyone began to do what they could with precision.

First, they had to get Suzaku, a giant red bird, down to the ground.

Initially, the members capable of long-range attacks aimed for its wings.

From its appearance, water and ice attribute attacks were effective against Suzaku. Specifically, there was a gimmick where hitting its wings with ice attribute attacks several times would freeze them, preventing it from flying for a while.

Simon was the star here.

Using the bow Hayato had prepared for her and ice-attribute arrows, she hit the wings with an accuracy that could be called a hundred percent.

Then, when it fell to the ground, everyone began the ground battle.

Even though it had fallen to the ground, it was still one of the Four Divine Beasts. It breathed fire from its mouth, and when it stomped the ground with its feet, pillars of fire rose from the surrounding area.

It seemed it wouldn't let them win so easily, but on their end, they were fighting with raised voices, their spirits high with the thought of the open-air bath waiting after this battle.

Simon didn't attack the fallen Suzaku but prepared for her next attack.

Hayato approached and handed her some ice-attribute arrows while speaking to her.

"That's amazing. I didn't think you could hit all the wings of a Suzaku moving that fast."

"It is thanks to the bow Hayato made for me."

There was no accuracy correction in this virtual reality, so hitting the target was purely based on the individual's skill. It wasn't thanks to the bow he made, but Hayato nodded anyway.

"It was worth making. You seem to be taking good care of the katana too. It's a craftsman's greatest honor."

"Yes. It is already so dear to me that I could call it my favorite sword, so I cannot part with it. I wish I could equip five katanas just like Cecil-dono."

Simon said so and smiled. But her face quickly turned serious.

"By the way, what kind of person is that Surya-dono?"

"Um, is there something you're curious about?"

"She seems to be surprisingly good at handling dragons. It is far easier to land attacks than when we last fought Suzaku. It seems Surya-dono and Maris-dono are skillfully guiding Suzaku in the air."

"Ah, I see. As for what kind of person she is, I can only say she's an ace at the Tamer Guild, rivaling Maris. Oh, right, she apparently lost to Ivan and the others in the last Clan War."

"What...? Ah, so she was the leader of the tamer army that made it to the top eight. Then that strength is understandable. I thought I had seen such a strange appearance before, so that was why. I cannot talk, considering Cecil-dono."

Surya was dressed as a clown, primarily in white and blue, and wore a jester's mask on the right half of her face. It was certainly a rather strange outfit, even in the game.

"I would like to fight Surya-dono and Garland-dono someday. However, for now, it is Suzaku. My arrow supply is sufficient. It is dangerous, so Hayato should stay back."

"Got it. Good luck then."

"Leave it to me. I cannot show you a disgraceful sight!"

Just after Simon said that, the ice on Suzaku's wings thawed, and it flapped them on the spot.

But as it ascended, the arrows Simon had fired assailed it.

The successively fired arrows all hit their mark, and before Suzaku could return to the sky, its wings froze, and it fell to the ground again.

Everyone, including Hayato, let out a cry of admiration.

(It's a great help to have so many reliable comrades.)

Hayato thought to himself as he watched the battle with Suzaku.

After that, Suzaku's wings thawed several more times, but it was defeated without ever soaring through the sky again.

That night, the men decided to take a dip in the open-air bath together.

The original plan was to have them show him a folding screen said to be in the castle, but it required preparation, so it was postponed until the next day or later.

It wasn't a mixed bath, but the men and women had staggered their times.

This was to avoid an unfortunate accident like the last time. The women had already finished their bath and were now playing card games in their room.

The men's bath contained Hayato, Ash, Agres, Pat, and the male members of Kokuryu.

Last time, Gil and the other members of the Ten Dark Knights were there, so it felt a bit stuffy, but it wasn't like that this time. Hayato was leisurely soaking in the open-air bath.

For a while, they all talked about their future plans, but then Ash and Agres started a conversation about muscle training, got out of the bath, and began exchanging opinions on how to work out.

The Kokuryu members listened with great interest, but Hayato wasn't very interested, so he stayed in the open-air bath and relaxed.

When he looked up, the sky was filled with stars. He was enjoying a situation he couldn't experience in reality.

"Man, I really pushed myself today, for an old guy. An old man shouldn't overdo it."

Pat, who was also soaking in the open-air bath, said something like that.

"I don't think you're that old. Your attacks were precise, Pat-san. Besides, you chased after us on horseback during the Stampede, didn't you? If you can do that, you're still young."

During the Stampede event, Pat had chased the carriage carrying Noat and Lunaria on horseback. He had even engaged in a gunfight with Esha, who was also in the carriage.

"That did happen. But late forties is pretty old, you know. My stamina is nothing like it was in my prime. Well, it's a virtual reality so I don't get tired, but when I think about reality, it hits me hard."

Hayato thought that must be how it was.

Relic had said something similar. When you remember the feeling of your real body, it feels like it affects your movements in virtual reality.

"But even if you've lost some of your memories, you don't forget the skills you once learned. I'm still pretty good with a gun, something I practiced because I admired westerns."

"Oh, I see. Did you perhaps practice riding horses in reality too?"

"Of course. There are westerns without horse riding, but as a movie actor, there are times you have to ride. I really pushed to get them to let me practice."

"You could ride horses back then, huh."

Even now, there are many animals in Colony "Zoo".

However, they are completely managed, and there are no horses treated as riding horses. It's purely for the preservation of the species.

It is possible to keep some animals that have been successfully bred, but there's no doubt they are rare, and you can't even keep one without a lot of money.

"There were few, but there were horses you could ride. That said, they were under pretty strict management back then too, so you had to pay a lot of money. Well, Surya-chan taught me a lot, so it was worth more than the price."

"Huh? Surya-san?"

"...Ah, oops. I'm not supposed to say this kind of thing, am I...?"

"Um, is that...?"

"Ah, can you wait a second... Diite-chan, do you have a moment? Ah, yeah. I'll open a chat line with Hayato-chan too."

Immediately, a voice from Diite reached Hayato.

"Is something wrong? The men are in the open-air bath right now, aren't they? I'm an AI, but I'm technically female, so this is a little embarrassing."

"Sorry, sorry, I was a little inconsiderate. But can you hear me out? I accidentally let it slip to Hayato-chan that I've met Surya-chan in reality. Is that bad?"

"Ah, so that's it. Well, it's fine if it's Hayato-kun. It's not like he'll misuse that information."

"Diite-chan, you really trust Hayato-chan, huh."

"I trust Pat-kun and Ash-kun's group too."

"Thank you for that. So, what will you do, Hayato-chan? I got permission, but do you want to hear the rest?"

For the NPCs, talking about reality was a private matter. And since they had a past of escaping to virtual reality in despair over their situation back then, it was something they would rather not remember.

It felt intrusive to hear about their real lives from someone else, but based on his experiences so far, Hayato thought he should listen in case something happened.

"Could you please tell me?"

Pat nodded and then opened his mouth.

"Surya-chan belonged to an organization that protected animals from extinction back then. That's where they managed the horses and where I got to practice riding. Most of the movies back then were CG, but some used real animals, so I used that connection."

"An organization that protected animals from extinction, you say."

Of course, such organizations exist in Hayato's time as well. Colony "Zoo," managed by the Sagittarius Foundation, is one of them.

"Back then, or rather, since long before then, the extinction of animals was prominent, so it was an organization that worked hard to save as many animals as possible. Though it seems they didn't get along with another organization."

"Another organization?"

"Another group that protected animals in the same way. However, their policies were different, it seems. I don't know the details, though."

Hayato had a feeling he knew something about that organization.

Not the organization itself, but someone who belonged to it.

"Diite-chan, sorry if I'm wrong, but could the person who belonged to the organization that didn't get along with them be... Maris?"

"You're quite sharp. That's correct, Hayato-kun. Maris-kun was in that organization."

Pat was surprised by those words, but Hayato, who had suggested it, was also surprised.

"I'll explain briefly. Both organizations shared the idea of protecting animals from extinction, but their policies were different and incompatible. However, they had one thing in common, a lack of funds. So, I paid a large sum of money to those organizations to bring the two of them into this virtual reality. As I've said many times, I at that time was--"

"No, I get it, so it's okay. But, I see, so that's what happened."

Maris and Surya's conflict must have started back then. He didn't know what the difference in their policies was, but Hayato thought it might be similar to their current views on pets.

Putting that aside, there was a part he couldn't accept.

If they entered the virtual space to protect animals, they shouldn't have left Earth on a spaceship.

"Maris and Surya-san stayed on the spaceship, right? Was there a contract where they had to return the money if they got off the spaceship?"

"I wouldn't ask them to return the money. They escaped on the spaceship for another reason."

"Another reason...?"

"I'll tell you two since I trust you. It's better not to know unnecessary things, so I'd appreciate it if you don't talk about it too much. By the way, this is something I've already told Ney-kun."

Hayato and Pat looked at each other and then signaled their agreement.

"I've told you before, Hayato-kun, but the spaceship Aphrodite is Noah's Ark."

With just those words, Hayato somewhat understood the situation.

When he had heard it before, it was a story about how plants to cure Mist's disease were saved as data and could be regenerated.

It would be possible to regenerate animals from genetic information, but if this was a hundred years ago, there was a simpler story.

"So, you mean the animals from back then are also on the spaceship?"

"Correct. It's not just genetic information like with the plants, you could say the real things are there. Of course, there are also animals that are just data. This virtual reality was originally made for a new start on Earth after its resources recovered. So there's an area where the animals are in cold sleep in pairs. Maris-kun and the others were worried about those children and stayed here for them."

"Then their memories...?"

"No, they don't have their real-world memories. The two of them stayed in case something went wrong, but as long as the animals are safe, there's no particular problem. The plan is to restore their memories only for a new start or in an emergency. They were both excellent veterinarians and researchers, you see."

"I see..."

"However, the role of a new start is gone now, so I'm thinking of entrusting the animals to the Foundation. Ney-kun is making various arrangements right now. That brings up the matter of Maris-kun and Surya-kun. I'm at a loss as to what to do."

The two of them had stayed in this virtual space for the sake of the animals. If the animals were to be protected elsewhere, there would be no reason for the two of them to remain in virtual reality. She was probably wondering whether she should restore their memories.

Hayato and Pat both made troubled faces.

Though she couldn't see them, Diite must have sensed something. "Don't worry about it," she said.

"It's not something for Hayato-kun or Pat-kun to worry about. This is something for me to think about. Besides, Ney-kun has been very cooperative, saying, 'As an investor, I have to do something!' We'll do our best on our end, so I want you two to enjoy this virtual reality without worrying."

Even if she told him not to worry, now that he knew, he couldn't help but be concerned. But meddling when he hadn't been asked for help would be going too far. And the truth was, there was nothing he could do.

Hayato just said, "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know," and Diite replied, "I'll count on you then," and cut the voice chat.

After that, Pat bowed his head apologetically.

"Sorry. It's because I said something unnecessary."

"No, no, don't worry about it. I don't think it's a bad thing to share Diite-chan's worries. If a problem arises, we can probably tackle it sooner."

Pat looked a little surprised, then smiled faintly.

"It helps to hear you say that. I'll do my best to cooperate too, so if anything happens, I want you to let me know."

"Yeah, I'll be counting on you then... Well, should we get out soon?"

"I don't get light-headed, but it's about time. Well then, just as Diite-chan said, let's go have some fun playing card games with the girls! The old man is getting a little excited!"

"Agres says that a lot, but that's just an act, right...?"

"Well, I wonder?"

Pat said that and got out of the bath.

Hayato couldn't tell if he was deliberately saying that to change the strange atmosphere or if he was being genuine, but Hayato followed him, called out to Ash and the others, and headed for the changing room.



		
			Chapter 321

			The Battle with Genbu and the Castle's Folding Screen

			The day after Hayato learned about Maris and Surya, everyone was at the mansion preparing for battle.

Today, they were set to fight Genbu.

Its location was Ryugu. The system involved taking a boat from the eastern port to a deserted island and teleporting from there. Then, by offering a fish over one meter long at an altar in Ryugu, Genbu would appear.

Like Suzaku, Genbu had various gimmicks, but since they had fought it before, most of them were known.

Hayato was confident they could defeat it without any particular problems this time, but he was worried about something else.

It was about Maris and Surya.

The two of them, who still talked normally without any apparent issues, had belonged to rival organizations in the real world. Hayato didn't know why they had become confrontational despite having the same goal.

He had tried to look it up in the real world, but there was no such information.

There were many things that troubled him, but for now, he decided to prepare for the battle with Genbu and started checking the items he was bringing.

A little later, Maris approached him.

"Hayato-san, you're as thorough as ever with your preparations."

"I'm completely useless in a fight, so I have to at least do this much. Are you all set, Maris?"

"Yes. I took care of it properly yesterday!"

Maris said that with a smug look on her face.

Immediately after, Siegfried, who was on her shoulder, said, "Nya," and lightly tapped Maris's head with his right front paw. He couldn't speak, but it felt like he was saying, "Don't get cocky."

(Looking at her like this, she just gives the impression of a slightly goofy kid. But apparently, she was a brilliant veterinarian in reality, and a researcher too. I wonder what she was researching, probably something about animals?)

It was a strange thing, but while Maris seemed in a way that you couldn't imagine her real-world self if you didn't know, she looked smart once you did know.

Surya was also dressed as a clown, but originally she was a veterinarian and researcher just like Maris. He didn't know what her thought process was for wearing a clown suit, but Hayato thought it might be an influence from her real life.

And then he looked at Maris.

She wore a white tank top with light brown shorts, a brown scarf around her neck, and had on oversized gloves and boots, as well as black knee-high socks and white arm guards that reached her upper arms. It could be said to be a very active look.

Perhaps it was because he had just heard yesterday's story, but Hayato thought she looked like someone you'd see searching for wild animals in old videos.

"Huh? Is something strange? I don't think I have bed hair...?"

"Ah, no, that's not it. Um, is Siegfried staying behind today too?"

"Yes, he says he's going to sunbathe with Max."

Max was a yokai called a Kyubi, Maris's pet, modeled after a nine-tailed fox.

"The veranda is certainly comfortable. The weather is nice too, so I think today is the perfect day for sunbathing."

"Right! I want to join in too, but this afternoon I'm going yokai hunting with Surya."

"I haven't helped with that at all, but is it going well?"

"Yesterday afternoon, Surya and I gathered information from the townspeople, and we've investigated the likely locations for a few of them. We've also decided on a place to go this afternoon. I have a feeling we might be able to tame a Kamaitachi!"

A Kamaitachi is a weasel with scythes. It would likely have various forms depending on the creative work, but there was no doubt it was a weasel. As an animal-type yokai, the chances of taming it were probably high.

"Sorry I can't help with that."

"It's fine. You make food for Siegfried and the others every day, Hayato-san, and that's a huge help. Huh? Yes, yes... Siegfried says he is most grateful too!"

"Um, should I say it's my great honor?"

When Hayato said that, the two of them laughed.

Siegfried also seemed happy, his tail wagging greatly on Maris's shoulder.

After they finished laughing, Maris smiled and patted Siegfried's head.

"Going to various places to look for yokai like this is nice, isn't it? It might suit me."

"It suits you?"

"It's just that I like it. Gathering information like this, going to various places, and researching yokai, or it could be rare monsters instead of yokai, going to their habitats and doing all sorts of research. I like that kind of fieldwork. So I'm quite fond of this event!"

"That's good. I'm counting on you, so keep up the good work."

"Leave it to me! They call me the ace of the Royal Capital's guild for a reason, so you can count on me!"

Maris said that and puffed out her chest. Immediately after, Siegfried smacked her on the head with his tail.

Hayato thought they were a good duo as he proceeded with his final checks.

Upon arriving at Ryugu, Hayato and the others immediately summoned Genbu.

It was Hayato's first time seeing it, but its form was that of a giant turtle with a total length of about twenty meters. However, its tail was a snake.

There are a lot of monsters with snake tails, Hayato thought, as he observed Genbu's attack patterns.

Its movements were slow, but its attack and defense power were high, and it had a lot of HP. Furthermore, they would have to fight in an annoying situation where the ground shook just from it moving. And Maris's opening taming attempt had enraged it.

That said, since they had fought this Genbu before, their strategy was established.

Besides, if the opponent was just one, it could be said that they could fight with a considerable advantage.

"Dragon Curse, here I come! Uhihihihi..."

Ren's Dragon Curse could halve any given status. Against Genbu, which only used physical attacks, lowering its STR would drastically reduce the damage. There was a condition that its effective range was somewhat narrow, but in a one-on-one boss fight, they could fight with a considerable advantage.

With Ren's curse in effect, everyone started attacking Genbu's neck and legs.

This was because after taking a certain amount of damage, it would take an action to pull its neck and legs into its shell. And in its retracted state, physical attacks would not work at all. In that state, its HP would gradually recover, but they wouldn't let it get away with that.

No matter how high its defense was, Lunaria's Arondight could attack while ignoring defense power.

Furthermore, the Excalibur Replica and Arondight Replica also had lower attack power than the originals but could attack while ignoring defense power, so Ney and Cecil were also playing an active role.

"Turtles get flipped over."

"Yes! I will cooperate with Lunaria!"

"Alright, I'm in! Noat, give me some support!"

"I'll support you with all my might, so finish it quickly."

The main attackers' good spirits, or rather, their tension, was as high as ever. The trio of Lunaria, Ney, and Cecil launched a flashy attack.

Noat was also unusually motivated. She had taken a liking to the open-air bath she had wanted to try, and had been complaining since morning that she wanted to soak in it all day. It had gotten to the point where she started asking Hayato to build one at their base.

And of course, attribute attacks were effective, so the rear guard unleashed the highest firepower magic they possessed.

After taking a certain amount of damage in its shell state, for some reason, Genbu would flip over, revealing its weak spot, its belly. Everyone swarmed it.

After a while, Genbu would jump up and return to its original state, but what they had to be careful of was the shockwave that occurred when it landed on the ground after jumping up.

This had enough power to defeat even someone in heavy armor in one hit, so the moment it jumped, everyone scattered like spiders.

This returned them to the beginning, but after that, it was a repeat. It wasn't a particularly difficult enemy to defeat if you watched its preparatory movements carefully.

Genbu's HP was slowly chipped away, and the finishing blow was Esha's Destroy. It took time, but they defeated Genbu without any particular danger.

As everyone rejoiced, only Diite looked a little disappointed.

"Is something wrong?"

"I was just thinking it might be a little too weak. I was considering whether I should raise the difficulty a little more."

"Huh? It certainly seemed easy, but I think that's just because everyone is strong. I don't think normal players could fight like this, you know?"

"But normal players will gather more people. Considering that, it's a bit...

Hayato understood. Hayato's group was about thirty people. There were many members who were each a one-man army, but if normal players were to fight, they would probably gather fifty or more. Their tactics would be different, but there was a possibility that their combat power would be comparable.

Hayato's group was, by any measure, a composition specialized for boss fights. With Dragon Curse, Destroy, and even Lunaria's Black Swan, they were strong enough that one person could do the work of a dozen. He felt like they weren't much of a reference.

"Hmm, I wonder what the best thing to do is..."

When Hayato showed signs of distress, Diite laughed.

"It's not something for Hayato-kun to worry about. Just like yesterday's matter, this kind of thing is for me to think about. I'd like your opinion from time to time, but first, I want you to enjoy this world. Look, there are drop items, so let's all have a report session."

"You're right. If something comes up, I'll give you my opinion, so feel free to ask anytime."

"I'm counting on you... Oh, it seems like they're getting excited over there, don't you think?"

"It wasn't like this with Suzaku, but I wonder if something good dropped this time."

As Hayato said that, he and Diite joined the excited group.

Hayato, Benitsuru, and Simon walked toward the castle in a town illuminated by the moonlight.

It was a reasonably late hour, just before eleven in the afternoon, but it was to see the folding screen said to be in the castle. Hayato's real-life schedule had made it this late.

However, neither Benitsuru nor Simon showed any displeasure as they guided Hayato.

They both originally lived in the castle, so it was their way home, but they were also acting as his escort.

It was a strange story for the country's princess and her attendant to be acting as an escort, but it was a precaution since there was talk of Hayato being targeted. There was no problem on the way back since he had a Ring of Teleportation.

Hayato thought as he walked.

Diite had said that if Hayato saw the folding screen, he would know what to do, but he didn't quite get it.

To begin with, she hadn't told him what was depicted on the folding screen. Of course, spoilers were not good, so he hadn't asked for details, but he was a little worried if he would really understand just by looking at it.

"Benny-chan, is there only one folding screen?"

"There are several, but the ones that are famous or have been passed down to be treasured are three pairs. A pair of two-panel screens and a single four-panel screen. That's what we've prepared. We usually keep them stored away without using them, but I did my best for Hayacchi!"

(Three pairs means three, right? A pair of two-panel screens means two folding screens with two panels each, as a set? And a single four-panel screen is one folding screen with four panels... I think that's how it was. Oops, I have to thank her first.)

"Thank you. That's a big help."

"Ahaha, for Hayacchi, this is nothing. Right, Simon?"

"Yes. Considering what Hayato has done for us, this is not nearly enough. So do not worry about it and take your time looking."

"Um, thank you again. By the way, what's depicted on the folding screen?"

"The four-panel one has Byakko. One of the Four Divine Beasts. I don't know where that one and Seiryu are. Do you know, Hayacchi?"

"No, I don't. But I might figure something out if I see it."

"Then I'd really like you to see it! If you figure it out, I'll give you a reward!"

"By the way, what about the other one? It's a pair of screens, right?"

"That one has Fujin and Raijin. There's a rumor that they're somewhere too, but I've never met them."

(Fujin and Raijin, huh. If they're here, I'd like to subjugate them with everyone, but I guess the main thing is the hint about Byakko. Diite-chan said I'd know if I saw it, but is there some kind of text written on it?)

As Hayato was thinking about various things, Benitsuru clapped her hands together.

"Oh, right, after you see it, do you want to come to my room? I can at least offer you some tea-- Whoa! Hey, Simon! Why are you trying to cut me! Even for insubordination, you should consider the time and place!"

Simon had drawn her katana and swung it down at Benitsuru. If Benitsuru hadn't dodged, it would have hit her.

She didn't feel any anger, but she did have an exasperated look on her face.

"It is not insubordination. It is unladylike for the princess of the country to invite a man to her room, so I merely tried to cut you down. Even if the man is Hayato, you should maintain propriety."

"I didn't think I'd get cut down just for being unladylike... Oh, then should we go to Simon's room? If it's not my room-- Hey! Y-You really cut me!"

In front of Hayato, Simon slashed Benitsuru with her katana. There was no hesitation.

"Rest assured, I used the back of the blade."

"My HP is going down! You clearly cut me with the blade! And what's with a slash that I can't even dodge?!"

"It is because you are speaking nonsense. Inviting a man to your room at this hour is an unbecoming act for a woman. You should not say such things, even as a joke. Reflect on your actions."

"Simon, you're so old-fashioned, even though you were walking around with just a sarashi on your upper body until recently... Yes, I'm sorry. I won't say such things anymore. So please sheathe your katana. I think rebellion and insubordination are bad things."

Simon looked at Benitsuru with a deadpan expression, but slowly sheathed her katana and turned to Hayato, bowing her head.

"My apologies. The princess seems to be excited that you all have come. She does not normally say such things."

"No, no, don't apologize. I understand that you get excited when you meet your friends after a long time. Besides, it was my selfish request to see it at this hour, so please don't be too hard on her."

"Hayato, you are too soft. Well, that is just like you. Well then, we have arrived at the castle, so let us head to the room where the folding screen has been prepared. Come, Princess. Hayato is a guest, so you should treat him with respect."

"That's true, but I'm a princess, so I'd like to be treated with a little more respect, you know-- Yes, I'll do my best. So please don't put your hand on your katana. If I get cut again, I'll resurrect in my room."

"Want a Potion?"

"Hayacchi, you're so kind. Yeah, I'll have one."

Having such a lighthearted conversation, Hayato moved to the room with the folding screen.

The folding screens were placed in the great hall on the second floor where they were guided.

Both were about two meters high. The Fujin and Raijin screens were a little over a meter wide each, and the Byakko screen was a little over two meters long.

Hayato had never seen a folding screen in real life, but he knew about them. He had heard that the pair of folding screens depicting Fujin and Raijin also existed in reality and were currently stored in Colony "Museum".

It was probably a replica of that, but it had a considerable impact that seemed to overwhelm the viewer.

And the other was a painting of Byakko.

The figure of a white tiger facing them as if glaring, with a bamboo forest in the background. Its whiteness was reminiscent of snow, making him wonder if it was an ice-attribute monster, as Hayato looked at the folding screen from corner to corner.

However, there was nothing depicted that could be a hint.

(That's strange, Diite-chan said I would know if I saw this, but I don't understand anything. Could it be the Fujin and Raijin one...?)

"Hayacchi, how is it? Did you figure anything out?"

"No, not at all. It's just a painting of Byakko on a folding screen, right? It's powerful, as if it's alive, but--"

Having said that much, Hayato realized something.

"Ah, so that's it."

"Huh? What, what? Did you figure something out?!"

She wasn't speaking, but Simon also seemed interested, and she was looking at Hayato with curious eyes along with Benitsuru.

"Probably, but this is the real Byakko. There's a famous witty story, you know. The content is that a tiger on a folding screen wanders around at night, and they want someone to catch it."

"...Hayacchi, this is hard to say, but this is a painting, you know..."

"Don't look at me so disappointedly. That's why it's a witty story. The fun part is being told such an impossible task and retorting, 'Then please get it out of the folding screen so I can catch it'."

"Ah, I see. But in that case, won't this Byakko not come out of the folding screen?"

"Huh? You're right. Benny-chan, can't you get it out of the folding screen?"

"If I could do that, I would have told you from the start."

"That's true too..."

Just when Hayato thought this idea might be wrong, Simon opened her mouth in a slight panic.

"In that witty story, did it say that the tiger wanders around at night? We prepared this today, but we usually keep it folded up and stored in the warehouse..."

"Huh? I certainly said that, but--ah."

Immediately after, a roar was heard from the folding screen depicting Byakko.

When the three of them looked at the folding screen, the Byakko, which should have been just a painting, started to move. And in the next moment, the Byakko came out of the folding screen.

"Princess! Hayato! As expected, we cannot win with just those in the castle! We will retreat for now!"

That night, it was said that there was quite a commotion with Byakko running around inside the castle and people running around trying to escape.



		
			Chapter 322

			Recapturing the Castle and the Clown's Mask

			"The castle has been occupied by Byakko, and we would like you to help us take it back..."

The princess of the Eastern Country, Benitsuru, said this as she bowed her head to everyone.

Last night, Byakko had leaped out of the folding screen and attacked Hayato and the others, as well as the people in the castle, but because they prioritized retreat, everyone was able to escape the castle without anyone being defeated. This was likely thanks to Benitsuru and Simon putting themselves on the line to let everyone escape.

Even if they were defeated, it was possible to resurrect inside the castle, but they would just be endlessly defeated by Byakko, so escaping was the right choice. Byakko didn't seem to want to come outside the castle, so it was safe outside, but the fact that it was wandering around without returning to the folding screen was a problem.

Yesterday, Benitsuru and the others had also stayed at the mansion Hayato and his group were renting. It took time to get everyone who was in the castle outside, so they returned to the mansion quite late. Hayato had stayed with them, so he was a bit sleep-deprived.

And then came the morning. Just as Hayato logged in, Benitsuru and Simon were explaining the situation to everyone and asking for their help in recapturing the castle.

"My apologies. We have brought you another problem. And just when you all had come to visit..."

Like Benitsuru, Simon also bowed her head apologetically. It looked like she might commit seppuku at any moment.

"Ah, um, it was my fault that Byakko appeared. It's not Benny-chan and the others' fault--"

"Master, no one thinks anyone is at fault. In fact, Cecil and Maris-sama are delighted."

When Esha said that, Hayato looked at everyone.

"As always, Hayato, you've got something special! This saves me from being bored!"

"That's right. Besides, we were planning to defeat the Four Divine Beasts anyway. I'm full of motivation. Oh, please let me do the taming!"

Cecil and Maris were motivated. They probably thought there was no problem at all.

Everyone else felt similarly, but only Lunaria had her arms crossed and a difficult expression on her face.

"L-Lunoscutchi, are you angry about something? S-Sorry...?"

When Benitsuru asked this timidly, Lunaria nodded and said, "I'm angry."

"Going to visit a home, I think I, as your best friend, should have been first. Yet Hayato-san went first. And at night, a time full of excitement. Benny-chan and Hayato-san, you should both reflect deeply, deeper than the sea."

"I didn't go there to play--"

"No excuses. Even if you didn't go to play, it's a fact that you went to her home. At the very least, I wish you had invited me. Even though Benny-chan and I are so close that we promised to form an alliance when we conquer the world."

"Don't form an alliance like that. You'll get scolded by Rosalie-san again, you know?"

Previously, Lunaria had tried to conquer the world and was scolded by Rosalie, Gil, and the others. She was even confined to her room.

At Hayato's words, all eyes focused on Rosalie.

Rosalie, undaunted, elegantly took a sip of tea before opening her mouth.

"If there is a chance of victory, we will do it, but?"

"This is the first time you guys have looked like a Demon Lord's Army to me..."

"Hmph, you're making me blush."

Lunaria said that, then looked at Benitsuru.

"So that's how it is. First, let's retake the castle. As the king of an allied nation, I'll do my best. By the way, I, as your friend, will be the first to visit Benny-chan's room. You will entertain me fiercely. And I will also receive a souvenir. I will say now that I like onsen manju."

Hearing Lunaria's words, Benitsuru's eyes welled up with tears, and she was moved.

"Uu, Lunacchi, you're the best best friend ever...!"

"'The best Demon Lord,' please. Well then, everyone, get ready. A white tiger like that, it's like... what is it? Maris-chan, do you know anything? A tiger's weakness. The only weakness I know of is its heart."

Maris, who was asked, crossed her arms and began to think, "Hmm," but she soon realized something.

"Since it's a feline monster, catnip-- might make it excited and increase its attack power, so how about a cat teaser!"

"Then Hayato-san, please prepare a cat teaser. A five-star one."

"Huh...?"

There was an item called a cat teaser. It was an item that any tamer who had a cat as a pet would surely obtain. Using it on a cat would raise your Taming Skill up to about 10.

The folding screen itself was about two meters high and two meters wide, but the Byakko that appeared was about five meters in total length. Hayato wondered if a cat teaser would even work on such a tiger.

"A cat teaser... Master, let's make one. This will surely advance my relationship with Siegfried."

"Isn't your objective getting lost?"

"Life is always a lost child."

"I'm not in the mood for weird jokes when I'm sleep-deprived."

Hayato cut off his pointless conversation with Esha and thought. Whether to make the cat teaser or not.

After thinking for a little while, he decided to make it since it wasn't much trouble. However, if this allowed them to fight advantageously, Hayato thought Byakko should abdicate its throne as a divine beast.

Now that they had decided what to do, Hayato returned to his room to make the cat teaser, and everyone else began to prepare to retake the castle.

"Hayato-kun, do you have a moment?"

As Hayato was making the cat teaser, Diite came to his room.

"Sure. I had something I wanted to say to you too, Diite-chan."

"Is that so? Then I will listen first."

"It's about the folding screen. I wish you had told me. That Byakko comes out of the folding screen at night."

"I thought it would be better not to spoil it. Besides, there should be documents in the castle that say it's dangerous to look at that folding screen at night."

"Is there a possibility that Benny-chan knew?"

"I wonder. There are quite a lot of books in the castle, so she may not have read it."

(Should I read through those documents one by one? It seems like various other problems could arise.)

Hayato thought so, but for now, he had said what he wanted to say, so he prompted Diite to speak next.

"So, what did you need me for?"

"It's about Surya-kun. I came because I wanted you to be careful when fighting Byakko."

Hayato was surprised by Diite's serious expression and stopped making the cat teaser.

He prepared a cushion and motioned for her to sit before sitting down himself. Hayato sat cross-legged on the cushion, while Diite sat in seiza.

"This sounds like a serious talk, but what's it about?"

"I was careless, but Surya-kun has a history with tigers. Of course, I'm talking about in reality. I think it will be fine, but I thought I should share this information in case something happens."

"A history... could you tell me specifically?"

"Surya-kun was attacked by a tiger in reality. I don't think he will remember it during the fight with Byakko, but I want you to be careful. If that happens, I'm sorry, but I want you to help Surya-kun. I mean, I'm always sorry, but..."

Diite's head drooped, and her words gradually became smaller. By the end, her voice was truly as faint as a mosquito's buzz, just as the saying goes.

"I'll help even if you don't ask, so don't worry about it."

"But, I'm always putting the burden on you, Hayato-kun--"

"It's not a burden. On the contrary, I'm glad you told me before something happened. So don't worry. I'll do what I can."

"...Thank you, Hayato-kun. I'm always being helped by you. I'll repay this debt someday."

Seeing the downcast Diite, Hayato deliberately spoke in a cheerful voice.

"Well, if you get the chance, pay me back with interest."

Diite looked a little dumbfounded, but a slight smile appeared on her lips.

"You're right. When that time comes, I'll pay you back with heavy interest, so you can look forward to it."

"Please do. But I might not be able to handle it alone... Should we share this information with Esha and Pat-san too? Since they're both rear guards, it'll probably be easier for them to respond than the frontliners if something happens."

"Indeed. I'll be careful too, but if everyone is paying attention, we should be fine no matter what happens. Well then, I'll go talk to them both. Sorry for the interruption."

Hayato said, "It's not an interruption at all," and saw Diite out of the room.

He immediately resumed production of the cat teaser, but Hayato thought about what Diite had said.

(So Surya-san was attacked by a tiger. It probably happened at the animal protection organization. Even back then, you probably wouldn't see a tiger unless it was something extraordinary. But...)

What bothered him was whether she could still like animals after something like that happened.

(Darn it. I didn't confirm what happened to the memory of being attacked by the tiger. From the situation, it seems the memory of being attacked by a tiger has been erased, but I wonder if she would come to hate animals if her memory returned? But she stayed on the spaceship for the animals, so that's probably not the case, right?)

He had a few questions, but he lacked information.

He thought he should confirm it before fighting Byakko, as he continued to make cat teasers.

On the way from the mansion to the castle, Hayato looked at Surya and thought about various things.

He had shared the information with Esha and Pat, but in the end, he also shared it with Ash's group and Ney's group, so all the members who knew about reality came to know.

Diite had only told Hayato, Esha, and Pat because she wanted everyone to prioritize having fun, didn't want to make a big deal out of it, and thought it was better not to give out too much unnecessary information, but Esha had said this.

"Diite-sama puts too much of a burden on Master. Let's all share it to reduce the burden. By the way, I also put a burden on Master in reality."

Hayato didn't think he was being burdened, but for some reason, Esha was competing with Diite. From the perspective of how much trouble she was causing Hayato.

Diite must have had her own thoughts on the matter. She was hurt by Esha's words but said, "You're right," and shared the information.

Ash's group and Ney's group also understood the situation and willingly accepted. And it was decided that in this battle, they would try to keep Surya from being attacked as much as possible.

After that, Hayato posed his questions to Diite and thought he had come to understand Surya and Maris to some extent.

"As for Surya-kun, the memory of being attacked by a tiger remains. Of course, I've changed it to a form where she was attacked by a tiger-type monster. I didn't erase it because she tried to protect animals even after that happened."

"So even if her memory returns, she won't come to hate animals?"

"That's impossible. Back then, animal lives were considered light. Surya-kun, who tried to protect them even after that, must have truly loved animals. She was trying to protect them with her life on the line."

"'Life on the line' is a strong way to put it. But animal lives were light?"

Hayato didn't quite understand the meaning of that.

Now, various animals are strictly managed in the colonies, and he felt they were treated more importantly than Hayato, who was in the working class.

"You might not understand, Hayato-kun."

"I wouldn't understand?"

"That's right... Hayato-kun, do you know which animal should be treated with the most importance?"

"What's with the sudden question? Is this a riddle?"

"No, it's a serious question."

"Um, what could it be? Dogs or cats, maybe?"

"I'd expect an answer like that from you, Hayato-kun. Esha-kun would know, wouldn't she?"

Esha nodded without a moment's thought.

"Humans, of course."

"Huh? Well, humans are animals, but is that the answer?"

"A hundred years ago, the human species was on the brink of extinction. In such a situation, there was no animal that would be treated with more importance than humans."

"Ah, so that's it. In other words, Maris and Surya-san tried to protect animals more than themselves. So 'life on the line' wasn't a metaphor."

The situation now and in the past was different. Maris and Surya, who had tried to protect animals from extinction in such circumstances, must have been working with considerable resolve. And Surya, despite being attacked by a tiger.

After hearing that story, Hayato had found himself staring at Surya on the way to the castle.

Naturally, Surya found his gaze strange.

"Hayato-san, you've been looking at me for a while now, do you need something?"

"Ah, sorry, um, I just forgot if I had given you the cat teaser."

"I received it, but I wonder if this will be effective."

"Just keep it as a good luck charm."

"You're right. I can't fight with Garland indoors, so I suppose I should keep even something like this as a small comfort."

Surya said that and then waved the cat teaser from side to side. When Hayato still didn't look away, she must have found him suspicious, and she opened her mouth again.

"It's true that my combat power drops without Garland, but I'll try not to hold you back, so don't worry."

"Ah, no, that's not what I was worried about. Besides, if you're going to say that, then I'm just holding everyone back by being here."

"The cat teaser aside, to say that after making so many medicines and dishes is a talent in its own way. Am I perhaps being made a fool of?"

"Huh? That's not--"

Seeing the flustered Hayato, Surya started to giggle.

"Just kidding. Seeing how you usually are, Hayato-san, I know that's not the case. But really, is something wrong? I'm getting a little troubled by you staring at me."

"I'm really sorry. Um, actually, it's your clothes, they've been on my mind..."

It was something he blurted out, but Hayato said it.

It wasn't a lie that he was curious. Knowing Surya's reality, that outfit seemed a little strange.

"You mean the clown suit?"

"That's right. And the mask too.

"Ah, this. It's quite mysterious, don't you think?"

"Mysterious...? Well, I guess you could say that... maybe?"

Since Hayato had met her, Surya had been hiding the right half of her face with a clown's mask. He had never once seen her full, uncovered face. It wasn't that you couldn't call it mysterious, but since she was a clown, the mysteriousness was halved.

"I suppose I can show it to you, Hayato-san."

As Surya said that, she removed the clown's mask, revealing the right side of her uncovered face.

"Huh? Ah..."

Under the mask, there were marks as if she had been clawed by something.

It had been completely hidden by the mask, but there were three scratch marks running vertically from her forehead, through her right eye, and down to her cheek. The marks were faint enough to be barely visible, and Hayato's impression was that they fortunately hadn't reached her eye. The proof was that her right eye was open normally.

You don't get hurt in virtual reality. In other words, a wound from reality remained as it was. It was probably the mark from a tiger's claws.

"The result of youthful indiscretion, or rather, being reckless when my Taming Skill was low. I don't really mind it, but it's a hassle, so I wear a mask."

Surya said that with a smile and put the clown mask back on.

Hayato shook his head with a serious expression.

"It might be a scar from being reckless, but you're amazing, Surya-san."

"Amazing?"

"I think it's admirable that you're a tamer and don't hate animals even after something like that happened."

Hayato said this based on what he knew of her reality.

Besides, Hayato had the experience of injuring his leg in an accident. It wasn't as bad as before, but it was still difficult to move it suddenly. Considering that, he felt something close to respect for Surya, who didn't let a scar on her face bother her.

Surya showed a surprised expression, then laughed embarrassedly while scratching her left cheek with her index finger.

"I knew it was fine to show it to you, Hayato-san. I used to hide it because I often got pity, but I never thought you'd praise me just like Maris did."

"Maris knows too?"

"I showed her a long time ago. She praised me just like you did, Hayato-san. Since then, even though our views on pets are different, I've thought of Maris as a friend."

"So that's what happened."

He didn't know if it was a story from reality or virtual reality, but Surya must have felt that way about Maris since then.

For a moment, he worried that he had stimulated her memory, but Surya just seemed to be in a good mood, with no particular change. Hayato breathed a sigh of relief.

"Well then, since Hayato-san praised me, maybe I should tame Byakko today instead of Maris? This scar was from a tiger-type monster, so it'll be my revenge."

"No, no, that's dangerous, let's leave it to Maris."

"That's kind of cruel to Maris, you know. Besides, look, even if I enrage Byakko with taming, Hayato-san will protect me, right?"

"For one hit. After that, I'd have to be revived, but the MP efficiency would be too bad."

"...Um, Hayato-san, if you're going to act cool, I'd like you to see it through to the end."

"Huh? Was there anything cool about what I've said so far?"

"...Come to think of it, not really. It's kind of, a little lacking in many ways."

"Am I perhaps being criticized?"

"Quite a bit, yes."

Hayato headed to the castle while having such a conversation with Surya.

Around the castle were samurai standing guard to prevent Byakko from coming outside.

According to information from Diite, Byakko had a setting where it couldn't leave the field where it came out of the folding screen, so it wouldn't leave the castle. The samurai didn't know that, so they had posted guards.

The townspeople had also evacuated to a place a little away from the castle, making the situation quite troublesome.

Perhaps because of that, there were many residents cheering for Hayato and the others, and perhaps because of their festival-loving nature, they received quite a lot of encouragement on their way here.

"Well then, let's defeat Byakko to meet the expectations of the townspeople."

Everyone nodded at Hayato's words.

The first part of the strategy would be to move to the room with the folding screen, which was the easiest place to fight.

Anywhere else would be too narrow and difficult to fight in. Byakko was aggressive and would attack people on sight. They wouldn't have to go looking for it; if they were in the great hall, it would come to them. As long as they could move to the right location, their combat power wouldn't be a problem, in Hayato's estimation.

Hayato had confirmed Byakko's fighting style and other details while escaping yesterday. He recalled them and shared the information with everyone.

As expected, Byakko had many ice-based attacks and was weak to fire. And it didn't seem to attack based on Hate Value; it would immediately pounce on anything that moved, not just Benitsuru and Simon who were trying to draw its attention.

(Maybe I can build Hate Value with the cat teaser...?)

"Ash, after the taming of Byakko is over, try to draw its attention with the cat teaser."

"That's fine, but it will be effective, right?"

"Probably..."

"Probably, huh... Well, I'll do it."

Ash holding a cat teaser instead of a sword felt completely out of place, but they decided to give it a try.

With their preparations complete, Hayato and the others stepped into the castle. Then they hurried to the great hall.

The great hall was on the second floor. It was right after crossing a long corridor and going up the stairs.

Hayato and the others ran down the corridor towards it, but on the way, Byakko burst out of a room, breaking through the fusuma.

"Hurry!"

If they fought in the corridor, they would be forced into a small-scale confrontation and would surely lose. They all started running, trying to somehow escape to the great hall and fight there.

"Leave this to me."

While everyone was running, only Ash remained in the narrow corridor and confronted Byakko.

What he was saying was cool, but holding a cat teaser didn't quite look the part.

That said, Ash could arbitrarily nullify physical attacks for a certain period of time due to the set effect of his Death Dragon series equipment. He would be an excellent tank and decoy. And perhaps the cat teaser was effective, because Byakko leaped at Ash, who was waving it.

While Ash was being attacked, Hayato and the others arrived at the great hall on the second floor. Then they immediately formed a line to intercept Byakko.

A few seconds later, Ash came flying through the fusuma as if blown away.

Ash did a backflip three times, then stood up with the momentum and immediately drew his sword.

"Ash!"

"I'm fine! Here it comes!"

From where Ash had flown in, Byakko now leaped in. Seeing the many people in the hall, it showed a moment's hesitation, but then it looked at Ash and pounced.

(I wonder if it's my imagination that it looks disappointed that no one is holding a cat teaser...?)

And so, the battle with Byakko began.



		
			Chapter 323

			The Seal and Onigashima

			The battle with Byakko ended in victory for Hayato and his friends.

Maris’s suggestion of a cat teaser had been remarkably effective.

Regardless of hate values, Byakko would pounce on whoever was waving the teaser. The condition was that the person had to be in its line of sight, but if we could choose the target of its attacks, then its increased attack power from being angered by the taming attempts was no problem.

The beast had almost no area of effect attacks, so we simply repeated the process of skillfully rotating the tank role to receive Byakko’s blows and attacking in the openings, until we finally defeated it.

Partway through, Esha refused to use Destroy, declaring, "I cannot fire upon a monster so close to being an O-neko-sama," but this only caused a minor delay and posed no real issue.

We also cleared the secret mission some members had, "Do not let Surya get hit." There was no particular change in Surya, so we relaxed, assuming all was well.

Benitsuru informed the samurai that Byakko had been vanquished and requested that they return the folding screen to the storehouse. Afterward, she bowed her head to Hayato and the others.

"Everyone, thank you so very much! What you’ve done today will be passed down through the generations in the Eastern Country!"

"Allow me to offer my thanks as well. We were saved because of you all. We will arrange any and all conveniences for you during your stay in the Eastern Country, so please ask for anything you wish."

"Then first, I’m going to Benny-chan’s room."

Simon probably hadn’t meant it in that sense, but Lunaria spoke with a completely serious face.

This sent Benitsuru into a panic.

"Huh, whoa, wait! I’ll call you when the room is ready, so just hold on a minute! Five minutes! No, three will be enough!"

"Launching a surprise attack before the enemy’s forces are prepared is a natural course of action for a Demon Lord. I’m going to expose your secrets, so you had better be ready. It’s fine. I won’t mind if you have some embarrassing pajamas or are trying a bit too hard with your underwear."

"No, I have nothing of the sort," Benitsuru said, her expression devoid of emotion. Everyone present seemed to get the picture.

"It’s fine, I’ll keep whatever I see a secret. That’s what best friends do."

"Best friends don’t do that in the first place! Y-you scoundrel! Seize her, seize her!"

Amidst the commotion, Lunaria and Benitsuru departed together. Or rather, Lunaria dragged the protesting Benitsuru out of the room.

Everyone must have decided that they would be fine if left alone, as no one offered help or gave chase.

Simon, who had been watching, gave a wry smile.

"This will be good medicine for the Princess. She never cleans her room, no matter how many times I tell her. That aside, what will the rest of you do? I can give you a tour of the castle if you like."

His words gave Hayato an idea. He wanted to read the documents stored in the castle.

They hadn’t struggled too much with Byakko this time, but with prior knowledge, they might have defeated it more easily. And Benitsuru probably wouldn’t have been thrown out of the castle.

Besides, even if there was a large volume of books, he figured it wouldn’t take too long if all the members here read them together.

"In that case, could we have permission to read the books in the castle? If we all read them, we should be done quickly."

Hayato was halfway through his sentence when a chorus of boos erupted from everyone.

"Let’s go find Seiryu instead of doing that!" Maris declared cheerfully.

"We don’t know where it is, you know. That information might be in the documents. There could also be information on yokai."

"I’m certainly interested in that, but I’m not good with reading books, or rather I dislike it, or rather I’ll fall asleep…"

Everyone nodded in agreement with Maris’s words. Even Surya.

(Isn’t doing research part of a researcher’s job…?) Hayato thought.

She probably didn’t remember, but in the real world, Maris was a veterinarian and Surya a researcher. They were the complete opposite of Mist, who was the type to read medical texts while forgoing sleep. Hayato was a little exasperated, but he reconsidered, thinking it wasn't right to force something on everyone who had fought so hard.

Besides, the members here were more of the outdoorsy type. They probably hated the idea of holing up in a room to read books, even in a game. Although calling them outdoorsy while playing a game was a bit of a strange notion.

Hayato nodded and looked at everyone.

"Alright. In that case, I have some things I want to look up in the books, so let’s call it a day, even though it’s early."

They had arrived at the castle early, so it wasn’t even nine in the morning yet. Usually, they disbanded just before noon, but today would be an early dismissal.

However, being told this seemed to make the other members feel apologetic.

"I’m sure everyone would feel guilty letting you do that all by yourself, Master. That said, we don’t want to read, so if there’s anything else we can do, we’ll handle it. Is there anything?"

Everyone nodded emphatically at Esha’s words.

Just how much do you not want to read books, was the only thought that came to mind, but if that was the case, there was something he wanted them to do.

"In that case, could you all go to the shrine in the artisan district and draw omikuji fortunes? I want to collect every type, from Great Curse to Great Blessing."

"Ah…"

A small sound escaped from Diite when Hayato said that. But she immediately looked away.

(What’s that? Is doing that a bad idea? But she did say I should do it, right?)

He considered various possibilities but concluded that with the current members present, they could handle whatever might happen. So Hayato asked them to take care of the omikuji.

He also asked them to buy as many potions and cooking ingredients as they could. He was starting to run low on materials.

Everyone agreed and decided to split up to handle the tasks.

Esha, Cecil, Noat, along with Maris and Surya, decided to go buy materials for production items. Noat naturally threw a tantrum, but Cecil dragged her along.

Ney’s group and Rosalie’s group decided to head to the shrine.

"Alright! Rosalie! Let’s have a contest to see who draws a Great Blessing first!"

"I don’t think that’s what omikuji are for."

With that, Ney, Rosalie, and the others took their groups and left.

The remaining members were Ash’s group and Diite.

"When it comes to books, you can leave it to me-ssu yo!" Randa said, pushing up the position of her glasses with her right hand.

Ren and Suien both nodded in agreement with their arms crossed, saying, "That’s right!" and "Indeed she is."

"Randa-san, do you enjoy reading books?"

"It’s because I’m a Class Rep Character-ssu!"

"A character, huh…?"

With her braided hair and glasses, she certainly gave off the image of a book lover, but that kind of class representative probably only existed in fiction. That aside, he wondered about having a "Class Rep Character" when she was over twenty years old.

Hayato kept that thought to himself and simply said, "In that case, I’ll be counting on you."

"Alright, the rest of us will head to the shrine. Esha’s group went shopping, so it’s better if we don’t overlap. What about you, Diite?"

"I’ll go with you, Ash-kun. I’ll leave things here to Hayato-kun and Randa-kun."

From Hayato’s perspective, it looked like Diite was itching to say something but was restraining herself so as not to spoil anything.

He imagined she wanted to leave the area to avoid saying anything unnecessary.

"I understand. Alright Ash, if anything happens, contact me on voice chat."

Ash replied, "Got it," and led Ren’s group and Diite out of the room.

"Well then, Simon. Could you guide us to where the books are?"

"Umu. This way."

With Simon leading the way, Hayato and Randa headed for their destination.

The books were not inside the castle but in a separate archive building outside. He said it was not only a place to store books but also a place to read them.

It was a reasonably large archive, and while there was normally a fee for use, they would be allowed to view the books for free, as he couldn’t possibly charge Hayato and his friends.

(Still, books. If I were researching something, digital files that can be searched would be better, but I guess that’s not an option here.)

In reality, paper books were treated as valuables, and the only people who owned them personally were members of the Foundations. Or they were only available in Colony "Museum".

Then it occurred to him.

That wasn’t just the case now, but also in Ash’s era.

Hayato lowered his voice so Simon wouldn’t hear and asked Randa.

"Randa-san, you said you were good at reading books, but these aren’t digital. Are you sure you’re okay?"

"Of course I’m okay-ssu yo. Being an actress provides all sorts of opportunities, so I’ve read paper books before-ssu. I worked hard on my character building, and back when I thought this world was real, there were only paper books-ssu."

"Come to think of it, that’s right. Then I’m counting on you."

"Leave it to your big sister-ssu."

"You’re younger than me, aren’t you?"

"According to my character setting, I’m a dragon, so I’m quite old-ssu yo?"

"…Well, I suppose that might be true."

She must have paid money for character creation, just like Pat. For Hayato, his only thought was that actors went to such lengths, but Randa was always like this, to an unnatural degree.

"I kind of feel like I want to see the Randa-san who isn’t in character."

"You might regret it-ssu yo…!"

Randa said, making a mischievous face, but it wasn’t scary at all.

Her mischievous face turned slightly serious as she spoke in a normal volume. "I wanted to ask you something-ssu."

"Are you reading these books with a specific piece of information in mind, Hayato-san?"

"Yeah, like I said earlier, I want to look up information on Seiryu if there is any. And also about yokai and Onigashima. I’d like to research the Wind God and Thunder God if possible, but that can wait for another day."

"Got it-ssu. Then we’ll focus our search on the first three things-ssu yo."

"Thanks."

There was no way to search the books, so they would have to read them one by one, but somehow Randa seemed reliable. He was impressed, thinking this must be the effect of her character building.

Perhaps having overheard their conversation, Simon muttered, "Onigashima, huh."

"Simon, do you know much about Onigashima?"

"No, I know almost nothing. I knew the Ten Holy Demonic Swords members were investigating it, but I never heard what was there. It’s supposed to be an island inhabited only by oni… I doubt the ones in prison would answer if I asked, so maybe I should look into it as well."

"Alright, then the three of us will investigate-ssu yo. It would be great if we find out there’s treasure on Onigashima-ssu."

"I can’t imagine the Ten Holy Demonic Swords members would be moved by monetary treasure. Besides, their leader didn’t end up going there in the end, so there might not be anything of great value, you know?"

"Well, we’ll investigate that too-ssu. Oh, is that it-ssu?"

"Umu, that’s it. Quite something, isn’t it?"

Hayato looked in the direction Randa was pointing and saw a large building. It looked like a storehouse from the outside, but it was an archive where one could also read inside.

The thought of the vast number of books inside made him feel discouraged before he even started reading.

(This might take a few days…)

"Let’s go. There’s someone who manages the books, so I think we can narrow down what we need to read to some extent."

Simon said this, then smiled and lightly patted Hayato on the back.

"So don’t make such a troubled face."

"Ah, was it showing on my face?"

"I don’t think there’s anyone whose emotions are as easy to read as yours."

Simon headed towards the archive, laughing as he spoke.

"Am I really that easy to read?"

"I’ll just say I’m surprised you even have to ask-ssu."

"It’s that bad…?"

Feeling slightly shocked, Hayato followed Simon with Randa and stepped into the archive.

The inside of the archive had a peculiar smell.

It wasn't a musty smell, but the scent of ink and paper. Hayato had never smelled it in the real world, but he had learned about it from Ney when he went to the library in the Royal Capital long ago.

(Come to think of it, only people from the Foundation or close to them would know the smell of ink and paper.)

He hadn't paid it much mind back then, but thinking about it now, Ney wasn't very good at hiding things. In any case, that was all in the past, so Hayato looked around the archive again.

As was to be expected, the books were not printed but all old-fashioned and handwritten. There were even some that looked like scrolls, and his impression was that it was surprisingly elaborate.

Simon brought over the person who managed the books here. He was a slender man in his thirties, wearing a kimono.

Hayato told the man what information he wanted, and the man replied, "I will bring you some books that seem relevant," before walking towards the back of the storehouse.

Although a pinpoint search was impossible, if they could narrow down the books to some extent, this analog method wasn't so bad, Hayato thought as he waited for the man.

After waiting for a while, the male curator returned with several books.

There were some books that made him wonder if they were really necessary, but for now, Hayato and the others decided to split up and start reading.

Hayato’s group spent about two hours reading through the books.

Randa was in charge of the yokai, and it was decided that she would share the information with Maris and Surya later.

Simon had been researching matters related to Onigashima and had discovered a few things.

"There’s an oni sealed on Onigashima?"

"Umu. The oni’s name is Shuten Doji."

Hayato thought that a rather famous oni had appeared. However, he also thought that no matter how famous the oni was, the current members could defeat any opponent, so he decided to go to Onigashima.

When he said this out loud, Simon shook his head.

"There is a concerning passage. It seems that when Shuten Doji last appeared, it was a battle on the scale of a thousand people that continued for a week."

"So it’s treated as a long-term raid boss. In that case, it’s unlikely we can win with just our current members."

Long-term raid bosses are meant to be defeated over several days. In the past, there were events where bosses were defeated over several days.

According to the rules at that time, there was a set time frame for fighting, and the raid boss’s HP would not recover even after a day passed. There was also a system where members who had participated in the battle at least once would receive spoils of war when the boss was defeated, even if they were not present at the time. However, the rarity of the spoils of war would change depending on their contribution to the battle.

As he was recalling this, Simon shook his head again.

"It's not a matter of winning or losing. It's sealed in the first place. The method to undo the seal wasn't written down."

"Actually, I have a lead regarding the seal."

"And that is?"

"I found out from reading the documents that the Four Divine Beasts are sealing something. It seems the seal is broken if you defeat all of them within a certain period. It wasn’t written what seal would be broken, though."

"That is… almost certainly the seal on Shuten Doji."

"Right? And as for Seiryu, it seems the shrine has something to do with it."

"The shrine? Which means…"

"Actually, a certain source told me it would be best to collect all types of omikuji. The books also mentioned something similar. Something about one’s luck being tested to meet Seiryu."

Hayato was convinced that this was likely the condition for summoning Seiryu.

Diite had said she wanted to liven up the Eastern Country. She probably wanted them to showcase that such things exist in the Eastern Country.

In that case, Hayato resolved to defeat Seiryu and break the seal on Shuten Doji for Diite’s sake.

Just as he had that thought, Lunaria and Benitsuru entered the archive.

"Everyone was gone when I got back to the room, I was on the verge of tears. Report properly when you go out. Reporting, contacting, and consulting are important."

"I was the one who cried when you barged into my room, you know!"

Despite what they were saying, both of them looked energetic.

Lunaria had a good time to begin with, and Benitsuru, though she disliked it, probably found the experience fresh and new.

Hayato explained that they were in the archive and that everyone else was at the shrine, and the two of them nodded.

"I, as the Demon Lord, will beat up some blue dragon. And that oni on the island, too. I cannot forgive someone for doing something as Demon Lord-like as sealing things away."

"The way I’m handling my sword right now is dangerous! I feel like I can cut anything! This is seriously awesome!"

"That’s reassuring. Then let’s go right away."

Hayato and the others decided to head to the shrine in the artisan district.

When they arrived at the shrine, for some reason, everyone had troubled looks on their faces.

It was probably not his imagination that they looked slightly relieved when Hayato’s group arrived.

"Ash, did something happen?"

"No, we’ve been drawing omikuji for nearly two hours, but we can’t complete the set at all. We were just starting to get bored."

"Sorry for asking you to do that."

"How about your end?"

"We’ve finished our research. For that, we need to complete the omikuji set."

After explaining the situation to everyone present, they all decided to draw omikuji again.

There was a restriction that you could only draw an omikuji once every five minutes, and each time it cost 300 G. It was quite an expense. And all that was left were the Curse and Great Curse fortunes. It seemed everyone’s enthusiasm had vanished within the first thirty minutes.

Feeling bad for asking them to do this, Hayato decided to draw an omikuji himself.

The shrine maiden inside the office asked, "Which number would you like?"

Upon asking for details, it seemed the system was that you say a three-digit number, and the shrine maiden would bring an omikuji from the box with that number.

Wondering why he couldn't draw it himself, Hayato gave a random three-digit number.

The shrine maiden seemed to be in a good mood, likely because the omikuji were selling well. When she saw the fortune, she looked at Hayato with a beaming smile.

Then, for some reason, she vigorously shook the purification wand in her right hand back and forth with a gasa gasa sound.

"Congratulations! It’s a Curse!"

"I’m not happy about that."

Cheers erupted from those around him. It was the type they were aiming for, but to think he would be the one to draw it… Hayato looked off into the distance for a moment.

Next, Benitsuru announced her number.

The shrine maiden looked slightly surprised to see Benitsuru, but she drew the omikuji for the specified number.

"Too bad… it’s a Great Blessing."

"Getting a ‘too bad’ for drawing a Great Blessing is totally hilarious."

From beside Benitsuru, who was clutching her stomach and laughing, Lunaria stood before the shrine maiden with a smug face.

"The main attraction has arrived. As the Demon Lord, I will draw the greatest fortune. Something like a Super Ultra Great Blessing."

He was about to ignore Lunaria, who clearly misunderstood the whole thing, but just in case, Hayato looked at the shrine maiden.

The shrine maiden silently shook her head from side to side. In other words, there was no such thing.

"Which number would you like?"

At the shrine maiden’s question, Lunaria was slightly startled and then hid behind Benitsuru’s back. Her fear of strangers must have kicked in.

Lunaria peeked out from behind Benitsuru and looked at the shrine maiden as she spoke.

"Then 666. It’s the number of a Demon Lord. It’s an unlucky number, so much so that it’s even used in Esha-chan’s gun’s name."

"Please don’t call it unlucky. Even though it is unlucky."

Esha’s gun, the Beelzebub 666 EC Custom. There was no doubt it was an ominous gun with a skull mark on it, but one shouldn’t say it out loud.

Right now, Esha was not here, and neither were Cecil or Maris’s group, so Hayato presumed they were still in the middle of shopping.

The shrine maiden drew the omikuji for the number Lunaria had said. Seeing it, the shrine maiden’s eyes widened. Furthermore, she shook the purification wand she was holding as hard as she could. Even more violently than for Hayato.

"C-congratulations! It’s a Great Curse!"

An even louder cheer erupted than when Hayato drew his Curse.

The person in question, Lunaria, had a very displeased look on her face, but perhaps buoyed by the excitement around her, her expression gradually shifted to a smug one.

"Hmph, a Great Curse suits a Demon Lord well. But what does it mean by ‘You should calm down a little’?"

"Maybe it’s advice. Mine says ‘Disaster is coming.’ It’s not advice or anything…"

It might be a warning to prepare for something, but it was too vague to be useful advice.

"Then, for our first customer of the day to complete the set, we will present a hanging scroll!"

The shrine maiden said this as she handed a long, thin box to Lunaria.

(This is less like omikuji and more like a lottery.)

Lunaria tilted her head in confusion but opened the box and took out the hanging scroll. She then unrolled it so everyone could see the contents.

As they all peered at it, they saw a picture of a dragon. It was not a Western-style dragon, but an Eastern-style one with a long, slender body.

Everyone had a vague sense of what it was, but Hayato asked the shrine maiden.

"What is the name of this dragon?"

"That is Seiryu. We have many hanging scrolls, and it has been passed down for generations at this shrine to be given to a person with good luck. By the way, this is the first time one has been given out."

"I figured as much. But, you have many of them…?"

Putting that aside, Hayato presumed this hanging scroll was the item to summon Seiryu.

All that was left was to figure out the summoning method, but that had not been written in the books he read.

Just as he was thinking he should read the books again, Lunaria said, "Ah."

"What’s wrong?"

"This picture is incomplete. The eyes have not been drawn in."

Looking closely, it was true that the dragon’s eyes had not been drawn.

(Wait? Is that…)

Hayato felt like he had heard those words somewhere before.

"It cannot be helped. I shall draw them."

"Huh…? That’s it! Wait a second!"

"No one can stop the Demon Lord. Rosalie-chan, please hold Hayato-san back."

Rosalie had a troubled look on her face, but she seemed to obey Lunaria’s order. She and the other Black Rose members surrounded Hayato to prevent him from getting close to Lunaria.

"Wait! Lunaria-san! It’s not good to draw it!"

Hayato pleaded, but blocked by the members of Black Rose, he couldn’t stop Lunaria.

While Ash and the others were contemplating what to do, Lunaria placed the hanging scroll on the ground and took out a bottle of ink.

Why did she have such a thing? To play pranks on the faces of people who fell asleep before her. It was fortunate that there had been no victims yet, but one could say that the first victim would be the picture of Seiryu.

Lunaria smoothly opened the ink bottle, then took out a brush, dabbed it with a bit of ink, and drew in Seiryu’s eyes.

It was surprisingly well done, but this was not the time to be saying that.

"Yes. Now it looks cool. I’ll add my signature, too."

The moment Lunaria said that, the drawn eyes of Seiryu glowed and shot a beam of light into the sky.

While everyone was stunned, black rain clouds billowed out from the point of light, spreading across the sky, and rain began to fall. Furthermore, the sound of thunder echoed.

From within the spreading clouds, as expected, Seiryu appeared. It roared upon seeing Lunaria, and lightning struck the surrounding area.

Several people took damage, but Lunaria was not hit. After staring blankly for a moment, Lunaria stored her brush and ink in her item bag and slowly drew Arondight.

"Hmph, to pick a fight with the Demon Lord is truly laughable. And to repay my kindness in drawing your eyes with hostility… you are in need of a little punishment."

(Ah, just as I thought… A back-to-back battle, and Esha’s group isn’t here. Are we going to be okay…)

And so, the battle with Seiryu began.

A little before Hayato and his friends were doing this in the Eastern Country, a clan meeting of the major clans was about to begin in the Royal Capital.



		
			Chapter 324

			Interlude: The Clan Meeting (Part 1)

			Two men were walking down the main street of the Royal Capital Anhemudal.

One was Jolth, the leader of the large-scale clan "Bandit Clan," dressed like a barbarian. The other was a man in black attire, Victor, who served as the second-in-command.

Both Jolth and Victor were in their late twenties, but they looked older, likely due to their somewhat stern features. However, both men were good at looking after others, so they were well-liked by their members.

But that day, Jolth had been in a gloomy mood since the morning.

Today was the meeting of the large-scale clans.

He had returned from the floating island he had been exploring for this very reason. Normally, he would look forward to the meeting, but this time, his honest feeling was that he didn't want to attend.

Jolth sighed again and again as he walked toward the Royal Capital’s high-class hotel, the "Camelot," where the clan meeting was being held.

The Royal Capital, being the place with the most players, was vibrant and bustling, but that liveliness conversely weighed on Jolth’s spirits. It highlighted the gap between his own feelings and his surroundings.

Why am I feeling so down while playing a game, he thought, and sighed once more.

Victor, walking beside Jolth, wore a wry smile.

"How many times have you sighed now?"

"Even so, everyone has people they don't want to meet, right?"

"You should be careful with your words, even in virtual reality."

"It won't make a difference whether I say it or not. They’re bound to bring trouble either way."

Jolth said this, then let out a heavy breath.

It wasn’t just that they would bring trouble, trouble was already brewing. It was influenced by a clan participating for the first time.

That clan was "Shooting Star."

Jolth knew the members of that clan in the real world as well.

"Ah, I wish I could have gone to the Eastern Country like Hayato."

"Wouldn't he be the one to object?"

"So you’re saying I’m someone Hayato wouldn't want to see. But don’t you think we built a slightly better relationship on the floating island?"

"I wonder about that. We acted as messengers for someone we didn’t want to get involved with. He might not show it, but he could resent us for it, don’t you think?"

"No one could have refused that, could they?"

"No one, huh. Well, it would be nice if he took that into consideration. But even so, the fact remains that we were the ones who brought him trouble. There’s a chance he doesn't mind, though."

"I hope so. Honestly, what a rotten job we were forced to do."

"You should have asked your family."

"Are you kidding? They made the request specifically to me. My family passed on the information to curry a little favor."

"Now that you mention it, that makes sense. It's ironic that you tried to distance yourself from them because you hated that kind of thing, only to be used by them in return."

"You’re pretty blunt. But you’re right."

Jolth made a jesting gesture of surrender.

"But what’s strange is that nothing has happened since then, right? What kind of move did Hayato make?"

"It’s better not to ask about that. Another star is involved."

"Are you serious?"

‘Star’ was a common code word between the two, meaning that a Foundation bearing the name of a constellation was involved. In this case, he was warning that a different star, a Foundation different from the one that brought the problem, was involved.

Jolth had previously brought an envoy from the Foundation "Scorpion" to Hayato while he was exploring the floating island.

He couldn’t refuse due to his real-life connections. In the first place, it was impossible for the current Jolth to refuse a request, which was effectively an order, from a Foundation. He had reluctantly complied with the request.

As a result, an NPC maid shot the person, albeit within a virtual reality.

Even a child could understand what kind of retaliation would fall upon Hayato, who employed that maid, even though an NPC had done it.

Since Jolth had brought the matter to him, he intended to help Hayato if it came to that.

However, nothing happened, and at a Council meeting a few days later, word got out that the investor for this virtual reality, "Another Frontier Online," was a blood relative of the Libra Foundation.

Furthermore, information reached his ears that someone from Libra had defeated Scorpion at that same Council meeting. He didn't know the details of what had happened. But it was apparently quite a shock to the people of the Foundations.

Since then, the number of new players in the virtual reality has increased, and Hayato has been playing normally.

Why did it turn out this way? Even Jolth, who knew some of the circumstances, didn't fully understand.

But there were some things he did understand.

(The leader of Kokuryu… I haven’t met her in real life, but there’s no doubt. Judging from the situation and the outcome, Scorpion must not have known. And that envoy contacted Hayato, not Ney-sama. It’s highly likely Hayato has a connection to this virtual reality independent of the Foundations. I don’t know what kind of connection it is, though. Libra is involved, so I don’t want to probe too deeply. I personally don’t want to oppose them either.)

He could probably find out more information if he investigated. But doing so would involve the Foundations, making the risk too great. What would happen if he did such a thing merely to satisfy his curiosity? The outcome was as clear as day.

Perhaps noticing Jolth's silence, Victor lowered his voice slightly.

"Is it really that serious of a matter?"

"Ah, no. That star isn’t that aggressive, so as long as we don’t do anything strange, we’ll be fine."

"Then is it the matter with Shooting Star? Do you think something similar will happen this time?"

That wasn’t what he had been thinking about, but he went along with Victor’s words to change the subject. Besides, that matter was also a big problem now.

"I think they'll know their place in that regard. But it's scary not knowing what they might say. And according to our investigation team, they apparently messed with Hayato."

"I heard about that. That they fought at his shop in the former slum district. And apparently, they bought the base next door. They started selling things at a thirty percent discount compared to what Hayato’s shop sells."

"A thirty percent discount, huh."

"The NPCs with him are powerful. It’s probably a case of ‘if you want us to stop the harassment, become our ally.’ I wonder what that person is thinking."

Victor spoke, but Jolth simply stroked his chin and said nothing in return.

"What's wrong?"

"Would that even be considered harassment?"

"Meaning?"

"I’ve never been to his shop, but according to the investigation team, it seems they always have potions and equipment of every possible quality, as well as food of three stars or higher. They mainly sell consumables, and apparently at a reasonably low price."

"Hayato’s a production player. That's why they opened a shop at the base next door, right? Wouldn’t that count as harassment?"

His sales would drop. That would be a major blow to Hayato as a production player. Not only would he not make money, but if no one bought what his shop was selling, the appeal of being a production player would also fade. As a form of harassment, it would be quite effective.

"That's true, but it's impossible to continue selling consumables at a thirty percent discount. The cheapest consumables would be bought up immediately, so they’d be sold out in no time. They could probably keep it up for about a week."

"So even if his sales temporarily decrease, it wouldn't be a problem?"

"If things didn't sell for a month or two, it would have an impact, but they’d run out of stock before then. Still, the other side should know that too. It’s probably a strategy to steal customers with a temporary discount."

"And after that, they’d return the price to normal. No, maybe they’d make it just a little cheaper than Hayato’s shop?"

"Probably. Though I don’t think they have a chance of winning even if they do that."

"No chance of winning? What's the reason for that?"

"Apparently, Hayato’s shop is almost never out of stock."

"Almost never out of stock…?"

"A stable supply is a welcome thing for players, isn't it? Even if they steal his customers, the question is whether they can provide the same quantity at the same price."

Being able to buy necessary items in large quantities at any time. In a game where stock exists, that is precious. For adventures like multi-day expeditions, a large amount of food and potions is necessary.

Making them yourself is cheaper, but it takes a considerable amount of time. Many people think it's more efficient to buy that time with in-game currency. The time it takes to earn money for a hundred potions is easier and faster than the time it takes to make a hundred potions. And leveling the skill is a pain to begin with.

Furthermore, it allows you to allocate those skill points elsewhere. For small to medium-sized clans with few members, it would be a valuable shop.

"And you know, I asked our production team if they could imitate Hayato’s shop. What do you think their answer was?"

"Given the way you’re putting it, they can’t?"

"Correct, but the reason was interesting."

"The reason was interesting?"

"We have a general idea of how much Hayato’s shop sells in a day, but they said it’s completely impossible to sell items of that quality and variety every day without running out of stock. To do it, you’d have to be producing constantly for the entire time you’re logged into the game. That’s why they said they wouldn’t want to do it, even if they could."

"They wouldn't want to do it, huh. For our production team to say that much must be a big deal, but I don't quite get how amazing Hayato is."

It came down to what made a production player amazing.

Nowadays, there were additional recipes that allowed one to create new equipment, so you could differentiate yourself with the items you could make, but other than that, being able to make items in large quantities was one benchmark.

However, mass production could also be achieved by increasing manpower. From Victor’s perspective, it didn’t seem like something to be considered so important.

"Do you remember when we fought Tiamat with Hayato and his friends on the floating island?"

"Come to think of it, the production team was surprised. They said that speed was impossible, but what were they talking about?"

"Yes, that. His speed of creating production items is extraordinary."

"Isn’t the speed of making items the same for everyone? There’s an animation where light overflows from your hands, so it takes about five seconds, right?"

"For one item, yes. But if you’re making multiple, there’s the time it takes to select the item from the production menu. In his case, it’s almost instantaneous. I caught a glimpse of it myself, but his hands were constantly glowing."

"You’re kidding."

The production menu closes every time you make an item. To make another one, you need to use an item like a knife or a mortar to open the menu and then select the item to create. It was a system with a poor reputation, but there were no signs of it being improved at the moment.

Repairing or recycling materials back into components through blacksmithing skills used a different method, but that was generally how production items were made.

"It’s true. During the battle, his hands were constantly glowing, except when he was handing items to his allies. And what’s more, he instantly changes the item he’s making while watching the state of the battle. I could understand if he were making many of the same item in a row, but selecting multiple types with almost no delay is a bit strange, isn't it?"

"I can only think of it as a circus trick, but from the perspective of mass production, that’s quite something."

Jolth laughed and nodded at Victor's words.

"Well, a normal person can do half that or less. And Hayato can produce for hours on end, as long as he has the materials."

"So as a production player, he can do the work of several people. And he can use multiple production skills, to boot."

"Exactly. You could probably do more than Hayato if you increased the number of people, but you can't gather that many production players, can you? Besides, most players also serve as combat players. We don’t have anyone who would just do production all day. Even an hour straight would be difficult. Just thinking about that, Shooting Star has no chance of winning."

"But Hayato is in the Eastern Country right now, isn't he?"

"They’re probably trying to deal some damage while he’s gone, but I think his sales will just drop a little, and there won’t be any real damage. They aren’t thinking about the daily sales volume. Once they steal the customers who come to Hayato’s shop, they’ll sell out in an instant, even at the regular price."

"So the harassment is meaningless."

"Probably. However, if that’s the case, there’s a possibility that some proposal will be brought to us. Ah, I hate this, I hate this."

Just as he said that, Jolth and his companion arrived at the hotel "Camelot."

Jolth resolved not to sigh and stepped into the hotel.

In the banquet hall on the tenth floor of Camelot, the leaders of the large-scale clans and several of their assistants were already waiting.

The furnishings in the room were of high quality and taste, things one would likely never see in reality. Although it was a virtual reality, the carpets, desks, and chairs were all of the highest quality, and the level of detail was such that there were even paintings on the walls.

When Jolth and Victor entered the room, several people greeted them with smiles and raised hands. Jolth and the others returned the gesture.

Originally, the clan meeting was something like a reporting session to prevent the expeditions of large-scale clans from overlapping.

Clans with many members had to coordinate everyone’s schedules. After finally deciding on a schedule and going on an expedition, they would find that another large-scale clan was there and be forced to withdraw. Such things happened often.

It began as a place for discussion to avoid this.

There was talk of doing it over voice chat, but it was decided to meet in person, as voice chat felt bland in such a realistic online game. Then, coordination for joint hunting grounds and information exchange began to take place, and the scale of the clan meeting gradually grew.

Now, clans with a total of over one hundred members in their alliance and a certain level of recognition in the virtual reality were allowed to participate in this meeting.

There were other large-scale clans, but they often took the approach of checking the schedule decided here and adjusting their own accordingly.

It influenced many clans. This clan meeting. Participation in it was recognized as quite an honor.

Currently, there were eight clans in this place, including Jolth’s Bandit Clan. Shooting Star was set to join them.

Everyone except Shooting Star had already gathered and were seated around a large round table with a diameter of about three meters.

There were two empty seats. Jolth sat in one of them. And Victor stood behind him to his left, remaining in attendance.

"Yo, Jolth. You were at the floating island until recently, right? Find any super rare items?"

The man sitting to Jolth’s right spoke to him.

He was Keith, the leader of the clan "Over the Top."

The clan’s name meant exaggerated or over-the-top, and they were a combat group focused on firepower, said to be able to deal more damage in a shorter amount of time than any other clan.

Because they prioritized firepower, their equipment was often mismatched, and many members had a poor sense of balance in their appearance, but the leader, Keith, was normal, wearing a set of bright red armor called the Apollo Series, which was modeled after the sun.

"If you ask Jolth something like that, he’ll demand different information in return."

The person who said this with a laugh was the man to Jolth’s left, Rauxal, the leader of the clan "Imperial."

The clan’s name meant empire, and Rauxal himself was called by the nickname Emperor, and his leadership and command abilities were considered high.

In the case of Imperial, they did not have alliances of equal standing, but rather many clans under their umbrella, and they were the largest clan with a total of nearly three hundred members.

Among them, the particularly strong ones were called the Imperial Knights, and all of them wore the same silver armor. However, Rauxal alone wore gold armor and was very flashy.

These two clans had been famous since the beginning of the game and, like Bandit Clan, were large-scale clans that had existed since the very early days.

He had spoken with the two of them often since that time, and they were the reason he had started the clan meeting. For Jolth, they were good friends and also rivals.

"I don’t mind that much. You can fish for a shark monster called a Megalodon in the lake on the floating island, and its higher-tier version, Tiamat, is there. I think it drops two rare items. A swimsuit for women that provides poison immunity, and a dagger that ignores defense and always inflicts a random bad status."

Everyone present was surprised.

Jolth was a secretive person and had the impression of placing a high value on information. And that same Jolth had just disclosed information without any reward.

"Hey, hey, what’s wrong? You caught a cold or something?"

Keith asked Jolth with a worried tone. Rauxal was also gaping in surprise, but for those who knew the old Jolth, it was an understandable reaction.

"I just didn’t think it was something worth hiding. Besides, you guys have to start by building an airship first, right?"

"Give me that information. I’m still missing one more blueprint."

"That one’s for a fee."

When Jolth said that, everyone felt relieved, or rather, they laughed, thinking it was the usual Jolth.

Amidst this, Jolth opened his mouth with a serious expression.

"Has the person from Shooting Star not arrived yet?"

Jolth asked, all the while hoping they wouldn't come.

It was Alvie, the leader of the clan "Kiss of Death," who raised her right hand slightly to request permission to speak.

The clan’s name meant the kiss of death, and though the reason for the name was unknown, the leader, Alvie, was quite beautiful, and those around her said that if they were kissed by her, they would surely die.

Alvie was a slender woman in her early twenties wearing a white dress. With her pale skin, waist-length blonde hair, and blue eyes, she was said to look like a fairy, and indeed she did. With her singing, dancing, and violin playing, she could single-handedly use three different support or weakening effects.

She had many fans of both genders and was often invited to go on joint expeditions. Although they were a new clan, the number of clans forming alliances with them to support her had increased, which was how they had grown.

That Alvie opened her mouth after receiving permission to speak.

"I hear that the leader of Shooting Star might not be able to make it due to real-life circumstances. That’s why they’re delayed."

"Oh, the leader, is it."

Jolth spoke with a suggestive tone.

However, no one pursued his words. Jolth’s face was different from before, and he looked to be in a bad mood. It was a common understanding that Jolth’s personality worsened when he was like this.

After about ten minutes of harmless small talk, the hall door opened.

"My apologies, everyone. Thank you for waiting."

The one who entered speaking was Ronios, dressed in a butler’s uniform. Her silver hair covered her eyes, so from a distance it was hard to tell if she was male or female, but her voice was unmistakably that of a woman.

The woman in a maid uniform next to her was Cremola. She bowed her head in silence.

Ronios and Cremola quickly moved to the empty seats, but they did not sit down, instead standing behind them. Then Ronios bowed her head again.

"My sincerest apologies for this occasion. My master was unable to come here due to a sudden matter in the real world. I have been instructed to express her deepest apologies to you all."

"It’s only natural to prioritize real-life matters, so there’s no problem."

When Rauxal said this, everyone else also expressed that there was no issue.

"Then let’s get started. We’re in the middle of an event, so time is precious."

Jolth said this bluntly.

Jolth had been clearly out of sorts ever since the topic of Shooting Star came up. As the surrounding members thought this, Ronios offered a smile.

"Jolth-sama is quite right. It is not for us who are late to say, but let us begin at once. As this is our first time attending a clan meeting, let us start with an explanation of our clan."

With that, Ronios began her explanation.

About an hour later, the clan meeting discussions came to an end.

The schedules of each clan were adjusted, and arrangements for information exchange and item trading were also finalized.

Just when everyone thought the clan meeting was over, Lutz, the leader of the clan "Starkest," lightly raised his right hand.

The clan’s name meant "strongest," and their creed was to defeat boss monsters solo. Lutz had become famous for soloing a monster that would normally take ten people to defeat.

The clan "Starkest" was made up of solo players who admired Lutz and researched solo combat.

"I heard that Shooting Star messed with Hayato of Daedalus. Is that true?"

At those words, some were surprised, while others made bitter faces. The reactions were varied.

All eyes focused on Ronios, but she met them without flinching and nodded.

"Yes, that is correct. And my apologies. I heard afterward that there was some kind of non-aggression treaty in place regarding Hayato-sama. I would be grateful if you could forgive this as the rash act of a newcomer."

Ronios said this as she bowed her head.

"Then are you going to stop messing with him?"

Jolth spoke up.

This was not unusual. From his attitude in previous clan meetings, everyone knew that Jolth showed a great deal of consideration for Hayato.

Even though it was a game with no player-versus-player combat outside of Clan Wars, making an enemy of Bandit Clan was too disadvantageous. Information from Bandit Clan was of great value, although a price was required.

Every clan desperately wanted the information from Bandit Clan, which conducted extensive investigations within the game, especially since information gathering on the internet was not possible.

If Jolth were simply making unreasonable demands, they would not obey, even if the information was valuable. But considering his past contributions, they were not averse to listening to Jolth’s request. That was why they had not laid a hand on Hayato or his clan.

That was the situation, but Shooting Star had laid a hand on him. The members who hadn't known the circumstances now understood why Jolth was in a bad mood.

"Jolth-sama, my apologies. This is my master’s wish, so I cannot say that we will stop."

"…So that’s your strategy."

Jolth muttered this, then crossed his arms, closed his eyes, and fell silent. It seemed to be a sign that he would say no more.

Seeing this, Rauxal spoke up.

"Ronios, then tell your master this. Do not be too reckless. In this virtual reality, all things are free. But there are traps in that freedom. I know what kind of trouble you caused, but if you’re not careful, you could be driven into a situation where you can’t even play the game. Especially since Hayato is on good terms with the NPCs. If you do anything strange, you’ll take a major hit."

"I am well aware. This world has an order similar to reality. If you break it, you will be punished by the NPCs."

"If you understand, then that’s fine. And Hayato is Jolth’s favorite. I won’t tell you to absolutely listen to his request, but if you do anything too unnecessary, Bandit Clan will become your enemy."

Ronios’s smile was evident even just from her mouth.

"I am aware of that as well. Jolth-sama, may I have a moment of your time after this? There are several things I would like to discuss."

Jolth slowly opened his eyes, looked at Ronios, and nodded without a word. Then he closed his eyes again.

Although it ended on a strange note, the clan meeting, for the umpteenth time, came to a close.

Only Jolth, Victor, Ronios, and Cremola remained in the conference room.

Jolth alone exuded a tense atmosphere, while Ronios had a faint smile on her face, and Cremola was completely expressionless.

Victor checked various parts of the room, and finally, after checking the hallway, he locked the door.

"It’s fine. There’s no one around."

Jolth nodded to Victor and looked at Ronios and Cremola. Then he stood up.

"Please have a seat, Ronios-sama, Cremola-sama."

"You seem to be in quite a bad mood, Jolth-sama?"

Ronios spoke, her tone much more casual than before.

At those words, Jolth’s face twisted.

"Please spare me the ‘-sama.’ It shortens my lifespan. I might actually die."

"Then I suppose I have committed the crime of attempted murder. But that can’t be, can it? We were on equal footing a few years ago."

Ronios said this with a laugh.

Then Ronios swept her bangs, which had been covering her eyes, back with her hand and tied them behind her head before sitting down in a chair. She elegantly crossed her legs and leaned back against the chair with her arms crossed.

And the maid, Cremola, also sat down in a chair and began to drink tea. However, she did not prepare any for anyone else, only for herself.

Jolth suppressed a sigh and sat down, looking at Ronios.

"What is someone from the Foundation doing here?"

"The same could be said for you, couldn't it? Though the prefix ‘former’ is attached to you. The head of your family is still trying to get you back, you know?"

"I have no intention of returning. I want to live as I please."

"I agree with that. I would like to talk about such things, but more importantly, you seem to have something you want to say to me, don’t you? For old times’ sake. I shall listen."

(Good grief, my clan meeting is only just getting started…)

Looking at the smiling Ronios, Jolth felt dejected, but he endured it and decided to talk.



		
			Chapter 325

			Interlude: The Clan Meeting

			The high-class hotel "Camelot" in the Royal Capital.

In the banquet hall on its tenth floor were four people. Ronios and Cremola of the Gemini Foundation, and though he was a former member, Jolth of the Leo Foundation and his aide, Victor.

Jolth wanted to avoid contact with Foundation members as much as possible, but this time was different. Ronios was messing with Hayato.

He owed Hayato a debt.

He might have been the only one who felt that way, but a debt was still a debt. For his own convenience, he had brought an envoy from Scorpion to Hayato. He did it despite knowing it would certainly cause trouble, whatever the reason may have been.

He had simply compared the risks and decided that refusing the Foundation's request would be worse. Besides, if he had not done it, someone else would have. Therefore, he had acted thinking that he, who might be able to protect Hayato, should be the one to do it.

In the end, Hayato had not needed Jolth's help, leaving only the debt behind. This time, he had decided to speak with Ronios to resolve Hayato's problem.

Jolth turned his gaze to Ronios.

"What are you doing, starting this game?"

"Curiosity. I was interested in the technology here, so I gave it a try. It's incredible, isn't it. It's just like reality."

Ronios said this with a joyful expression, opening and closing her right hand as she looked at it.

Jolth shifted his gaze to Cremola.

"You too, Cremola-sama?"

"I'm just keeping her company. But this place is nice. You can do things you can't do in reality."

As Cremola said this, she took out a large amount of sweets and began to eat.

"The best part is that no one gets mad at me for doing this."

Cremola continued to eat the sweets she had produced, her face expressionless.

Realizing he only needed to persuade Ronios, Jolth returned his gaze to her.

"I understand why you started the game. But what are you doing now? For that matter, aren't you the leader of Shooting Star?"

"Didn't you just figure it out? We pretend to have a master so we can move freely. The leader is a figurehead, but he handles all the tedious stuff. He does command the other members, so it's not entirely inaccurate to call him a leader."

Jolth had thought as much, but that was irrelevant. What he really wanted to know was the answer to his first question.

"I understand the situation. In that case, what is your reason for targeting Hayato?"

"Oh my, you look so serious."

"My apologies, I was born with this face. Now, what is your reason?"

"I can only say it's because he seems interesting."

"...That's your reason?"

"Do you need a better one? Would you be satisfied if I said I was forced to do it because my lover was taken hostage?"

"No. I just thought it was a more boring reason than I expected."

When Jolth said that, Ronios burst out laughing.

"You're incredible, Jolth. Those words hit home. It certainly is a boring reason. I need to come up with something more interesting."

"Indeed. So, what's the real reason?"

Ronios showed a look of surprise at his words, but it quickly turned into a smirk.

"I think it's even more boring than the last one. I don't have to tell you, but shall I? But wait a moment. Cremola, some tea for me too."

Cremola, with a reluctant look on her face, placed a cup of tea in front of Ronios.

Ronios took a single sip before looking at Jolth.

"I wanted to test my own strength."

"Test your strength...?"

"Since we were children, we've been made to learn more knowledge and skills than ordinary people. I don't dislike it, but do we ever get to use that knowledge and skill?"

"Use our knowledge and skill, you ask?"

As someone who was once of Foundation blood, Jolth had also been hammered with all sorts of things. But as for using them in the real world, not so much.

The main reason for learning such things was to avoid being outmaneuvered by others in dealings between the Foundations.

Those outside the Foundation bloodlines were considerate, and even if you lacked knowledge, you would never be laughed at for it. That was because of the fear of what might be done to them if they did.

"Sometimes people hide their Foundation identity to start a company, but you'd have to be a fool to think they don't get found out, wouldn't you? And once you're found out, you get special treatment. With or without knowledge and skills, you can do whatever you want. And you never fail. Because everyone around you will work themselves to death to make sure of it."

"Well, that's true."

"This virtual reality is the perfect place to test my own abilities. In reality, the title of Foundation blood is always attached to you. This world, where that's gone, means you have only your own strength to rely on."

Jolth could understand that feeling.

Part of his reason for leaving was his dislike of the succession disputes with his siblings, but it was also true that he had wanted to see if he could survive on his own strength.

However, that was the indulgence of the 'haves'. Even if you said you would live by your own strength, you already had enough money to live a life of leisure. You were merely playing in a safe place.

In the first place, the knowledge and skills were given to him as a member of a Foundation bloodline. The idea of 'one's own strength' was a delusion.

That was something Jolth had realized after leaving the Foundation, so he decided not to say anything on the matter, figuring she wouldn't understand even if he pointed it out.

But there was something he wanted to say.

"I understand how you feel. But that doesn't justify messing with Hayato."

"Let's not rush to conclusions. We can talk slowly. I'm actually starved for conversation. No one will talk to me in the real world. It's quite a problem."

I don't particularly want to talk to you either, Jolth thought, but he kept it to himself.

Ronios took a sip of her tea with an elegant motion, then turned her gaze to Jolth.

"The first thing that made me want to get involved with Hayato was Ney of Libra."

"Ney-sama?"

"You must know, right? The clan Hayato was in, Kokuryu. Its leader, Ney, is of the Libra Foundation's bloodline and its next head. And she's an investor in this virtual reality."

Jolth affirmed with a nod. He hadn't confirmed it, but he had been almost certain it was true.

"You may not know Ney well, Jolth, but she is quite the fool. You could say her head is in the clouds."

"Please stop, you're shortening my lifespan. It's true I don't know her well, but isn't that going too far?"

"It's not far enough. To the point where I wonder what the current head of Libra is teaching her. It's nice that she has a sense of justice as a member of Libra's bloodline, but she's such a child she seems to think there are no bad people in the world. Everyone in the Foundations thought the next head of Libra would be a failure. But..."

Ronios cut herself off there. Then she closed her eyes, a smile playing on her lips.

Jolth thought it was a rare sight, but things wouldn't progress if he stayed silent, so he prompted her.

"But what?"

Ronios slowly opened her eyes.

"Opinions changed at the last Council meeting."

"At the Council meeting...? I've heard a little about it, but it was secondhand, so I don't know the details. What happened?"

"Ney brought Scorpion to its knees. I still don't know what trick she used, but she picked a fight with a Foundation to protect something important to her. And she won. I've never been so surprised in my life."

Perhaps recalling that moment, Ronios was smiling the entire time she spoke.

And Jolth was surprised.

He knew the story of Libra making Scorpion yield, but he hadn't known Ney herself had done it.

"And the cold look in Ney's eyes for just a moment. It was as if she was saying she'd crush them if they didn't back down. Even for me, a complete third party, it took my breath away for a second. My assessment of Ney changed 180 degrees. It made me wonder if she had been fooling us all along. Can a person who isn't even the head of a Foundation not just meddle with another Foundation, but actually pick a fight with one?"

"It's almost impossible. Doing so would upset the balance of the Foundations."

"Right? Scorpion made the first move, but that's because they didn't know Ney was involved. But Ney did it knowing her opponent was Scorpion. Normally, it's something you'd do more secretly, but from what I saw of the exchange, she must have done something serious right then and there. Every Foundation is looking into what happened at that time. Scorpion is keeping quiet, so we still don't know what she did."

Ronios drank her tea again, then recrossed her legs.

"I have a feeling the reason for Ney's change, or rather, the reason she showed her true nature, has something to do with Hayato."

"Hayato?"

"It's just speculation. However, Ney has been providing Hayato with various conveniences, even in reality. She seems to have had Hayato transported to the Hospital colony right after the Clan War event ended, and she apparently visits the cafe Hayato runs frequently... hmm?"

Ronios trailed off, lost in thought.

Not again, Jolth thought. This was probably one of her conversational tactics to pique his interest, but having the conversation interrupted every time was a pain.

"What is it?"

"Ah, my apologies. Something just occurred to me as I was talking. Scorpion didn't know Ney was involved, yet they somehow contacted Hayato. That's the one part I don't understand. Seeing how Scorpion tried to raise the issue of a business suspension at the Council, they almost certainly didn't know Ney was involved... Do you know anything, Jolth?"

He had his suspicions. He speculated that Hayato had some kind of connection to this virtual reality. But that was the same as knowing nothing at all.

"No, I don't. I was also wondering why a Foundation member would go to see Hayato."

"You don't know either. Perhaps they were trying to talk to the top-ranked players of the Clan War. The prize money is transferred, but I heard they met this world's God before that. You met him too, didn't you?"

"Yes, well. I didn't see him, though. It was just a voice. I was asked a lot of questions, but I got the prize money without any problems. More importantly, talking about someone's real life in a virtual reality is..."

She had mentioned Hayato running a cafe. Even for a Foundation member, manners and morals were necessary.

"You wouldn't misuse the information. Nor would Victor, of course. Cremola and I are Foundation members, so we can't be blamed."

"Ney-sama is the investor in this virtual reality, you know? Won't the conversation logs be saved?"

"I just called Ney a fool a moment ago, but nothing happened, right? She probably can't access the conversation data either. They say the structure of this virtual reality is a black box that's still being analyzed, true or not. They hold regular events, so I think it's a lie, but well, if we get caught, we'll deal with it then."

So much information was coming out that Jolth was getting a little confused.

He organized his thoughts before speaking.

"I mostly understand the situation. Hayato is involved in Ney-sama's change, or her showing her true nature. That's why you messed with him, is that right?"

"Exactly. But that's not all."

"There's more?"

"I said earlier that it seemed interesting, and that's not wrong either. All things considered, Hayato is extremely interesting. And he's competent. So much so that I'd like to scout him for the Foundation."

For the umpteenth time that day, Jolth nearly cried out in surprise.

Scouting for the Foundation meant a change in class. He was talking about raising Hayato, who ran a cafe, likely from the working class, to a higher class. While class demotions happened, promotions were almost unheard of. It wasn't without precedent, but you could count the instances on two hands.

But there was something he found strange. Being competent in a virtual reality was not the same as being competent in the real world.

"Hayato is competent?"

"Is that strange?"

"Yes, well. Hayato is certainly a competent production player, but I think that's a separate issue from wanting to scout him in the real world."

"Of course. I wouldn't scout someone in reality just because they're a competent production player in a virtual reality. Are you making fun of me?"

"I'm not doing something that would get me sent to a dead end. I just felt a slight disconnect with you calling Hayato competent."

Jolth liked Hayato. He wanted to be his friend in the real world, but that wasn't because he was competent. It was for a combination of reasons, from their past interactions to Hayato's personality.

He didn't understand Ronios's intention in calling Hayato competent.

"I see. Then what kind of person would you call competent?"

"The definition of a competent person, you mean?"

"That's right."

"My image of a competent person is someone who specializes in a field. I also feel that people who think quickly are competent. In that sense, I don't think Hayato is quite there."

"Well, that's about right. But my idea of a competent person is different."

"Then what kind of person do you consider competent?"

"I believe the people who can manage those competent people Jolth mentioned are the truly competent ones. No matter how fast you think, there's a limit to what one person can do alone."

"And that's Hayato?"

Ronios smirked and then nodded.

"I tried approaching him the other day. Hayato isn't particularly attractive, nor is he strong. And he was about to accept our demands, probably because he thought it would cause trouble for his shop. To be blunt, he's a coward."

"That's a harsh assessment, but you seem to be enjoying saying it."

"I like the unexpected. Hayato is no great figure, but the NPCs with him tried desperately to protect him. I ended up fighting four of them. The first two were ace tamers, and the two who came later were experts in melee and ranged combat. Even if they're NPCs, for such people to try and protect Hayato. It's different from being able to 'manage' them, but in effect, it's as if they're lending him a hand. By my definition, that's competent."

"But they're NPCs, aren't they? If you meet certain conditions, won't they always help you?"

NPCs were, in the end, just programs. It wouldn't be strange if they were coded with some kind of priority program. That was Jolth's thinking.

"I don't know what kind of AI the NPCs are equipped with, but it's close to human thought, isn't it? It wouldn't be strange to say there are people inside them. Besides, even if it's just the actions of a program, do you have any NPCs who would help you when you're in a pinch, Jolth?"

"I don't have any NPCs. In the real world, I believe Victor would help me, though."

Hearing that, Victor looked a bit embarrassed, but considering he had followed Jolth after he left the Foundation, it was safe to say he would undoubtedly help him.

"You and Victor seem to have a good relationship. But even for you, Jolth, it's only one person, right? And zero NPCs. I have some NPCs I've gotten friendly with, but it feels more like a business relationship than companionship. They wouldn't throw themselves in front of me to protect me. Since I don't know how he does it, I think Hayato is extremely interesting, and competent."

"When you put it that way, I suppose so."

"And in reality, Ney is lending him a hand. She's not using the Foundation's power to provide him with conveniences, but would a Foundation member really visit a small cafe in a colony over and over again?"

Jolth grunted.

Ronios was saying that Hayato, who had NPCs with near-human thought patterns helping him, was competent. If Hayato himself heard it, he would probably deny it, but there was no denying that was the result.

That was in the virtual reality, but if a Foundation member like Ney was doing various things for Hayato in the real world as well, then Jolth decided she wasn't entirely wrong.

"I understand what you mean by Hayato being a competent person, Ronios-sama."

"I'm glad to hear that."

"However, I think harassing someone and then asking them to be your ally is wrong. How could you possibly think that would work?"

"I never said I wanted him as an ally, did I?"

"...What?"

"As I said at the beginning, I want to test my own strength. I've chosen Hayato as my opponent for that. I don't want a competent person to be my ally, I want him to be my enemy."

"You're meddling with him for such a reason...?"

"That's why I said it was a boring reason, didn't I? But you know, it's important to me."

"That's just too selfish."

"Is there such a thing as a selfless person? Everyone is selfish to a greater or lesser extent."

"You're missing the point. I'm talking about the degree of selfishness. It's clearly too much. You're not only affecting yourself but dragging others into it."

"Is that wrong? Well, I won't ask you to understand. I only answered because you asked for my reason. Besides, I'm in a position where I can live such a selfish life. If you have a complaint, you can tell it to the god who gave me such power. Though I think it's useless to say anything to a god who did nothing even when humanity was on the brink of extinction."

Jolth let out a sigh he had been holding back.

This was why he didn't want to meet Foundation members. They understood their power and position, and they pushed their selfish desires on others.

They were cautious about things that could affect the Foundations, but for everything else, they didn't care about others. The only thing equal was that each life was one, but the circumstances surrounding that life were so different.

As someone who had benefited from it, he couldn't say it was unfair, but such a wide gap was quite distorted.

Jolth thought that, but it didn't mean he could just nod and agree.

"In that case, I have a request."

"As thanks for putting up with my conversation, I shall hear it."

"This is too pitiful for Hayato. He's being forced to play along with your one-sided game."

"You brought Scorpion's envoy to Hayato, didn't you. Was that not pitiful?"

"That puts me in a tough spot. That's why I'm trying to repay that debt, even if just a little, by making this request now."

"So it's an act of apology rather than friendship. Well, fine. What is your request?"

"Why not make me your opponent? I think I'm more competent than Hayato."

It was no longer possible to stop Ronios. So he would have to redirect her aggression so as not to trouble Hayato.

With that in mind, Jolth made his proposal.

Ronios, as well as Cremola and Victor who were present, were momentarily stunned, but only Ronios clutched her stomach and burst out laughing.

Even in that situation, Jolth stared at Ronios with a serious face.

Finally catching her breath, Ronios turned her smiling gaze to Jolth.

"My, it's been a long time since I laughed so hard I couldn't breathe. Isn't this attempted murder? But I see. You're saying that since you're more competent than Hayato, you'll be my opponent."

"Yes, that's right."

"I refuse. There are many reasons, but we can't have PvP battles between players."

"Then we can compete in something other than PvP."

"I said I want to test my own strength, didn't I? I want to fight with the martial arts and rapier skills I learned for nothing. Besides, I lost when I messed with him before. I want a rematch."

"Me too. I want to get back at that maid."

Cremola, who had been silently eating sweets, spoke up.

Jolth grew weary as the number of people he had to persuade increased.

"Then you should just tell Hayato the situation and ask for a mock battle with his NPCs. You don't have to harass him by buying the lot next to his base."

"I want to fight Hayato and his team when they're serious. If I make such a request, there's a high chance they'll think it's okay to lose. I want them to come at me with everything they've got."

"Then at least give Hayato an advantage. And Ronios-sama, you should take on a risk."

"An advantage for Hayato I understand, but a risk for me?"

"Whether you win or lose against Hayato, you achieve your goal. And even if you lose, it's no skin off your back. You're making your opponent go all out, but you think you can fight seriously without any risk yourself?"

"I see. Now that you mention it, that's true. Then what kind of risk should I have?"

"If you lose, leave the Foundation."

Jolth told Ronios to become not just the next head of the Foundation, but not even a member of the bloodline. In other words, he was telling her to be in the same position as himself.

Once again, everyone was stunned. But Ronios quickly laughed.

"Such a worn-out negotiation tactic is meaningless. You're making an impossible demand first, intending to have me grant a lighter one instead, aren't you? What's your real request?"

"No, that is my real request. I'm completely serious. If you can't do it, it means you don't think you can win. If you think you'll lose even if you go all out, then the fight is meaningless. The moment you don't take on a risk, you've already lost from the start."

"Nice. Is this a strategy to anger me and change my target? But that's meaningless too. You and I have had similar educations. When it comes to negotiations, we both know each other's hands, don't we? Besides, I said I would listen to your request, Jolth. I never said I would grant it, did I?"

Jolth muttered inwardly, So it's no good.

Just as he was wondering what to do next, Ronios laughed.

"It seems my judgment was not mistaken after all."

"What are you talking about?"

"About Hayato. To think you would go this far to defend him, Jolth. That in itself is proof of Hayato's competence. The reasons may be different for each person, but everyone tries to help Hayato. I really want him as a subordinate... right, as for Hayato's advantage, how about raising his class?"

"Are you serious?"

"The procedures are a pain, but it's not impossible. However, according to my investigation, Hayato might not want that. He seems to cherish the cafe in the Factory, and it doesn't seem like he wants to run a cafe on Earth."

Her actions bordered on stalking, but for a Foundation member, it couldn't be helped. Besides, Jolth himself often did a lot of investigating, though not to that extent, so he couldn't criticize her too harshly.

And he judged that it was no longer possible to stop Ronios or change her target. In that case, he should try to get as much of an advantage for Hayato as possible.

"About Hayato's advantage, how about you grant him one wish, anything he wants? Within reason, of course, but you should be able to do most things."

"I see. I suppose I should do at least that much. Since I'm making him go along with this."

It wasn't a matter of it being okay to do anything as long as she gave him a reward later, but at the very least, if she didn't do this, he wouldn't be able to face Hayato.

"However, there's a condition."

"A condition?"

"A condition not for Hayato, but for you, Jolth. You are not to tell Hayato or Ney what we discussed here until the fight is over. That includes our true identities, of course. If Hayato finds out before the fight is over, consider the promise to grant his wish null and void."

"I understand, but will you really go that far for a game? I heard your reason, but I don't understand it at all."

"I told you, didn't I? That I wouldn't ask you to understand. But, well, to put it another way, I don't have the courage."

"What are you talking about? No courage?"

"I can't just leave the Foundation like you, Jolth, nor can I pick a fight with another Foundation like Ney. But the desire to test my strength is stronger than anyone's. If things go on like this, I feel like I might do something terrible in the near future."

"Something terrible...?"

"I don't have a death wish. I just have a feeling that one day I'll do something I wouldn't normally even consider. Something that could lead to an all-out war between the Foundations. Well, I probably won't be able to do that either, and one day I'll just break."

As Ronios said this, she smiled fleetingly.

Even though she was a Foundation member, she was still a woman in her twenties. Jolth figured she must have her own issues. He himself had run away because he couldn't stand that kind of thing. He wouldn't say he completely understood, but he could sympathize.

To put it crudely, she wanted to blow off steam in a game. But her way of doing it was just like a Foundation member, and it was unbearable for those who had to deal with it.

Jolth apologized to Hayato in his heart.

"I understand. I give up on persuading you. Also, if I'm good enough, I can be someone you can talk to. So if you feel like you're about to do something, please contact me. I'll stop you."

"Thank you for that. I'll count on you then. Now then..."

Just as Ronios was about to speak, a system voice echoed around them.

"The seal on Shuten Doji on Onigashima has been broken. An invasion of the Eastern Country has begun. Please proceed to repel them. The time until resealing is approximately one week. I repeat..."

It was a world announcement, like the ones during the Stampede events.

"The Eastern Country...?"

It was the first time Jolth had heard such an announcement, but one thing came to mind.

And Ronios, who had been smiling fleetingly, was now smiling as if that had been a lie.

"Hayato probably did it. What perfect timing. This must be God telling me to fight Hayato."

"I don't know how you came to that conclusion, but he's not."

"You think so? We were talking about Hayato, and then Hayato breaks some seal. I thought it was a sign that I should break my own seal and get serious."

"You should see a doctor. How about you check into the Hospital for a while? I hear there are two master physicians there."

When Jolth said that with a look of disgust, Ronios laughed.

"You're the only one who can say something like that to me. My, today is fun. It's been a long time since I've felt this happy. In that case, maybe I'll go to the Eastern Country too. If the timing is right, I might be able to anger Hayato and his friends in just the right way."

"What are you planning to do? Surely you're not going to the cafe Hayato is running to..."

"I won't harass him in reality. I'll only do it in the game. The details are a secret, but I'm sure Hayato and the NPCs will be angry. Oh, and as I've said many times, don't tell Hayato and the others what we talked about here. If you do that, the balance between the Foundations might collapse, you know?"

(...She got me. That's her check on me.)

She had pinned him down with a statement that might or might not be true. For Jolth, who tried to minimize risks as much as possible, it was enough to immobilize him.

In the worst-case scenario, he could have told everyone everything and ended it all, but now that option was gone.

Was the face that had bared its heart and smiled fleetingly real or fake? As long as he didn't know, he had to act as if it were real. The risk was too great otherwise.

Though he had already left the Foundation, if the Foundations fell into chaos, it would affect many people. Even if he thought she wouldn't do it, if she showed the possibility that she might, Jolth had no choice but to follow Ronios's condition.

As if seeing through his thoughts, Ronios stared at Jolth with a slightly displeased expression.

"Jolth, that part of you is... no, that's fine. I can't talk about others either."

"What is it?"

"It's nothing. So, you understand?"

"I understand, but I don't agree. But I won't say anything. However, I have your word on Hayato's reward."

"I know. I'll do anything for him, as long as it's within my power. Now then, shall we head to the Eastern Country? Cremola, let's go."

"Mm."

Cremola said only that, stood up, and left the room with Ronios.

When their footsteps could no longer be heard, Jolth sagged. He was so tired he didn't think he could stand for a while.

Seeing Jolth like that, Victor looked at him sympathetically.

"Are you okay?"

"Do I look okay?"

"No, not at all. But we have to hurry, right?"

At Victor's words, Jolth smirked.

"As expected of my aide."

"There was no promise not to help Hayato. You were steering the conversation that way, weren't you? As long as we don't say anything about what was discussed here, we can do whatever we want."

"I was in a tight spot when she told me not to say anything, but I'm glad she didn't say not to interfere."

"She might have already factored that in, though."

"That's the thing. And she might be thinking she wants to get involved with Hayato and confront Ney-sama. Is that woman a masochist?"

"Don't ask me about that stuff. Come on, let's go. We're going to help Hayato and his friends, right?"

"I don't know if we can. But it seems a large-scale battle has conveniently started, so we can make up any excuse. Let's interfere as much as possible. But I wonder what she's planning to do."

"Something that will definitely anger Hayato and his friends. It seems she won't do anything in reality, and the shop in the game is probably out of the question... maybe take someone hostage?"

"Hayato maybe, but can she take the other members hostage?"

"When you put it that way, it seems unlikely... I feel like it would be faster to just fight it out than to be harassed endlessly. She would be satisfied with that, right?"

"True. It's also difficult to decide how much to help Hayato. Well, whatever. First, let's go to the Eastern Country. Still, what a fun-sounding event, Shuten Doji. I'm not happy about it at all."

Jolth said that, then told the Bandit Clan members to prepare to go to the Eastern Country, and left the room with Victor.



		
			Chapter 326

			Interlude: Master and Follower

			In her laboratory, Maris Sola stared at the email that had arrived for her.

It stated that she had been selected as a test player for the "Another Frontier Project." It also mentioned that she could experience a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world.

Normally, there would be no need to hesitate. This was no time to be playing in a virtual reality.

However, by participating, she would receive a large sum of money. Money to protect animals from extinction. The email also stated that several animals could be preserved through Cold Sleep.

Everything cost money. Since humans were prioritized over animals, the organization Maris belonged to received little funding. If she participated, she could obtain nearly twenty years' worth of funds at once. Furthermore, while participating, she could also receive regular payments as a reward for test playing.

There was another condition to receive the money. She had to provide the content of her research.

It was only a theory, and her paper had been ignored when she published it, but perhaps someone had seen its future potential.

The thought made her happy, but being a virtual reality test player and providing her research content were a set. It was only natural to think something was amiss.

There was also the possibility that the email was from a different organization than the one Maris belonged to.

Their content was the opposite, but they had announced something similar. They had sent this email to steal her research. She couldn't shake off that suspicion.

(We're both working to protect animals, so it would be great if we could work together. I thought we could back then... but it's impossible. I can't agree with their policy.)

Maris's organization was established to protect all animals. Maris had fallen in love with animals as a child after seeing a video of a frolicking kitten. She had taken up the rare profession of a veterinarian and had been energetically active, conducting much research for the sake of animals.

The other organization's goal of protecting animals from extinction was the same, but it was unacceptable to Maris.

Because they selected which animals to protect.

They judged whether an animal was useful to humans or not, and then separated the animals to be protected from extinction from those that would not be.

It wasn't that they were simply abandoned. It was after training them to survive in the wild, but it was still abandonment.

To Maris, it was an unforgivable act, but she also thought it was realistic. Protecting all animals was the ideal, but for financial reasons, it was clearly impossible.

(I'm sure it was a difficult decision for them too. What we're doing is the ideal, but there's a high probability that in trying to protect all animals, we'll end up not being able to protect any of them. Considering that, the act of choosing which animals to protect and ensuring the survival of only a select few isn't wrong. But...)

Her head understood, but her heart could not accept it. If there was an animal in front of her asking for help, she wanted to save it without thinking about whether it was useful to humans or not. And if she saved it once, she wanted to take care of it until the end.

She had been told it was self-righteousness. That even if she saved that one, she couldn't save them all. Every time she was told that, Maris would retort, "I'm not smart enough to act based on good or evil."

Maris just wanted to save the animal in front of her. She never thought she could save them all from the beginning. That was just arrogance. Because she knew that, she just wanted to save the animal in front of her.

After much thought, Maris's mind was made up.

(Even if I can't save them all, as long as I have the funds, we can manage for a while. My role is to leave a little hope for the future. My research won't progress any further anyway, so it's fine to provide it. I'll just sell it off.)

Thinking that, Maris replied to the email she had received.

After several exchanges, it was confirmed that it wasn't a scam and she had truly been chosen as a virtual reality test player. And Maris was able to have almost all her requests met.

She was able to get one pair of each animal her organization was protecting onto the spaceship Aphrodite, where Cold Sleep was possible. The other party paid for all the expenses.

They were so generous it made her wonder what kind of wealthy person had planned this project. She also arranged for all the money she received to be donated to her organization.

When she told her colleagues at the organization about it, they were worried it was too good to be true. She had promised not to explain the details, so she dodged their questions while entrusting the remaining animals to the organization.

She would be bound as a test player for several years. For a while, Maris would not be able to do her animal protection work.

That was not a problem. She couldn't work, but she would get money. In fact, that was more welcome. While she was test playing, Maris would receive a salary, which would also be donated to the organization.

She would have less contact with animals, but if it meant leaving hope for the future, it was not a problem. With that, Maris boarded the spaceship.

After various contract procedures, Maris entered a pod on the spaceship.

Her first login to the virtual reality surpassed Maris's imagination.

It was a place that would not feel out of place if she were told it was reality. It was to the point where she thought she might have been taken somewhere else after falling asleep in the pod.

As Maris looked around, an old man approached her.

He was a man wearing a black coat and a black brimmed hat. Although it was a virtual reality, from the wrinkles on his face, he looked to be around eighty. The hair peeking out from his hat was pure white, and he wore black-rimmed glasses.

The old man smiled at Maris, took off his hat with his right hand, and spoke.

"You must be Maris-kun?"

"Ah, yes. And you are...?"

"Would you understand if I said I was the one who called you here?"

"Eh, ah! Th, thank you for everything!"

Maris bowed as she expressed her gratitude.

She was not thanking him for inviting her to the virtual reality, but for providing the funds.

"You're thanking me for the funds, aren't you? Please raise your head. It is I who should be thanking you."

"Um...?"

Maris slowly raised her head.

She had no memory of doing anything to be thanked for. As she wondered about it, the old man gave Maris a gentle smile.

"It's your research. It was an interesting approach. Of course, it's been studied many times before, but you were probably the first to shape it to that extent. If you had the research funds and specialized researchers, I'm sure it would have gone well."

"Uh, um, thank you...?"

She was probably being praised. She thanked him thinking that, but it was so sudden that Maris was a little confused.

Seeing her state, the smiling old man produced a pendant from thin air.

"We're giving a special item to everyone who comes to this virtual reality, but as a token of my gratitude, I wanted to give it to you personally, Maris-kun."

Though she didn't fully understand, Maris accepted it.

Looking closely at the pendant, she saw a stylized drawing of a snake.

"The name of this pendant is Melampus."

"Eh? Isn't that..."

"Yes. The name of the prophet from mythology who understands the language of animals. And it's also the name of your research topic."

Maris had been researching how to communicate with animals.

It was one-way communication. It was research to understand what animals were thinking. It wasn't about judging from their cries, but about reading electrical signals from their brainwaves and translating them by comparing them with their actual behavior.

Of course, they didn't have complex thoughts like humans, so even if it were possible, it would be broken speech, but she had been researching it because it would be helpful as a veterinarian.

However, she had already stopped that research. She didn't have the funds to continue it. Besides, she needed more specialized researchers for the study of animal brains. It was better to use that money to help animals more directly.

She just hoped that it would be researched again someday on an Earth with restored resources. There were research results she hadn't published, but she was selling them off as a condition for receiving the funds.

"I was inspired by it when creating this virtual reality. I wanted to thank you for that."

"Is that so. I'm glad if I was of any help. And I'm happy if I was able to contribute, even just a little, to such a wonderful virtual reality."

"I'm glad to hear you say that. I hope you enjoy this virtual reality."

"Yes... but I don't really play games, so I don't know what I should do."

"Then how about trying to be a Tamer?"

"A Tamer?"

"It's someone who uses animals to fight monsters. There's something called the Taming Skill, and if you use it on animals or monsters, they'll become your companions. There are many animals and monsters in this virtual reality, so I think it would be perfect for you, Maris-kun."

"That sounds interesting!"

Even if it was a virtual reality, if she could play with animals, there was no reason not to. In reality, she had been protecting them, but she had rarely played with them. At most, it was just walks for exercise.

"Also, the Melampus I just gave you has a special effect. You can understand the words of the animals you make your pets. Though most of the animals here are AIs."

"That's fine with me! I've always admired that kind of thing, which is why I was researching it!"

"Is that so. Then you should try making various animals your pets. It's impossible to make a monster like a dragon your pet from the start, so if you raise your Taming Skill with cats and such, you'll eventually be able to make something big your pet."

"Cats, huh. I've always wanted to have one. And I've always wanted to run around with one."

"Though it's a virtual reality, you can make that dream come true here. By all means, please do."

"You're right. Since I have the chance, I'll try doing all sorts of things I've wanted to do. Thank you for everything, including this pendant."

"Don't worry about it. Well then, if fate allows, we shall meet again."

The old man gave Maris a slight bow, then put on the hat in his right hand. Then he smiled, and turned into particles of light and disappeared.

Just as the old man had said, Maris immediately looked around, intending to try taming a cat.

A year passed.

Maris had gotten used to this virtual reality and was now enjoying this world with her many pets.

There were no problems in the real world either. She couldn't leave the spaceship, but she could communicate, so she had exchanged messages with her organization several times. They said that thanks to Maris, the number of animals they could protect had increased.

As always, Earth's resources continued to dwindle, and there was no hope there, but even so, fighting until the end was Maris's creed, and also the philosophy of the organization she belonged to.

Just as she was wondering what to do today, the calico cat at her feet tapped her leg with its tail.

"Food."

"Ah, is it that time already?"

Siegfried, the calico cat Maris had first met in this world, spoke. To others, it would only sound like a "nya," but Maris heard it as words.

Siegfried was a name Maris had put all her effort into. She had spent about three days thinking of a cool name for him. When she first named him, he had said, "No, sense," but now he seemed to like it.

Normally, there was no need to keep a cat that wasn't a fighting force as a pet, but Maris couldn't part with her pets. She knew this was a virtual reality and there was a limit to the number of pets she could own, but she didn't want to be separated from them.

Besides, from Maris's perspective, Siegfried didn't seem ordinary.

Maris, who had interacted with animals in the real world, could tell. His usual gestures and actions didn't seem like those of an AI. His movements were just like a cat's, a clear cut above the other animals. And his whimsical nature was also very cat-like.

(I wonder who programmed him? I don't think it would be possible unless they knew animals well...)

For fantastical animals from a fantasy world, it would be possible to create them from imagination since no one knew what they were like. But dogs and cats existed in reality. Few people had seen them directly, but many old videos of them were in circulation.

Considering that, it wasn't impossible to create them, but videos were just videos. Maris's opinion was that without actual contact, it was impossible to create an AI that behaved so much like the real thing.

(Maybe someone from the other organization is helping... They lend out animals for money.)

The organization with conflicting ideas selected animals based on whether they were useful to humans. Animals not useful to humans were returned to the wild. By doing so, they conserved their limited funds.

And to make people think animals were useful, they lent them out for various purposes and earned money.

She didn't know what the right answer was, but she thought she wouldn't find it in her lifetime. Not in ten or twenty years, but possibly not even in a hundred years. If things went badly, humans might go extinct before then.

(I can't say that's right, but I can't say it's wrong either. Maybe the very idea of us humans protecting animals is wrong, and animals would be able to live more freely if humans went extinct. Maybe the biggest threat to animals is humans.)

When such dark thoughts crossed her mind, Maris's feet naturally stopped.

It always popped into her head, and she would think about it, but she could never find an answer. Maris had repeated this process many times. Since entering this virtual reality, the frequency had increased.

Since entering this virtual reality, she no longer had to go to Earth's danger zones to search for animals. She occasionally logged out to check the health of the animals in Cold Sleep on the spaceship, but other than that, she was almost always here.

For Maris, virtual reality was a way to kill time. Maris wasn't the type to play games, and she spent every day wondering what she should do. Basically, she just went out to safe places with her tamed animals to play, with no particular purpose.

However, she couldn't complain if she could get real money by doing various test plays here. Her monthly income was three times what it used to be, and it was all being donated to her organization. If she complained about this, she'd be punished.

Still, with more free time than before, the frequency of questions popping into her head increased. And when she started thinking, she couldn't move for a while.

Siegfried, who had been walking a little ahead, came back and hit Maris's leg with his tail as he turned around.

"Food, hurry."

"Ah, sorry... Hey, Sieg. Do you like humans?"

She knew he was an AI, but Maris still asked Siegfried.

Sieg tilted his head, then hit Maris's leg with his tail again.

"Like."

"Really? I'm happy if you think so."

"Gives, food."

"Ah, so it's on that level...? Well, I guess that's fine."

"But, humans, weird. Maris, more, weird."

"Huh? Is Melampus broken? You didn't just call me weird, did you, Sieg?"

Maris shook and tapped the Melampus hanging around her neck.

Siegfried, watching her, attacked again with his tail.

"Very, said."

"Oh, I see. But, well, from a cat's perspective, I might be weird."

"So, I'm teaching."

"Teaching? What?"

"Fun, things. Food. Play. Sun, on me. Sleep. Sometimes, dog, tease. Copy, do, good. Weird, but, okay. Can be, happy."

Maris laughed as Siegfried said that proudly.

"I see. So what you usually do is teach me how to be happy?"

"Yep. Humans, should learn from, cats."

"I wish I could, but humans have a lot of things to deal with."

"Don't know. Also, humans, think, too much. Food, what, to eat, think, only, enough. Today, fish, please."

Maris burst out laughing at those words.

Siegfried was saying that humans think too much and that just thinking about what to eat is enough. It was impossible to only think about food, but she felt that thinking too much wasn't good was correct.

If thinking didn't lead to an answer, then there was no point in thinking. So she should just do what she felt in her heart. She just had to believe that was the right thing to do.

"Thank you, Sieg. Maybe I do think too much. I feel like I've been able to let go of a lot of things."

"Thanks, then, go, there. Saury, like."

"Ah, the diner run by the married couple. It's amazing that they met in a virtual reality and got married. And everyone else is doing realistic things like building houses and running businesses. Maybe I should try some kind of business too. How about cooking? I could make food for you and everyone else, Sieg."

"Maris, cooking, bad."

"Guh. Th, that's because my skill level is low. If I try my best, I can too!"

"Have hope. But, today, saury. Hurry."

With that, Siegfried left Maris and started walking.

"Alright, alright, let's go. At this rate, I don't know who the master is."

At those words, Sieg turned around and looked at Maris.

"Master, me. I teach, many things."

"Oh, is that so...? Well, I guess it's fine. Alright, then today I'll add Nekomanma to the saury!"

"Will follow, for life."

"You're so materialistic."

Maris laughed.

Sieg's idea of happiness was not that of a cat, but that of an AI. Perhaps it was the idea of the person who developed it, but Maris somehow felt that it was a good idea.

Time passed, and an event called the Clan War was about to begin.

Maris did not participate. It was a ten-on-ten team battle. She could fill the slots with her pets, but her pets were completely useless as a fighting force.

Besides, she didn't have any acquaintances to fight with. She had dealings with people in production skills who ran businesses, but she had no one she was deeply involved with.

Just as she was thinking of gathering ingredients to practice cooking today, a strong wind suddenly blew. And despite being in an open grassland, the sun was blocked.

When she looked up to see what was happening, a dragon was flying in the sky.

"Why is it here!?"

Monsters' areas of activity were more or less fixed, and unless they were being pursued after accumulating Hate Value, they wouldn't leave their habitats.

A dragon had appeared before her eyes, even though there were supposed to be only weak monsters in the grassland where Maris was. It would be unreasonable to tell her not to be surprised.

"Sieg! Let's run!"

It wouldn't be a problem if she was defeated, but there was no reason to be defeated for no reason, so she tried to run.

But Siegfried didn't seem particularly flustered and tapped Maris's leg with his tail.

"Look, close. That, is a pet."

"Eh?"

When Maris looked closely at the dragon, she saw a person riding on its back. It was a woman in a clown-like outfit, wearing a clown mask on the right half of her face. As if to show she had no intention of fighting, she had both hands raised.

When the dragon landed on the ground, the woman riding it dismounted with a light movement. Though only half her face was visible, she approached Maris with a smile. She kept both hands raised the whole time.

"Did I startle you?"

"I was a little surprised, but I'm okay. Um, do you need something from me?"

The woman glanced at Siegfried and smiled.

"Are you the Tamer around here who talks to cats?"

That alone made her seem a little eccentric, but Maris nodded, figuring it was undoubtedly about her.

"I'm actually looking for members to fight in the Clan War. I'm thinking of forming a clan of animal lovers, or Tamers. Would you like to join us?"

"Eh, ah, um..."

"Oh, I'm sorry. That was too sudden, wasn't it. I'm Surya White. Nice to meet you."

"I'm Maris Sola. Nice to meet you... Surya White-san...?"

"Maris Sola...?"

They both recognized each other's names.

There were famous people in this virtual reality.

Ivan Forcaro, the world champion of Virtual Gladiator. Veru Brandle, the actor. Cecil Arven, the world-class athlete. Rosalie Quentis, the world-renowned digital fashion designer. Xenobia Baylott, the world's number one fighting game player.

Even Maris, who wasn't very interested in anything other than animals, had heard of the people in this virtual reality. So she thought the name Surya White was the same, but she couldn't remember.

Similarly, Surya was tilting her head, but seeing that, Maris remembered.

There were only a limited number of people who would know her name. In other words, a colleague.

"Could you be Surya White from Artemis?"

Artemis was the name of an organization for protecting animals from extinction, a different organization from Noah, which Maris belonged to.

Surya was surprised and, like Maris, realized.

"Yes, that's right. And you're Maris Sola from Noah. I was careless. I had considered the possibility that someone from your organization was participating..."

The two fell silent.

It was a sudden meeting, and neither knew what to say. Their views on the treatment of animals were incompatible. But they also had parts where they acknowledged each other as fellow animal lovers.

In the awkward atmosphere, Siegfried tapped Maris's leg with his tail.

"Thinking, too much."

Maris was startled by those words and then spoke.

"Um, Surya-san, right? Did you tame that one?"

She said, looking at the dragon standing rigidly by Surya's side.

"Y, yes. I was able to tame it with the help of an acquaintance. I'm still training it, but it's pretty strong."

"Aren't dragons strong from the start...? What's its name?"

"...It's Garland. Right, I wanted to thank you for something."

"Thank me?"

Surya took off her clown mask. A mark like a claw scratch remained on her face.

Seeing that, Maris understood the meaning of her gratitude.

There had been an accident at Artemis where a tiger had attacked a person. Maris didn't know the details, but she had heard they were in the middle of some kind of research. The person who was attacked, Surya, had said it was absolutely not the tiger's fault, but that tiger was removed from the protection list.

As a policy of Artemis, they could not protect an animal that had harmed a person. The organization that took in that tiger was Maris's organization, Noah.

At that time, Surya had come to the organization's headquarters and bowed her head many times. That's what Maris had heard.

Maris had been in a danger zone, so she hadn't met her, but she heard the story later.

Noah was in a tighter financial situation than Artemis. Moreover, they were reluctant to take in an animal from an organization with incompatible ideas. But Maris, who had returned from the danger zone, had said they couldn't abandon an animal with nowhere to go and had almost forcibly taken it in.

Artemis hadn't expected them to take it in, but that changed things. They handed the tiger over to Noah with enough funds to take care of it for the time being.

Maris looked at Surya's dragon.

Its name was Garland.

The same name as the tiger they had taken in.

"That one... Garland is doing well. He got together with one of our tigers and had cubs."

"Really!? That's great..."

Maris could see that Surya was truly happy.

Their ideas were incompatible. Neither knew which was right. But there was no doubt that they both loved animals. That alone was enough to lower her guard.

"You really love Garland, don't you."

"Eh? Y, yes, well, I suppose so. I raised him since he was a baby."

"That's amazing. To be attacked by a tiger and have a scar on your face, I think that would be terrifying. But to not hate Garland, or animals, after that, I don't think a normal person could do that."

"Uh, um, thank you. But I think the same of you. You go to danger zones to look for wild animals, don't you? Normally, you'd leave that to experts, but to go with them, I don't think you'd have enough lives for that."

"Wild animals are often on edge. In those cases, I'm the expert."

"That's certainly true."

After that, the two talked about animals for a long time.

Normal people didn't have much contact with animals in reality. They ended up talking about real animals, something they couldn't easily do in virtual reality, until they were both satisfied.

The two got excited talking about animals for the first time in a while, but in the end, Maris did not join Surya's clan.

Maris didn't have any pets that could fight in the first place. Maris herself could fight to some extent, but she wasn't strong enough to win in PvP.

Though they didn't join the same clan, Maris and Surya started talking often.

They were reserved at first, but as they got used to each other, their true feelings gradually came out. Because of that, they often clashed.

"I keep telling you, funds are limited, so you have to limit which animals you protect!"

"Th, that's true, but... but if you say that, Garland wouldn't have been saved!"

"Guh. I, I'm truly grateful for that... b, but, that was my mistake. He's not a bad boy! He's a very good boy!"

"I know. He is a good boy. He's so gentle it's hard to believe he attacked you, Surya. And he's so smart, as if he understands words."

"Right!? They say animals can't understand human words, but he can!"

"They say they just recognize the tone of voice and don't understand the words, but they do, don't they!"

It wasn't that the closer they were, the more they fought, but the two would clash every time they met, and then somehow end up talking about animals. That's how it always ended.

Neither would change their assertions about animals. To a third party, they looked like they got along well, and even though they both thought of the other as a friend, they also thought the other probably didn't like them.

That strange relationship continued for a long time.

One day, some time after the Clan War event had ended, a sudden announcement came to Maris's ears as she was playing with Siegfried in the grassland.

To put it simply, it was decided that this virtual reality would be discarded, and an AI that disagreed with that decision had hijacked the spaceship and was running away.

Everyone here was being asked to decide whether to go with it or not.

The reason was simple. Resources had been discovered on a planet other than Earth.

The "Another Frontier Project" using this virtual reality was for living with as little human activity as possible, an emergency plan carried out behind the scenes of the "Frontier Project," a plan to move to other planets. The form was different from the original plan, but the emergency plan was no longer needed.

This virtual reality was wonderful, but it was uncertain whether that plan would be accepted. Since not everyone could enter the virtual reality, one was a sacrifice, and the other was a salvation. The very existence of such a plan would likely divide the world.

Now was the time for the whole world to unite, and the seeds of unrest should be nipped in the bud. To that end, it was decided to discard the virtual reality and erase the memories of those involved.

Maris, who learned of the situation, was hesitant.

She looked at Siegfried at her feet.

They had been together for a long time. Even if the animals were AIs, she had grown attached to them. And Maris could communicate with them thanks to Melampus's effect. Her attachment to her pets was probably stronger than that of other Tamers.

Even if resources were found outside of Earth, it would take several years for things to get on track, such as securing stable routes. And they didn't know how many resources there were, so they couldn't immediately judge if it would be okay.

A sprout of hope had appeared, but there was a possibility that the sprout would wither.

Even if she stayed on the spaceship, her real-world memories would be erased for permanent login, but even if her memories were erased, she would probably become a Tamer again, and she just had to find Siegfried and the others again.

Stay or leave. It was a difficult decision for Maris.

As Maris was worrying about what to do, an old man appeared before her.

It was the old man who had given her Melampus when she first entered this virtual reality. Just like that time, he took off his hat and had a gentle smile on his face.

"Grandpa."

"Maris-kun, it's been a while. Do you have a moment?"

"What is it?"

"You must have heard the announcement, but the spaceship you're on is leaving Earth."

"...Yes."

"We're taking the animals that were put in Cold Sleep here too. There's no time to unload them."

"Ah..."

There were many animals on the spaceship. According to what she heard from Surya, her organization had also put pairs of animals on this spaceship.

They had to escape Earth immediately, so there wasn't enough time to unload all the animals.

"If you would, could you stay for the sake of the animals on the spaceship? They may be sleeping in Cold Sleep, but there might be an unforeseen situation. For such a case, we need a competent veterinarian."

"...I understand. I'll stay."

Maris thought for a moment and then chose to stay.

She was worried about the animals on Earth, but she had her colleagues on Earth. If Maris left the spaceship, there would be no one for the animals remaining here. Surya might take care of them, but she didn't know if Surya would stay here, so she concluded that she should be the one to stay.

"Is that so. Thank you. Your real-world memories will be erased, but I'll ask for them to be restored if something happens to the sleeping animals. And you can rest assured about the organization you were in. My Foundation will take good care of it until the end."

"Foundation...?"

"It's called the Zodiac Foundation, but you probably don't know it."

"No, I've never heard of it."

"It's a Foundation that has been pulling the strings of the world from behind the scenes for several hundred years... that sounds suspicious, but it's something like that."

"I see..."

"You don't seem interested, but what I want to say is that you don't have to worry about the animals remaining on Earth. We will continue to pay the funds, so please rest assured. We will support them fully."

At those words, Maris bowed her head.

"I leave it in your care."

"Mm. I have things to do on Earth to help the spaceship escape, so I can't go with you, but the AI managing this place will protect you, so please rest assured."

"You mean the AI that sometimes makes announcements? It just asked me if I wanted to live in this world."

"That's right. She's as immature as a baby, but one day she'll become a real human. For that to happen, she needs you, so I ask you to take care of her as well."

"Um...?"

"It's fine if you don't understand. This is for her to work on. Well then, I must be going. I have many things to do. We won't meet again, but stay well."

The old man said that and, without waiting for Maris's reply, turned into particles of light and disappeared.

Only Maris and Siegfried remained in the grassland.

She had easily made a major life decision, but she had no regrets. Besides, since she didn't know what was right, she had followed her desire to protect the animals on the spaceship.

And since the organization had been receiving money until now, she could probably trust what the old man had said.

"I've decided to stay here."

Maris said with a smile to Siegfried at her feet.

Siegfried looked up at Maris.

"Food."

"Yes..."

"Two people, conversation, difficult. So, food."

"I don't know what you mean by 'so,' but you're right. It's not our last supper, but let's have a feast today! I'll treat everyone to a five-star Nekomanma Deluxe!"

"Will follow, for life."

"Yes, I'd like to ask that of you too. Let's stay together forever... right, I might forget about you, Sieg, so come find me then."

Sieg tilted his head, then hit Maris's leg with his tail.

"Me, master. Taking care of, follower, is natural."

"Ahaha, you're right. Well then, let's go."

"Hurry. Starving."

"Hey, don't leave me behind!"

Sieg started running towards the settlement at a considerable speed. Maris followed, trying not to fall behind.



		
			Chapter 327

			The Raid Boss Event

			The Seiryu that Hayato's group had summoned, or rather, the one Lunaria had mainly summoned, was defeated through a joint effort with the people of the Eastern Country.

Seiryu was visible to almost everyone in the Eastern Country, so anyone who could fight gathered at the shrine in the Artisan District.

Esha and Maris-san were no exception. They rushed over immediately, thinking, "Someone must have messed something up."

Against the Seiryu in the sky, the most effective were those who could fly and those who specialized in long-range attacks.

Maris and Surya were the most active. Upon spotting Seiryu, they immediately returned to the mansion to retrieve the Elder Griffon Lancelot and the dragon Garland, who had been enhanced to near his limit. Afterward, they hurried back to the shrine.

They were practically masters of aerial combat. Their high speed pincer attacks left Seiryu reeling. They did perform the obligatory act of trying to tame Seiryu and angering it first, but their subsequent performance more than made up for it.

Other members of the Black Rose summoned a giant crow called a Bloody Crow, a monster that could carry multiple people, and used it to launch long-range attacks with magic and crossbows from the sky.

With every hit it took, Seiryu's altitude dropped. Once it was low enough for ground attacks to reach, the people of the Eastern Country who had rushed to the scene also began a simultaneous long-range assault.

Most of Seiryu's attacks were magical lightning strikes, the type to attack one-sidedly from a safe distance. Once its altitude dropped to within attack range, it proved to be a relatively weak monster.

In the end, Lunaria jumped from the Bloody Crow to deliver an attack, and Esha's Destroy skill successfully defeated Seiryu.

However, they knew that defeating it would create another problem. It was something Hayato's group had read about in a book.

The seal on Seiryu, and all the Four Divine Beasts, would be broken upon their defeat. Hayato had been worried because he didn't know what form this would take, but he soon found out.

"The seal on Shuten Doji on Onigashima has been broken. He has begun his invasion of the Eastern Country. Please repel him. The time until resealing is approximately one week. I repeat…"

It was the signal for the start of a Stampede. It was unusual for one event to trigger during another, in this case, the event to seal monsters in the Monster Encyclopedia, but trigger-type events do not change their timing based on the situation.

Pulling the trigger by defeating the Four Divine Beasts had initiated the Shuten Doji event.

For those who knew the reality of their situation, it was just a game event. But for the NPCs who believed this world was real, things were different. The people of the Eastern Country were thrown into confusion.

It was Benitsuru and Simon who calmed the situation.

Many people had gathered at the shrine in the Artisan District to defeat Seiryu. Benitsuru and Simon stood on a slightly elevated area near the offering box, and Simon shouted, "Silence!" gathering everyone's attention and quieting the surroundings.

Then she said, "You are in the presence of the Princess. Show your respect." The people of the Eastern Country started to prostrate themselves, but Benitsuru stopped them with a smile and spoke.

"Don't worry, me and my friend, Demon Lord Lunacchi, will defeat someone like Shuten Doji, so it's all good! Besides, there are other super powerful people in the Eastern Country right now, so it'll be a piece of cake! So don't panic, everyone, let's give it our all!"

Though her words were clumsy, the speech from the immensely popular Benitsuru elicited a great cheer from the people nearby. Calling out to one another, they each began preparing their defenses to do what they could.

Hayato's group also decided to leave the shrine and return to the mansion to determine how they should respond.

Back at the mansion, Hayato and the others began preparing for battle.

The objective was to defeat Shuten Doji on Onigashima, but there were reports of oni appearing all over the Eastern Country. They needed to both defend the towns and subjugate Shuten Doji.

He would be automatically resealed after a week, so they could just wait it out, but the majority opinion was that he should be defeated. Defeating him would end the attacks on the towns sooner. So, they all discussed how to divide their forces for offense and defense.

In the midst of this, Lunaria shot her right hand straight up.

"Hayato-san, you may have forgotten, but I am the Demon Lord."

"…I remember, but what about it?"

"What is the meaning of making the Demon Lord do seiza?"

"Put your hand on your heart and think about it."

"Are you an evil god or something, Hayato-san, forcing the Demon Lord to commit sexual harassment?"

"Not my chest, your own."

Despite Hayato telling her to stop, Lunaria had drawn the eyes on the picture of Seiryu. That was what triggered its summoning, and it became the cause for Shuten Doji's seal being broken. For that, she was being punished by having to sit in seiza.

They had intended to defeat Seiryu and break Shuten Doji's seal eventually, but that was after they had finished preparing. Because she did it so suddenly, they were unprepared, and the Eastern Country was in a state of temporary chaos.

Because of that, Benitsuru and Simon had left Hayato's group and were now back at the castle, dealing with various matters.

This was partly to quell the chaos in the Eastern Country, but their response also included covering up the fact that Hayato's group had broken the seal.

They were fabricating a story that Benitsuru had requested Hayato's group to do this, in order to prevent anyone from complaining about them.

Hayato had worried that Benitsuru might be treated as the villain, so he asked her not to do it, but she just said cheerfully, "Everyone thinks of me as the princess who messes things up a lot, so it's okay, it's okay!"

If they had been prepared, there would have been no need to invent a story. At the very least, they could have likely prevented the confusion by informing people beforehand.

"Lunaria-san, I won't say you absolutely have to listen to my requests, but I did tell you to stop, didn't I?"

"You did say that. But I am the Demon Lord. I will have you know that it is impossible for me to stop."

"I see. In that case, starting today, you get no snacks, Lunaria-san."

"Th, that's tyrannical. My retainer Rosalie-chan won't remain silent."

Lunaria sent a glance toward Rosalie, who averted her eyes.

Looking slightly surprised, Lunaria sent similar glances to the other members of the Black Rose, but they averted their eyes just like Rosalie had.

Rosalie and the others also believed Hayato was in the right this time. Furthermore, even though it was Lunaria's order, they had obstructed Hayato when he tried to stop her, so they were in no position to strongly oppose him.

Sensing the gravity of the situation, Lunaria began to panic.

"W, wait a minute. I want to confirm something. Did I perhaps do something very bad…?"

"Very. We were planning to do it eventually, but we needed to prepare. I'm sure you didn't mean any harm, and you probably didn't know Seiryu would appear, but I told you to stop so many times…"

"W, well, I went into Benny-chan's room and got really excited, so…"

"The confusion among the people at the shrine has mostly subsided, but it seems those who weren't there are still confused. Right now, Benny-chan and Simon are at the castle giving out orders to various places, so things are in an uproar. And Benny-chan is spreading the story that she was the one who requested the seal be broken, that she's the cause."

"H, hearing it like that, it does feel like I messed up. I will say I am sorry. I can even write a letter of apology. I write them all the time, so I'm pretty good at it."

It seemed she wasn't entirely remorseful, but she did appear to understand that the situation had become serious.

In the first place, telling Lunaria various things might be pointless, since she thinks of herself as the Demon Lord.

If someone were asked what a Demon Lord is, no one could give a clear explanation. They only appear in fiction, so the meaning differs for every Demon Lord that exists.

What a Demon Lord was to Lunaria was unclear, but from her usual words and actions, one could tell she thought of it as strong, cool, and important.

However, Lunaria was far more childish than she looked. Her mental age was the same as, or perhaps even lower than, the late-teens Benitsuru. Her tendency to act on her impulses was less a Demon Lord's behavior and more her true nature.

If she were role-playing as the Demon Lord, that would be one thing, but since this was her true nature, Hayato thought she might listen if he warned her. He also wanted to deal with this now, as similar incidents in the future would only lead to more trouble.

"I'm also at fault for not explaining properly, but from now on, when I say something is not allowed, could you please not do it?"

"I, I understand. In the future, even if I get excited, I will restrain myself. I promise, as the Demon Lord."

"Good, that's a promise. Then, for the sake of the people of the Eastern Country and Benny-chan, let's show Shuten Doji the power of the Demon Lord. I'm counting on you, okay?"

As he said that, Lunaria's face brightened up.

"You can leave it to me. I'll beat that oni to a pulp. To make up for the trouble I caused the people of the Eastern Country, I'll increase my seriousness by fifty percent. When it's over, I might even distribute Demon Lord's Cookies to everyone."

"Then you can stop sitting in seiza. And the thing about snacks is fine too, so don't worry."

Released from her seiza, Lunaria stood up swiftly, her expression serious.

"It seems I've messed up quite a bit, so I will show them the power of the Demon Lord, the Demon Lord's Army. Rosalie-chan and the others, you get serious too."

Rosalie and the others approached Lunaria. Words like "How splendid," "I'm so glad," and "I was smitten by your panicked Demon Lord-sama self," could be heard.

It was a scene that made Hayato suspect that Lunaria was only selfish because the Black Rose members spoiled her, but he just thought, ‘oh well,’ and looked away.

Esha approached Hayato as he did.

"That was some impressive use of carrot and stick. And to do it to the Demon Lord is quite a surprise."

"Was the stick the snack thing?"

"Taking away a girl's snacks is something you can't complain about being stabbed for, you know? I would have definitely shot you with my Beelzebub."

"…Did I perhaps do something really dangerous?"

"About as dangerous as suddenly breaking Shuten Doji's seal."

"I'll be careful from now on… I won't take away your snacks, Esha, but please exercise some self-control. In the real world."

"I can't make any promises, but I will make an effort. That aside, what shall we do now? We have plenty of time until our afternoon work."

"Let's see…"

During the dragons' Stampede, Diite's backup, Hypnos, had been working behind the scenes, so they couldn't afford to lose to the Genesis Dragons led by Veru. This time, however, it was just a game event.

Thinking back to the Stampedes before the Clan Wars, monsters would periodically appear in town, but that was all. They didn't destroy the town or attack NPCs. It would only impose restrictions, like NPC shops not opening or facilities being unusable until the monsters were defeated.

Besides, there had been a world announcement. It was highly likely that players would start flocking to the Eastern Country. Having gone to the trouble of breaking the seal, Hayato's feeling was that he wanted to subjugate Shuten Doji.

However, not defending the town would be a breach of faith. If he treated it strictly as a game, that would be fine, but the NPCs were people. Even if their lives weren't in danger, restrictions would be placed on their lives, so wanting to help them was a natural thought.

"I guess we should split into subjugation and defense teams. The question is who to—"

Just as he was about to say ‘choose,’ the fusuma in the room slid open. Benitsuru and Simon were standing there.

"Hayato, would you and your group go with the Princess to subjugate Shuten Doji?"

"Are you two finished with things at the castle?"

"Yes. We have given our instructions, so there are no problems."

"In that case, what about what you said earlier, about subjugating him with Benny-chan?"

"I and the samurai corps will handle the town's defense. Besides, the attacks will end sooner if you go to Onigashima and defeat Shuten Doji."

"Will you be alright by yourself, Simon?"

"The samurai corps are with me, so I will be fine. We have trained for times like these. Not only the samurai, but the townspeople are motivated as well. The Princess's speech, though clumsy, must have had an effect."

"Simon is so strict. Anyway, that's why it seems Lunacchi and I have everyone's expectations, so I'm thinking of going all out!"

"You can expect great things. It seems I messed up a little, so I will make up for it."

Benitsuru and Lunaria were fired up.

Seeing this, Simon nodded and then looked at Hayato.

"Onigashima has places that could serve as a campsite, but there are no people. If the battle becomes protracted, Hayato's Production Skills will be essential. The island has many materials, but also many oni. Splitting the team would make it difficult to even gather materials, so I think it's better if you all go together."

"Ah, I needed to think about that too."

There had been long-term raid bosses in the past, in the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital respectively. The teleportation devices had made preparations easy, but this time was different. They would be forced to fight self-sufficiently. Not only defense and subjugation, but gathering would also be necessary.

"By the way, are we allowed to gather materials freely on Onigashima?"

"On Onigashima, anyone can without issue, but you and your group, Hayato, may gather anywhere in this country."

"No, I was just thinking that since there was an announcement, a lot of people might come here. And that would mean more people gathering on Onigashima."

In the Eastern Country, there was a restriction against gathering materials without permission. This was because it was believed that gods dwelt in all things. It wasn't a problem for players who had contributed to the Eastern Country to some extent, but for newcomers, it was an act punishable by penalty.

The Eastern Country required a two-hour sea voyage in real time from the Royal Capital's port. There were also no major facilities like guilds, so it was an unpopular place. There were likely many players coming for the first time.

"There is that. But it would be a problem to have strangers gathering materials in the Eastern Country… My apologies, there may be a scramble for materials on Onigashima."

"In that case, it really is better if we all go together. I asked before, but will you be okay, Simon?"

At Hayato's words, Simon's lips curved into a smile.

"I am still inexperienced, but I will not fall behind against oni. Please leave this to me."

"You're very reliable. Alright then, let's all go to Onigashima. Wait, is there anyone who wants to stay here?"

Everyone was already raring to go, but Maris timidly raised her hand.

"Maris, you want to stay?"

"Ah, no, I was just wondering if Sieg and Max could stay here and watch the house? I think it might be a bit difficult to take them to Onigashima."

"That's right. We don't know what the campsite on Onigashima is like, so this is probably safer."

"In that case, I will have some of the samurai corps guard the mansion. Please do not worry about things like their meals."

Maris nodded at Simon's words.

"Then may I ask you to do that?"

"Yes, leave it to me."

"Thank you very much. Then you two, we'll be gone for a while, but listen carefully to what everyone says and wait for us, okay?"

"Nya," "Kon," replied the Calico Cat Siegfried and the Nine-tailed Fox Max to Maris's words.

Watching this, Benitsuru crossed her arms and grumbled.

"I wonder if a Tamer Guild is necessary for times like these. Should I just give permission to build one already?"

"Even if you give permission, it won't be built immediately, but I do feel the need for it. After we defeat Shuten Doji, it would be best to go to the Western Country as planned and hear the details."

"Right! We had that! Lunacchi! Let's hurry up and beat Shuten Doji and go to the Western Country! This time, I'm going to your room to rummage through it!"

"Hmph, the Demon Lord's Castle is impregnable. My room, I'll have you know, is the strongest."

"What do you mean the room is strong? Does it have traps?"

Two of them were acting strangely energetic, but everyone ignored them and began to get ready.

To get to Onigashima, one had to go out to sea from one of the two ports in the Eastern Country, the one on the east side, and head north. It was possible to go by one's own ship, but without knowing the route, it would be difficult to arrive. So, they paid a fisherman at the port to take them out.

Since Benitsuru was with them, the arrangements were simple, and they were now heading for Onigashima by boat.

The captain told them he had already taken several people to Onigashima. In other words, other players had already headed there. Hayato presumed they were players who were originally based in the Eastern Country.

It was a bit disappointing not to be the first to arrive, but they were still among the early ones, and since they needed to prepare, it couldn't be helped.

While heading to Onigashima by boat, he asked the fisherman about the island.

Onigashima had once been quite prosperous due to the variety of ores that could be mined there, but when the oni started appearing, efficiency dropped, and everyone withdrew. Since then, the practice, or rather the setting, was that miners and samurai guards would be sent to mine ore a few times a month.

(Ore, huh. It would be great if I could mine Adamantite. Everyone's armor has lost a lot of durability from the battles with the Four Divine Beasts and Yamata no Orochi, so I want to do something about that. And then there's the problem of potions and food. I wonder what can be gathered on Onigashima?)

As a production specialist, Hayato could make anything, but that naturally required materials. At their base, they had plenty of materials in storage, but here in the Eastern Country, after consecutive battles with boss-level monsters, the materials he had brought with him had dwindled considerably.

He had asked Esha and the others to go shopping today, so their stock had recovered to some extent, but it was still a bit precarious if they were going to fight a raid boss.

First, he should probably set up a temporary base and start gathering, Hayato thought.

"Hayato-san."

Just as Hayato finished organizing his thoughts, Ren, Ash, and Esha approached him.

"Ney-san and the others were saying it's been a while since they had a long-term raid boss. Is it different from a normal raid boss battle?"

"You don't know, Ren-chan?"

"There was a time when I was cursed, so I was at home for a long time."

"Ah, that's right. It's happened a few times in the past, but it's not a boss fight where you defeat it in a single battle. It's a boss battle where you fight it multiple times over several days to defeat it. Its HP is on a completely different level. On the first day of the event, I was really skeptical about whether it could even be defeated."

When it was revealed during the second day's raid that the boss's HP bar hadn't recovered, and everyone realized it was a boss you had to defeat over several days, it got pretty exciting.

"So that's what happened. By the way, what kind of event was it?"

"It was a little before the Clan Wars started… around February, I think? A giant chocolate golem attacked the Royal Capital. During that Stampede, there was a sickly sweet smell the entire time. It was unpopular with some people."

"It was a dreamlike event. I thought it would be nice if it continued forever."

Esha said this with a rapturous expression. Small chocolate golems had also appeared in the Royal Capital, and their drop item was probably chocolate.

"Huh, but why would a chocolate golem attack?"

At Ren's question, everyone, including Hayato, tilted their heads. No one knew the reason why a giant chocolate golem had attacked.

"That would be an event called Valentine's."

Diite, who must have been listening, approached with a smile. It was clear she was dying to tell them.

"What's Valentine's?"

When Hayato asked, Diite spoke as if she had been waiting for the cue.

"It was a long, long time ago, but on Earth, there was a custom around February where women would give chocolate to men. It seems it was meant to be a day for women to confess to men along with the chocolate, but it fell out of practice due to resource depletion and changes in diet. If you properly research it in the real-world Colony ‘Library,’ you'll find out, but most people don't know about it, which is a little sad…"

A hundred years ago, resources had become so scarce that chocolate could only be eaten by tricking one's sense of taste. Being given "a food that tastes like chocolate if you trick your taste buds" would probably just be a nuisance. Because of things like that, Valentine's had fallen out of fashion.

"So that's what the event was. But why the chocolate—"

"Esha-san!"

Ren shouted, interrupting Hayato's words. She then gripped Esha's upper arm and started shaking her. She was shaking her so hard that Esha's head was bobbing back and forth.

"Did you hear what she just said!"

"My hearing happens to be quite good. But my neck is about to become quite bad."

"Let's make chocolate in February!"

"I make Chocolate Parfaits every day."

"But you're just eating them yourself!"

"Is there any other reason to make them?"

Hayato had a good idea of what Ren wanted to say to Esha. Figuring that prodding any further would release not just a snake but a dragon, he took a small step back and spoke to Diite.

"I understand what the event was, but why a golem?"

"The setting is that the resentment of the men who didn't receive chocolate, and the regret of the women who couldn't give it, breathed life into the chocolate. Don't you think it's romantic?"

"Romantic…?"

Having no experience with such events himself, Hayato didn't quite understand, but he thought there wasn't a shred of romance in that event.

"Speaking of which, there was a drop item called a Chocolate Bomb, a chocolate that explodes, right? What was that?"

If you traded that item to someone and they didn't accept it within five seconds, an explosion would occur that induced knockback. Of course, you didn't take damage, it was a party-favor-like gag item.

Ney and the others had found it amusing, so they still had a considerable amount stored in the base's warehouse. However, why chocolate would explode was still a mystery.

"According to past information, when people saw chocolate being exchanged, they would apparently say, ‘Just explode.’ Well, it was probably a joke, but after various improvements, we decided to make it so it really explodes if you don't accept it."

"Why did you improve it like that…"

"I thought that any man who wouldn't accept a gift from a woman might as well explode. Hayato-kun, if Ash-kun didn't accept chocolate from a woman, wouldn't you want him to explode?"

"I understand completely."

Hayato said this and stared intently at Ash.

"That's a pretty terrible thing to say. But it happens often at your cafe, Hayato, though not with chocolate. I don't accept them."

"Explode."

"Now wait a minute. My head is full of acting right now, and I can't give them false hope, can I? Rejecting them is a form of kindness. And it's hard to turn them down without hurting their feelings, you know?"

Hayato didn't know the struggles of a handsome man, but he could somewhat understand. In his mind, Ash was found not guilty.

"We didn't do it last time because of the Clan Wars, but maybe it would be good to do it periodically. A revival event, you could say. We get quite a few requests for it."

Diite said this happily.

After it was revealed that the financiers of this virtual reality "Another Frontier Online" were related to the Foundations, the number of players increased considerably. Many people hoped for a chance to reacquire items that could only be obtained through events.

Hayato had been playing this game since the beginning, so he knew about all the events, but as a production specialist, he couldn't always fully participate, so he agreed.

"Speaking of revival events, was the one where a giant pumpkin golem appeared as the boss also an event from long ago?"

"That was a Halloween event. Apparently, it was an event where everyone cosplayed and had fun. The original meaning was different, but from what I researched, cosplay was the main part. Oh, and they would also threaten people, saying ‘Trick or treat.’ Humans are a sinful lot, aren't they?"

"I feel like that's not what it means, but was that why the pumpkin golem's drop items were candy?"

"Did you hear that, Esha-san! If we don't get candy, we can do all sorts of things and call it a trick!"

"Ren-sama, please calm down. If I weren't given candy, I would say I'll eat everything."

"If you do that in the real world, I will get seriously angry, you know?"

As they had this conversation, the boat gradually drew closer to Onigashima.



		
			Chapter 328

			Onigashima and the Major Clans

			Upon arriving at Onigashima, Hayato's group immediately decided to head for a place that could serve as a campsite.

According to the captain, there were two potential campsites. One was near the port, and the other was near a mine a little to the west.

Without hesitation, Hayato decided to make the area near the mine their campsite.

While fishing at the port could yield materials like fish, what he wanted was ore. His thinking was to set up camp near the mine and replenish their ore supplies.

Everyone agreed with this idea.

On the way, they encountered some oni, but they were no match for Hayato's group. There were red oni who were mainly physical attackers, blue oni who were mainly magic attackers, and black oni who did both, but there was no chance they would lose.

However, it was fair to say the fights were difficult.

All the oni were nearly two and a half meters tall, and although their movements were slow, their blows were heavy. Their weapons were giant iron clubs, so taking a hit with a weapon or shield would greatly reduce the item's durability.

Furthermore, the oni had a lot of HP, and they wore samurai-style armor, giving them considerable defense. Their magic was also mainly of the weakening type. They wouldn't lose, but there was the problem that it took a long time to win.

(This is bad. Our weapon durability is dropping at a considerable rate with every fight. Most of everyone's equipment is Adamantite or Orichalcum, so it won't last at this rate.)

He still had ingots for repairing weapons and armor, but given the speed at which they were being depleted, it seemed they would run out soon. They could go back to the Royal Capital to buy more, but that would be far too wasteful.

He had no choice but to pin his hopes on the mine at the campsite, but if other players were there, he wouldn't be able to mine as he pleased. What's more, there were no members with a mining skill of 100, so they would have to dig by boosting their skill values with rings and bracelets.

(If we can dig up various things at the mine, there won't be a problem, but even if we can, I don't think we'll be able to get that much. We need to conserve as much as possible… I wonder if this is also part of the event?)

Hayato glanced at Diite, but he couldn't read her expression. Or rather, she was smiling so much he couldn't read it. Hayato surmised that she was probably just happy about the first implementation of this event.

As he was wondering what to do, they arrived at the campsite before he knew it.

The campsite was an abandoned mining town. Although it was abandoned, it wasn't in a state of decay. It was just that no one lived there, and the houses were still usable.

A considerable number of players had already arrived, and the desirable locations near the mine entrance were already taken.

However, something bothered him.

The world announcement had been made in the morning. To get to the Eastern Country from the Western Country, you had to take a boat that departed from the Royal Capital either early in the morning or around three in the afternoon.

To arrive at Onigashima earlier than Hayato's group, you would have had to have been in the Eastern Country from the start. Considering that, there were too many people.

In terms of clan numbers, Hayato had thought there would be ten, and in terms of people, less than a hundred. But here, nearly twenty clans had already arrived. What's more, they were either allied with or under the umbrella of famous clans that even Hayato knew.

(The main clans themselves haven't arrived, but these are clans related to Imperial and Over the Top… I don't know the others well, though.)

Originally, there was no system of alliances or vassals for clans. It was just something players said, but since that was confusing, it had become mainstream to add a mark to the clan name to make it easier to identify.

Basically, it was an emoji. Placing one at the beginning of the clan name served as a mark of alliance or vassalage.

For Imperial, it was a castle mark. For Over the Top, a flexing bicep. For the Bandit Clan, two crossed axes. The main clan's name had no mark, but many clans used it as their banner.

There were marks Hayato didn't recognize, but most of the clans here were either allied or vassal clans.

(So these are clans that were originally here to investigate the Eastern Country. I guess they're claiming spots before their main clans arrive… The ship from the kingdom should arrive in the Eastern Country in the evening, so until then, they might have priority to explore Onigashima.)

"Hayato, Lunaria says she wants to set up camp over there, is that okay?"

Brought back to his senses by Ash's voice, Hayato looked at the place Lunaria was indicating.

It was far from the mine entrance, but it was in a fairly conspicuous spot. And since it was a house standing all by itself, there was nothing around it. Since Lunaria and the others were with them, Hayato thought it would be better not to be near other clans, so he immediately nodded.

"Alright, let's go there. First, let's put down our luggage and decide what to do from now on."

As Hayato said this, everyone headed toward that house.

The building was much larger than it looked, about the same size as the mansion they were using as a temporary base in the Eastern Country. Hayato surmised it must have been the house where the town mayor lived.

After putting down their luggage, the question of what to do next was easily decided.

Lunaria, the Black Rose, and Benitsuru decided to explore the island. They would check the island's situation and search for Shuten Doji's location.

However, that was only for the ground. It was decided that Maris and Surya would investigate from the air, with Cecil and Noat riding tandem with them.

"Are you okay with that, Noat-san? I mean, I'm surprised you came along without complaining."

When Hayato asked, Noat nodded with sleepy eyes.

"Find him fast, beat him fast, sleep fast. And when Cecil-chan is with me, I can't indulge in idle slumber. I realized it's better to get it over with quickly."

"Ah, yeah, do your best. I'll give you donuts later."

"Next time, a Donut Kingdom, please."

"A kingdom after the castle… how far does that repertoire go? Is the next one a Donut World?"

"Next is a Donut Big Bang."

After that exchange, Ney and the others from Kokuryu, Pat and the other Genesis Dragons, and Diite decided to go mining.

"We mined a lot with Hayato before. We still have those rings and bracelets, so leave it to us."

Ney said cheerfully, and the members of Kokuryu also nodded.

"We're counting on you. Oh, right, I'll give these to Pat-san's group too. They increase your mining skill, so you can sometimes dig up rare ores."

"So there's stuff like this. Thanks, we'll dig up a lot, so leave it to us."

Pat took enough for everyone and passed them to Agres and the others.

Suien, who received a ring and bracelet, let out a sigh.

"If it's a ring, I would have at least wanted a handsome man to give it to me…"

"Sorry for being the third-rate comedian. But you should save that for the real deal."

"I don't dislike that positive side of you, Pat. Alright! I'm definitely getting one from a super handsome guy for the real thing!"

Hayato wondered if that was really positive, but decided it was better not to say anything unnecessary and kept his mouth shut.

"Alright everyone, good luck. We'll be in town gathering information and making production items."

Hayato, Esha, Ash, and Ren had work at the cafe in the real world, so they would be logging out in the afternoon. He gave this reason as an explanation for their absence.

Everyone nodded, and then they all departed from the house to do what they had to do.

At night, Hayato and the others logged in after finishing work at the cafe.

Hayato was the last to log in, as he had preparations for the next day and other things to do. Awakening in his room in the house, Hayato was about to head to the great hall to share information when he received a voice chat request.

"Rose-san? What's wrong?"

"Ah, thank goodness. I finally got through."

Although she sounded relieved, it seemed strange to be that relieved just because a voice chat connected. Hayato braced himself slightly, wondering if there had been some kind of problem.

"Was there some kind of trouble at the base?"

"Trouble is one word for it… I thought I should ask for your policy."

"Policy?"

"Yes, actually—"

According to Rose's story, the products at their base were about to sell out.

The reason this was happening was that due to the event in the Eastern Country, players had bought up large quantities of food and potions in preparation.

Hayato understood the situation, but he found it strange.

The number of production items he had made as merchandise for the base was considerable. He had prepared enough that there would be no problem even if sales were double the usual amount. He couldn't believe that they would be worried about selling out on the first day of the event, even with high sales.

"Did we really sell that much?"

"Actually, there's a reason. Do you remember the base next door?"

"I remember they were preparing to open."

"They opened on the very day you all departed, Hayato-sama, and started selling the same products as us for a thirty percent discount."

"That's something… but what about it? I don't see how that's related to our products selling out."

"Today, they suddenly closed their shop."

"…Huh?"

"All the customers who had been lining up since morning for the thirty percent discount next door came here instead. And with the world announcement, sales were even better than usual. The reason I wanted to confirm your policy is whether it's okay to sell off all our stock, or if we should limit the number of items sold per day and keep the shop open every day."

"Ah, so that's it. What should we do…"

He was curious about the neighboring shop, but first, the base's shop.

In terms of securing customers, it would be better to be open every day, but limiting daily sales seemed rather pointless. However, now that the event had started, he couldn't just go back to restock.

After thinking for a moment, Hayato decided to take advantage of the situation.

"I understand. In that case, it's fine to sell off all the stock, so please sell as much as you can."

"Understood. Once we sell out, my shopkeeping duties will be over, but I will make sure to thoroughly clean the base."

"About that, could I ask you to do another job?"

"Another job?"

"I don't know if this is something I can ask for as a maid's job, but I'd like you to deliver the ingredients and ore from the base's warehouse to Onigashima in the Eastern Country. We're having trouble gathering materials over here."

"To Onigashima, during an event."

"The job of protecting the master's castle is also important, but if possible, I'd like to ask."

"Understood. In that case, I will check with the Maid Chief to see if there are any issues, so please wait a moment."

"I'll pay extra, and if it's not possible, that's fine, so please don't push yourselves."

"Yes, I will relay that as well."

After hearing that Rose would contact him again, he ended the voice chat.

Afterward, Hayato left his room and headed toward the great hall.

In the hall, everyone was talking and laughing. This was normal, but they all had cheerful faces, so Hayato figured something good must have happened and began to gather information from everyone.

First, the exploration team.

Through exploration from the ground and air, they had identified the location where Shuten Doji was.

Onigashima was a roughly triangular island, and he had set up a base at the foot of a volcano in the northern part of the island.

Shuten Doji was a red oni nearly five meters tall, carrying a giant iron club. Normal oni had one horn growing from their forehead, but Shuten Doji apparently had two.

His equipment was different from the other oni. He only wore a tiger-striped loincloth, so the reconnaissance team's opinion was that his defense was likely low. He was also equipped with a giant gourd, and it seemed that sake gushed out of it endlessly, as he was seen drinking from it many times.

Other people were already fighting him, and he was using a wide-range shockwave-like attack by slamming his iron club into the ground. It also seemed that drinking sake increased its power. They had confirmed almost no magic attacks, and the information was that the fire breath he occasionally used after drinking was a fire attribute attack.

Rosalie explained this information, while Lunaria, who was next to her, had a smug look on her face.

"This time, I was careful and only did reconnaissance. I got excited and wanted to fight, but I held back. Praise me."

"You did a great job."

Lunaria seemed satisfied with just that, and with a smile, she went over to Benitsuru.

Other information included the possibility of gathering in a forest further west from this location. Also, it seemed there had been a message from Simon, and the town's defense was going without a hitch.

Next, the mining team.

The mine was quite large, but the mining points near the entrance were already claimed by other clans, so they had to go quite deep inside to mine.

As for the ore itself, they could get almost all types. They had confirmed that they could dig everything from iron to Adamantite.

But that wasn't all. There was something Ney showed Hayato with a happy expression.

"This is what we dug up at the deepest point of the mine."

"…Hihiirokane!"

Hihiirokane was said to be rarer than Adamantite. They knew it existed, but its location was completely unknown.

There had been a Hihiirokane treasure chest on the floating island, so he had thought its existence was plausible, but he had never imagined they could mine it here. Hayato's excitement was greater than he let on.

"It probably doesn't appear near the entrance. There are monsters inside the mine, so the deepest mining points are all ours for the taking. Well, none of us have 100 skill, so the probability of digging it up is quite low. Even with everyone digging, this is all we got."

"Just knowing we can dig it up is a great help."

If it wasn't during an event, he would want to dig all day, but that wasn't possible. Hayato decided in his heart to dig after defeating Shuten Doji.

"That's all for the mining, but there's something else."

"Huh? Something else?"

"At night, more players crossed over to Onigashima, and the leaders of Imperial, Over the Top, and Starkest arrived. They said they wanted to meet you, Hayato. Are you acquainted with them?"

Hayato knew of the major clans mentioned, but he wasn't acquainted with them. The only major clan acquaintance he had was Jolth from the Bandit Clan.

"No, I don't know them at all. I've never even heard of the clan name Starkest."

"Starkest is a clan whose creed is to defeat powerful monsters solo. They formed the clan after the Clan Wars, but they've now grown to a size that rivals the major clans. I think their leader, Lutz, was famous even before that."

"Lutz… ah, I do remember hearing that name. But he's not an acquaintance."

"I see. The three of them were talking like they would come again, so maybe they'll come by later."

"Did they say what they wanted?"

"It seems they just want to greet the famous Hayato."

"Famous, huh…"

Hayato recalled the words Jolth had said.

It was apparently well known that he was playing around with powerful NPCs in his clan, and he was being watched, especially by the major clans. Many clans wanted to form an alliance with him or bring him under their umbrella.

In fact, Shooting Star had meddled with him. It had been an invitation to an alliance or to become a vassal, but it was closer to an abduction, so if it hadn't been for Maris's quick thinking, Hayato might well have been taken away.

He thought that something similar might happen this time, so he decided to refrain from acting alone.

"I hope it doesn't turn into something troublesome… Alright, thanks."

Ney nodded with a smile and headed toward where Rosalie and the others were. Hayato smiled, thinking they were probably going to play cards again.

But inside, he felt a little dark.

The clan that had moved in next to their base had unclear intentions, and the arrival of the leaders of major clans also felt troublesome.

Just as he was thinking he might have to seriously rely on the prestige of the Bandit Clan, a voice chat request came in. It was from Rose.

"Hayato-sama, thank you for waiting."

"It's fine. So, how did it go?"

"Yes, we received permission. Once the shop's products, the food and medicine consumables, are almost sold out, we will take the materials from the warehouse and head to the Eastern Country."

"Thank you, that's a big help."

"Ah, um, about that. There's a small request I'd like to make…"

"A request? What is it?"

"The Maid Chief and Gil-sama's group have said they would like to go as well. I think the more people we have, the more materials we can bring, but what do you think?"

Originally, the Maid Chief and Gil's Ten Dark Knights were at the base to serve as Rose's guards. If Rose was heading to the Eastern Country, their guard duties at the base would no longer be necessary. In fact, they would need guards for the journey.

"I'd be happy to ask for that myself, but while the Maid Chief is one thing, don't Gil-san and the others need Lunaria-san's permission?"

"That's apparently fine. It seems a message came from Lunaria-sama, saying that since she caused trouble in the Eastern Country, she wants the entire Demon Lord's Army to make up for it, and there was an inquiry about whether they could come to the Eastern Country."

He glanced over at where Lunaria was.

Seeing Lunaria on the verge of tears after drawing the joker, it didn't seem like something she would do, but just like with the reconnaissance earlier, she was probably seriously thinking about how to make up for her mistake.

It required preparation, but she had essentially done what Hayato was planning to do anyway. He thought he would give her a delicious dessert later, but for now, he had to deal with Rose and the others, so he answered through the voice chat.

"In that case, please have them come."

"Understood. We will probably sell out by tomorrow. I will contact you again when we depart."

"Roger. I'm counting on you."

Hayato said this and ended the voice chat with Rose.

There was still time until he went to bed at night. Hayato decided to start maintaining their weapons and armor using the ore they had dug up today.

About thirty minutes later, there was a visitor.

Thinking it might be the people from the major clans, he went to the entrance with Ney to greet them.

"Sorry to bother you this late. I'm Keith, the leader of Over the Top. Nice to meet ya!"

Keith looked like a man in his early twenties, with his slightly reddish-brown hair cut short. He was wearing bright red armor, and like Ash, he had a two-handed sword equipped on his back. The blade of this sword was also red, and you could say he was red all over.

"I'm Hayato of Daedalus. This is Ney of Kokuryu."

Although he thought Keith was quite energetic for this time of night, he greeted him normally.

"I heard you came to greet us…?"

"Don't be so guarded. I'm not here to eat you or anything."

"Right."

"Actually, Jolth asked me to."

"From Jolth?"

"Yeah. There was a clan meeting today, and Jolth complained about Shooting Star messing with you, but it seems they didn't listen."

It was a bit ticklish to have things concerning him happening without his knowledge.

First of all, clan meetings were gatherings of major clans. He had heard that he was occasionally the topic of conversation, but he was a bit surprised that Shooting Star could even participate.

He thought he had been noticed by a troublesome group, but he didn't quite understand why Keith had come. He had said Jolth had asked him, but he didn't know what he had been asked to do.

"I understand that, but what is the reason for your visit, Keith-san?"

"You don't have to be so formal. And you can just call me by my name. I'll call you Hayato too."

"Um, got it. Then, why did you come, Keith? What did Jolth ask you to do?"

"He asked me to protect you guys if Shooting Star tries to mess with you. I've known Jolth since the early days of the game, but this is the first time he's ever asked me for something like that, so I was surprised!"

Keith laughed as he said this.

It was unclear why Jolth would go that far, but Hayato became wary that Jolth was trying to box him in from the outside.

"That's a kind offer, but why would Jolth do so much for us?"

"Who knows? I don't know either, but maybe he sees you as a rival since he lost to you in the Clan War. It's probably like sending salt to the enemy. But I don't know for sure."

While wondering if that was really his personality, Hayato decided to thank him for now. He didn't think he would lie about something that could be easily confirmed with Jolth.

"That's a big help. Nothing is happening at the moment, but if something does, I'll rely on you."

"Yeah, just let me know anytime. Well, even if nothing happens, let's work together to subjugate Shuten Doji! Sorry for bothering you so late at night!"

"Thank you for coming all this way."

Keith said, "It's no problem," and left without any particular reluctance.

After his figure disappeared from view, Ney spoke up.

"He was quite friendly, or rather, a pleasant person."

"He seems like someone who doesn't have a hidden side."

He was so friendly that it didn't feel like they had just met for the first time.

Hayato had heard that the clan "Over the Top" was a fun-loving and free-spirited clan.

They had made a name for themselves as a clan full of romanticism that valued firepower, so he interpreted that one probably couldn't serve as a leader without having such a clear-cut personality.

"By the way, I just found out now, but are you being hassled by a clan called Shooting Star?"

Ney asked Hayato with a serious expression.

"Didn't I tell you? That clan proposed an alliance, but they were quite forceful. They tried to take me away, so we ended up fighting in the diner run by the NPCs."

"That's unforgivable. By the way, what kind of people are they?"

"I don't know the leader. But a female butler and maid came. I think their names were Ronios and Cremola?"

"Ronios and Cremola…?"

Ney crossed her arms and tilted her head.

"Are they famous? I don't know them."

"Ah, no. They're not famous in the game, but they have the same names as acquaintances of mine in the real world."

"Could they be related to the ‘Foundation’? They seemed to have a master they were loyal to."

Just in case, he lowered his voice when he said "Foundation." Even if he was speaking informally with a Foundation member right in front of him, it was something that had been ingrained in him since childhood, so it couldn't be helped.

"A master? Loyalty? Then maybe they're different. I can't say for sure without meeting them, but it's probably a coincidence. Besides, I don't think they would play a game like this. But…"

"But?"

"If it's who I think it is, then you've been marked by someone very difficult. It's like, their way of talking is complicated, or rather, tiring. They've been coming to my house to visit often recently, but I've been turning them down by saying I'm in the middle of a game."

"It's amazing that you would go that far, Ney…"

"Well, if it's my acquaintance, I'll do something about it, so don't worry!"

"I'm counting on you. Now then, I've finished most of my preparations, so I think I'll log out soon."

"What are you talking about? The night is still young. We're going to have a girls' talk now, so let's have fun! Our talks are fun and not tiring, so we can stay up all night!"

"If you stay up for too many nights, you'll be forcibly logged out, so be careful… No, before that, I'm a guy, you know?"

"I don't mind!"

"I'm the one who minds."

Hayato went back inside the house, thinking he would at least drag Ash and Agres into this.



		
			Chapter 329

			The Subjugation of Shuten Doji and an Unexpected Battle

			When Hayato logged in that morning, he could tell the area outside was bustling with activity.

The full-scale subjugation of Shuten Doji was beginning today.

Players who rarely came to the Eastern Country were now actively making the journey, since the event coincided with registering monsters for their monster sealing encyclopedia. The fact that the Shuten Doji subjugation was a brand new event was likely another factor.

Wanting to get ready so he wouldn't be left behind, Hayato left his room and headed for the great hall.

He only realized after opening the fusuma sliding door. They had a visitor.

He didn't know him personally, but he recognized the face.

It was Rauxal, the leader of the clan Imperial.

Imperial, as in the empire, and Rauxal was even known by the nickname "Emperor." Hayato had once thought it a bit much for a man approaching thirty to have such a title.

But seeing him up close for the first time, he was without a doubt an emperor.

He had deep-set features with blond hair and blue eyes. His hair was perfectly styled, and his every movement was elegant. For a time, it was rumored he was connected to one of the Foundations, but he himself denied it.

Rauxal was sitting cross-legged at the lower end of a long, Japanese-style table in the great hall. A man and a woman stood behind him as if in service. It seemed Ney had been handling him, as she was seated opposite Rauxal.

Seeing Hayato open the fusuma, Rauxal’s lips curved into a slight smile.

"I thought it might be too early, but I’ve intruded. I am Rauxal. You must be Hayato of Daedalus, correct?"

Before Hayato could answer, Ney explained.

"I’m sure you know him, but he’s the leader of Imperial."

Nodding at her words, Hayato sat down across the table from Rauxal, to Ney’s right. Then he gave a slight bow.

"A pleasure to meet you. I’m Hayato."

"Yes, likewise. I’m sure you’ve heard the details from Keith, but Jolth asked me to look after you, so I came to pay my respects."

"Thank you. Having Imperial on our side is very reassuring."

From the moment the game launched, Imperial had often been a topic of conversation.

A well-disciplined clan had high combat power and progressed quickly. In the early days, Imperial had published a great deal of information online, which was treated as strategy guides. Their willingness to share information was one of the reasons he was called the Emperor.

It was said that most of the strategies now considered common knowledge had been devised by Imperial. Hayato had benefited greatly from their skill-leveling guides in the beginning.

"I’m happy to hear that, even if it’s just flattery. Jolth should be arriving today as well, so I don’t think there will be any problems. However…"

"However?"

"We haven’t confirmed it yet, but there’s a possibility that Shooting Star has allied themselves with other major clans. They might try to cause trouble, so it may be best not to trust any clans other than ours, Over the Top, and Starkest."

"Why would that happen?"

He understood that Shooting Star was targeting his clan, but he couldn't see why other clans would cooperate. The NPC forces were surely appealing, but he didn't think a major clan with a decent reputation would need new forces so badly.

Rauxal took a sip of the coffee on the table, then looked at Hayato.

His expression seemed somewhat exasperated. Not at Hayato, but at someone who wasn't there.

"You could call it a power struggle. The major clans are divided into factions based on when they were formed. There are roughly three. Before the Clan Wars, during the wars, and after the wars. It seems the newer a clan is, the more they want to prove they are superior to the older ones."

"So it’s like, ‘Don’t act like our seniors just because you started the game earlier,’ is that it?"

When Hayato said that, Rauxal laughed and nodded.

"That’s exactly right. But there’s no Clan War event for players to fight each other and prove their strength. Apparently, the more recent major clans are saying they could have won if they had fought us in the Clan Wars. Of course, they only say that where we can’t hear them."

I’m pretty sure you can hear them, Hayato wanted to retort, but held his tongue since it was their first meeting.

Rauxal continued.

"However, even without a Clan War, they can prove their strength if they defeat or subjugate a certain clan."

"A certain clan… no, I understand."

"Well, that’s how it is."

Clan Daedalus consisted of NPCs, aside from Hayato. Players and NPCs could fight even without a Clan War. And Hayato's group had already defeated Bandit, one of the old major clans. Beating Daedalus would imply they could also beat Bandit.

The story was that Shooting Star had likely planted that idea in the other clans' heads.

(So our clan has become the benchmark for proving strength.)

Hayato more or less understood the situation. He knew things were getting complicated, but now they had become even more so.

"The major clans to watch out for are Bounty Hunter, Despair Angel, Kiss of Death, and Rampage. There might be others, but they’ll be smaller in scale, so they shouldn’t be a problem."

"The smaller clans might not be a problem, but I think having too many major clans to watch out for is a problem in itself…"

"You can leave that side of things to us. We can’t fight other players, but we can interfere with any attempts to harass you. The most dangerous time will probably be right after this Shuten Doji event ends. That’s when people let their guard down the most."

"Right, I’ll be careful."

Rauxal nodded, then stared intently at Hayato. He looked like he wanted to say something.

"Um, is there something else I should be careful about?"

"No, that’s not why I was looking at you. To be honest, I have a desire to fight your clan myself."

"Huh…?"

"I’m half-joking, so you can relax. But it was truly shocking back then. I never thought Bandit would lose. I was hoping to fight you in the final match. That wish never came true, though."

Realizing he was half-serious, Hayato took a sip of the coffee he had prepared for himself and smiled.

"We’d rather not have to face you, though."

"Is that humility? Well, never mind that. There’s something I want to ask. Which clan was it that beat you? Since you didn’t end up in first place, you must have lost the final match, right? No matter how much I investigated, that’s the one thing I couldn’t find out."

The final match had been against a special clan prepared by Diite. They had ultimately lost, but that was because Esha had ordered everyone to throw the match to save Hayato.

He couldn’t tell Rauxal the real story, but he had prepared an answer for when he was asked. He put on a casual expression so he wouldn't be caught in a lie.

"Actually, beating Bandit guaranteed us a spot in the top five, so we didn’t participate in the final match. We had an unavoidable engagement. Besides, the system doesn’t allow NPCs alone to participate in Clan Wars."

"Is that so. None of the clans that fought Daedalus last came forward. The system kept the opponent a secret until the day of the final match, so perhaps in the case of a default win, the opponent remains unknown… what, so even if we had matched up, we wouldn’t have been able to fight you?"

"That’s right."

Only for the final match was the opponent kept secret beforehand. It was said to have been a measure to prevent match-fixing, but Hayato suspected Diite had done it to surprise him.

Rauxal nodded and then stood up.

"I’m glad to have that question answered. It was worth coming all this way to greet you."

"We’re grateful to have met you as well, Rauxal-san."

"I’m not the kind of person you should be grateful for. In any case, we’ll be fighting together for a while. I look forward to seeing you in action during the Shuten Doji subjugation."

Rauxal said his farewells and left with his two attendants.

Hayato and Ney saw them off at the entrance and then looked at each other once they were out of sight.

"He was surprisingly friendly, just like Keith yesterday. I was imagining someone more… intimidating."

Hayato agreed. He had imagined someone sterner, given the title of Emperor. He didn’t know how Rauxal maintained discipline, but his image of the clan was one with a strict, military-like hierarchy.

"Clans come in all shapes and sizes. I can’t tell from just that conversation, but he might have a sort of rugged charm. I wish I had some of that."

"It’s okay, you have your own charm, Hayato… I think?"

"Don’t say it like a question."

"I’m kidding. Just being around you gives people a strange sense of peace. That’s a wonderful charm in itself!"

Being told that to his face was rather embarrassing, but Hayato just replied with a casual, "Well, thanks."

Ney grinned and slapped Hayato’s back a few times, then cheerfully declared it was time to fight Shuten Doji and headed back into the mansion.

Hayato chuckled softly and followed after her.

Hayato’s group stood out. This was especially true in crowded places.

As they made their way to the foot of the mountain where Shuten Doji was, the gazes of many players were focused on them.

The Demon Lord Lunaria's army was likely the most conspicuous.

A group of beautiful women clad in black gothic lolita outfits, and at their center, Demon Lord Lunaria in crimson armor. The players watched from a distance, wanting to get a glimpse of the Demon Lord.

The person in question, however, was in no state to be seen.

"R, Rosalie-chan, p, please make sure no one gets close. If they approach, Arondight might unleash its true power."

"Please calm yourself. If you wish, I can make an example of two or three of those people for Arondight to rust on."

"Don’t say that, what are you talking about. Lunaria-san, you don’t try to draw your sword either."

Just like during the Stampede in the Demon Country, once the battle started and her tension rose, Lunaria could fight normally. The hard part was getting her to that point.

"Lunacchi is so cool normally, but she becomes useless when there are lots of people around. It’s so funny. It’s like, gap moe!"

"Is she cool normally?" Hayato wondered at Benitsuru’s words, but he knew saying it out loud would endanger his life, so he kept quiet.

"Th, this is an act. An act to show that even a perfect Demon Lord has a weakness. I’m aiming to be a friendly, approachable Demon Lord."

"You can’t really say that while your legs are trembling like a newborn fawn. But Lunacchi always pulls through when it counts. When I first met you at the port, the moment I mentioned capturing Rozacchi and the others, your trembling stopped and you attacked me like a real Demon Lord!"

"Hmph, praise me more."

"Yes, yes, that’s enough, let’s go. And Rosalie-san, stop looking so moved. We’re almost there, so switch gears."

Hayato, feeling like he was chaperoning a group of children, spoke up.

They would be fighting Shuten Doji soon. It wouldn’t be a problem if they were defeated, but he wanted them to get their heads in the game.

It was the same during the Stampede, but these festival-like events where players could fight without any restrictions were Hayato’s favorite. He couldn't fight himself, but the experience was on par with the adventure of stepping into a place no one had ever been before.

He always seemed to get caught up in some kind of trouble during these events, but for a little while, he wanted to forget all that and just enjoy himself.

With that in mind, he headed toward Shuten Doji’s location. The voices of the players gradually grew louder.

"A shockwave is coming!"

"It’s drinking sake! I need a fire wall spell!"

"Hit it with everything you’ve got!"

"Five-star potions here. Also selling Elixirs."

When Hayato’s group arrived, a considerable number of players were surrounding and attacking Shuten Doji.

His new acquaintances, Keith and Rauxal, were also on the front lines. Keith’s clan members were all fighting on their own, doing as they pleased, but Rauxal’s group was launching attacks with military precision.

Despite such fierce assaults, Shuten Doji’s HP bar had barely moved.

Conversely, Shuten Doji's attacks were almost a one-hit kill if you weren't prepared. Every time it swung its iron club, the players clinging to the front lines were sent flying.

(It has a constant area-of-effect attack with a knockback effect. Even without pain, I wouldn’t want to take that… wait, are some of those people actually enjoying being sent flying?)

Shuten Doji's normal attacks were quite slow. It wasn't impossible to dodge them. The fear of such a massive club might freeze you in place, but looking at the players being sent flying, their smiles were radiant. There was probably a group of people who enjoyed it like an amusement park attraction.

"Its HP has barely gone down," Esha said, looking at Shuten Doji.

"Well, it’s only the second day. They probably didn’t get to fight much yesterday, and it’s still early today, so this is probably about right."

"We only have one week to fight, right? Even if we start fighting seriously from today, can we even defeat that thing?"

It was only natural to want to defeat it if you were going to participate. Plus, defeating it meant getting drop items. In fact, if they couldn't defeat it, they'd get nothing at all. It would be a waste of time and could affect their motivation going forward.

He felt they should definitely defeat it, but he also wondered if it was possible for something to be unbeatable with so many people here.

"It’s true that its HP is only going down by a millimeter at a time, but it should be fine… I think. Besides, we have your Destroy."

"Shall I give it a try then?"

Esha ate a dish that increased her MAG status and received support from Noat’s song and dance. Then, she readied her Beelzebub.

"Having a large target is helpful. Destroy."

Ten magic circles of varying sizes lined up from the muzzle of her Beelzebub. Immediately after, a sound like a cannon blast echoed, and a massive, laser-like attack broke through the magic circles and struck Shuten Doji.

The attack was a direct hit, but Shuten Doji’s HP bar only decreased by about one millimeter. It became clear that she would need to hit it with Destroy over a hundred times to win.

Even so, it was a considerable attack, and the surrounding crowd erupted in cheers.

"We can’t let Esha have all the glory! Let’s go, guys!"

"Alright, Kokuryu, charge! Diite, you’re coming with us!"

"Very well, I shall accompany you."

"To be outshone by the Demon Lord… Esha-chan, you are a troublesome child. As the Demon Lord, I cannot lose."

"Then I guess I’ll go too! No one seems to realize I’m the princess of the Eastern Country, so I’ll just have to stand out!"

Cecil, Ney’s Kokuryu clan and Diite, as well as the Demon Lord’s Army and Benitsuru, all charged toward Shuten Doji.

"Surya! As the aces of the Tamer Guild, we need to stand out too!"

"Why are you so competitive? But I guess I should put in some effort for the sake of improving the status of tamers. Let’s go, Garland."

Maris on Lancelot and Surya on Garland began their attack from the sky.

All that remained were Esha, Noat, and the Genesis Dragon group.

"Can you guys do the dragon transformation thing?" Hayato asked.

Ash frowned at the question.

"We can, but it’s better not to. Dragon Breath would hit too many people, and we might end up becoming the target of the subjugation ourselves."

Agres nodded in agreement.

"Yeah, that’s right. Ash and Ren are one thing, but me, Pat-san, and Suien-san all went on a rampage during the Stampede. If we suddenly showed up, we’d probably be the new targets. Not that I think we’d lose, though."

"It’s certainly possible they’d get even more fired up and attack us. So you’ll have to do your best in human form…"

Suddenly, Hayato remembered something and looked at Randa, who was in her class rep character persona.

"By the way, Randa-san, what kind of dragon are you? I mean, what type of dragon are you?"

During the Stampede event, Randa was the only one whose dragon form he hadn't seen. She had fought in human form, casting recovery magic from the back of the dragon-form Agres.

"Oh, you’re asking? I’m a pure white dragon, Holy Dragon Randa Doga… wait, the name sounds the same as Seiryu. A surprising pronunciation overlap…"

"I don’t really care about the name overlap, but what are your dragon’s abilities?"

"I’m a dragon with super powerful natural healing abilities, and I can use wide-range recovery magic. I also have a holy-attribute, wide-range attack called Holy Breath, and a once-a-day skill called Sacrifice that fully restores surrounding allies’ HP and MP, cures status ailments, and even resurrects them!"

"Even once a day, that’s amazing. But, Sacrifice…? Does that mean…"

Sacrifice. It means to give something up, or an offering.

"I die after I use it!"

"Don’t say it so cheerfully. But if it comes down to it, I might have to ask you to use it. Randa-san, you didn’t appear as a dragon during the Stampede, so the chances of you being targeted are low, and since you die right after using Sacrifice, there shouldn’t be a problem."

"…Hayato-san, you can be pretty scheming sometimes. Well, I’ll do it when it’s necessary!"

Randa said this and gave Hayato a thumbs-up with her right hand.

"Alright, let’s go then. Ren, can you use Dragon Curse?"

When Ash asked, Ren thought for a moment.

"Shuten Doji’s attack range is too wide, so it’s risky. Even if I reduce its STR, I’ll probably get taken out in one hit. Considering the effective range, I think it’s a little too dangerous."

"I see. Then it’s probably better for you to just cast curse magic from a distance. Agres, you be careful too. Your fire breath is one thing, but you’re weak to physical attacks."

"Even with high defense, that thing will probably take you out in one hit. Being weak to physical attacks doesn’t matter. Randa, if I die, I’m counting on you for a resurrection."

"Roger that. I’ve got plenty of MP recovery juice, so go ahead and die as much as you want!"

"…I think you’re plenty scheming yourself."

The Genesis Dragon group, led by Ash, also left Hayato’s side and headed toward Shuten Doji.

Now, only Esha and Noat remained near Hayato.

It was probably dangerous for someone who was being targeted, but he figured no one would try anything in a place with so many people. Still, he scanned his surroundings just in case. Then, Hayato also began to participate in the battle by making Melon Juice.

Esha drank the Melon Juice while attacking with Critical Shot, and Noat provided support by increasing magic attack power with her humming and dancing. Their style was to attack unilaterally from a safe zone.

But after a while, Noat’s singing and dancing stopped. For some reason, she was staring not at Shuten Doji, but in a different direction.

"Noat-san, is something wrong?"

"I hear a song."

"A song?"

"A pretty good voice. And the music is good too."

Hayato couldn’t hear it. The sounds of the surroundings were pouring into his ears, so he couldn’t tell what was a song and what was music.

Noat began to wander off.

"W, wait, Noat-san! Where are you going?! Esha, come with me!"

Noat walked in a straight line. Hayato and Esha followed her.

"I wonder what’s wrong."

"Noat gets like that when she hears singing or music. When we were fighting in the Clan Wars with Ivan and the others, she would wander off towards the enemy clan’s singing and dancing support players, even in the middle of a battle."

"So she’s interested in singing and music?"

"Probably. But she doesn’t react like that unless the opponent is really good. There must be a very skilled singer or musician ahead."

Skill level didn't affect the support from singing, dancing, or music. Humming was fine for singing, swaying your body was fine for dancing, and just randomly playing an instrument was enough for music.

However, some players did sing, dance, and play properly. Those people were respected, regardless of their skill in the game.

Suddenly, Noat stopped. She stared at a single point with an intensity he couldn't imagine from her usual self.

From this distance, Hayato could clearly hear the singing and music as well. And once he heard it, the noise of the surroundings seemed to fade away. It was a beautiful voice that was hard to get out of his head.

A woman in a white dress was on a simple, raised stage, playing a violin and singing. Like Rauxal, she had blond hair and blue eyes. Her straight hair reached down to her waist. It wouldn't be strange to call her a white fairy.

Around her, other women were singing, dancing, and playing instruments in time with her performance. Naturally, their support effects were active, and the players around them were covered in buffs, enhancement effects.

Hayato called out to a nearby person and asked about the person on stage.

He learned that the person on stage was named Alvie, the leader of the major clan Kiss of Death.

They were a clan that had risen to prominence right after the Clan Wars ended. Their overall combat power was low, but their support abilities were tremendous. It was said they could raise abilities to the game’s system limits.

Not only did they switch their support to match the situation, but they could also attack and defend while providing support. He was told that their perfectly synchronized movements made the entire clan look like a single living creature.

He also learned that the leader, Alvie, could even provide support through dancing from that state. However, the effect was low, so she usually stuck to just singing and playing.

(I've heard of them. That there’s someone who can provide three types of support at once. But more importantly, that clan is Kiss of Death. The one Rauxal mentioned, right?)

In Hayato's subjective view, he felt a little disillusioned to think that even such a beautiful woman might have feelings of wanting to be better than other major clans. Her appearance was such that she seemed to be above such things.

"Is that the kind of person you prefer, Master?"

Esha said this while drinking her Melon Juice.

Wondering what she was talking about all of a sudden, Hayato shook his head.

"No, not really. I was just looking at her and wondering if even someone that beautiful cares about who’s on top or on the bottom. Why are you making such a strange face?"

"Because that was not the reaction or response I was expecting. I thought you might get a little flustered, but I’m disappointed in you, Master."

"I have no idea what you’re talking about."

"It doesn’t matter anymore. To answer your earlier question, the more beautiful someone is, the more they care about being on top or on the bottom. Incidentally, I care as well."

"Are you saying you’re beautiful too? … You’re not denying it, so please don’t point your gun at me."

"You two should be careful. A real-life romantic comedy will result in a death. The victim’s, of course."

Noat had, at some point, returned to her usual sleepy expression. And as usual, she was saying something strange.

"You’re back to normal. I’ll ignore what you just said. So, are you satisfied?"

"I’m fine now. When I heard it up close, it was just normal."

When Noat said that, the people around them who had heard her words began to stir.

"Hey, Noat-san, what are you saying!?"

"My honest impression. The surrounding singing, music, and dancing aside, the person singing on stage is just doing it skillfully. She’s not putting her heart into it. In other words, it’s not worth listening to anymore."

The murmuring around them grew louder.

The people here weren't fighting Shuten Doji; they were here to watch Alvie and her group's singing and music. In other words, the people here were Alvie’s fans. She had essentially picked a fight right in the middle of them.

The music and singing stopped. It was as if all sound in this area had disappeared. He could hear the sounds of the battle with Shuten Doji in the distance, but the silence here, the tension, was so thick that it drowned it out.

Alvie, still smiling, looked down from the stage towards Hayato’s group.

The players in her line of sight parted like the sea, leaving no one between Hayato’s group and Alvie.

"That’s an interesting thing to say, NPC-san."

"An interesting thing to say, what? I couldn’t hear you very well."

"Ah, that’s right. My apologies. I said you are an interesting person. May I ask, you believe I’m not putting my heart into it? What is your basis for that?"

They were five meters away, and in such a noisy place, Hayato was impressed she could hear their voices so well. It was a virtual reality, so it probably had nothing to do with her real-life hearing, but she was definitely skilled at distinguishing sounds.

Noat, the one who was asked the question, tilted her head.

"You know it yourself, don’t you?"

That answer seemed to be effective, as Alvie’s smile wavered slightly. But it was only for a moment. It returned in the next instant.

Then Alvie looked at Hayato and frowned.

"Could you be Hayato-san from Daedalus…?"

Now, the attention shifted to Hayato.

"Uh, well…"

"Then, is the NPC with you Noat-san?"

"Yes, but…?"

He could vaguely understand how Alvie knew him, given Rauxal’s testimony. But he didn’t know how she knew Noat.

Noat wasn't even a clan member. If asked about their relationship, she was closest to being Esha’s friend, or perhaps a house guest. She had been acting with them a lot recently, but that was only because Cecil had been forcing her to. Normally, she was shut up in her room at their base.

Unless you were a very well-informed person, you wouldn't know Noat's name.

Noat seemed to find it strange too. She glanced at Hayato once before turning her gaze to Alvie.

"Do you know me?"

"Yes. You are Noat Vabeck, the exclusive singer for Orchestra Brunhilde, aren’t you?"

Orchestra Brunhilde. An orchestra composed entirely of NPCs. Hayato had heard them perform once before at Mist's mansion. That was also when he had first met Noat.

After that, Rose was kidnapped by bandits, and Hayato had asked for Noat’s help in exchange for a week of free meals to rescue her. She had been living at their base ever since.

She paid for her rent and food, so it wasn't a problem, but despite being together for quite a long time, he had never asked what the orchestra was doing or where they were.

Alvie’s fairy-like smile transformed into a bewitching one.

"This saves me some trouble. I wanted to meet you, Noat-san. You’re just as wonderful as I imagined."

"Do you want an autograph?"

"No, I don’t. What I want is proof that I am better than you. I have been looking for you ever since Brunhilde rejected my request to perform with them. You will accept my challenge, won’t you?"

"Fine."

Noat nodded and then looked at Esha.

"Esha-chan, hit that person with Destroy. That’ll be our win."

"I don’t think that’s the kind of challenge she means. She probably wants to compete with singing. I think."

"Oh, that kind. Well, I don’t think it’ll be much of a contest, but are you sure?"

"Are you implying that I am no match for you?"

"That’s a funny joke. I mean you might lose your confidence to sing after we’re done. If you’re okay with that, then I’ll compete."

"…Your joke is also quite amusing. To think you could say such a thing to me. You really are a wonderful person."

"I get that a lot."

"That was sarcasm."

The surrounding crowd, watching this exchange, was getting quite excited.

The only one left out was Hayato.

"Um, we’re in the middle of a battle with Shuten Doji right now…"

His words didn't reach anyone, but Esha patted his shoulder as if to comfort him.
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			In the middle of the battle with Shuten Doji, Noat had wandered off to where the major clan Kiss of Death was spreading support effects with their singing, dancing, and music.

Noat had made a comment to their leader, Alvie, to the effect of "you’re not putting your heart into it, so it’s not worth listening to," creating a tense situation, and now a contest was about to begin.

Hayato wondered if it was him or everyone else who was failing to read the room.

This was a virtual reality, after all. They had registered their voices when they started the game, but singing here was just a pseudo-experience controlled by brainwaves.

Preparations were underway on the stage, so it seemed they would be settling things by singing to each other, but he didn't know specifically how they would decide who was better.

"Noat-san, what do you do in a singing contest?"

"We both sing and then decide."

"Will you be able to tell who’s better? Will you decide based on who gets the loudest applause?"

Deciding a singing contest by the volume of applause afterward was a common practice. Other methods included having about ten judges give scores out of ten.

By that evaluation method, Noat was at a clear disadvantage. Almost everyone here was a fan of Alvie. He was about to point that out, but Noat shook her head before he could.

"If that person is a true performer, she should know the result of the match. If she boasts of victory even when she’s lost, then that’s all she amounts to, and there’s no need to bother with her."

Hayato was surprised by Noat’s confidence. It was hard to imagine from her usual self, but it seemed Noat had absolute confidence as a performer.

"You seem pretty cool right now, Noat-san."

"There’s nothing cool about competing with songs. Whether it’s singing, playing music, or dancing, there is no up or down. There is only the performer’s feelings. That girl doesn’t understand that."

"…Oh?"

A sound he hadn’t intended to make escaped Hayato’s lips. He stared at Noat with a very surprised expression.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, I just never thought I’d hear words like that from you… Do you have a cold?"

"I’ve decided tonight’s dinner will be a Donut Big Bang. Make all kinds, endlessly. With lots of strawberry."

"That much is fine, but… if she wasn’t singing with her heart, won’t she be coming at you with everything she has now?"

"I didn’t think you’d actually make it for me, but if she sings with her heart, then she can have the win."

Hayato tilted his head.

It seemed Noat wasn’t concerned with the contest itself. She was the one who had made the provocative statement, but she seemed more concerned with whether Alvie was singing with her heart than with who was more skillful.

Hayato had felt that Alvie’s singing was good, but if that wasn’t her at her best, he wondered what her true best would be like.

"Thank you for waiting. Shall we begin our contest?"

Alvie spoke to Noat from the stage.

She continued, still smiling.

"Will you sing first? Or after?"

"You go first. But if you don’t sing with your heart, I’ll hold back too."

Alvie’s expression twitched. But she immediately smiled and said, "Then I shall sing first," and moved to the center of the stage.

Alvie wasn't holding her violin; it seemed she intended to compete with just her voice.

Hayato and the others decided to listen from the front row where they had a good view of the stage.

This wasn’t what they should be doing, but he decided that getting troublesome things out of the way first was the right course of action.

This might even be one of the attempts to harass him. Since he couldn't deal with multiple things at once, he thought positively, considering it important to crush them one by one.

After a moment of silence, the members of the clan Kiss of Death began to play.

Hayato knew what kind of song it was from the accompaniment alone.

At Mist’s suggestion, he had recently started playing music in his cafe. He usually played classical or jazz at a barely audible volume, but he had listened to a variety of genres to see what kind of music would be most effective.

This song was quite old but renowned as a masterpiece. He had heard it even before deciding on the music for the cafe. It was a slow-paced love song, a true classic.

Next to Hayato, Noat let out a sigh. Even though it was still just the accompaniment and Alvie hadn't started singing yet.

He thought it best not to speak to her until the song was over, so he remained silent, but he wondered why Noat was so disappointed before she even started singing. After Alvie began to sing, Noat just looked sleepy as usual.

Hayato thought it was a good song. The people around him were listening to it, entranced. Esha was drinking her Melon Juice as usual, and her expression gave no clue as to what she was thinking.

When the song ended, the cheers and applause were unending, and the atmosphere was electric. So much so that the people seriously fighting Shuten Doji were looking over to see what was going on.

Alvie walked across the stage and looked down at Noat.

"How was it?"

"You were skillful."

Not ‘good,’ but ‘skillful.’ She said it in a way you would praise a child, saying "good job," and though her physical position was lower, Noat’s tone came from a much higher place.

Alvie froze for a moment at those words, but her smile didn't break. The muscle in her temple twitched slightly.

"Then, will you let me hear your skillful song, Noat-san?"

Not to be outdone, Alvie also returned the word "skillful."

"Fine. I’ll teach you what a song is. You should study it."

(She’s really provoking her. Is Noat-san that competitive when it comes to singing? But it doesn’t feel like she’s trying to compete.)

As he was thinking this, Noat said, "Lift me onto the stage," and looked at Hayato with her arms outstretched. She probably wanted him to carry her.

The stage was about one and a half meters high, close to Noat’s height. It would be awkward to refuse here, but carrying her was a bit embarrassing. Hayato knelt on one knee on the spot. Then he offered his cupped hands. He meant for her to use them as a step.

Noat said, "Thank you," and placed her right foot in Hayato’s hands. From that position, Hayato stood up, lifting her, and Noat climbed onto the stage.

Afterward, Noat went over to the musicians and said something to them. It was probably not Hayato’s imagination that the musicians looked displeased.

Alvie stared at Noat on the stage for a few seconds, then jumped off. For some reason, she stood where Noat had been, right next to Hayato.

"Um…?"

"I will listen from here."

Alvie said this and smiled. Hayato was so stunned by her smile that he almost swooned, but for some reason, Esha’s gaze had been piercing him, so he acted as if nothing was wrong.

Just as he was about to say something to distract himself, Alvie spoke first.

"I’ll say this first, but neither I nor my clan have any connection to Shooting Star. We are not interested in whether a clan is on top or on the bottom, so please be assured."

"Huh? But…"

She hadn’t harassed Hayato directly, but she had challenged Noat to a contest upon seeing her. He couldn’t believe her when she said they had no connection.

"I am merely personally interested in Noat-san."

"Come to think of it, you knew about Noat-san and her orchestra."

"I heard Brunhilde perform at a theater in the Imperial Capital. I thought we could create even better music if we could perform with your clan, so I negotiated to perform together."

"…In a virtual reality?"

Hayato knew the situation with the NPCs, so he understood, but players thought of NPCs as AI, as programs. He was a little surprised that she had approached them to perform together despite that.

"Even if the NPCs are just AI, I was moved by the music they played. Anyone can play a piece of music as written on the score with practice. It would be easy for a program. But music is meaningless if it is only played correctly. In the performance of Brunhilde, which is nothing more than a collection of programs, I felt a soul. You may think it’s a foolish story."

"…No, I don’t think so at all."

Hayato was surprised. The NPCs were people from a hundred years ago. And they were a gathering of the most talented people of that time. It was highly likely that the members of Brunhilde were also a group of talented performers from that era. It was possible that Alvie, standing before him, had sensed that.

Music is not heard with the ears, but felt with the heart. Hayato had heard such a saying before, and he was impressed that this might be exactly that.

"However, I was rejected. They said they wanted to hear me sing as a test, and I sang, but it seems it was a unanimous no. And then they told me I should listen to Noat-san’s singing once."

"So that’s what happened…"

"I was looking for Noat-san, but I couldn’t find her. That was when Ronios-san from Shooting Star gave me some information. That she was at your base."

"Did you receive an invitation to join them in return for that?"

"I was invited, but I refused. For some reason, I still received the information, though. But in the end, I did end up harassing you. I apologize."

"Nothing has happened so far, so it’s fine, but if you just wanted to hear Noat-san’s singing, was there a need for a contest?"

"I may not look it, but I’m very competitive. And if singing is involved, I can’t just treat it as a mere quest."

Game quests included monster subjugation and errands where you take a specific item to a designated place. There were also quests where you compete against NPCs. Most of those were through combat, but Alvie probably thought this was a quest to compete through singing.

Since she said she felt a soul in Brunhilde’s performance, it was possible she was expecting the same from Noat’s singing, but Hayato didn't know much about that. However, if there were a coffee taste competition, he was sure he wouldn't want to lose, even if his opponent was an AI.

It seemed Noat’s preparations were complete.

For some reason, she was wearing a black hooded robe, and only her mouth was visible.

Hayato, and the people around him, tilted their heads. Only Alvie had an expression of surprise.

Then, an eerie, or rather, unsettling, low-pitched song began to play.

"Listen."

Noat’s beautiful voice echoed around them. It wasn’t a loud voice, but it was a beautiful voice that lingered in the ear. He couldn’t tell if the song was good or bad, but in terms of voice alone, Hayato’s impression was that she was on par with Alvie.

"Today, you have obtained good fortune."

"What is she talking about?"

"Master, please be quiet. That’s something like a preamble to a song."

"Oh, I see. But she doesn’t usually do that, right?"

"You should cover your ears."

Esha said this and covered her ears with both hands.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Tonight, the light has fallen, and the darkness was born. I shall grant you words of blessing…"

As Noat said this, the music stopped. The surroundings became quiet, and only the sound of the battle with Shuten Doji could be heard in the distance.

Noat threw off her black robe. Underneath, she wore a black gothic-style dress reminiscent of Rosalie and the others. And on her skirt was an embroidery of what looked like a skull.

"DEEEAAAATH!"

Noat screamed. At the same time, the music began at an explosive volume. Despite the situation, Noat’s screaming voice was far louder than the music.

Hayato, who was in the front row, instantly covered his ears. But even so, he could still hear the loud voice and music. Noat’s singing was a gravelly voice, unlike her preamble, and the content of her song was nothing but blasphemy.

The first word was death. The same meaning as the ‘death’ in Kiss of Death.

Hayato didn't know this genre of music well, but he judged it to be what was called death metal or heavy metal.

His understanding was that this kind of music was mainly played with guitars, but those didn't exist in this virtual reality. He was impressed that they could play such a fast-paced piece of music with only instruments used in an orchestra.

But more than that, he didn't understand why Noat had chosen this song.

If it was just a contest with Alvie, a normal song should have been fine. Besides, the audience was different. He didn't know what would determine who was better, but at the very least, the audience’s reception was poor.

Some of the audience members were headbanging, nodding their heads up and down to the rhythm, so into it, but most of them were covering their ears and frowning.

At this rate, it wouldn't be surprising if people thought she had thrown the match. Thinking this, Hayato looked to his side.

"Hey, what are you doing!?"

Alvie, like some of the audience members, was headbanging, her beautiful blonde hair whipping around. It was as if she were possessed by an evil spirit rather than a fairy.

Noticing that Hayato and the others were watching her, Alvie gasped and stopped her actions. She covered her mouth with both hands and looked at Noat with tears in her eyes.

"In real life… I love this kind of music…"

The surroundings were noisy, and Hayato had covered his ears, but he could clearly hear Alvie’s crystal-clear voice.

When he asked for details, Alvie explained that whenever she said she wanted to sing this kind of music, people would ask her to stop. She thought she might be able to do it in a virtual reality, but her appearance came first, and she couldn't sing it here either.

(So the gap between what she wants to do and how she looks is too big… and Noat-san understood that?)

Her telling Alvie to sing with her heart, losing interest at the accompaniment stage, and choosing this song were all things she couldn't have done without understanding Alvie's situation.

That led to the question of how Noat had noticed. They had just met, and it should have been the first time Noat had heard Alvie sing. He wondered how she could have noticed in such a situation.

"She must have seen the regret and conflict in my singing. And even when I was singing normally, there might have been a part of me that couldn’t let go of this kind of song…"

Hayato’s questions deepened, wondering if such a thing was possible, but he decided to accept it, as Noat was exceptional when it came to singing.

And then Noat’s song ended.

At the end, Noat covered her left eye with the palm of her right hand, placed her left hand on her right hip, and with a slight twist of her body, struck a pose at a forty-five-degree angle to Alvie.

"It’s important to entertain everyone with your song, but to challenge me with a song you don’t enjoy yourself is as unthinkable as a donut without a hole."

There are donuts without holes, Hayato thought, but decided not to say it.

Alvie fell to her knees.

"I… lose…"

A small but clear and beautiful voice. And so, the singing contest came to a close.

"What was that, I wonder."

Esha said this with a somewhat exasperated tone. Hayato felt the same, but he decided to think of it as a small price to pay if it meant the harassment from Alvie would stop.

"Well, it’s fine, isn’t it? Oh, can you fire Destroy soon?"

"The timing is just right. Thanks to this, I’m full of support effects, so I’ll go fire it off. Tonight, I’d like a Chocolate Parfait Big Bang for myself as well."

Making endless chocolate parfaits was impossible, but Hayato thought he could splurge a little.

Afterward, Alvie came out to the crowd about her love for this kind of music and sang with Noat. Because of her appearance, it was said that Alvie had become a fallen angel.

Some people were so sad they cried at Alvie’s gravelly voice and blasphemous words, but some were overjoyed. After that, she also performed a normal song, a song that was far more free and unrestrained than before, so it didn't turn into a riot.

A faction was formed over which of Alvie’s voices was better, but at the same time, Noat also performed a normal song and made some fans. If Alvie’s voice was that of a fairy, then Noat’s was the voice of an angel. Furthermore, it was said she could also produce the voice of a demon, and she became quite popular.

Hayato had work at the cafe, so that was all he knew.

That night, after finishing his work, Hayato logged in again.

He headed to the great hall to check on what had happened with Noat and Shuten Doji.

Another card game tournament was being held in the great hall, but he couldn't see Noat.

"Where’s Noat-san?"

"If you’re looking for Noat, Alvie said she wanted to talk and took her with her," Ney answered while playing Old Maid.

"Huh? Is that okay?"

"I think it’s fine. Alvie seemed to worship Noat. She was calling her Sensei or Shishou."

"How did that happen…"

After that, Lunaria drew the joker from Ney’s hand and got teary-eyed. Then, after one round, Ney drew a card from Rosalie and won. It seemed the final showdown was between Lunaria and Benitsuru, but before he could see the result, Ney approached Hayato.

"I made sure to tell Alvie that Noat is an NPC, but she said she didn’t care. She said that even if she was a program, she learned something important thanks to Noat, so she wanted to treat her as a person. She said it quite excitedly. Personally, I was happy to hear that."

Ney had also once treated Rosalie, whom she thought was an NPC, as a person. Hayato guessed that she was happy because she thought Alvie was the same.

"Then I guess it’s okay."

Alvie had treated Noat normally that morning, so he thought there was no falsehood in her words.

"Their campsite is nearby, so it should be fine. The problem is with Shuten Doji."

"Did something happen?"

"Actually…"

According to Ney, they were having a hard time reducing Shuten Doji’s HP. They couldn't fight all day, of course, so they fought on and off, but in the end, they were only able to shave off about ten percent. At this rate, there was a possibility they wouldn't be able to defeat it before time ran out.

Major clans with considerable combat power in the game had gathered for the Shuten Doji subjugation. If those clans could only reduce its HP by about ten percent after fighting for almost a full day, it would become an unbeatable raid boss.

Diite had said it was a new event, so it was possible there was a balancing mistake, but that same Diite was fidgeting and looking like she wanted to say something to Hayato while playing cards, and she was acting a little strange.

"Could it be that there’s a gimmick to defeat it?"

A gimmick. In other words, a trick. It was highly likely that defeating Shuten Doji required not just brute force, but also disabling some kind of trick.

It seemed Ney and the other major clans had reached the same conclusion, and many clans would be exploring Onigashima tomorrow while fighting Shuten Doji. Keith and Rauxal had come all this way to tell Ney that.

"Also, Jolth from Bandit and Lutz from Starkest came by. Jolth said he’ll come tomorrow morning, and Lutz said he’ll come again today."

"Jolth aside, this is the second time for Lutz-san. I feel kind of bad."

"Well, it’s not like you did it on purpose, so it can’t be helped. Also, Rose and the others have arrived in Azuma. They’re staying at the mansion there tonight and will cross over to this island tomorrow morning."

"They were pretty fast. But that’s a help. We can never have enough materials for weapon and armor maintenance, and with Gil-san and the others here, our combat power will double."

The Ten Dark Knights led by Gil boasted a combat power that rivaled Rosalie’s Ten Black Rose Saints in the Demon Lord’s Army. Although all the clan members were the type to act as tanks, Hayato thought they would be a great asset in the fight against Shuten Doji.

"Also, Lunaria said something interesting about the Demon Lord’s Army."

"Something interesting?"

"Apparently, she called the Demonfolk. But what are the Demonfolk?"

For a moment, Hayato didn't understand what she was saying, but then he remembered. It was something Rosalie had told him when he went to rescue the imprisoned Lunaria in the Demon Lord’s Castle.

The Demonfolk were the members of Lunaria’s clan before she became the Demon Lord, Ambrosia. He had heard they were as strong as Lunaria herself.

"I don’t know the details either, but apparently they were the members of Lunaria-san’s clan. The people who were near Lunaria-san when she fought the dragon Agres during the Stampede event."

"I kind of remember them. I think they were wearing some strong-looking unique items. I see, so Lunaria called the Demonfolk. She was lamenting that only one of them would come when she called, though."

"Is that so… In that case, I’ll have to prepare a room. Is that person a man?"

"No, she said it was a woman. Her name is Xenobia Bayrot. She seems to fight in a martial arts style, like Relic or Agres. She said she’ll arrive tomorrow."

"Xenobia-san, huh. Understood, I’ll prepare a room for a woman. Is there anything else?"

There was no other new information, so Hayato parted with Ney and decided to repair some weapons and armor.

After about an hour, Lutz arrived as scheduled.

Lutz was a small man around Hayato’s age with black hair and black eyes. His equipment was light. He wore brown leather equipment with low defense that would surely get him defeated if he took a powerful hit. However, most of it had effects that increased movement speed.

The clan Starkest aimed to defeat boss monsters solo. Hayato judged that he had completely abandoned defense to specialize in evasion.

"Sorry about this, the timing was off and my greeting is late."

"No, no, I’m the one who should be sorry. Making you come all this way so many times. And thank you. Not just Keith and Rauxal-san, but you too, Lutz-san, are helping us."

"Lutz is fine. You can speak normally too. I’m not good with polite language either."

"Uh, got it. You can call me Hayato too."

Lutz’s mouth turned up slightly at the corners, and he nodded.

"And don’t worry about helping. It’s a request from Jolth, but I was also interested in you, Hayato, or rather, an acquaintance of yours."

"An acquaintance of mine?"

He had a bad feeling about this, but Lutz continued to speak.

"The Hero. Ivan Forcaro. I want to ask, is there any chance Ivan will come to this event?"

"No, I haven’t called him…"

"I see. That’s a shame."

Lutz was clearly disappointed. Hayato thought that perhaps, just as Alvie had been looking for Noat, Lutz was looking for Ivan.

He could contact him, whether he could come or not was another matter, but he thought he should confirm the circumstances first.

"What do you want to do if you meet Ivan?"

Lutz looked thoughtful for a moment, then opened his mouth.

"Are you familiar with the virtual reality fighting sport, Virtual Gladiator, Hayato?"

"Huh?"

Hayato was quite surprised. He hadn't expected the conversation to go from Ivan to Virtual Gladiator. Ivan had been the world champion of that virtual sport a hundred years ago.

Hayato became wary, wondering if he had realized that the NPCs were human. If it became public, there was no telling what people would say. Right now, Ney was acting as the public face of their backer. Even if she was a blood relative of the Foundation, there was a possibility that the same Foundation would do something to them.

Unaware of Hayato’s sense of crisis, Lutz continued.

"It’s been on the decline recently, but it was apparently very popular about a hundred years ago when entertainment was scarce due to resource depletion. It seems it was rare for people to go outside back then, and they mostly stayed at home."

"I learned about that in school, but I don’t know much about Virtual Gladiator itself. Does it have something to do with Ivan?"

"The name of the person who became the world champion during its golden age was Ivan Forcaro. I can’t believe it’s a coincidence that they have the same name."

Hayato’s wariness increased. He decided that Lutz knew and began to think about what he should do.

"I think the Hero is an NPC created based on Ivan’s combat patterns."

"…Huh?"

"I like fighting sports, and I often watch videos of old martial arts, but my favorite is Virtual Gladiator, with its flashy moves. I’ve watched it so many times I could burn a hole through the screen, and I’d say Ivan’s moves are my ideal."

"Oh, oh, I see."

"If the Hero was created in the image of the Ivan from that time, I would love to have a match with him. Even if he wasn’t, he’s still the Hero, so I want to fight him anyway."

Hayato was a little let down. It was true that you would need more information to come to the conclusion that he was the real person. He was relieved that Lutz’s guess was the most logical one, given the information he had.

"I understand the general situation."

"I’m not asking you to call him here. I just want you to contact me if he happens to be nearby. What do you think?"

Hayato thought for a moment, then nodded.

"Got it. I’ll contact you if he comes nearby."

"Really!?"

"But you’ll have to negotiate the match yourself, Lutz. I’ll tell Ivan that you have such a request, at least."

"That’s enough. If you need some kind of reward, I’ll prepare that too, so please let him know."

When Hayato agreed, Lutz thanked him and went home.

After Lutz was out of sight, Hayato returned to the mansion.

Thinking that players had their own feelings about NPCs, he headed to the great hall to share what he had learned with the members who knew the truth.



		
			Chapter 331

			The Three Shrines and the Demonfolk

			On the third day after the seal on Shuten Doji was broken, Hayato, Maris, Surya, Jolth, and Victor, a party of five, were heading for a shrine said to be on the west side of Onigashima.

They had decided this morning to explore Onigashima. There was a possibility that they wouldn't be able to defeat Shuten Doji without disabling some kind of mechanism.

During their fight with Shuten Doji, Maris and Surya had discovered a likely location. Onigashima was shaped like a triangle, and apparently, they had spotted a shrine-like structure on each of the pointed capes.

It was decided they would head to the western cape, one of those three. The judgment was to check the closest one first.

However, they still wanted to keep chipping away at Shuten Doji's health, so only Hayato, Maris, and Surya formed the investigation team. Although Hayato was a target, they concluded that in a wide open field, with Maris and Surya accompanied by their pets, there was no way they could lose.

Just as they were about to set out, Jolth came over to greet them.

Hayato thought it would end with a simple greeting, but then Jolth and his second in command, Victor, said they would go with them. They were asked to come as an apology for their failure to persuade Shooting Star.

Hayato refused, saying no such apology was necessary, but Jolth and his group wouldn't back down. Hayato was worried since the NPCs Maris and Surya were present, but the two of them had become acquainted with Jolth's group on the floating island, so he figured it would probably be fine. In the end, they were allowed to accompany them.

Due to these circumstances, a party of five people and two pets began the exploration, now heading on foot toward the western tip of the island.

"Well now, there really is something that looks like a shrine at the tip of the island."

"That's right. We only saw it from the sky, so it might be something else, but Simon-san, one of the people from the Eastern Country, taught me a few things, so I think it's almost certainly a shrine."

Maris answered Jolth's comment.

The four of them were conversing quite normally. It felt like a regular adventure, and the demons that appeared as they traveled were defeated without any trouble by Maris, Surya, Jolth, and Victor.

"By the way, how do you undo Shuten Doji's seal?"

"Oh, that's..."

"Hey, don't just try to give away information for free."

Hayato stopped Maris just as she was about to answer.

For a moment, Maris had a confused look on her face, but then she remembered with a start.

"Oh, that's right! Jolth-san, your way with words is dangerous!"

"It's not my way with words, but no dice, huh. Still, you know, I think it's a bit much to keep the method for starting such a fun event a secret. You guys did it, right? Won't you share the info?"

"You don't miss a thing. Is that why you came along?"

"No, no, that's just a side thing. My main goal is to be Hayato's bodyguard."

"Don't try to get information as a side thing. Though I guess it's only a matter of time..."

Hayato said this and looked at Maris.

To begin with, Maris didn't seem like she could keep a secret. You could say she was honest to a fault, or that she didn't know how to be suspicious. To Hayato, it felt like he was looking at Ney from a little while ago.

"Hayato-san, and Surya too, why are you looking at me with such pitiful eyes?"

"Well, it seems like you might let it slip, Maris."

"I agree with Hayato-san on that."

"Oh, is that what this is about. In that case, I agree too!"

"Could you at least deny it yourself?"

Jolth and Victor watched this exchange between Hayato's group with wide eyes.

Their reaction was natural for any ordinary player. Normally, you don't have casual chats with NPCs. You might talk to them to buy and sell items or gather information, but you rarely treat them like friends.

Players know you can converse with NPCs, but the thought that they are still AI always crosses their minds, the idea that even if it isn't a canned response, they are just reacting in a way that seems appropriate.

Jolth was more flexible in his thinking than most, and sharing information on the floating island had changed his perspective to some extent, but he was still quite surprised by the interactions between Hayato and his friends.

"Hayato, are you always like this?"

"Like what?"

"Your conversations with Maris-san and Surya-san."

Hayato didn't understand what Jolth was saying at first, but when he realized the intent, he said, "Ah," and nodded.

"Yeah, it's always like this."

"Somehow, I think I understand why you're so well liked."

"Well liked... am I? I'm certainly valued as a supplier of Nekomanma Deluxe."

As Hayato spoke self-deprecatingly, Maris shook her head with a smile.

"That's not true! We value you for your other cooking too!"

"That's even worse. I feel like we've had a similar conversation before."

"Oh, come on, I'm just kidding!"

Witnessing yet another exchange that seemed impossible for an NPC, Jolth and Victor's eyes went wide again.

"Ah, right. I heard from Jolth that you're fast at making production items, Hayato. Something about being able to craft nonstop?"

Perhaps to regain his composure, Victor posed a question.

Hayato nodded.

"Apparently so. Come to think of it, the Dwarves at the World Tree were surprised too... There are risks, so there's no need to do it, but it's become a habit."

"Risks? What kind of risks?"

"The risk that if you do something unnecessary while crafting an item, it gets canceled and you lose the materials. If you open the menu before the item is finished, you get the same result as a failure."

Victor was surprised and immediately looked at Jolth. It was the first time he'd heard of that mechanic, so he looked over for confirmation.

Jolth, understanding the meaning of the glance, nodded.

"Why is that a feature?"

"It's said that it's to prevent people from repeatedly restarting until the five-star effect appears, since you'd get the materials back upon canceling."

When a five-star item is created, there's an effect where a rainbow-colored light overflows. Item creation can be canceled voluntarily or if you're attacked by a monster, but if the materials were returned, you could just cancel and try again and again until the rainbow effect appeared.

It was said that this mechanic was in place to prevent that.

"So for that reason, continuous crafting during battle or against the clock is just risky and mostly pointless. I've wasted materials that way a few times myself."

"...But that rarely happens now, right?"

"I guess it's ingrained in my body. I don't think I've lost materials that way recently."

Victor looked slightly exasperated, but Jolth listened with a laugh. Maris and Surya were also listening, but Maris pleaded, "Please make Nekomanma Deluxe the normal way!"

After about ten minutes of walking while having such conversations, the five of them and their two pets arrived at their destination.

Just as Maris and Surya had seen from the sky, it was a shrine.

It was a wooden shrine, approximately five meters in height, width, and depth. It had an aged appearance and looked as if it could crumble at any moment.

Assuming a shrine must enshrine something, they approached it.

There was a lattice-like opening in the front door, but the inside was dark and impossible to see.

It might not be right to open the door without permission, but last night, he had asked Benitsuru, and she said she didn't know what was there, so he had her permission to do whatever he judged best.

"Whatever happens, I'll be the one to get scolded, so don't worry!"

That's what she had said, so Hayato figured it would be fine and opened the door. The door was huge, but he felt no weight at all and it opened immediately.

"...A dog?"

To be precise, it was a stone statue of a dog. From Hayato's knowledge, it didn't look like a Doberman or a Siberian Husky, but rather a Japanese breed. Probably a Shiba Inu. It was enshrined in the shrine. It wasn't a cute size, it was large enough to just barely fit inside.

Maris and Surya peeked inside from either side of Hayato. "It's a Shiba Inu!" Maris said cheerfully, and Surya nodded.

Jolth's group also looked inside the shrine, but their expressions clearly showed question marks floating above their heads.

"I wonder if we're supposed to make an offering of some kind? There's a plate here."

Just as Maris pointed out, a plate was placed in front of the dog statue.

"For me, the best-case scenario is that the petrification comes undone and it becomes our ally!"

Hayato thought that was just like the animal-loving Maris, and he tried placing some Nekomanma Deluxe on the plate.

About a minute passed, but there was no change. Figuring the offering was wrong, he tried placing various other items, but there was still no change.

"I wonder what the correct offering is. But why a dog in the first place?"

When Jolth said that, Maris reacted.

"They're cute, aren't they! It would be amazing if it fought alongside us!"

"Well, even if it's cute, a dog can't fight, can it? Though it might be strong since it's this big."

"Ah, that's it. It will fight with us."

At Hayato's words, everyone present turned their gazes to him, looking puzzled.

"There's an old tale, you see. A dog, a pheasant, and a monkey run rampant on Onigashima. I'm guessing if we make the proper offering, they'll either fight with us, or Shuten Doji will be weakened."

There were some inaccuracies in the content of the old tale Hayato recounted, but it was close enough. And he had confirmed that a book containing that story was in the castle's library, a book he had wondered if was really necessary. Hayato was sure he wasn't mistaken.

The problem was the offering. The possibilities were millet dumplings or peaches. He didn't have any peaches, nor had he brought the ingredients to make millet dumplings.

Hayato immediately sent a voice chat to Rose.

"Rose-san, sorry to bother you so suddenly, but where are you right now?"

"I am just about to head to Onigashima, but is something the matter?"

"Perfect timing. I actually have a favor to ask..."

Hayato explained the situation.

He requested that she buy peaches and the ingredients for millet dumplings. He had already confirmed that both could be obtained in the Eastern Country's capital, Azuma.

Rose didn't question it. "So it's necessary for the subjugation of Shuten Doji? Understood," she consented. Her arrival on Onigashima would be delayed, but it was decided she would head there after making the purchases.

Although he was almost certain, Hayato thought he should check the other two shrines as well. If his prediction was correct, there should be stone statues of a pheasant and a monkey in those shrines.

"I think we should check the remaining two shrines just in case. Are Maris and Surya-san up for it?"

"Of course, we're fine!"

"We're Hayato-san's bodyguards today, so it's no problem."

Hayato nodded to the two of them, then looked towards Jolth's group.

"Jolth, Victor, are you two still okay to continue?"

"Of course. It looks like something interesting is about to happen, and it seems more fun than fighting Shuten Doji."

"Same here. No problem."

"Alright, then let's take a look around Onigashima."

Hayato said this, closed the shrine door, and decided to head for the northern shrine.

Hayato's group went around the remaining two shrines and confirmed that there were stone statues of a pheasant and a monkey.

It seemed other players on Onigashima had also found their way to the shrines, but most of them just tilted their heads at the stone statues inside, not knowing what to do.

There were even some people trying to tame the statues, which made Maris look as if she was thinking, "That's an idea!"

Some players seemed to have figured out what the statues were, but like Hayato's group, they couldn't make millet dumplings at the moment, so they gave up for the day and decided to try again tomorrow.

It was Jolth who took charge of coordinating things.

Clan members from Imperial and Over the Top had also come to check the shrines, and after sharing information, they provided it to the other clans that had come to explore.

While it was possible to get a head start before tomorrow, it seemed no one wanted to be on the bad side of a major clan like Bandit, so the other clans also agreed to the schedule.

Hayato was thinking it would be bad if nothing happened even after offering the millet dumplings, but Jolth said with a laugh, "If that happens, we'll take the blame, so it's fine."

That wouldn't be right, so if nothing happened, Hayato intended to step forward and say he was the one who suggested it to Jolth. Conversely, if it went well, he didn't want to stand out, so he intended to let them receive the praise.

After various things were decided, it was time for work, so Hayato returned to the campsite and logged out.

And then, night came. After finishing work and preparations for the next day, he logged in and was surprised by the number of people.

Rose, the Maid Chief, Gil and the Ten Dark Knights, and an unfamiliar woman had been added to their numbers. He guessed that the woman was the Demonfolk Ney had mentioned yesterday, Xenobia Bellot.

Thinking that the number of people had grown quite a bit, Hayato decided to greet them, approaching Rose and the Maid Chief. Esha seemed to be nearby as well, as the three of them were talking.

Before he could call out, Esha noticed him.

"Master, please tell these two. Tell them that Esha is the best maid."

"I wouldn't say that even as a compliment. I wouldn't say it even if you threatened me with a gun. But why the sudden request?"

"They said I'm probably just playing around while eating chocolate parfaits. My feelings are hurt, so please give me a chocolate parfait."

It was wrong in the first place to expect Esha to do maid work, but Hayato thought of her as a top-tier asset in terms of combat strength. Besides, she worked diligently in the real world, and the real Esha was very proper. Although there were times she was so slovenly it was hard to know where to look.

Taking that into consideration, he decided to back her up.

"Esha is doing her best. And even if she lacks maid skills, her combat strength is more than enough to make up for it."

Esha seemed a little dissatisfied with that evaluation, but Rose and the Maid Chief appeared to be convinced.

After that conversation, he exchanged greetings with the two of them.

"Hayato-sama, the materials I brought from the base have been placed in the storehouse that's serving as our storage. The ingredients for the millet dumplings and the peaches have been placed there as well, so please confirm them later."

"Thank you, Rose-san. That's a great help."

She had brought a large quantity of materials for making food and medicine, so they would last until Shuten Doji was defeated. Ney and the others had been going into the mines in between fighting Shuten Doji, but they were having trouble mining enough ore for a single day, so this was a great help for Hayato.

"Also, regarding the shop's inventory, all consumables have sold out. There are no food or medicine items left at all."

"Well, that can't be helped. But I wonder what our neighbors wanted to do. If they were selling at a thirty percent discount, I would have thought it was a rival-like situation, but in the end, they just contributed to our sales. Though our inventory is gone now."

"Regarding that," the Maid Chief said, staring at Hayato.

"It has been determined that the neighboring clan is a subsidiary of Shooting Star."

"Ah, so it was them after all."

Hayato had requested the Maid Guild to investigate Shooting Star. The Maid Chief had brought the investigation report, and he decided to hear the results.

Shooting Star was a clan that had recently grown large, with its base in the Demon Country. They had enormous funds and used them for activities like acquisitions.

Currently, they had about fifteen clans under their umbrella, making them a clan of one hundred and fifty people. The leader's name was Harrington, a man who rarely appeared in public. His female butler, Ronios, and a maid named Cremola acted on Harrington's instructions.

The source of their funds was unknown. One theory was that they had obtained some unbelievably rare item and sold it to a major clan, but there was no proof.

That was all the information, but there was something that bothered Hayato.

"A base in the Demon Country?"

"I thought you would have that question, so I looked into that as well. Though I only asked Demon Lord Lunaria-sama and Rosalie-sama."

To build a base in the Demon Country, one needed to be on good terms with the Demons, Undead, or NPCs living there, like Mist. It was a rule that players could not build bases in the Demon Country without permission.

When the Maid Chief checked with Lunaria and Rosalie, they said that at the very least, the Demon Lord's Army had never given anyone permission to build a base. They also hadn't received any such reports from the residents of the Demon Country.

A conceivable possibility was that someone who originally lived in the Demon Country was lending them the location as a base.

"Someone lending it to them..."

"I actually asked Lunaria-sama and Rosalie-sama if they had anyone in mind."

"Were they acquaintances of the two?"

"They both made quite unpleasant faces and didn't answer. I thought there might be some problem, so I didn't press them and left it at that."

"Those two did?"

For them to show such disgust must mean something significant. Hayato had a decent relationship with both of them. From his impression of them so far, he couldn't imagine them making such faces.

Both were expressive, but he didn't think they were the type to show so much aversion that they wouldn't even talk about it.

Rosalie and the others had disliked Gil and his group before, and had shown their aversion, but they hadn't refused to talk about it. It was more exasperation at the talk of muscles.

Lunaria had also seemed displeased with the Hero, Ivan, but it was more of an annoyance because he was persistent, not that she hated him that much.

Considering that, it seemed the person they had in mind was truly despised.

"They probably thought it involved the banished Demonfolk."

"Gil-san."

Gil, the leader of the Ten Dark Knights, approached and said this.

He was as huge as ever, but he wasn't wearing armor now, and his stern face was not hidden by a helm. He smiled at Hayato with that face.

"Hayato-dono, I am glad to fight alongside you again. I thank you for the invitation."

"No, no, thank you for coming all this way."

"There's also the fact that Lunaria-sama called for me, but thanks to Hayato-dono, I had a pleasant ship journey with Maid Chief-dono and Rose-dono. I wouldn't have minded if the destination was a little farther."

He heard a "kyun" from the Maid Chief's direction but ignored it and asked Gil a question.

"By the way, did you say banished Demonfolk?"

"Yes. There are nine people called Demonfolk in total, but one of them refused to acknowledge Lunaria-sama as the Demon Lord, claiming that she herself was the Demon Lord. She challenged her to a fight, lost, and was banished. I've heard she has a ferocious personality and was quite a troublesome person even before Lunaria-sama became the Demon Lord."

Gil and the Ten Dark Knights joined the Demon Lord's Army after that and had never met her. However, the information had been shared, and there was a rule to mercilessly defeat her if she ever attacked the Demon Lord's Castle.

"Something like that happened? But wait, was becoming the Demon Lord a matter of being acknowledged or not?"

It was just part of the game's setting, but both the Hero and the Demon Lord awakened into their roles. It wasn't something that required anyone's permission. If anything, it might require permission from the administrator, Diite.

"I hear she had a sort of rivalry with Lunaria-sama. So perhaps she didn't want to acknowledge Lunaria-sama as the Demon Lord."

"...Something like jealousy?"

"It's blunt to put it that way, but that's probably what it was. In the end, after rampaging in the Demon Lord's Castle, she apparently stole treasure from the treasury and left. Because of that, the topic of the banished Demonfolk is not welcomed in the Demon Lord's Army."

"I see. By the way, may I ask her name?"

"She is a woman by the name of Amanda Stellart. I have also heard that she was from the same hometown as Lunaria-sama before she became the Demon Lord. It seems they had never met before forming a clan, though."

"I understand. I'll be careful around anyone with that name. It's possible she might get involved."

"If that happens, it happens. Should that be the case, the Demon Lord's Army will be your full-fledged ally, so you can count on us."

Hayato said, "I'll be counting on you then," and bowed his head.

After that, Gil and his group went to greet Ash and the others. Rose and the Maid Chief, taking Esha with them, also started making their rounds of greetings, leaving Hayato alone.

Hayato decided to greet the Demonfolk he was meeting for the first time, Xenobia Bellot, and approached her.

Xenobia was in an area with Lunaria, the members of Black Rose, and many other women. Hayato felt a bit intimidated, but he told himself that while they might be people in real life, this was a virtual reality, and drew closer.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Hayato..."

"Gyaaa!"

When Hayato spoke from behind her, the woman he thought was Xenobia let out a scream and immediately hid behind Lunaria. Then she glared at Hayato. The intensity in her eyes was no small matter.

It was a scene reminiscent of when Lunaria hid behind Esha at the base long ago. That aside, it was quite hurtful. He felt like he understood how Ivan felt when Lunaria did the same to him.

Wondering if he had done something wrong, the members of Black Rose gathered around Lunaria and Xenobia, forming a protective formation. At the center of it, Lunaria was trying to calm Xenobia down.

"Did I... do something...?"

Rosalie approached Hayato and shook her head.

"No, it's not your fault, Hayato, but Xenobia-sama has androphobia. She was likely surprised because you suddenly spoke to her. From now on, please contact us before you speak to her. She needs to prepare herself, so about an hour in advance."

"Is everyone in the Demon Lord's Army like this?"

After all, Lunaria had social anxiety. She became quite forward once you got used to her, but fundamentally, she was afraid of others. And Xenobia was apparently afraid of men. The Demonfolk Amanda that he had just heard about from Gil also seemed to be a problem, so Hayato was worried about the Demon Lord's Army.

"What do you mean, 'like this'? I think she'll be fine once she gets used to you, but for a while, I think she'll react like that if you talk to her. Or her infinite combo might explode, so you should be careful."

"I see, I just wanted to say hello... Infinite combo...?"

"It's Xenobia-sama's special move where she continues to attack endlessly until her opponent is defeated. The conditions seem to be strict, but once it's set in motion, she unleashes a continuous barrage of attacks that doesn't allow the opponent to counterattack."

"I'd be defeated in one hit, so it wouldn't be a combo."

"I don't know how to respond to your self-deprecation."

(An infinite combo, huh. I feel like there was something like that in fighting games, but it's a special move...?)

As he thought that, Hayato looked at Xenobia, who was taking deep breaths with Lunaria while being protected by the members of Black Rose.

Xenobia was a petite woman like Noat, a little over 150 centimeters tall. Her dark green hair was cut short, but it was messy and didn't look like it was cared for.

She wore a hooded poncho coat that covered her down to her knees, with a high collar that hid her mouth. The color was a dark green similar to her hair, so much so that she would likely be camouflaged and disappear in a forest.

On both hands, she wore large, rugged silver gauntlets that couldn't be completely hidden by the poncho coat, and for some reason, her feet were bare.

When Xenobia finished her deep breaths, she glanced at Hayato, but when their eyes met, she quickly hid behind Lunaria again. Then, while glaring at Hayato, she mumbled something to Lunaria.

"I'm Xenobia. She says thank you for preparing a room."

Lunaria said. Hayato guessed she was interpreting Xenobia's words, or rather, speaking for her. Her expression didn't match the content, but Hayato smiled at Xenobia and said, "You're welcome."

"If there's anything inconvenient, please don't hesitate to tell me. Ah, before that, my name is Hayato. It's nice to meet you."

Xenobia, still hiding behind Lunaria, glared at Hayato even more intensely, but she nodded her head up and down.

(So we can communicate as long as someone acts as an intermediary.)

No sooner had he thought that than a stir went through the surrounding area.

"Eh? What?"

"Xenobia-sama spoke with a man she met today..."

Rosalie muttered this, and not just the members of Black Rose, but Lunaria too, looked at Hayato in surprise.

To Hayato, it was an exchange that barely qualified as a conversation, but it must have been a surprising reaction.

Xenobia was mumbling something to Lunaria.

"She says she likes the room's interior. And that the food is delicious. She's also saying you should treat the Demon Lord to the best dessert."

"She didn't say that last part, did she? I'm glad she likes it. If there's any food you want to eat, just let me know and I'll make it."

When he said that, Xenobia's face went blank for a moment, but she stopped glaring and tried to form a smile. Her expression was quite awkward, but the effort was apparent.

The surroundings stirred even more, but Hayato could only wonder if it was really that unusual.

"Your harmless appearance might be just right for Xenobia-sama."

"Rosalie-san, just so you know, harmless is not a compliment."

"I intended it as the highest form of praise, though?"

Though he thought, "Really?" he also felt that his presence might be putting a considerable strain on Xenobia, so Hayato gave her another smile and then left the area.

Afterward, Hayato gathered information about the afternoon's battle with Shuten Doji, then confirmed the materials Rose had brought, and began maintaining the weapons and armor and making millet dumplings.



		
			Chapter 332

			Achievement Unlocked and the Test Player

			The battle with Shuten Doji entered its fourth day.

With only a week to fight, they were nearing the halfway point, but so far, they had only dealt about thirty percent damage.

There was a sense that they wouldn't be able to defeat him at this rate, but thanks to information from major clans like Bandit, there was a feeling of anticipation that something would happen today.

At the three shrines discovered on Onigashima, stone statues of a dog, a pheasant, and a monkey were enshrined. Based on Hayato's speculation that they would fight alongside them if offered millet dumplings or peaches, it was decided that this would be carried out at each shrine.

Over the Top was in charge of the northern shrine, Imperial at the eastern shrine, and Bandit and Hayato's group at the western shrine. The millet dumplings were five-star ones prepared by Hayato. He handed the millet dumplings and peaches to the clans that had arrived early in the morning, and they each took their positions.

There was no particular reason to do it simultaneously, but they went along with Keith's suggestion that "it would be more fun that way."

Hayato thought it would be bad if nothing happened, but he was quite relieved.

This was because Diite was smiling more brightly than usual. It was a spoiler of a spoiler, a dead giveaway from her expression that something was bound to happen.

The scheduled time arrived.

Jolth said, "Shouldn't you be the one to do this, Hayato?" so he offered the millet dumplings on the plate in front of the dog statue.

Just as he thought nothing was happening, a rumbling sound like an earthquake was heard, and cracks appeared on the dog statue. A dazzling light overflowed from the gaps in the cracks, becoming so bright he couldn't open his eyes.

When the light subsided, a dog with the same appearance as the statue was there. It then ate the millet dumplings on the plate.

The dog looked at Hayato and said, "Delicious, woof," then let out a long howl, "Awooo," and started running. The direction it headed was toward the foot of the mountain where Shuten Doji was.

Although it was somewhat expected, it happened so exactly as predicted that everyone present was dumbfounded.

"Ah! I forgot to tame it!"

Maris, who had come as Hayato's bodyguard, said this.

"I don't think you can tame that dog."

"I might be able to manage if I show it a five-star millet dumpling during the taming process! Please mass-produce them!"

"Eh...?"

While Hayato's group was having this conversation, Jolth spoke to them.

"It seems a similar situation occurred at the northern and eastern shrines. I got messages from both clans."

"That means there might be a change in the battle with Shuten Doji. Let's go check it out right away."

When Hayato said that, everyone nodded and they hurried over.

The three creatures, the dog, the pheasant, and the monkey, had joined the battle against Shuten Doji.

The dog used physical attacks, the monkey used magic attacks, and the pheasant used support magic. What was particularly noteworthy was the pheasant's support magic, which granted a special effect that dealt five times the damage to demons.

The players also received that support and were dealing more damage than usual. Shuten Doji's HP was already below half, and at this rate, it looked like the battle would be decided by noon today.

A short while after Hayato's group arrived, Esha approached him.

"It seems things turned out just as you expected. As expected of O-inu-sama."

"You're not giving me credit? Still, I'm relieved. And with this, Esha's Destroy will also do five times the damage, so we can probably win today."

"What if I hit O-inu-sama? I'll be sealing my Destroy skill."

"...Well, that's fine, I guess. Lunaria-san and the others are here."

Lunaria's Black Swan seemed to have already activated, as an effect that left a black trail in the path of her sword was visible. If her spirits were high, there was no need to worry about her social anxiety.

She was coordinating well with Benitsuru. Or rather, Benitsuru was maneuvering to make it easier for Lunaria to attack. She deflected Shuten Doji's attacks and focused on creating situations where Lunaria could easily attack. She herself was dealing almost no damage, but thanks to her, Lunaria was attacking with gusto.

Gil and his group, who had arrived yesterday, had also joined the battle and were performing their roles as tanks splendidly. They stood firm against the area-of-effect attacks with knockback, never letting the attacks reach the members around them.

It was a sight that made you want to rub your eyes in disbelief, a tank that could even stop area-of-effect attacks, but Hayato and the surrounding players were more impressed than puzzled, thinking that with the Demon Lord's Army, anything was possible.

And Xenobia's attacks also drew the eye.

When he saw her at the mansion yesterday, she was barefoot, but that was because it was indoors. Now she was equipped with silver greaves similar to her gauntlets, and she was unleashing acrobatic attacks with both her hands and feet.

While the members of Black Rose were protecting the surroundings to keep men away, Xenobia was also drawing attention for another reason. Her weapon skills weren't stopping.

Hayato had heard about it yesterday, but Xenobia could use her martial arts weapon skills continuously without a cool down time.

There were conditions and demerits, such as not being able to use the same weapon skill consecutively, having to land an attack within one second after use, a cool down time more than four times longer if the attack chain was broken, and a drop in attack power, but as long as those conditions were met, she could unleash skills endlessly.

It seemed she could also incorporate the instant-teleportation Shukuchi into her continuous attacks and evasions, and it was said that she might be unbeatable in a one-on-one PvP match. Though that came with the condition that her opponent wasn't male.

(So that's the infinite combo. A single hit seems light, but she's attacking continuously, so her damage per second must be considerable. Maid Chief-san, on the other hand, seems to be a heavy-hitter type... but right now, she's just looking blissful behind Gil-san.)

The Maid Chief and Rose were participating in the battle, but they weren't attacking. What they were doing was supporting Gil and his group. They were dedicated to healing with potions and the like.

Ney's group, Cecil, and the Genesis Dragon group including Ash were also doing their best, but compared to the Demon Lord's Army, they paled somewhat due to the difference in numbers. That said, their contribution was far higher than that of other major clans.

With that, Shuten Doji's HP was visibly dropping faster. Hayato was convinced that the battle would be decided before noon.

Apart from that, there was something else on his mind.

It had been a while since they arrived at the battlefield, but Jolth and Victor hadn't joined the fight and were staying with Hayato's group. For some reason, they were just warily watching their surroundings, seemingly uninterested in Shuten Doji.

"Aren't you two going to fight?"

"We'll sit this one out. You've taught us the method, so maybe we'll host our own Shuten Doji subjugation next."

Hayato had taught them how to break Shuten Doji's seal on the condition that they use Bandit as a cover, so he wouldn't stand out if nothing happened after offering the millet dumplings, or if it went well.

Since it required the Byakko screen and access to the library, it wouldn't happen right away, but Hayato thought Bandit could probably organize it without much delay.

"Besides, it seems like Shooting Star might try to mess with you, Hayato, during the chaos or commotion after Shuten Doji is defeated. We're prioritizing being on the lookout for that."

"Come to think of it, there hasn't been any contact. Alvie-san became friends with Noat and carried her off, futon and all, but that's about the only effect."

Even now, they seemed to be singing together on the battlefield, spreading support effects around them. Being carried away was a form of meddling, but it wasn't anything to be concerned about.

There had been talk of having Noat join "Kiss of Death," but she had refused because "they don't serve five-star donuts." Being glared at with a bit of resentment by Alvie was mentally taxing, but that was about it.

"I wonder what they're thinking. We're also monitoring the other major clans that might become enemies, but there's no movement so far. Though it seems like they do want to fight you guys."

"Winning against Bandit was good, but it's turned into a lot of trouble."

"You'll have to give up and accept that as the price of fame. If there were an event like a clan war where players could fight each other, it would probably solve everything at once."

He had heard from Diite that since player-versus-player combat was only available in clan wars, the management received a lot of requests.

According to Diite, they were considering it and were planning to hold an event like a clan war. They were also apparently considering increasing the number of members a clan could have.

"We've got new players, and we're thinking of things like large-scale clan battles for the next event, but there are a lot of difficult adjustments to make. We're collecting data for that, but it'll probably take a little more time."

That's what Diite had said.

They were collecting data to pass on to the self-expanding program, Infinity, but it wasn't complete yet. After it was complete, the program would be expanded further, and only then would the event be implemented. That was the flow.

The currently ongoing event, the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia, was also part of that data collection, so it would take time, but Hayato was also looking forward to a major update next.

As he was recalling this, Shuten Doji's HP was down to a sliver. It was a situation where, if they had known about the shrines, they could have defeated him in a single day, making him wonder what all the trouble had been for.

He could see Diite in the distance, but her morning smile was gone and she looked dejected. She was still providing healing support, but her spirits were clearly down.

(The helper characters must have been too strong...)

Since it was the first time for this event, Hayato guessed that Diite had made a balancing mistake. The Hero, Ivan, was acting as a sort of test player, but it seemed this raid boss battle had been a live run.

He thought that the performance of the helper characters might be weakened next time, and just then, Shuten Doji's HP bar disappeared.

At the same time, Shuten Doji fell to its knees. It roared at the heavens, then its head began to turn into particles of light, and finally, it vanished completely.

After a moment of silence, everyone raised a cry of victory. They praised each other's efforts and exchanged words of appreciation like, "Good work!"

Of course, it didn't end there. A large number of drop items immediately entered the participants' item bags.

When a large-scale battle like this ended, it was customary to boast about rare drops or lament garbage drops, and the festive atmosphere continued as people started announcing what items they had gotten.

Hayato's ears caught cheerful voices saying, "Got Hihiirokane!" "What's this ink and brush?!" and "An oni's loincloth is hard to equip!"

It was said that the rarity of the dropped items changed depending on one's contribution, so Hayato thought he probably wouldn't get anything great, and was about to check his own item bag.

But before he could, an announcement echoed.

"Shuten Doji has been successfully subjugated. As an achievement reward, Status Cap Break and Skill Cap Break have been unlocked. Please check the help page for details. I repeat..."

The players, who had been listening casually thinking it was the usual announcement, heard content that made them doubt their ears. They stopped reporting their drop items and pricked up their ears to listen carefully to the next announcement.

Once again, an announcement echoed across the quiet Onigashima.

"Shuten Doji has been successfully subjugated. As an achievement reward, Status Cap Break and Skill Cap Break have been unlocked. Please check the help page for details."

(No way, seriously?)

Just after Hayato thought that, a roar louder than the one when they defeated Shuten Doji went up. It was noisier than when Noat screamed, so Hayato covered his ears with both hands.

The drop items were also attractive, but they would pale in comparison to a new system being unlocked. It was on a level that you could say a major update had just been implemented out of the blue.

Esha had originally been able to break the skill cap, so the system must have existed before, but for it to become available as a reward for this battle was unexpected.

(Diite-chan is glancing over here. I guess she wanted to see my surprised face.)

Judging that to be the case, Hayato mouthed the words "I'm surprised" without speaking. Diite, who had been disappointed during the battle, seemed to have her smile back.

"What are you doing, acting like lovers?"

"What are you talking about?"

Hayato reacted to Esha's words, but he wondered if this was what lovers did, and that wasn't his intention at all.

"Well, whatever. Master, please uncap your cooking skill."

"Of course. I plan to uncap all my other production skills too."

"I haven't looked at the help page, but that might be difficult."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning you can't just uncap them for free. You'll probably have to sacrifice something, like with my negative skills. I think the demerits will be quite severe. In fact, if you can just uncap them normally, I'll protest."

Hayato thought, "That's true."

Esha had a negative animal taming skill, so she was attacked even by animals and monsters that weren't normally hostile. Her sewing skill made the durability of her cloth equipment decrease over time. As for cooking, she couldn't even make food, she created monsters.

The merit of uncapping a skill required taking on a proportional demerit. Considering that, he guessed that uncapping all his production skills would result in a considerable demerit.

(I don't need combat skills, and I wouldn't mind if it was a less-favored skill that went negative, but it depends on how big the demerit is.)

Thinking about that was part of the fun, so Hayato thought positively.

The area was still buzzing with excitement, so he decided to return to the campsite for a bit to think things over, but just then, a voice chat came in. The caller was Simon, so he immediately accepted it.

"Hey, Simon. Did the demons disappear on your end too..."

"Hayato! Bring everyone back to the mansion in Azuma!"

"Eh? What's wrong?"

"The mansion is under attack right now! We can't hold out on our own!"

"You mean there are still demons?"

"No! For some reason, people from the western country have surrounded the mansion!"

"Why would that... ? Could it be... but...?"

Shooting Star came to Hayato's mind. But there was no one at the mansion. Hayato couldn't understand why they would attack the mansion.

(No, wait a minute...? That's right, I asked him to be their guard! Don't tell me they're planning to abduct them instead of me!)

"Simon! I'm coming back right away, so hold on somehow!"

He said that, cut the voice chat with Simon, and then sent a voice chat to everyone else.

"Everyone! Let's go back to the mansion in Azuma! Sieg and the others are in danger!"

Hayato explained the situation to everyone, then they quickly broke camp and headed from Onigashima to Azuma.

They didn't have the luxury of waiting for a fisherman's boat, so they used their own airship. It would still take a considerable amount of time, so Hayato calmed his mind by repairing everyone's weapons and armor in the meantime.

He had decided it would be bad if he got too angry or panicked. When everyone heard the situation, they showed an anger that would be frightening even to an ally. If there wasn't a calm person, something that could be resolved smoothly might not be.

Maris, the owner of Siegfried and Max, was just panicking, and Surya was telling her to calm down, but the other members were different. All of them were radiating a deep, quiet anger.

Esha had been swinging her Beelzebub around and taking aim repeatedly, and Ren had taken out a straw doll and five-sun nails and was muttering to herself. Cecil and Noat were the same, and were now quiet.

Ash and the others knew the reality of the situation, so they were somewhat relieved, but they still couldn't forgive the act itself and said they wouldn't be satisfied until they beat them to a pulp.

Ney and the others also knew it was a game, but they thought it was an unforgivable act and were quite angry.

Lunaria had also gathered Black Rose, the Black Knights, and Xenobia and was talking to them about something, but her usual smile was gone, and her face was quite stern.

Benitsuru's usual smile was also completely gone. She was sitting in seiza on a prepared cushion and meditating.

The Maid Chief and Rose were acting normally, but that was scary in its own way. Like Surya, they were near Maris, encouraging her and telling her it would be alright, but they had even requested Hayato to maintain their weapons.

Seeing that, Jolth approached Hayato, who was trying to calm down as much as possible.

He had asked if they could ride with them. It was a hassle, but time was precious, so he immediately let them on. Victor was also with them, but he seemed to be on a voice chat with someone and was talking a short distance away.

"To think they'd come at us with a move like this. It's effective, in a way."

"Effective? Are you perhaps praising them? If so, would you mind jumping off the ship? You're in the way."

Hayato said this in a low voice. He was trying to calm down, but that's all it was. He was still angry.

Jolth hurriedly shook his head.

"No, no, no, that's not what I meant. I'm not praising them, I'm appalled. I didn't think they were this stupid. We'll cooperate with you guys completely, and I won't be satisfied until I complain to them directly either."

"Directly...? Do you perhaps know their leader, Jolth?"

"Well, I do know him."

"Can you voice chat him?"

"I can."

"Then, could you tell him that before we even talk about joining your clan's umbrella, he shouldn't think he can get away with something like this for free?"

"...Yeah, you're right. Even if it's a game, it's unthinkable to try and take pets hostage and then ask them to become allies. They must have chosen to fight and win rather than to prove their strength by having you join them. At this point, I think you should crush them with all your might."

"Even if this ends as just an attempt, I'm going to make sure they can never do something like this again, so tell them that too. I can't fight, but I also can't hold everyone back."

Jolth looked around. He saw the quietly furious NPCs and his face twitched.

"I'll tell them that too."

Jolth said that and headed toward where Victor was.

As if waiting for him to be alone, Diite came over this time.

"Hayato-kun, can I have a moment?"

"Are you going to say you can do something about this, Diite-chan?"

Diite had a very troubled look on her face. An apologetic look. She then bowed her head.

"I'm sorry. I'm in a state where I can't do anything right now."

"Ah, yeah. It's okay. I'm the one who caused this in the first place, so don't worry about it too much."

"I'm the one who made you do that, Hayato-kun. I'm truly sorry."

Diite's functions were limited because of the AI Killer that Hayato had used. She could still do things like fly, but she couldn't make complex settings that directly intervened with the existing system.

This incident too, if it were related to an event, she might have been able to do something, but she couldn't intervene in what players were doing.

She had explained that to him earlier. Was it some other matter, something she didn't want others to hear? Diite was being considerate of their surroundings.

After confirming it was fine, she put on a serious face and opened her mouth.

"There's something I want you to know, Hayato-kun. It's not that I was trying to hide it, but I never had the chance to say it."

"You've been glancing around for a while. Is it something you can't tell everyone?"

"It wouldn't be a problem for the members who know about the real world, but this matter is a little complex, or rather, problematic, so I want to tell you first, Hayato-kun."

"Alright. Then, what is it about?"

"It's about Sieg-kun."

"About Sieg?"

Hayato was a little taken aback. He had been prefaced with words like "not trying to hide it" and "problematic," so he had thought it was something about Shooting Star.

"This is a hypothetical, but if Sieg-kun were to be kidnapped, I need you to rescue him within the day."

"That's the plan, but why?"

He had work at the coffee shop in the afternoon, but if he were kidnapped, he planned to take the day off. It wasn't like he could do anything himself, but he thought he wouldn't be able to concentrate on work while worried.

This was a virtual reality. Even if Siegfried were kidnapped, it wouldn't affect the real world, but Maris was living here as if it were real. So for Maris, Siegfried was real. That was Hayato's way of thinking, and he couldn't just leave it be.

However, he didn't understand why Diite would directly ask him. Hayato prompted Diite to explain.

"If they were to kidnap Sieg-kun, I think they would use an item that was used for animal poaching and smuggling. And that is a little dangerous for Sieg-kun."

"I don't really get it, but if it's an item used for poaching and smuggling, does that mean it was used by the organization that Maris and the others destroyed?"

There was a time when Maris was too busy to come to the base. Hayato had heard that she had been doing various things to destroy an organization that was poaching and smuggling animals. The organization itself was destroyed, but he had also heard that a few people had escaped.

"That's right. And the item they used at that time was called the 'Cage of Discord,' which can steal other people's pets."

"I have a lot of things I want to say, but why does an item like that even exist?"

"I want you to think of it as something similar to the Stealing Skill. Since we've made the settings close to reality, so-called criminal acts are also possible in this virtual reality. That said, it's not like the Stealing Skill where you steal instantly. Depending on the level of trust with the pet, the period until the master-servant contract is broken can be extended up to a maximum of one week. Once it's broken, they can be transferred or sold."

"What. Then we have up to a week. Not that I plan to take that long."

Maris and Siegfried's trust level should be at its maximum. Then the period would be the maximum of one week. They wouldn't take that long, but having that leeway was a welcome thing.

That should have been the case, but Diite shook her head.

"Sieg-kun is different."

"Different? You mean his trust level is low?"

"That's not it. Sieg-kun trusts Maris-kun from the bottom of his heart. There's no doubt about that. But..."

After saying that, Diite trailed off. She was being evasive, or rather, she seemed to be hesitating.

"Diite-chan. You've been acting strange for a while. Is it something that's hard to say? I can handle whatever you tell me, so can you just get to the point? What's so dangerous about Sieg?"

Diite had been talking for a while, but she was continuing with a roundabout explanation. He didn't know if she really didn't want to say it, or if she didn't want him to know, but her way of speaking clearly showed she didn't want to say the conclusion.

It was human-like, you could say, but they didn't have time for such a conversation now. If Siegfried had been kidnapped and was in danger, he needed to know the reason right away.

At Hayato's gaze, Diite seemed to resign herself and nodded her head vertically.

"You're right, I have to say it properly. I wasn't sure how you'd react, so it was hard to say, but I've made up my mind."

Diite paused for a moment, then looked at Hayato again.

"First, there's a premise I want you to know. Simply put, Sieg-kun is real."

Hayato tilted his head. He didn't quite understand what Diite was saying.

"Real? You mean there are fake ones?"

"That's not it."

Diite said this, shaking her head. Then she stared at Hayato.

"What I mean is, a real calico cat from the spaceship Aphrodite is logged into this virtual reality. To tell you the truth, Sieg-kun is the very first and oldest test player to log into this world."

"......Eh?"

A rare cry of surprise escaped from Hayato, drawing the attention of everyone.



		
			Chapter 333

			Peculiar Specifications and a Declaration of War

			Siegfried the calico cat was a real cat logged into this virtual reality, just like Hayato and the others.

After Diite explained this, Hayato was in a bit of a daze. For a moment, he even forgot that Shooting Star was attacking the mansion, but his senses gradually returned.

Now that she mentioned it, some of Siegfried's actions did make it seem that way. He had also behaved as if influenced by the system, like when he bit Esha, so Hayato was honestly half in doubt. Still, he couldn't imagine Diite would lie about something like this.

He took a deep breath to calm down and noticed everyone around him looking at them quizzically. Figuring it was because he had cried out in surprise, he told them, "Sorry, it’s nothing, I’m okay," before turning his gaze back to Diite.

"For now, can you tell me everything?"

Diite nodded and began her explanation to Hayato.

At the time, Siegfried was one of the animals they had borrowed by giving a large sum of money to Artemis, an animal welfare organization. Artemis was also the organization to which Surya belonged.

To put the reason and purpose for borrowing him simply, it was for an experiment.

It was for a full dive, which hijacked the nerve signals of the brain and body and reflected them into a virtual reality. Its very mechanism was completely different from the kind of virtual reality one enjoyed by wearing goggles or motion capture gear.

No matter how safe they claimed it was, they would never test it on a human first. So, several animals were used as test subjects. One of them was Siegfried the calico cat.

The experiment was a success. There were no problems with logging in or out, and there were no effects on his life afterward. However, just because it succeeded once didn't mean it wouldn't fail the next time. They repeated the test over and over.

Eventually, they tested it on humans and confirmed there were no issues, but Siegfried and a few other animals continued to undergo tests.

This was because they had taken over two research projects and were continuing them in this virtual reality. Maris’s research on "understanding animal brainwaves" and Surya’s research on "conveying intent to animal brains."

In the first place, these two papers were one of the keys to realizing the full dive into virtual reality. Data collection was necessary for further version upgrades, and they had Siegfried and the others provide it.

"Sieg-kun is smart to begin with. I imagine that's why he was chosen as a test player."

"So that’s what happened. And you said Sieg was in danger?"

"The device Sieg-kun is logged into, he’s sleeping in a pod just like all of you, but it’s an animal-use model and an early prototype at that. Its compatibility with the ‘Cage of Discord’ is remarkably poor."

"Meaning?"

"If Sieg-kun is put in the ‘Cage of Discord,’ he should gradually weaken. His life is truly in danger."

"Hold on. Why would that happen?"

"Humans and animals like cats originally have different sizes and lifespans, so there are special pods for the animals. That part is fine, but the early models have a problem. Their nutritional intake is linked to the virtual reality."

"Huh...?"

"When he eats in the virtual reality, nutrition is delivered to Sieg-kun through the pod. At the time, we didn't fully understand nutritional regulation for animals in virtual reality, and there was a concern that providing nutrition at regular intervals might cause problems, so we left it to the animals’ appetites. That has become an issue now. If he’s locked in that cage, he can't eat and can’t get any nutrition."

"I'll say it again, why would it be like that..."

"The ‘Cage of Discord’ is an item that lowers a pet’s trust level. There are several ways to lower trust, but the act that lowers it the most is not feeding them. It's an item that forces that to happen. He’ll probably be fine for a few days without food, but becoming too weak to even want to move would be quite dangerous, as he won't be able to eat."

After saying that much, Diite wore a pained expression and lowered her head.

"It’s my mistake for not upgrading Sieg-kun’s pod to a newer model, thinking it would be fine. It was technically possible, but I had made it a low priority. That has led to this problem. I am truly sorry."

Hayato thought this must be what Diite had been hesitant to say. The priority for animals was low, and furthermore, they had been used in experiments. Though some of it was not Diite's own doing, she may have been afraid of how he would react.

(Did she think I’d start to dislike her..._?_)

Thinking this, Hayato gently said, "Please raise your head."

"The ones who caused the problem aren't you, Diite-chan, but the clan called Shooting Star. Besides, you weren’t the one who decided to use animals for the test play, right?"

"However..."

"No howevers about it. If there’s a problem, let’s do what we can now instead of regretting it."

As Hayato said this, Diite’s eyes welled with tears. "You’re right, Hayato-kun," she said, then took a deep breath and nodded.

Watching her, Hayato began to think things over and voiced his thoughts.

"First, can we forcibly log Siegfried out? I mean, let him escape to the real world before he gets caught."

"That... I can’t."

"You can’t?"

"To begin with, I can’t forcibly log you or Sieg-kun out by my own will. I didn’t do it to you, did I, Hayato-kun? Logging out is, by design, something done by one's own volition."

Hayato and Diite had once been enemies. Though it was more a case of Diite unilaterally telling Hayato to get out of this world. At that time, she destroyed Hayato’s biometric authentication data so he could never log in again.

However, she never forcibly logged Hayato out. That was simply because she couldn't, due to the system's specifications.

As an administrator, Diite could change settings, but she wasn't all powerful. Some changes took time, and some specifications couldn't be altered at all. And now, with the program corrupted by the AI Killer, her ability to change settings was severely restricted.

"I can't force a logout. But I did change Sieg-kun’s settings to make him able to log out. I want to tell Sieg-kun to do so, but for some reason, the voice chat won’t go through. I don't know why this is happening..."

"Wait, wait, even if you tell Sieg to log out, he won't understand, will he?"

"He can understand. I mean, Sieg-kun talks with Maris-kun, doesn't he? That’s due to the effect of the item ‘Melampus’ that Maris-kun has, but as I explained earlier, we can converse with Sieg-kun thanks to the results of research into understanding animal thoughts and conveying intent to them."

"...That's even more surprising."

"Perhaps so. It seems that even Maris-kun's and Surya-kun's papers have been lost now, so it’s likely at an impossible level today. Anyway, if he's been put in the cage, being unable to log out is as designed, but I don’t know why the voice chat isn't working."

"Hold on. He can’t log out if he's in the cage?"

"That's right. Normally, AI pets have a system where they disappear on the spot when their master logs out, but Sieg-kun is set up to log out himself. Though logging out just means he's sleeping in his pod. However, the ‘Cage of Discord’ blocks that system."

If the pet could escape at any time, the item called "Cage of Discord" would lose its purpose. Hayato understood this to mean that even if Maris regained her memories and logged out, Siegfried would be left behind.

"So that’s no good either... Then what about supplying nutrition externally... that’s also a no? But why are the specs like this? I mean, even if this virtual reality wasn't a game, it's still strange, isn’t it?"

It seemed like the specifications were either too convenient or too inconvenient for this particular problem. One might even say they were designed as if they knew this would happen.

Originally, this virtual reality was created for people to live in as if it were reality. Despite that, it lacked an emergency escape function.

The headgear used for gaming has emergency escape measures in case of problems, but it felt strangely odd that the pods on the spaceship Aphrodite had nothing.

Hayato thought so and asked, but Diite furrowed her brow.

"I wasn't involved with the initial specifications of this virtual reality, so there are parts I don’t understand well. I’ve asked Infinity to change them before, but I was told it couldn't be done because it was a core part of the system."

"I see..."

It was strange, but he couldn't waste time thinking about something he couldn't change.

Just as he was thinking he had no choice but to count on Simon's efforts, he noticed Jolth standing behind him.

"Can I have a word?"

They had been speaking in low voices, so Hayato didn't think he had been overheard, but he was a little surprised to be addressed so suddenly.

"Uh, um, what is it?"

"I sent a voice chat to their leader, but it won’t go through. This is a first for me. Voice chat between me and Victor works, though."

"Voice chat isn't going through...?"

Hayato had a thought and sent a voice chat to Simon. But there was no response.

"Sorry, but could you try a few more times? If it connects, tell them I’ll be the hostage, so they shouldn't take the calico cat, I mean, the pets."

"Understood. I’ll give it a few more tries, then."

Jolth said this and moved away from Hayato’s group.

After confirming his departure, Hayato turned his gaze back to Diite.

"I told you about how I was attacked by Shooting Star, right?"

"Hm? Ah, yes, I did hear that. Something about a clan targeting you, Hayato-kun, and you fought them in the cafeteria. But what about it?"

"I didn't mention it then, but they had an item that looked like a black orb. It was an item that blocked teleportation, respawning from death, and even voice chat."

"...What is that?"

"You don't know about it either, Diite-chan?"

"As the administrator, I can't say I don't know, but I would never create an item that could affect even the core systems of the virtual reality."

"But they definitely had it."

Diite folded her arms and fell into thought. After a few seconds, she looked up at Hayato.

"If there’s a possibility, it would be something like the AI Killer that Esha-kun created, or Mist-kun’s Panacea. It was likely created based on the knowledge of a high-ranking player from a past Clan War."

"Ah, I see."

Members who placed in the top eight in past Clan Wars received various boons from Diite as rewards, one of which was the ability to create recipes for items that didn't exist in this world. While not unlimited, they could create almost anything to some extent, as long as it was based on their own knowledge.

The black orb, she surmised, was an item created by one of these high-ranking players.

"I see. So the reason the voice chat isn't reaching Sieg-kun is because they're using that item near the mansion, right?"

"I think that’s highly likely. Simon contacted me at first, so maybe she was outside its effective range then."

"Probably. Even if they could make such an item, its range would likely be small. But who on earth could have made something like that... No, I see, it must be her."

"Her?"

Diite said nothing and pointed behind Hayato, slightly upward.

When Hayato turned around, a person was standing in mid-air. It was slightly distorted, flickering for a moment like an old hologram.

But that didn't matter to Hayato. The problem was her face.

She looked exactly like Lunaria. Her hair was blonde and cut short, and her armor was black. She was different overall, but the structure of her face was so similar you could call them twin sisters.

That woman was looking this way, more accurately, at Lunaria, with a confident smile.

"Amanda..."

Lunaria’s whisper reached Hayato’s ears.

Amanda was the name of the exiled Demonfolk. He had been told as much by Gil just yesterday.

"It’s been a while, Lunaria."

"...Do you need something?"

"How cold. I just said it’s been a while."

"I don’t have time to talk to you."

"Oh, I see. Then I’ll get straight to the point. I've taken the Demon Lord's Castle. If you want it back..."

"I said I don't have time to talk to you. If you want the Demon Lord's Castle, you can have it, so do it later. I'm busy right now. I might listen in about a hundred years."

Everyone was surprised by Lunaria's genuinely indifferent attitude, but it was Amanda who showed anger.

"You failure...!"

(Failure..._?_)

Just as Hayato wondered about this, Amanda let out a big sigh.

"Well, fine. I’ll gratefully accept it. By the way..."

Amanda shifted her gaze to Hayato.

She looked at Hayato as if she'd found something interesting and raised the corners of her mouth slightly.

"You must be Hayato, correct?"

"...Yes, that’s me. Is there something you need?"

"The people causing trouble in the Eastern Country right now are people I’m on good terms with. I cooperated with them intending to hold Lunaria and the others up, but it seems that wasn't necessary. Oh, right, I gave them some equipment I stole from the Demon Lord's Castle treasury, so they should be strong, but do your best."

"I see. Thank you for the encouragement. I will do my best."

Like Lunaria, Hayato also gave a curt reply. If she was on good terms with Shooting Star, then she was simply an enemy. There was no need to deal with her properly.

"...You’re as irritating as Lunaria. Well, you're just a human, so it doesn't matter. So that's how it is. Starting today, I will be living in the Demon Lord's Castle as the Demon Lord."

Amanda said this, added a "See you," and her form began to fade.

"Amanda, wait."

Lunaria called out, stopping her.

Amanda stopped fading and looked down at Lunaria with a smug smile.

"What is it? I’m not exactly free either."

"It’s ridiculous to call a castle where a self-proclaimed Demon Lord lives a Demon Lord's Castle. I think you should change the name. I recommend Castle Clunker."

"...I'll kill you one day!"

With an angry face, Amanda vanished.

She seemed so petty that it was almost pitiful, but if she was backing Shooting Star and creating the current situation, she deserved no sympathy. Besides, Diite had said she created that item. Considering the circumstances, that was undoubtedly true. Then she was an enemy.

He paused his conversation with Diite and approached Lunaria.

"Lunaria-san, are you really okay with the Demon Lord's Castle?"

The presence or absence of the Demon Lord's Army made a considerable difference in military strength. Having them here was a great help, but having the Demon Lord's Castle occupied was equivalent to having their home taken. He felt it wouldn't be unreasonable for that to take priority over Sieg and the others.

Hayato's worries were quickly dispelled.

Lunaria answered immediately, without a moment's thought.

"It’s not a problem. Right now, Sieg-chan and the others are the priority. We can just take the Demon Lord's Castle back later, so don’t worry about it."

From the surrounding Black Rose members, voices saying "How noble," and "As expected of our Demon Lord-sama," could be heard.

"Thank you, Lunaria-san."

"No thanks are needed. Sieg-chan and the others are friends who let me pet their fluff from time to time, so it's only natural. In exchange, I'll be using your base as a temporary Demon Lord's Castle, so entertain me. In fact, we could even rebuild it into the True Demon Lord's Castle."

"That would be a problem, but I promise you the finest hospitality."

As Hayato said this, Lunaria smiled brightly.

It was strange, Hayato thought, that even though she had the same face as Amanda, this one looked so much more charming. Then, he suddenly remembered Amanda calling Lunaria a failure.

"Lunaria-san, by the way, about the fail..."

"Hayato-kun, could I have a moment?"

Just as Hayato was about to speak, Diite stopped him. She was subtly shaking her head.

He wondered what was wrong but quickly understood.

(Could it be about the real world...? But Amanda said it... could her memories have returned..._?_)

Hayato told Lunaria, "I was called," and left her side. He stood before Diite.

"Hayato-kun, could you leave the matter of Amanda-kun for later? I'll explain everything properly afterward."

"...Alright. I'm curious about a lot of things, but let's prioritize Sieg for now. That said, all we can do is rely on Simon's efforts."

"That's true. By the way, what should we do about explaining to everyone?"

Should he tell everyone who knew about the real world about Sieg? Hayato thought for a moment, then shook his head.

"No, I don't think we have time to explain right now. Besides, everyone seems motivated even without me saying anything, so let's do it later."

"Understood. Explaining the complex situation here might just cause more confusion. Besides, it looks like we can see Azuma now."

Looking down from the airship's deck, they could see Azuma.

Unfortunately, there was no place for the airship to land. Thinking they had no choice but to touch down on the water and go from the port to the mansion, Hayato asked the Kokuryu member piloting the airship to head to the port.

"Hayato-sama, please wait. Let's proceed directly to the mansion."

The Maid Chief had appeared by Hayato's side at some point and offered this advice.

"But there isn't any place near the mansion where an airship could land..."

"This is a time for Shukuchi. We will teleport from the airship to the ground."

Shukuchi. A movement technique for the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill that allowed one to instantly teleport in front of a target. It was a skill that had helped him out before, so Hayato made a quick decision.

"In that case, I understand. I want to send our forces in as quickly as possible, so please do."

"As you wish."

"It might be tough on your own, but we’ll be right behind you, so..."

"No, Hayato-sama, there are others besides myself who can use Shukuchi, so please rest assured."

The Maid Chief looked toward the port side of the deck, and Hayato, following her gaze, looked there as well.

There, standing on the railing, were Benitsuru and Xenobia, and a little ways off, Agres.

Benitsuru stood defiantly on the railing, while Xenobia was in a crouched position. Agres stood on the railing with both hands stuffed in his pants pockets.

"I’m seriously mad this time, so I’m going on a rampage. The sword Hayacchi made for me is precious, but I’ll let it rest this time. I don't want to use it for something like this."

Benitsuru said this while looking at Hayato, then took a different sword from her item bag, not the Meitou Yatagarasu.

Meitou Houou. Houou meant phoenix. It was a famous sword said to be so beautiful that one couldn't look away until they were cut. Benitsuru drew the blade from its scabbard, held it to the sunlight, then returned it to the scabbard and stored it in her item bag.

(Come to think of it, Benny-chan could use Shukuchi too.)

Previously, during the incident in the Eastern Country, she had almost attacked him at the port when he was trying to escape, and she had used Shukuchi then. Hayato remembered that.

And since Xenobia and Agres mainly fought using Hand-to-Hand Combat skills, they could naturally use Shukuchi.

As for Xenobia, she sent a glance over her shoulder at Hayato, then gave him a thumbs-up. After that, she adjusted the collar that hid her mouth, put on her goggles, and pulled up the hood of her poncho coat.

Agres, with his back still turned, simply raised his right hand lightly and said nothing. Even Agres, who should have a fear of heights, must have decided he couldn't afford to say so this time.

Then, the Maid Chief leaped onto the airship's railing with the lightness of a feather. Her movements were beautiful at all times, not even her clothes were disturbed.

All four of them were so reliable, Hayato thought.

And they weren't the only ones near the railing. Esha and Pat were there too.

"Pat-sama, shall we compete to see who can take down more?"

"I don't make bets I'll lose. There’s too much of a difference in power and long-range accuracy between your gun, Esha-chan, and my revolver."

As they spoke, the two of them readied their respective guns.

As they neared Azuma, the other members must have been steadily making preparations. Everyone was already in a battle stance.

Maris was riding Lancelot, and Surya was on Garland. However, Maris didn't seem like her usual self. She looked quite agitated.

"Are you okay, Maris?"

"N-No, I’m not okay, but I’m okay!"

From Hayato's perspective, Maris seemed to be in a rather precarious state. He was worried if she could move as usual and was debating whether to tell her to wait here when Surya, noticing his concern, said, "She’ll be fine."

"I’ll support Maris, so don’t worry. It’s more dangerous to leave Maris here in this state, so I’ll let her rampage as much as she likes."

"Understood. I'll leave it to you then."

Before the airship arrived above the mansion, the two of them took off on Lancelot and Garland. They flew alongside the airship.

"Well then, we’ll get ready too."

Lunaria was riding a giant crow summoned by a member of the Black Rose, a Bloody Crow, along with several others. It didn't seem possible to fit all the Black Rose members on it, but with Lunaria there, she was probably worth a hundred people. Hayato said, "I’m counting on you," and saw them off.

Like Maris and the others, they were flying parallel to the airship, ready to strike at any moment.

"Hayato, give us a rope! We’re going to descend to the mansion roof and join the fight too!"

He thought Ney and the others from Kokuryu wouldn't be able to fight against players, but he knew they wouldn't stop even if he said so. Hayato nodded and handed them a rope.

"I’ll have one too, please. But descending from an airship by rope reminds me of when we went to rescue Lunaria-sama, doesn't it?"

At Rosalie's words, Hayato nodded, thinking of that time.

They had gone to rescue Lunaria in her room in the Demon Lord's Castle by airship. At that time, too, they had used a rope to get to her room.

"Oh, that time! Thanks to that, we were able to get to know you, Hayato-dono, so I must be grateful!"

Gil said this and laughed heartily.

At that time, Gil had also climbed the rope, and after a series of events, they had spent some time together at the base. Human connections are a strange thing, he thought, as he handed ropes to Gil and the others.

"We’ll stay here and act as Hayato's guards. There’s a chance Shooting Star might come this way, after all."

When Ash said this, Ren, Suien, and Randa also nodded.

"Guards, huh... Actually, if I got caught, Sieg and the others would probably be safe..."

If he were to be captured instead of Sieg, there would be fewer problems. At least there wouldn't be a fight between players, and Sieg would be safe.

Hayato thought this and said it aloud, but Jolth, who had come nearby, shook his head.

"I don’t think they want Hayato as an ally, so it would be meaningless. Right now, I think they’re just trying to anger you and your group to provoke an all-out battle."

"An all-out battle...? If that’s the case, they’ve already achieved their goal. Everyone’s fired up. But why would they do that...?"

"Ah, well, maybe it’s the ideology of wanting to win after making the opponent give their all. Besides, if they just win, they might be told that their opponents weren't serious... Anyway, I tried a few more times, but the voice chat still didn't go through. They might be rejecting my requests."

Hayato thought it was probably due to the black orb that Ronios or Cremola had, but he felt there was no need to say so and just nodded at Jolth's answer.

"Victor and I will head over there to protect the pets too. We can't fight since we're both players, but we can get in their way, and we can use Shukuchi... though it's my first time using Shukuchi from the sky to the ground..."

"Are you sure about antagonizing Shooting Star?"

"I don’t mind. No matter how you look at it, this is just wrong, isn't it? If it were something a bit more peaceful, maybe, but to think they'd try to abduct pets. Besides, our tamers were taken care of by Maris-san and the calico cat on the floating island, so you can consider this a way of paying them back."

As Jolth said this, Victor also nodded.

At times like this, not having combat skills was frustrating. He couldn't fight since they were players, but Hayato still wished he could.

But thinking it was too late for that, Hayato did what he could and distributed potions and food he had made with his production skills to everyone.

A short while later, the Maid Chief looked at Hayato.

"I have a visual on the enemy. Well then, I shall be on my way, Hayato-sama."

"Everyone, be careful..."

"Hold on a second."

Just as the Maid Chief and the others were about to use Shukuchi, Cecil, who had been silent all this time, stopped them.

"You need a proper greeting at times like this, you know? Besides, we gotta let Simon and the others know we’re here. Hayato, sorry to bother you, but could you make me a spear I can throw away?"

"What are you going to do?"

"Like I said, a greeting. The enemy clan’s name is Shooting Star, right? Then we gotta give them a suitable greeting!"

There was no time to listen to a detailed explanation here. Hayato did as he was told and crafted a spear. A highest-quality iron spear.

Uncharacteristically for Cecil, she placed the sword she wore at her waist on the deck and equipped the spear.

She leaned out from the railing, confirmed the direction of the mansion, and then shouldered the spear. Then she licked her left index finger to check the wind direction and used that finger to adjust her aim and angle.

"A shooting star for Shooting Star."

Cecil took a running start on the deck and threw the spear.

The spear flew with an incredibly loud whoosh.

Hayato realized it. What Cecil had done was the spear weapon skill, "Shooting Star."

It was the same spear-throwing attack she had used to defeat Poseidon at sea. A long-range skill where damage multiplied with distance, and the attack range at the point of impact widened with altitude. Against Poseidon, it was a nearly horizontal throw, but an attack dropped from high above would be like a single-shot Meteor Swarm.

The spear traced an arc as it fell towards the group surrounding the mansion.

(How can she hit that spot from here? Her aim is beyond just accurate..._?_)

It was quite a distance to the mansion. Just throwing it would be one thing, but in this virtual reality where there was no aim assist and the user's own abilities and the laws of physics were directly reflected, Cecil had thrown the spear at her target with unbelievable accuracy.

The enemy had likely noticed the airship. And they must have seen something fly out from it. But they hadn't realized that it was a greeting in the form of an attack.

By the time they did, it was too late. The spear instantly defeated the player who couldn't dodge it and those around them with a massive explosion.

The enemy had surrounded the mansion in a group, but in one part of it, the players had been felled in a circle, like a crop circle. Even from this distance, he could hear cries of surprise that were close to screams.

Cecil saw this and grinned.

"Now, it’s party time! Let's get wild!"

As if responding to her voice, the more excitable members raised a war cry.



		
			Chapter 334

			Interlude: A Dangerous Foe and the Voice of God

			The spear's weapon skill, "Shooting Star," launched from the airship, fell precisely into a dense crowd, defeating the surrounding players in a single blow.

This served as the signal to start the battle, but the players were in a state of considerable confusion.

They understood the damage was abnormal. Launching Shooting Star from that altitude would result in immense damage. Furthermore, those in the attack range were mid-guard type players whose defense wasn't that high. It was understandable that they were defeated in one hit.

The problem wasn't that, but its accuracy.

While the airship was now above the mansion, the spear had been thrown from much farther away. There had been a considerable distance from there to here. Despite that, it had been thrown precisely into what looked like the most crowded area.

NPCs were AI. It might be possible for them to land a definite hit through advanced calculations, but if that were the case, the question became whether they could win at all. They had been told their opponent was quite strong, but a thought crossed their minds. Weren't they doing something incredibly reckless?

Most of the players here were participating in the battle because Shooting Star had offered them rare equipment. Since it was close to the current best-in-slot gear, they felt it was worth taking a slight risk in the game to obtain it.

It was possible to just run off with the items, but then they would face appropriate retaliation from Shooting Star. And if Shooting Star was taking responsibility for whatever happened, there was no reason to refuse.

Furthermore, the chance to fight against the top-ranking clan from the Clan Wars, "Daedalus," and the NPCs who were close to them, was an attractive prospect for newer players who hadn't participated in the Clan Wars.

They were by no means weak. Yet, they were sometimes looked down upon by veteran players without even having fought. There was an atmosphere where your rank was already decided just because you hadn't participated in the Clan Wars.

They wanted to win this battle and dispel that atmosphere. They would get rare items, and Shooting Star would take full responsibility for any repercussions from their rampage. With that understanding, they had joined.

That was how it was supposed to be, but a problem had already occurred.

The plan was to abduct the NPC's pets at this mansion, return to Shooting Star's base in the Demon Country, and intercept them there. Normally, they should have finished everything and returned to the Demon Country before reinforcements arrived, but they were bogged down dealing with the mansion.

It was probably because of the female samurai. They had been instructed not to let anyone into the mansion, but an NPC female samurai had led a charge with several other samurai. Her ferocious attack broke through the front-line wall, and the leading female samurai managed to get inside the mansion.

That wasn't all. Afterward, Hayato and his group arrived on an airship, a vehicle they had only heard about in rumors. They had expected them to return by ship, so they thought they still had plenty of time.

This time, they were meant to be a wall for intimidation and to buy time until the pets were abducted. The real battle was supposed to be at the base in the Demon Country. It wasn't that they weren't prepared for battle, but they were only moderately so.

Their opponents had also just fought the raid boss Shuten Doji, so they couldn't have had much time to replenish items or repair their gear. Considering that, they thought they could win with their numbers, but the previous attack had tipped the scales toward anxiety.

Amidst this situation, the leader of Shooting Star, Harrington, raised his sword to draw everyone's attention.

"Hurry with battle preparations. Healers, resurrect the fallen with Resurrection magic. We will meet them head-on."

Harrington was clad in white armor that concealed his entire body, and his face was completely hidden by a helm. It was said that the only ones who had seen his true face were his butler, Ronios, and his maid, Cremola. According to Ronios, he was a man in his thirties.

Someone interjected at Harrington’s words.

"Are we fighting here?"

"Yes. But you don't need to win. Just buy enough time to capture the pets."

"B-but..."

"No excuses. Losing here is within our expectations. The real fight is at our base in the Demon Country. To that end, buy time."

Some questioned the logic, but they were hired hands, and if it was okay to lose here, then it was a perfect opportunity to test their own skills. Everyone began their battle preparations.

Amidst them, one player said.

"It’s okay if we win here, right!?"

Whether they truly believed that was unclear, but there are always people who say such things. It can have a positive effect by raising morale or getting a laugh, but if they don't understand the difference in strength with the opponent, they're just a clown.

"That is not possible."

A maid wearing glasses appeared in front of the person who had just spoken. The surrounding players were surprised by the maid who had appeared in an instant.

"Wha..."

The moment he spoke, the maid’s right body blow struck his stomach. The impact was enough to lift his body off the ground for a moment. Even in that state, the damage calculation was normal, and he wasn't defeated in one hit.

But before he could counterattack, a second, then a third punch was unleashed by the maid, his HP dropped to zero, and he collapsed on the spot.

The maid then brushed the dust off her skirt and adjusted her glasses. She cast a look at her surroundings as if looking at trash.

"Today’s cleaning looks like it will be rewarding."

In the center of the stunned players, the battle suddenly began.

A few minutes into the battle, the players were witnessing an unbelievable sight.

A female samurai who countered every attack with fluid movements.

A small child with a hidden face, who never looked at her opponents, continuously unleashing weapon skills from the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill tree.

A menacing-looking man with a fearless smile, beating down the surrounding players.

And a maid rampaging to such an extent that it could create a new phobia of maids.

After the maid, the other three had also appeared out of nowhere and were mowing down players.

Even if one was surrounded, the other members would provide support. Though they had surrounded them all, their opponents attacked their weak points and broke their formation. It was such a disparity in strength that it felt like it would be better to fight one-on-one.

And it wasn't just those four.

From the sky, tamers on a Griffon and a dragon were attacking. Furthermore, magic attacks were flying from the airship, targeting the healers.

Shooting Star had a few tamers who could fly, but they couldn't keep up with the movements of the enemy's Griffon and dragon, taking damage from one-sided hit and away tactics and being defeated one after another.

Magic and long-range attacks couldn't reach the airship, and they were taking fire unilaterally. A song could be heard from the airship, inflicting multiple debilitating effects on them.

Those were problems, but an opponent with an even more problematic aura appeared, riding a giant crow.

Women in Gothic Lolita dresses and a figure who appeared to be a woman clad in red armor. The woman in red armor was wearing a helm, so her face was not visible, but those who knew, knew.

They knew she was in the enemy clan, but they hadn't expected a final boss-like opponent to come to the front lines. The players who knew her identity thought to themselves that buying time was impossible.

The women in Gothic Lolita dresses who had dismounted from the crow, despite the presence of nearby players, slowly formed two parallel lines as if it didn't matter, and raised their respective weapons to the sky.

"Demon Lord Lunaria-sama! To battle!"

The women in Gothic Lolita dresses chanted in unison.

With that, everyone realized.

The figure in red armor, Demon Lord Lunaria, walked slowly between the lines of women. Then, without a word, she drew her sword.

The Demon Lord vanished. By the time they thought that, she was standing before the player at the very front, having already swung her sword horizontally.

That player collapsed with a look of surprise. A tank who should have had considerable defense was defeated in an instant.

"This sword has judged you all to be weak. I will not use my full strength, so you can rest assured."

She had defeated the front-line tank in a single blow, or rather, with several slashes too fast to see. Even if she wasn't at full strength, there was no reason to be assured if she could be defeated in an instant. Besides, they could feel something like killing intent from the Demon Lord.

This was a game world. There was no problem and no pain in being defeated. Despite that, they felt fear before the Demon Lord in front of them. It felt as if being cut down here would mean their real selves would be cut down too.

Once they thought that, this was no longer a game world. Forgetting even about forced logout, the nearby players began to flee, each trying to be the first.

Seeing this, Demon Lord Lunaria pointed the tip of her sword at the fleeing players.

"Begin the annihilation."

As Demon Lord Lunaria said this, the women in Gothic Lolita dresses smiled and lunged at the players.

Some players resisted, but it was like a drop in the ocean. They might have won one-on-one, but the women in Gothic Lolita dresses coordinated to defeat them one by one, surely. The resurrection magic couldn't keep up, and the front line collapsed easily.

They tried to do something, launching long-range attacks from the mid and rear guards, but the Demon Lord's Army paid them no mind.

Attacks like arrows were knocked down by weapons before they could hit, and magic was nullified by magic of the opposing element. On the rare occasion an attack landed, they were immediately healed with magic or potions. And if they were attacked, they were defeated in an instant.

Even if losing here was expected, they were barely able to buy any time. In the blink of an eye, about a third of the nearly two hundred players had been defeated.

And more reinforcements arrived from the airship. Several people descended via ropes.

Since the players here had shared information, they knew. One was the leader of the clan "Kokuryu," and the other was a woman in a Gothic Lolita dress, just like those in the Demon Lord's Army. The two of them landed on the mansion's roof.

The two looked towards the mansion entrance and jumped down there. Moreover, the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress swung her giant scythe as she did. Just with that, the surrounding players took considerable damage.

Immediately after, a red-black aura-like substance emanated from the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress.

"Just die already!"

It was quite terrifying to see a woman who could be called a black grim reaper go on a rampage. However, there were only two of them. And one was a player just like them. Since there was no damage between players, they thought their opponent was effectively just one person and began to attack, but that was a naive thought.

The leader of Kokuryu was protecting the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress. She blocked attacks with the swords in both her hands, and sometimes with her own body. And despite being right next to her, she was never hit by the attacks unleashed by the black grim reaper.

They were rampaging with such coordinated movements that it made one wonder how much practice it would take to achieve such synergy. The other way around would have been understandable, but a player was supporting the movements of an AI NPC. It was enough to make everyone wonder what one had to do to be able to do that.

And from the mansion's roof, members of Kokuryu who had appeared at some point were launching long-range attacks to interfere, even if they dealt no damage. If something flew at your face, you would reflexively dodge. They were aiming with that in mind.

The reinforcements didn't stop. This time, knights clad in black armor descended via ropes. When those knights landed on the mansion's roof, they readied the giant shields they carried on their backs. Then they jumped down near the woman in the Gothic Lolita dress and the leader of Kokuryu.

"I’d like you to leave some of the glory for us! Now, you two, head inside the mansion with Cecil-dono. We're counting on you to help Sieg-dono and Max-dono!"

"Then I shall leave it to you. Please act in a manner that does not bring shame to the Demon Lord's Army."

"Consider it done! Now, let's go! Show them the power of the Demon Lord's Army!"

As the leader of the black knights said this, the other knights let out a loud, intimidating roar at their surroundings. In the game, it was just a loud noise with no particular effect, but they still flinched. It was enough to make their bodies freeze as if they were stunned or paralyzed.

Immediately after, the black knights charged with their shields raised.

This time, they used the shield's weapon skill, Shield Bash, a body slam with the shield raised, to send the surroundings flying. A knockback occurred, and the players directly behind the front line were sent flying as well.

With this, there were no longer any players near the mansion's entrance.

In the meantime, someone else descended from the airship. It was a woman with several weapons equipped on her back and waist. She held the rope with just her right hand and slid down.

"Cecil-dono, we’ll take it from here! We're counting on you to help Sieg-dono and the others!"

"That looks fun too, though. Well, I guess I'll yield this time. All right, I'm counting on you!"

At the black knight's words, the woman said this as she entered the mansion.

Buy time, that was the order, but they hadn't bought much at all.

And they thought.

Hadn't they picked a fight with an opponent far more dangerous than they had ever imagined?

By now, most of the players were thinking just that.

Ten minutes into the battle, less than half of the players on Shooting Star's side were still standing.

Those still standing and those lying down waiting for resurrection had already lost their will to fight and wanted to escape immediately, but they remained because they had no idea what Shooting Star would do to them if they did.

Besides, if they were to be wiped out after doing all this, they would be laughed at as reckless fools. They had to at least land a single blow and were fighting back, but they still couldn't reach them.

When Jolth, the leader of the famous major clan "Bandit," and the vice-leader Victor arrived, they thought for a moment that they would be allies, but there was no such luck.

Thinking about it, Jolth was on good terms with Hayato's clan. If he were to take a side, it would be theirs. However, perhaps because there was nothing he could do, he just stood there with a strained expression, watching the carnage.

Even in this situation, there were a few glimmers of hope.

One was the female butler Ronios and her guards who had entered the mansion.

If they succeeded in the original objective of stealing the NPC's pets, they could salvage some of their pride even if they lost here. They prayed that at least that much would succeed.

And the other hope was the maid Cremola, who was currently climbing the rope of the airship. A moment ago, she had slipped through a gap in the Demon Lord's Army and was climbing the rope.

Hayato, the leader of the opposing clan. The word was that he was weak with a production skill build, but if they could say they had defeated him even once, it wouldn't be a bad result. It couldn't be called a win, but it couldn't be called a loss either.

To at least prevent them from being followed, the players were fighting with all their might against the NPCs who had descended to the ground.

When that Cremola finished climbing the rope, a cheer went up.

But that turned to despair in a few seconds.

A giant black dragon appeared on the airship's deck. Even from a distance, they could see it was a menacing dragon with chains wrapped around its body and three eyes.

When that dragon spewed a dark breath from its mouth, Cremola was blown off the outside of the airship. It seemed her HP had already reached zero, as she hit the ground without any resistance.

Seeing this, the players thought it was over and fled. They had joined because they thought they could win, in addition to receiving rare equipment. But that hope was almost completely crushed. They couldn't stay on a sinking ship.

The leader, Harrington, was shouting, "Don't run!" but they no longer had any obligation to listen. The players immediately fled from the scene.

However, that was a naive thought. The NPCs, including the Demon Lord, attacked, as if to say they wouldn't be allowed to escape now.

"Demon Lord! Fight me!"

Perhaps aiming for a comeback, Harrington shouted this, and the Demon Lord's forces stopped.

Then, Demon Lord Lunaria slowly turned her body towards Harrington.

"You want to fight me?"

"Yes. I request a duel."

"I have no reason to grant that, but I don't want to be thought of as a coward. You may draw your sword."

"I thank you..."

Immediately after he said that, an unbelievably massive magic attack directly hit Harrington, reducing his HP to zero in an instant.

One of the players pointed at the airship, where a maid holding a gun could be seen. The attack had come from there.

"Eh? Ah, um. I wasn't just playing around, but I got a little excited... Should we aim together next time? I’m sorry, I'll do my best as the Demon Lord, so please don't use Destroy. Even a Demon Lord can't withstand that."

It seemed the Demon Lord was on voice chat, but for some reason, she was bowing and apologizing. Then she let out a small sigh and turned her gaze this way.

"I got scolded, so I've decided to go into Demon Lord-style trampling mode. The duel is off."

The Demon Lord's Army, which had stopped moving, started to move again.

With the maid Cremola and the leader Harrington defeated, it was safe to say there was no hope left.

All the players who had been there fled like scattering spiders.

Inside the mansion, the female butler Ronios was in a predicament.

To put either the NPC's pet calico cat or the young Nine-tailed Fox into the "Cage of Discord" and bring it back. That was this time's strategy.

If they brought the pet back to their base as a hostage, Hayato and his group would definitely be angry. They were probably already angry just for the attempt, but given Hayato's personality, there was a high possibility he wouldn't bother with them if it ended as a mere attempt. So, it was necessary to abduct the pet for sure.

She had thought she was lucky.

Just as she was looking for a chance to abduct the pet, the Shuten Doji subjugation event occurred. And when they arrived in the Eastern Country, Hayato and his group had headed to Onigashima, but they had left the pet at the mansion.

Wait for the members to gather, then abduct the pet and return to the base in the Demon Country before Hayato and his group returned.

That was how it was supposed to be, but the event ended before they were fully prepared.

She also had a deal with Amanda, so she needed to keep the Demon Lord tied up in the Eastern Country. Although she was a bit uneasy about the number of people they had gathered, an opportunity like this would never come again. So she decided to force the issue.

At first, it went smoothly. There were several samurai in the mansion, but they weren't that strong. She lost her guards, but in the end, only Ronios remained.

All that was left was to abduct the pet and escape.

Basically, a pet cannot move without its master's command. Just as she was about to quickly abduct it and leave the mansion, for some reason, the calico cat, which shouldn't have received any commands, resisted.

The Nine-tailed Fox just stared this way curiously without fighting, but the calico cat attacked as if to protect it.

Although the resistance took time, she managed to get the calico cat into the cage without defeating it.

That delay must have been her undoing. The moment she put it in the cage, an NPC female samurai came into the room. And as if grasping the situation in an instant, she immediately attacked with the sword she was holding.

"Do not think you will die an easy death!"

A female samurai with an angry face saying dangerous things. She wanted to ask what the people waiting outside were doing, but the moment she received the attack with her rapier, she understood why. The NPC before her was undoubtedly a formidable foe.

The problem was here. She had managed to put the calico cat in the cage, but because she had hurriedly drawn her rapier to receive the female samurai's attack, she didn't possess the cage as an item. It was left on the tatami mat.

By the time she realized it, it was too late. The female samurai was maneuvering to protect the cage. A situation had arisen where neither could afford to give the other an opening to put the cage into their item bag.

She possessed the key to open the Cage of Discord. But even if she returned to the base without the cage, they might be able to open it somehow.

Basically, Shooting Star and its subordinate clans were composed only of members with combat skill builds, so there were no players with a Lockpicking skill of 100, and they hadn't tested whether the Cage of Discord could be opened with the skill.

Besides, Hayato's clan had an ace from the Tamer Guild. She had heard that this item was something that had leaked from a destroyed organization. It was better to assume that the Tamer Guild, which had destroyed that organization, had a way to open it.

So, to ensure that Hayato and his group came to the base in the Demon Country, the calico cat in the cage was absolutely necessary. Even if it was just a common calico cat, she was sure that Hayato and his group would definitely come to take it back. She was convinced of it.

But the female samurai in front of her was in the way. With a ferocious attack, she prevented her from getting close to the cage. Right now, perhaps because of her anger, her attacks were wild, but if time passed and she calmed down, she would become even stronger.

She had no intention of losing, but she couldn't defeat her immediately either. This meant that the chance to abduct the calico cat was surely gone.

Whether she was lucky or unlucky, she couldn't tell at this stage. It had been a chance, but at the very last moment, the opponent had had the luck. Or perhaps it wasn't luck, but a problem with the strategy, she thought.

She had waited for more people to gather due to her deal to keep the Demon Lord tied up in the Eastern Country, but Amanda seemed to have already taken the Demon Lord's Castle. In that case, she should have just ignored that and forced the issue, she now thought.

Neither in reality nor in virtual reality did things go her way. It was probably because she lacked the power to accomplish anything. She was only average because she was protected by the power of the Foundation. Without it, she was inferior to a normal person.

Ney, who picked a fight with another Foundation, and Jolth, who left the Foundation. Despite being in similar circumstances, their ability to act and their courage were completely different from hers. She thought their actions were foolish, but she also admired them.

And Hayato. A man who quit his job to rely on game prize money just because he wanted to open a coffee shop. She thought he was an even bigger fool than Ney or Jolth, but that big fool had made his own dream come true.

There was a possibility that he knew Ney was a blood relative of the Foundation and an investor in this game, but Ney wouldn't show favoritism even in a game. Even if he was a close friend, she would never give him money for that reason.

Then, Hayato had seized his dream with his own power. Whether by luck or skill, it didn't matter. The result was everything. Hayato had the power to accomplish something.

Despite being a blood relative of the Foundation, a winner from the moment she was born, a victor in a way that words couldn't express, she felt she had nothing, while Hayato seemed to have everything.

So she was jealous.

If she fought Hayato and his group with all her might, she might change in some way, win or lose. She had caused this uproar with that thought, but now it was all about to fail. They were in a situation where they couldn't even fight each other with all their might.

From outside, sounds like explosions and screams could be heard. Hayato and his group had returned from Onigashima. The female samurai, noticing this, was moving more nimbly than before.

She didn't need to win. Reinforcements would come soon if she waited. All she had to do was concentrate on not letting the calico cat be taken. That's probably what she was thinking.

She couldn't take the calico cat away in front of the now calm female samurai. So she really didn't have the power to accomplish anything, a self-deprecating thought dominated Ronios's mind.

If this result was due to luck, she wondered if she should have prayed to a god sometimes, but she laughed at herself for coming up with that thought. And if she was going to rely on a god, she wouldn't have done this in the first place.

Just as she thought she had no choice but to hope that the cage could only be opened with this key, it happened.

"I have made it so that cage can only be opened with the key you possess. Return to your base without worry. I shall prepare the stage you desire."

A voice echoed in Ronios's mind.

It wasn't an auditory hallucination. It was an inorganic voice, neither male nor female, but she had definitely heard it.

The next moment, startled by the voice, she was caught off guard and took a direct hit. Then, in the blink of an eye, she was cut down again and again, her HP dropped to zero, and she collapsed onto the tatami mat.

Immediately after, Ney and the others came into the room, but that didn't matter to Ronios. What was important was the voice from before.

Whose voice was that just now?

Ronios's mind was filled with that thought, but she stopped thinking. At this point, there was nothing she could do. Besides, if she were to believe that voice, Hayato and his group would come to take her key with all their might.

She didn't know if that voice was an enemy or an ally. It might be neither, just a whimsical god of this world.

The moment she failed to abduct the calico cat, she had already lost to Hayato and his group. On top of that, she hadn't made a deal, and she was relying on something whose whereabouts she didn't even know, so it was no longer by her own power alone. To struggle any further in this situation would be just unsightly.

Even so, she wanted to fight Hayato and his group a little longer. As a clan, they had already lost. All that remained was a personal fight. She had just lost a moment ago, but she wanted to believe it was because of that voice. Besides, if that voice said it would prepare the stage she desired, then she still had some luck left.

She knew she was being selfish, just as Jolth had said, but she couldn't stop. Even if she lost, she should lose after giving it her all. Otherwise, she couldn't change. If she couldn't change, she would be the same as the blood relatives of the Foundation she hated, those who were only interested in stagnation and self-preservation.

With these thoughts, Ronios selected "Resurrect" from the menu that appeared when she fell and returned to her base in the Demon Country.



		
			Chapter 335

			A Difference in Knowledge

			Hayato and the others were holding a discussion in a mansion in the Eastern Country of Azuma.

The Shooting Star clan and its subordinate clans that had attacked the mansion had been completely wiped out.

Most of them had returned to their own bases via death, but some remained fallen on the ground. When they were revived while still tied up with rope, they bowed their heads and apologized.

Even with their apologies, some of the members were not particularly repentant. There were even those who were delighted to have fought the Demon Lord.

For most people, this was just a virtual reality game. It couldn't be helped, but that fact meant nothing to the NPCs who lived here.

Benitsuru had ordered her samurai to imprison those players. They were to spend some time reflecting in jail.

And the members who had fled were now treated as wanted criminals. Benitsuru, huffing with indignation, instructed her samurai that the kingdom and empire would also be notified, and a bounty would be offered for their capture. Specifically, every single person belonging to a clan under Shooting Star was a target.

Similarly, Harrington, the leader of Shooting Star, and the maid Cremola, who had also remained fallen, were revived while restrained. For some reason, they both apologized as well.

They claimed that all responsibility for this incident lay with them, and that the members who fought alongside them were merely incited. They pleaded repeatedly that if blame was to be assigned, it should be to them alone, but Benitsuru would surely not accept such a convenient story.

Though various things were happening, for Hayato, such matters were secondary.

Siegfried was still in a cage.

Simon had protected him, but Ronios had returned to her base upon death, taking the key with her. The cage could be opened with a Lockpicking Skill of 100, but there were no players or NPCs with the skill nearby.

Relic or Sonia could do it, but even if they logged in right away, their starting point would be the base in the Royal Capital, so they couldn't open the cage on the spot.

Upon learning this, Simon’s face turned deathly pale. "I’ll commit seppuku!" she cried out, causing a commotion. Benitsuru and the Maid Chief had to stop her.

"Don’t worry, it’s all right! The Tamer Guild can open a Cage of Discord! But, Siegfried seems awfully tired…?"

Maris said this cheerfully, but she was clearly worried herself, talking to Siegfried about all sorts of things. For some reason, Siegfried was lying limply inside the cage.

Then Diite, who had approached the Cage of Discord and was examining it, muttered, "That’s impossible."

Diite stared at the cage as if glaring at it. She was so focused that she didn't notice everyone’s attention on her. She held the elbow of her left arm with her right hand, her left hand covering her mouth as if deep in thought. Her eyes were wide, as if she were looking at something unbelievable.

She hadn't moved at all. Realizing they were getting nowhere, Hayato called out to her.

"Diite-chan, is something wrong?"

She didn’t seem to notice Hayato’s voice. Diite didn't answer. She just kept staring at the cage.

"Diite-chan!"

Hayato placed a hand on her shoulder and raised his voice. Diite started and looked at Hayato.

"Ah, oh, my apologies… Hayato-kun, I need to talk to you. Come here for a moment."

Diite immediately headed to a corner of the room, and Hayato followed.

Everyone else looked on curiously, but they all had things to do, so they averted their gazes from Hayato’s group and got back to their tasks.

Hayato confirmed this, then turned to face Diite.

"What’s wrong?"

"Something terrible has happened. That cage is not just a ‘Cage of Discord.’ The situation is much worse."

"Meaning?"

"It’s weakening the real Siegfried-kun. A drug that drastically increases energy consumption is being gradually injected into him. At this rate, he’ll fall into a coma in less than half a day."

"Whoa, wait a minute. Why is that happening?"

Diite shook her head, her face tragic.

"I don’t know. This isn’t a new item like the ones Amanda-kun created. Its settings have been rewritten. On top of that, it won't accept any setting changes from me. The only way to save Siegfried-kun is to get him out of there quickly. I just don’t understand why this is happening…"

Looking at Diite, who was turning pale much like Simon had earlier, Hayato made an immediate decision.

"I understand. Then let’s save him right away. Maris just said the Tamer Guild can open a Cage of Discord, right? Let’s head to the western country immediately."

"That won’t work either. The settings have been rewritten. It absolutely cannot be opened without the key that matches that cage…"

Hayato once again looked toward the cage, wondering why such a thing had happened.

If someone could change the settings, only one person came to mind. Diite's backup, Hypnos.

Hypnos had tried to destroy this world and was captured by Infinity, the program that constructed it. Diite had said it was the result of the security functions kicking in, but it was possible he had broken through, or rather, shattered them.

Even so, the question of ‘why’ remained.

Hypnos had acted to seize the position of administrator of this world from Diite. It was impossible to think that this incident would lead to that. Hayato wondered what his objective could be.

"Hayato-kun, please believe me. I know it must sound like a lie, but I would never lie about…"

Diite looked at Hayato, her face still pale.

For a moment, he didn’t understand what she was saying, but he quickly realized. His silent contemplation had been misinterpreted by Diite as him doubting her words.

"There’s no way you’d tell a lie like that, Diite-chan. More importantly, we can save Siegfried if we have the key, right?"

"There’s no doubt about it."

"Got it. Then let’s get the key right away. Diite-chan, I need your help."

"...Of course. Thank you, Hayato-kun, for believing me."

Hayato told her not to worry about it, then his expression immediately turned serious as he approached Harrington and Cremola. Ney was nearby, speaking with them with a complicated look on her face, but he forcefully interjected.

"Is Ronios at the base in the Demon Country?"

The three of them looked surprised, but Harrington nodded.

"She is. We just had a voice chat. She says if we want the key, we have to come to the base and fight her."

"Your leader is here apologizing, yet Ronios is telling you to come get the key? I thought she had a great deal of loyalty to you."

"That is…"

"Hayato, that’s not right. The real leader is Ronios. Harrington is her second in command."

This time, Ney cut in.

"Is that so… Could she be the acquaintance you mentioned before, Ney?"

"Yeah. I saw these two and Ronios, though only for a moment when she was down, so there’s no mistake. And well, if she’s my acquaintance… you get it, right?"

She seemed a bit hesitant to say it, but he understood the situation. If she was Ney’s acquaintance, that meant she was connected to the Foundation. But for Hayato right now, that didn't matter.

"All right. Then let’s head to that base as fast as we can. I’ll need you two to guide us, but don’t try any delaying tactics or anything funny."

The three looked surprised by Hayato’s words.

"Um, Hayato, you understood, right? I meant she’s in the same position as me…?"

"I get it, but we don’t have time for that. I’ll apologize or whatever later, so please hurry. Also, could you tell that Ronios person that I’ll fight her, so she should hand over the key immediately?"

Hayato then called out to everyone.

"We’re heading back to the western country right now. We’re going to the Shooting Star base in the Demon Country, so get ready."

At his words, everyone frowned.

"Um, Hayato-san, the Tamer Guild can open this cage, you know?"

When Maris said that, Hayato shook his head.

"I had Diite-chan look into it, but it’s become a very special cage that won’t open without the proper key. Siegfried is in danger if we leave him like this, so let’s go take the key right away."

"Eh…?"

"I’ll explain the details on the airship, so for now, just get ready to leave immediately."

Some members looked skeptical, but seeing Hayato’s serious face, they quickly began to prepare.

Hayato approached the caged Siegfried.

"Siegfried, we’ll definitely save you, so hang in there."

As Hayato spoke, Siegfried lifted his head while lying down and responded weakly, "Nya."

"He says he’ll do his best, so he wants Nekomanma Deluxe for dinner."

At Maris’s words, Hayato nodded and looked at Siegfried. Then he smiled.

"You got it. I’ll make you as many five-star portions as you want. And you can ask for anything you like, be it tuna or saury."

Again, Siegfried said, "Nya," before his head dropped with a plop. He seemed to be conscious, but it must have been painful just to lift his head.

"What did Siegfried say?"

"He says he’ll follow you for life… Hey, Siegfried!? I’m your master, right!?"

It was unclear whether it was Siegfried’s way of being considerate or if he simply didn’t understand the situation. But it felt as though Maris, who had been panicking, had returned to her usual self, just a little.

Hayato wondered what to make of a master being comforted by her pet, but he also thought it was an ideal relationship. He immediately started preparing the airship to get the key.

The airship was heading toward the western country at full speed.

It would take two hours to reach the western country. From there, it was another hour to the Demon Country, but this was deemed the fastest route.

Benitsuru and Simon had decided to remain in the Eastern Country. With the Shuten Doji subjugation event and the recent incident, the Eastern Country was in a state of considerable confusion, and they couldn't leave until it subsided.

They both apologized repeatedly for not being able to go, but no one minded. Lunaria settled the matter by saying, "I’ll get serious for the both of you, so it’s fine."

They launched the airship immediately after. It was their first time returning to the western country by airship, but with Diite’s navigation, there were no particular problems.

The plan was to stop by their base, retrieve materials from the storage, and load them onto the airship. Rose had told him that there were still plenty of materials in storage, and what they had brought to the Eastern Country was only a fraction of it.

The Shooting Star base in the Demon Country was built like a dungeon with monsters roaming free. Their current supplies were worryingly low for such a raid. Since they didn't know what to expect, they planned to take as much as they could from the storage.

Hayato was busy creating medicines and food while explaining Siegfried's situation. Naturally, he didn't tell the members who didn't know about the real world, nor did he tell Cremola, Harrington, Jolth, or Victor.

The members who knew the truth were surprised to hear that Siegfried was a real cat and that his weakening state was affecting him in reality, but none of them doubted it. And though flustered, they were filled with motivation.

Opinions on Ronios were mixed. Since she didn't know Siegfried was a real cat, she was likely doing this without knowing the consequences, but the consensus among the members who knew the situation was that she was "someone who does unnecessary things."

And Ronios’s motive was explained by Cremola and Harrington.

Apparently, Ronios had a considerable fixation on Hayato and had always said she wanted to fight him. They weren’t told the reason, but she had reportedly said many times, with delight, "He’s a huge idiot, but he’s brilliant."

Hayato was troubled to be judged like that by a complete stranger, but Jolth had also spoken about it. He had a promise with Ronios and couldn't say anything, but since Cremola and Harrington had spilled the beans, he decided to follow suit.

To summarize their story, she wanted to anger the brilliant Hayato and his companions to have a real, serious fight.

As far as Hayato was concerned, all he could think was that people from the Foundation must have a different brain structure. He could sort of understand the desire to test one's strength, but he couldn't comprehend how one would reach such a conclusion.

Besides, if you want to win, the ideal way is to defeat your opponent before they even realize they're in a fight. Fighting with both sides giving their all is like a sport. Hayato felt it was meaningless.

Hayato had seen it in old videos before. Wild animals don’t deliberately show themselves and declare they’re about to attack when hunting prey. They approach without being noticed and strike before they are.

Ronios was inferior even to those animals that lived in the wild. That was Hayato’s assessment. And he thought that if they did fight, winning by just messing around instead of being serious would be the most humiliating outcome for her.

But he set that aside for now.

There was something else that concerned him more, so Hayato decided to speak with Jolth alone.

"Are you perhaps connected to the Foundation?"

"Ah, that. That’s an old story. I’m just a normal person now."

"Normal, huh."

"Don’t worry. I don’t have any power to do things in the real world anymore. That’s part of the reason I left. Well, let’s talk about that later."

Figuring he was right, Hayato stopped the conversation and resumed making medicines and food.

Hayato’s airship arrived in the Royal Capital.

There was no place to land near their base, so they kept the airship afloat. Lancelot, Garland, and the Black Rose’s Bloody Crow were used to descend to the base and load materials from the storage onto the airship.

Hayato also put items different from the usual materials into his own item bag. Items for fighting in case of an emergency.

Once the loading was finished, they departed for the Demon Country.

Hayato was making food and medicine from the materials and distributing them to everyone. Hayato, though not as much as Maris, was a little flusttered. He was trying to calm his mind by doing as much monotonous work as possible.

About thirty minutes passed, and they were halfway to the base when Surya’s voice echoed across the deck.

"Maris, calm down. If you look anxious, Siegfried won’t be able to rest easy."

Maris, who had recovered once, had become quite panicked after time passed and she saw the even weaker Siegfried. Surya was now admonishing her.

"B-but, Siegfried is getting weaker and weaker…"

"Pets can’t survive if they aren’t strong, but Siegfried is strong, so he’ll be fine. But no matter how strong a pet is, it’s meaningless if you, the master, are in a panic. If you maintain a resolute attitude, your pet will believe in your help and feel at ease. So calm down."

"I-I know that, but… but, what if Siegfried d…"

"Maris!"

Surya cut Maris off.

"Listen. You are Siegfried’s master. How can you not believe in him?"

Maris fell silent and looked worriedly at Siegfried inside the cage. Siegfried, without getting up, just turned his head and said, "Nyaa…"

"Eh…?"

"What is it?"

"Ah, um. He said I’m overthinking things… Huh? I feel like I’ve been told something similar a long time ago…?"

"Siegfried is the wiser one. That’s right. For now, you just need to think about getting the key. Besides, you have reliable companions, don’t you, Maris?"

Maris gasped and looked around her. Seeing everyone nod, she nodded back with teary eyes.

"You’re right. I might not be much, but everyone else is amazing, so I had no reason to worry. It’s okay, Siegfried. Everyone will take care of it, so rest easy."

"Nyaa."

Siegfried meowed more forcefully than before. Immediately after, Maris laughed.

"He says the only thing he’s worried about is tonight’s dinner. And I’ve already left that to Hayato-san, so you don’t have to worry!"

"I said it in the Eastern Country too, but I’ll make you anything, so leave it to me."

When Hayato said that, Siegfried responded by wagging his tail while lying down.

Hayato had also been thinking unnecessary thoughts about who caused this situation, but he stopped. Right now, he would only think about saving Siegfried.

Thirty minutes after that exchange, they finally saw the place where Shooting Star had their base.

A desolate, ruined castle surrounded by a forest. The weather in the Demon Country was always bad, and the darkness added to the eerie atmosphere.

But the members here now would not be intimidated by such a thing.

Although it was in the middle of a forest, there was an open area nearby, so they landed there. Everyone disembarked and stood at the entrance of the ruined castle. The castle looked much larger than it had from the airship, and it seemed like exploring it would take time.

"Let’s split up to find Ronios. Once we find her, I’d like to say we fight immediately, but let’s make her promise to hand over the key first."

"About that…"

Harrington interjected into Hayato’s words.

Apparently, Ronios had sent a voice chat saying she put the key in a treasure chest she was guarding. The key could only be obtained by defeating her. Furthermore, she was waiting in a special field where only one-on-one combat was possible.

Hearing this, Diite frowned, but Hayato thought that if that was the case, it would be simple.

"Then, find Ronios and defeat her immediately to get the key. After that, let’s return here right away. Maris and Surya, I’d like you to wait here with Siegfried. And Diite-chan, is that okay with you too?"

He judged it would be better for them to wait here than for Maris to wander around the castle carrying the cage. Plus, having Diite there would make it easier to deal with anything that might happen.

No one raised any objections to this.

The group split into five teams.

Lunaria, Zenobia, and the Black Rose. Gil’s Ten Dark Knights. Ash’s group of Genesis Dragons. Ney’s Kokuryu clan. And Hayato and Esha’s former Hero team. Jolth and Victor would accompany Hayato’s group, while Cremola and Harrington were tied to a tree away from the entrance.

Once preparations were complete, everyone set foot into the castle.

The ruined castle serving as their base was quite large. Hayato had been to the Demon Lord's Castle before to meet Diite, and he thought this place might rival it in size.

Lunaria and her team headed for the top floor, the most likely location, while Hayato's team headed for the basement, the next most likely. The other members would thoroughly search the rest of the castle.

There was little conversation among Hayato’s group as they explored the basement. Currently, only Hayato and Esha knew the full situation. Cecil, Noat, Jolth, and Victor did not. However, the atmosphere around Hayato and Esha was such that even making light-hearted remarks felt inappropriate.

As Hayato explored while defeating monsters, he thought.

The best outcome would be for Lunaria's team to find Ronios. He couldn't imagine Lunaria losing in a one-on-one fight, and the match should be over in an instant. The other members were strong too, but it wouldn't be an instant kill.

Esha could also end it quickly if she could fire Destroy, but he was wary of the ‘special field’ Ronios was in and felt it was uncertain whether she could even use it.

While contemplating various things, they found a large double door in the basement.

It was just a weathered wooden door with an iron keyhole, but it gave off a strange atmosphere. Hayato pushed the door open without any hesitation.

Beyond it was a staircase leading further down, and at the bottom, there was some kind of light source, making it quite bright.

Hayato descended the stairs without hesitation.

Since Ronios had said she wanted a serious fight, he didn't think she would set up traps in a place like this. Honestly, he thought it was naive, but perhaps that naivety was part of being a Foundation member.

At the bottom of the stairs was a huge space.

It was a circular hall like a coliseum, with tiered spectator seats surrounding a round stage.

The stage was surrounded by a moat about ten meters wide separating it from the spectator seats, with water about five meters below.

There were only two narrow suspension bridges to the stage, one from the spectator seats, and another from a place that looked like a VIP box. That area was much higher than the spectator seats, constructed so that one had to cross the bridge.

In the VIP box, there were several luxurious chairs, and Ronios was sitting in one of them. A treasure chest was right beside her.

Ronios had her hair pulled back as if in an all-back style and tied behind her. She had her legs crossed, her right elbow resting on the railing, and her fist pressed against her right cheek as if in thought, but she smiled upon seeing Hayato and the others.

"It seems Hayato is the first to arrive."

Ronios's voice echoed in the quiet space. They were about fifty meters apart, but perhaps because this was virtual reality, Hayato could hear and see her clearly.

"Hand over the key."

Hayato said only that.

But Ronios shook her head with a laugh.

"You’ve heard the rules, haven’t you? If you want the key, you have no choice but to defeat me."

"Fine, then let’s fight. Are we fighting on that stage?"

"That’s right. Only two people can enter that stage. And you win by defeating your opponent or knocking them off the stage. Only the winner can cross the bridge. The key is in this treasure chest, so you have to defeat me and come over here. It's a pretty good setup, don't you think?"

"I understand the situation. Then let's fight right away."

"You don’t have to be in such a hurry. I wanted to have a nice long chat with…"

"I have nothing to say to you."

Ronios, who had been smirking, looked displeased, but as if to say it couldn't be helped, she stood up and crossed the bridge.

Esha immediately raised her gun, but Ronios held up her open right hand toward her.

"I wouldn’t do that if I were you. This area is designed to block outside attacks and support. If you do anything unnecessary, the attack will be reflected."

"Esha, stop it. Besides, this is where I come in, right?"

Cecil said this and lightly pressed down on the barrel of Esha’s raised gun with her left hand. Esha said, "Then I’ll leave it to you," and lowered her Beelzebub.

Cecil tilted her head to the right, then left, and swung her arms loosely as she warmed up.

"Alright, I was feeling a little unsatisfied last time because I thought you'd come for a rematch right away. This time, I'm going to get more serious, you hear?"

"Yes, please do. It wouldn’t be meaningful otherwise."

Ronios replied to Cecil with a confident expression. Then she drew her rapier.

But before Cecil could cross the suspension bridge, Hayato stopped her.

"I’ll handle this. It’s not even worth Cecil getting serious."

Everyone except Hayato was at a loss for words. In that time, Hayato quickly crossed the bridge and stepped onto the stage.

Ronios, who was initially surprised, now had a look of exasperation.

"I did want to fight you, Hayato, but I don’t want to have a combat match. Besides, you know players can’t fight each other, right? I was hoping for a serious opponent, and now I feel like you’ve thrown cold water on my plans…"

"It’s a small thing compared to what you did, wouldn’t you say?"

Hayato said this while looking around the stage. It was a circle about twenty meters in diameter. From the center, it was about ten meters to the edge. Hayato shifted his standing position slightly. Normally he couldn't win, but if there was a ring-out loss condition, he had a chance.

After checking the stage, Hayato looked at Ronios's equipment, being careful not to let his gaze give him away, especially her rings and bracelets. He was relieved to see it was the same equipment she had worn in the dining hall.

Hayato put on a provocative face. He wasn't much of an actor, but he imitated Ash and the others who sometimes practiced in the cafe. His expression was awkward, but it was a necessary act to anger his opponent.

"Now you understand a little of what it feels like to be harassed, right? And since you’re going to lose anyway, just hand over the key."

At his overly provocative words, Ronios grew suspicious.

"Are you perhaps trying to anger me and do something?"

Hayato didn't answer. He just pretended to be slightly surprised.

And he thought. Smart people immediately try to read the hidden meaning behind their opponent's actions. And when they think they've figured it out, they assume their opponent is inferior to them and end up defeating themselves.

"If that’s the case, then it's a shame. I won't get angry over something like that. I suppose I have no choice but to forcefully remove you. I can’t deal damage, but I can knock you out of the ring. I’m sure you understand, but due to our STR difference, the reverse is impossible. The moment you came here, Hayato, you lost."

Ronios approached Hayato. Just as she was one step away, she noticed the knife he was holding.

The knife Hayato held was the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme." It was treated as an item used for cooking, not a weapon.

"Were you perhaps planning to fight with that? That’s just an item to display the production menu, it doesn’t even do damage, right? Well, in a fight between players, any weapon is…"

Ronios stopped mid-sentence.

Hayato has been playing this game for a much longer time than she has. There's no way he wouldn't know something so basic.

This is dangerous. Perhaps thinking so, Ronios tried to leap backward, but she was a step too slow.

Hayato stepped toward Ronios and brought his empty left hand close to her face. Immediately after, his left hand emitted a rainbow-colored light.

While holding the knife in his right hand, he used his index finger to select coffee from the menu. Hayato knew where everything was on the menu without looking. He just chose it without a moment’s hesitation, as always.

The light that appears when an item is created. That happened in Hayato’s left hand. And with coffee, it was guaranteed to be five stars, so a rainbow light shone brightly.

Ronios saw that light right in front of her and averted her face from the glare. She covered her face with her left hand and retreated, using her rapier to keep Hayato at bay. But even if it hit, Hayato would take no damage, so it was no deterrent.

Adjusting his position, Hayato moved even closer to Ronios. Since he moved, the coffee creation was canceled and the light subsided. He quickly equipped a ring he had brought and traded a certain item to Ronios.

Trade is a system for giving items to another player. The transfer of an item is only possible with the consent of both the giver and the receiver. But Ronios had her eyes closed due to the glare and didn't notice that a trade had been offered.

"To think you’d use a flashbang. But you can’t win with just that… Hmm?"

Finally recovering from the glare, Ronios realized that Hayato had offered her a trade. But she didn't understand what meaning it had.

"A Chocolate Bomb…?"

It was a party-favor type of gag item that dealt no damage, but if not accepted, it would explode after five seconds, causing knockback to both players.

If she had known, she would have accepted it immediately, but a beginner who had recently started the game wouldn't know. Hayato was betting on that.

"These are my feelings for you. Explode."

Five seconds had passed since the trade was offered. In that instant, the Chocolate Bomb exploded.

Hayato was unaffected, but Ronios was sent flying by the blast.

"Wha…"

Ronios, letting out a cry of surprise, had already been blown off the stage and had no choice but to fall.

Then, the sound of her hitting the water reached Hayato’s ears.

Without even checking on the fallen Ronios, Hayato put the ring with knockback immunity back into his item bag and headed toward the treasure chest.



		
			Chapter 336

			The Fruits of Compassion

			Hayato retrieved the key from the treasure chest and returned to his spot, but Esha and all the others were staring at him as if they had seen something unbelievable.

"What’s with those looks? I got the key, so let’s hurry back."

As Hayato said this, Esha sighed.

"You do terrifying things, Master. Is that how a production player fights? No, even production players don’t do things like that."

Using the light from crafting as a flashbang, selecting from the menu without looking at all, and using a Chocolate Bomb for a ring-out. Anyone who has played the game long enough could come up with these ideas, and with practice, it’s not impossible to execute.

But Hayato had pulled it all off on his first try. Normally, even if you thought of it, you wouldn’t do it, and the probability of failure is high. That it went so well meant he was either extremely focused or incredibly calm.

"It’s nothing so grand. It just happened to work out. Never mind that, let’s hurry back."

With that, Hayato headed for the stairs.

Everyone, though looking unconvinced, started walking to follow him.

On the way back, Hayato was thankful to Ney and everyone in the Kokuryu clan. The idea for the Chocolate Bomb was all thanks to them.

There was a time when the members of Kokuryu were playing around with a large number of Chocolate Bombs collected from a past event, and Ney had been blasted into a river in the Royal Capital, causing her to die and respawn.

He had used that incident as a reference and brought various items, thinking there might be a chance to use them, and it had paid off. He had also brought equipment that increases the Diving Skill, smoke bombs, and a foul-smelling perfume. Things that couldn’t deal damage but could catch an opponent off guard.

If his opponent had been deeply invested in this game, it wouldn't have worked. But even if Ronios was a formidable foe wearing god equipment with unbelievable stats, she hadn't been playing this game for long. There was a chance she still didn't understand what had just happened.

There was also a possibility she wouldn't accept the loss in that manner, but winning or losing didn't matter to Hayato. Saving Siegfried was the priority.

Ronios might not accept her defeat and could come after them. It was unclear where she would respawn after dying, but he relayed to the searching members that he had the key and asked them to defeat Ronios if they saw her.

Hayato, wanting to save time, hurried to get outside the castle.

Finally, they were out of the castle and rushed over to where Maris and the others were waiting.

He had contacted Maris via voice chat to let her know he had the key, but she must have been anxious until she saw it. She looked at him with hopeful eyes, so Hayato nodded to convey that he had brought the key.

"Hayato-san did it!"

Maris happily told Siegfried, moving aside from the front of the cage to make it easier to unlock.

Hayato immediately inserted the key into the cage’s lock. As he turned it, the lock opened with a satisfying click.

"Siegfried!"

Maris opened the cage and brought Siegfried out, cradling him in both hands.

He seemed to be conscious, but he was so weak he couldn't move at all.

Diite approached Siegfried and began to examine him.

"The weakening has stopped."

At Diite's words, everyone let out a sigh of relief. But Diite's expression remained stern.

"Hayato-kun, make any kind of food Siegfried-kun can eat. Something simple is fine."

Without even nodding, Hayato immediately made some normal cat food.

He brought the five-star cat food close to Siegfried, but it seemed he didn't even have the strength left to eat it, remaining limp and listless.

Hayato made several other easy-to-eat dishes, but Siegfried couldn't eat any of them.

Unlike in reality, you couldn't force-feed someone. The system was such that a dish's effects were only gained when it was eaten by one's own will, but Siegfried’s consciousness level had dropped so much that he couldn't even eat a meal in this world.

"...It’s no use."

"D-Diite-san...? What do you mean, no use…?"

When Maris asked with a trembling voice, Diite looked seriously at Maris, then Surya.

"There is one way to save Siegfried-kun. Maris-kun, and Surya-kun. I need your cooperation for this. However, you might come to resent me for it. If you’re okay with that…"

"There’s no way we’d resent you! Tell us anything!"

"Me too. What should I do?"

"...Understood. Then let’s do it. But before that."

Diite said this, then glanced over at Jolth’s group.

Jolth and Victor looked puzzled. They must have been wondering why she was looking at them at a time like this.

"You would do well to ask Hayato-kun for the details. But be aware that if you do anything unnecessary, Ney-kun will become your enemy."

"Um…? What does that mean?"

Diite didn't answer Jolth’s question and turned her gaze to Siegfried.

"Siegfried-kun, you can hear me, can’t you? Log out immediately. In the real world, Maris-kun and Surya-kun will definitely save you."

Maris and the other NPCs who had forgotten reality couldn't understand some of Diite's words and looked confused.

But Jolth and Victor, who knew about the real world, looked shocked. There was no AI Protection for players, so they heard Diite's words exactly as they were spoken.

Of course, the content was strange. An NPC, Diite, had told a calico cat, which should have been just an AI, to log out. There were too many contradictions for them to comprehend.

"H-Hayato, what is this…?"

"I’ll explain later, just wait a bit."

Hayato realized. Diite said Maris and Surya would save him in the real world. That meant she was going to restore their memories. Her glance at Jolth and his group must have been because the secret of this virtual reality was about to be exposed.

Right now, every second counted. She must have judged that there was no time to do something without Jolth and the others noticing.

Next, Diite looked at Esha.

"Esha-kun, just in case, could you take Cecil-kun and Noat-kun and gather some medicinal herbs growing in the forest? We might need them for Siegfried-kun’s treatment."

"...You're right. Cecil, Noat. Let’s go gather some herbs together. I think there should be some growing around here."

"Ah, yeah. I think Maris and Surya can handle things here, so we should do what we can. Right, maybe Siegfried will get better if he eats some meat! Let’s hunt something!"

"I’ll lure monsters with a song. Hunt them down one by one."

"I said we’re going to gather herbs. Now, let’s go."

Esha must have understood Diite’s intention as well, because she led Cecil and Noat toward the forest. Even if AI Protection was in effect, she had judged that if they saw what was about to happen, they might remember something, so she moved them away.

After watching them go, Diite gently stroked Siegfried.

"Siegfried-kun, come now, hurry. You can leave the rest to Maris-kun and Surya-kun. Entrusting things to them and believing in them is also a master’s duty."

Siegfried meowed with a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzz, then closed his eyes. Then he became completely still.

This was the behavior of a forced logout, Hayato thought. If you don't log out at an inn or a base, your avatar in this world remains for a few minutes. Siegfried had logged out of the virtual reality.

Maris panicked at the completely still Siegfried, but Diite calmed her with a "Calm yourself," then her expression became serious.

"Are you two ready?"

"Eh? Ready…? More importantly, Siegfried is… owowowow!"

"Guh!"

Maris and Surya clutched their heads with both hands and fell to their knees. The headache that occurs when memories return. That was what was happening to them now.

Jolth and Victor, seeing it for the first time, were shocked, but Hayato, having seen it several times, was calm. Still, he was worried, so he called out to Maris and Surya, telling them it would be okay.

After about a minute, their breathing calmed down. It was unclear if it was effective, but they both took slow, deep breaths, then told Hayato they were okay and stood up.

"That’s a strange experience. Maybe the brain can’t keep up with the feeling of forgotten things coming back all at once. It must be quite a load, but I wonder how it works."

"Truly. I wonder if that’s something like a flashback of one’s life."

The two, whose atmosphere had changed slightly, now seemed to be analyzing what had just happened.

"I know this is right after you got your memories back, but."

"About that, Diite-san, are you the AI who used to make announcements?"

Maris was talking about a hundred years ago. The time when she and the others entered this virtual reality as test players.

Diite, understanding immediately, nodded her head.

"That’s correct. I go by Diite now, but a self-introduction is unnecessary at this point. More importantly, there’s something I need you to do."

"That’s right. Why restore our memories at this timing? Does it have something to do with Siegfried?"

"Eh? But, Siegfried is an AI… right? Huh? But you said log out, didn’t you?"

Maris, who had been panicking just a moment ago, now thought of Siegfried as just an AI since her memories had returned. Surya was the same, tilting her head just like Maris.

"That’s not it. Siegfried-kun is a real cat, and he was logged in just like you all. He’s a real cat we borrowed from Artemis."

"Eh…?"

"And right now, Siegfried-kun is extremely weak in the real world. I’ll explain the circumstances later, and it’s fine if you can’t forgive me. But for now, please log out immediately and save Siegfried-kun. You’ve been asleep for a long time, so you won’t be able to move right away, but I’ve administered as much medication as possible to you both. You should be able to move immediately, at least temporarily."

"I’ll log out right now!"

Maris said this and then stood still on the spot. And Surya, though she said nothing, also became still.

"Hayato-kun, I’m going to support them. Sorry, but I’ll be leaving for a bit."

"Got it. I’m counting on you for Siegfried."

"I can’t do anything myself, but we have two brilliant veterinarians. You can wait for my call with peace of mind."

With that, Diite immediately vanished. It wasn't the concept of logging out, but likely the result of her concentrating her consciousness from the virtual reality to the real world.

Hayato relaxed a little, thinking it would be all right now.

But there was still a problem.

Jolth and the others had been staring at Hayato with frighteningly serious eyes for a while now.

"I have a lot of questions, but first, could you tell us everything?"

"Yeah, but I wonder where to start…"

Hayato and Jolth's group were left behind. Jolth and the others had already become a mass of curiosity, pressing Hayato for answers. Hayato figured he would have to start his explanation from around the time of the Clan Wars while waiting for the others.

Two weeks had passed since the incident.

Siegfried, thanks to the dedicated care of Maris and Surya, had already made a full recovery and was apparently walking around energetically. And today, Maris, Surya, and Siegfried were scheduled to come to the Crown Cafe.

In this world, owning a cat was impossible unless you were of a very high class, but Maris had been able to keep Siegfried.

Ronios was involved in this.

Ronios had been extremely dissatisfied with the outcome, but after a thorough "talk" with Ney and Jolth, she ended up honoring her prior promise to grant any of Hayato’s wishes.

For Hayato, the existence of such a promise was news to him, and the idea of a Foundation member granting any wish only heightened his wariness. Thinking, "If she grants it, it’ll be bad in a different way," he had replied through Ney, "That’s all right."

In response, Ronios became stubborn and said, also through Ney, "Then we’ll just put it on hold."

Later, he heard from Diite that Siegfried had safely recovered, and at that time, he also learned that Maris and Surya had decided to live in the real world instead of as NPCs in the virtual reality.

That led to the question of what to do with Siegfried. The discussion expanded to what to do with the other animals on the spaceship as well.

In the end, it was decided to transfer the animals to Colony "Zoo," which was managed by Sagittarius. Maris and Surya would also work there.

This was because, according to information from Diite, it was discovered that Sagittarius’s predecessor was an organization formed by the merger of "Noah," to which Maris had belonged, and "Artemis," where Surya had worked.

Ney negotiated without revealing those circumstances to Sagittarius. Not just Ney, but Jolth and Victor were there to assist her.

Sagittarius would surely be troubled if suddenly asked to take care of animals of unknown origin. Ney had thought so too, but Sagittarius willingly accepted without any complaints or investigations.

According to Ney, it was their policy regarding animals. "We don’t abandon anyone, and we’ll take care of any child until the very end," they had said.

However, they were indirectly told that it would cost money, so Ney donated a large sum. It was a considerable donation, but it came from the sales of "Another Frontier Online," so it was apparently not a problematic amount for Ney.

During the negotiations, they had fabricated the relationship between Maris, Surya, and the animals, but when it came to the calico cat Siegfried, Maris said she wanted to keep him.

On that point, Sagittarius showed reluctance, but this was where Hayato asked Ronios for a favor. A wish for his acquaintance to be able to keep a cat.

Ronios found the idea of granting a wish for an acquaintance instead of himself hilarious. She clutched her stomach laughing but agreed to grant the wish.

As a result, with various circumstances kept under wraps, Maris was able to keep Siegfried. And today, they were all coming here.

Right now, the most fidgety person was probably Esha.

Hayato looked at Esha, a little exasperated.

"Could you calm down a little?"

"How can I be calm? Siegfried is coming. We have to be perfectly prepared to welcome him. That’s right, let’s make the cafe private for today. And the food will be all-you-can-eat."

"What are you talking about? That said, I am making it private. It's an old story, but restaurants and animals aren't great for hygiene, and it would be a problem if fur got into the food or drinks."

"I see. Speaking of which, I heard there used to be a coffee shop called a cat cafe. Heaven on earth, it must have been."

"I’ve seen videos of them, but didn’t those require special permission even back then?"

"No, that’s not it. It’s a proposal to turn this coffee shop into a cat cafe. In fact, let’s get rid of the coffee shop element and make it cats only."

"Could you please stop completely denying my dream?"

While exchanging such light banter, the two were preparing the shop, preparing to welcome Maris and the others. Ash's group and Ney's group were also coming, so they had to prepare plenty of food and drinks.

Hayato suddenly thought of the members of the Demon Lord's Army who couldn't come.

In the end, the Demon Lord's Castle had been taken over by Amanda, and the Demon Lord's Army was now living next door to Hayato's base.

Originally, a clan under Shooting Star owned it, but the clan itself was put on a wanted list by the Eastern Country and the property was confiscated. Then Benitsuru gave it to Lunaria.

He was told by Ronios, through Ney, that the base was originally planned to be used to reduce the inventory at Hayato’s base. The strategy was apparently that if the shop selling things cheaply suddenly closed, people would buy from Hayato’s base next door.

There was also a plan to have their own members buy up the inventory at Hayato’s base, but it seemed they realized they might not have enough money, so they changed their approach to involve other players.

Ronios had apparently planned to deplete Hayato's supplies over a longer period before fighting, but the Shuten Doji event and Amanda’s invasion had started, leaving things half-finished.

Ronios had also considered weakening Hayato’s forces.

She thought that if she told Alvie of the "Kiss of Death" clan about Noat, it would surely lead to a fight. She also said that if she told Lutz of "Starkest" that the Hero, Ivan, was an acquaintance of Hayato, he would surely try to fight him.

She seemed to have thought that by doing so, even if they didn't become allies, it would chip away at Hayato's forces or hinder them.

In the end, none of her plans worked out, and she lost to Hayato himself, so while she was dissatisfied, she apparently came to realize her own limitations. However, according to Ney and Jolth, she was now much more bearable than before.

That Ronios was still playing the game. She had apparently sold all her items and paid the bail for herself and her subordinate members, and was starting over from scratch with Cremola and Harrington.

Ney had apparently warned her not to contact Hayato and his group, but she had reportedly said, "Got it," with a laugh, so he was also told to be careful.

He thought there was no such thing as real strength in a game, but decided to leave it be. Hayato wanted to have as little to do with Foundation people as possible.

Anyway, Lunaria and her group were apparently making a plan to retake the Demon Lord's Castle, and Hayato was helping them. It was natural for him to help Lunaria, but the main reason Hayato was helping was Diite.

Diite usually stayed in the "room closest to reality" deep inside the Demon Lord’s Castle, but currently, no one could enter the castle. Diite was no exception and could no longer go there.

On top of that, she was busy investigating the cause of what happened to Siegfried, and the fact that there had been setting changes she didn't know about, like the Cage of Discord.

Hayato wanted to ask her about the relationship between Lunaria and Amanda, but since she seemed busy, he hadn't checked yet.

The situation was becoming somewhat ominous, and there was much to be done, but he decided to just enjoy today as a normal day and resumed his preparations.

About thirty minutes later, the doorbell rang.

There stood Maris in a white T-shirt and black jeans, and Surya in a beige pantsuit. And on Maris’s shoulder was the calico cat, Siegfried.

"Hello!"

"This is a nice shop."

"Nya."

"Welcome."

Hayato greeted the two and the one cat with a smile.

Esha, without a word, drifted toward Maris and reached out a hand to Siegfried. But Siegfried’s cat punch deflected Esha’s hand.

"Kuh! Siegfried, this is reality, you know? My Taming Skill isn’t negative, so please let me pet you!"

"Um, Esha-san. Siegfried is scared of your eyes. He says those are the eyes of a predator."

"Please rest assured. I won’t eat you. I’ll just pet you for about two hours… Oh? Maris-san, can you understand Siegfried’s words in reality too?"

"No, that requires a special device. I was just saying what he said in the virtual reality."

"I see. But I won’t back down. Siegfried, you must resign yourself to being petted by me. Don’t worry, it won’t hurt…!"

Esha said this as she slowly closed in on Siegfried.

"Try not to make too much of a mess."

It had turned into a scene of Siegfried jumping down from Maris’s shoulder to flee and Esha cornering him, but Hayato decided to leave them be. He then prompted Maris and Surya to take seats at the counter.

"Have you both gotten used to life here?"

"Yes, compared to those days, it feels like a dream. And thanks to Ney-san and the others, I’m so happy I can work at that place again!"

"I’m happy too."

Maris was trying to hold back her laughter as she looked at Surya, who had just spoken.

"Is something wrong with Surya-san?"

"I’m sure it’s more than just ‘happy,’ but it’s funny how she’s trying not to let it show."

"Hey!"

As Hayato looked puzzled, Maris explained.

The name Garland, which Surya had given to the dragon, was taken from the name of the tiger that had given her the scar on her face. It turned out that Garland’s descendants were in Colony "Zoo."

And it was discovered that Garland and his descendants were one of the factors that brought the two organizations together. Her joy at that time was apparently so great that it was unimaginable from the usual Surya, and even Maris was a little taken aback.

Surya had a disgruntled look on her face but said, "Of course I’m happy."

"When I think that our organizations became one thanks to this scar, I don’t want to hide it anymore. I’m sure I’ll get sympathy, and I can’t explain the details, but I can be proud of it as an honorable wound."

Surya said this and lovingly stroked the scar on her face.

After that, he heard various other things from the two. They were now rooming together and living with Siegfried.

The conversation then turned to the wristwatch Surya was wearing. In this era, wristwatches were nothing more than antiques. They were something high-class people might wear as a fashion statement.

"This was a gift from Diite-san, but it’s not a watch."

Surya said this and operated the watch, and a hologram of a dragon appeared.

"Could that be Garland the dragon?"

"Yes. Garland’s basic AI has been downloaded, and it’s linked to the virtual reality. So even if I don’t log in, I can always be with him. It’s just data, so if you ask if it’s the same Garland as in the virtual reality, I’d have to tilt my head, but his mannerisms are the same, so I can think of him as my boy."

"Diite-chan does some nice things, doesn’t she."

"It seems there are many requests like that in the virtual reality. It’s still a prototype, and I have to report on its usability as a monitor, but it’s a big help. I’ll be working as a veterinarian, so I think I’ll be logging in less."

"That’ll be lonely."

"But it’s not like I’ll stop logging in completely. And I want to have a drink with Cecil sometimes."

"That’s right, you two were friends. The event is still going on, but since Surya-san returned to her work at the Tamer Guild, Cecil went back to the empire. It looked like she was being escorted away by the members of the Dragon Busters, though."

Surya and Cecil had come to the base for the Monster Sealing Encyclopedia event, but to think it would turn out like this, Hayato mused, feeling a sense of nostalgia.

"Speaking of drinks, I heard it’s a rite of passage for everyone who regains their memories to drink Hayato-san’s coffee?"

"What’s that? That’s not a thing, but if you’d like some, I’ll prepare it. How about you, Maris? I can’t say it’s delicious, but I think it’s gotten good enough that you can see the effort I’ve put in."

"That’s a vague expression of confidence… Of course, I’ll have some!"

"Then wait just a moment, I’ll brew it right away."

After much trial and error, it should have become quite drinkable. At the very least, it should have a taste that no one would refuse if it were free. Hayato brewed the coffee.

He placed the coffee, which had a decent aroma, in front of the two. They blew on it to cool it down, then drank at the same time.

"It’s more normal than I expected. Or rather, it’s delicious."

"Truly. I heard it was quite bad."

"Could you tell me who said that?"

Hayato said this while giving a thumbs-up in his mind. Little by little, the taste was improving. He was happy he had used the expensive coffee beans from Earth. Now, if only it were profitable, there would be no complaints.

Just as he thought that, the doorbell rang.

"Helloo. Are Maris-san and the others here yet… Woah!"

It was Ren who opened the door, but Siegfried leaped into her arms. Ren hurriedly caught Siegfried.

"Ah! Siegfried… Whooooa! Such lovely fur! I could touch it forever!"

"Ren-san, please give me Siegfried. If you don’t, Ash-san will be in big trouble. Are you okay with what happens to your brother?"

"Why me…? Yo, Maris and Surya, you’re here too."

"Ash-san! You’re handsome in reality too! And Ren-chan is cute, like a kitten…!"

"Um, is your father, Veru-san, coming…? Could you introduce me? I’m actually a fan…!"

"Save the commotion for later and help me."

The situation had become quite chaotic, but as long as everyone was having fun, anything was fine, Hayato thought, and began carrying the prepared dishes to the table.

"Good work."

"Nyaa…"

Until a moment ago, the women had been fighting over Siegfried. He wasn't a borrowed cat, but he had frozen up like a doll while being petted by everyone, and Hayato had felt sorry for him.

But just a moment ago, Maris had decided, "The petting session is on break!" Esha had called it tyrannical, but it would be a unanimous decision as to which of them was truly the tyrant.

Freed from everyone, Siegfried was lying on the counter in a similar posture to when he had been weakened. Maris was petting him with a gentleness that wouldn't be a burden.

"You too, Maris. Want a chocolate parfait?"

"Yes, please!"

Hayato made a chocolate parfait and placed it on the counter.

"What would Siegfried like?"

"Nekomanma Deluxe, please!"

"No, no, in reality, only a handful of people can eat luxury items like fish. I can’t even get my hands on fish bones, let alone bonito flakes."

"But Siegfried was looking forward to it, you know. You said you’d make him anything, so he told me he was expecting tuna and saury too."

As Maris said this with a smile, Siegfried lightly moved his tail left and right, as if to say she was correct.

"That was in the virtual reality, right? I don’t have that kind of money in reality. I might be able to manage if I push myself, but…"

"I’m just kidding! Then please make it for him next time we log into the virtual reality!"

"That I can do. Will Siegfried be able to log in too?"

"Yes. Diite-san made a headgear just for Siegfried, so we plan to use that."

"Is that safe?"

"It’s shaped differently from the ones you all use, but its performance is exactly the same, apparently. Besides, we’ve tried it a few times and it was fine, so I don’t think there’s a problem. With that, we can also force a logout from the outside, so it’s safe."

"Then I guess it’s okay. Siegfried, in the virtual reality, I’ll treat you to as much as you want."

To those words, Siegfried just replied with a "nyaa." It sounded a little disappointed, probably because he had been looking forward to the real-world Nekomanma.

"By the way, everyone was quite excited earlier…?"

"Yes, we were talking about wanting one of Siegfried’s kittens if he has any. That’s separate from whether we can actually keep them, though."

"Is there talk of that? He had a suitor in the virtual reality."

There was a male calico cat who was Siegfried's suitor in the virtual reality, but he hadn't heard anything since then. He had heard they were getting along well, but Hayato thought it was meaningless with an AI partner.

"That cat is an AI, so it’s not possible for him to be a suitor, but there are quite a few male cats in Colony ‘Zoo,’ so we’re thinking of having him choose from among them. First, a meet-and-greet!"

As Maris said this, Siegfried’s ears twitched, and then he smacked Maris’s hand with his tail.

"What was that for?"

"Is he being shy…? Well, anyway, Hayato-san, thank you so much for everything."

With that, Maris bowed deeply.

"Eh? What’s this all of a sudden? Oh, you don’t have to worry about the bill for today."

"No, that’s not it. It’s for everything. When I think that joining your clan has led to this moment, I feel a gratitude I can’t even begin to express. I think Surya feels similarly, even if our involvement was different."

"That’s an exaggeration. Besides, I didn’t do anything."

"It’s not an exaggeration at all. I wouldn’t say that living in virtual reality is an unhappy thing, but the animals are now able to live freely in reality. I had dreamed of that someday on a resource-recovered Earth, and though the form is a little different, a similar situation has come about thanks to you, Hayato-san. That’s why I want to thank you."

"I see. Then I’ll accept your thanks. But you know, I think this result came about because you and Surya-san treated the animals with such affection. You could call it the fruits of your compassion for the animals."

"I-I don’t think it’s anything so grand, but it’s embarrassing to be told that!"

Maris’s eyes darted around, and her hand petting Siegfried became quite vigorous. Siegfried seemed to disapprove, as he had a very disgruntled look on his face.

"Um, oh, that’s right! I have a new dream! And it’s thanks to you, Hayato-san!"

"A new dream?"

Maris nodded with a beaming smile.

"I’m going to have Siegfried have lots of kittens and create a Nyanko Kingdom! Not in virtual reality, a real Nyanko Kingdom!"

"Ehh…?"

"Esha-san, Ren-san, and Ney-san have already promised to help me!"

Wondering what Esha and the others would be helping with, Hayato looked at Siegfried. Siegfried also looked back at Hayato and meowed, "Nyaa…"

"Doesn’t he look a little reluctant?"

"Of course not, right!? Siegfried’s kittens would be so cute!"

Siegfried said nothing to Maris’s words, but he did smack her hand with his tail.

After that, Esha and the others declared that the break was over and carried Siegfried away.

Hayato couldn’t understand Siegfried’s words, but he understood what he wanted to say. Those eyes said, "Help me."

However, not thinking he could win against that group of women, Hayato put his hands together and apologized to Siegfried. Then, as an apology, he sent an email to order some luxury tuna and saury for him.

--At the same time. The Demon Lord’s Castle. The Throne Room.

Amanda sat arrogantly on the throne with her legs crossed. And as if paying respects to Amanda, several people stood in lines on either side. It was unclear if they were actually paying their respects. Their eyes were vacant.

Even in this situation, Amanda seemed pleased, watching them with a smile on her lips.

"I can’t say that’s very good taste."

A person entered the throne room while saying this. It was a woman in a nun’s habit, and her appearance was identical to Diite’s, but it was not Diite. It was her backup, Hypnos.

"It’s not a hobby. It’s just that if you win, you want to give shape to the result, right? That’s all I’m doing."

"And I’m saying that’s in poor taste."

"Oh my. Then I suppose I have poor taste. I just learned that for the first time."

Amanda said this, but she didn’t seem particularly hurt or troubled. She seemed to be enjoying even that, as she laughed.

"Setting aside my poor taste, are you done on your end? You took that room from the girl named Diite, right? I don’t know what kind of room it is, though."

"That’s right. I just went to see it. It’s not particularly interesting for a human who knows reality, but I was satisfied with it."

"Heeh? For all that, you’re as uninteresting as ever."

"Because I am an AI."

"Oh, is that so. I was hoping I’d get to see you in a state of great excitement, but that’s a shame."

"I too am disappointed that I couldn’t meet your expectations. Now, enough of that, let’s talk business."

Hypnos said this and then relayed information in a business-like manner.

After finishing several reports, he shifted his gaze to the people who had been standing the whole time and sighed.

"That’s a cruel way to treat your former companions. To steal their consciousness and use only their avatars. True NPCs, indeed."

"They were never my companions. They were just pawns."

Amanda’s tone changed completely from before as she answered with cold eyes.

The people here were the members of the clan "Ambrosia." They were from the same clan as Lunaria, the ones called the Demonfolk in the virtual world. All seven of them, besides Zenobia, were here.

"Just pawns, huh. Then am I one as well?"

"No, you’re different."

Amanda said this and smiled sweetly.

"You’re a slightly better pawn."

"I’m honored."

"Oh? I thought you’d get angry?"

"Because I am an AI."

"That’s boring in its own way… Oh well. It seems the pawns haven’t all been gathered yet, so let’s be quiet for a little while longer. Well then, I’ll leave the rest to you. I’m going back to my room."

"I see. Then I’ll return to my room and handle things as well."

Hypnos said this, turned his back on Amanda, and left the throne room. He then headed for the "room closest to reality."

He walked slowly down the corridor and opened the door to the room, stepping inside.

Standing in the center of the temple-like room, he narrowed his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. An empty blackness spread out there.

"I suppose that’s what you’d call a clown. To not even dream that you are one of the pawns. It was hard to hold back my laughter."

Hypnos said this and laughed, but his face immediately turned serious.

"But perhaps I can’t laugh. I am one of those pawns too."

Suddenly, he remembered a certain human. A human who only had production skills.

"That human is likely one of the pawns, but it seems he may not end as a mere pawn. What do you think?"

Hypnos asked this, facing an empty space. There was no response, but as if he had expected that, he snorted with a "Hmph."

"This virtual reality exists for Diite’s sake, is that it…"

Hypnos muttered this as if out of nowhere, then vanished from the spot as if he had been erased.



		
			Chapter 337

			Interlude. Happy Days

			Lunaria Freire looked outside from her room in the base.

A long line of players snaked across the landscape outside. They had come to enter the headquarters of the clan Ambrosia.

Today was the day the world would end. The day they would bid farewell to reality. Why were so many people here on a day like this?

After pondering it for a while, Lunaria reached a certain conclusion.

"Lunaria-chan, are you awake?"

A woman entered Lunaria's room as she spoke.

Her name was Xenobia. She was a member of the clan Ambrosia and the one Lunaria got along with best. According to Lunaria, she felt a sort of kindred shadowy power from her.

Xenobia looked at Lunaria with a surprised expression.

"Why are you wearing your armor and weapons?"

Lunaria was clad in crimson armor known as the Inferno Series and equipped with her Demonic Sword Arondight. She was dressed as if she were about to go slay monsters.

"There are a lot of people outside."

"It's a lot to deal with so early in the morning. But what about it?"

"I can feel their desire to defeat this clan and make a name for themselves. The proper thing to do is to face them. Let us intercept them together. They will become rust on Arondight's blade."

"No, no, I'm not getting that feeling from them at all. The people outside just came to see you, Lunaria-chan."

Lunaria tilted her head.

"Does that not mean they want to fight me? I will get a little serious."

"There's no way that's it. You're very beautiful, Lunaria-chan, so they've come all this way just to get a glimpse of you."

"Hmph, you'll make me blush. But how do they know my face?"

Due to her social anxiety, Lunaria usually wore a helm that concealed her face. She had kept it on even during the Clan Wars. She took it off from time to time, but the only ones she would show her bare face to were her clan members.

"You know, your helm broke after you took that super high firepower magic during the battle with Blackjack."

"...I remember now. After I was taken down along with that Ivan person, my helm's durability ran out and it broke. I've had it repaired, but I should make them pay for it next time. That was Esha Crown-chan, right?"

"That's right. But today is the end, so I doubt she'll remember you even if you meet again. Anyway, after that, your face was displayed on the monitor during the awards ceremony. I heard it caused quite a stir."

"I see. I was so focused at the time, I didn't notice."

"You say you were focused, but weren't you just in an extreme state because there were too many people?"

"...I've forgotten such things from the past. So, does this mean the people outside are smitten with my charm?"

"Your charm, I wonder...? Well, I think they came to see you one last time. What do you want to do? Will you meet them? There are quite a few of them..."

"Hmph, impossible."

Lunaria refused without missing a beat. For someone with social anxiety, that was an impossible task. To begin with, it had taken her a long time to even speak normally with Xenobia right in front of her. Talking to strangers was as impossible as running a hundred meters in three seconds.

"I figured. It's impossible for me too. There are a lot of women, but there are more men, so I don't think I can go outside either... In that case, I'll tell Grant and Phaul. That it's impossible for you, Lunaria-chan."

"That sounds a little uncool, so just tell them it's not even necessary for me to go out."

"They came to see you, Lunaria-chan, and you say it's not necessary for you to go out..."

"More importantly, are you okay, Xenobia-chan? Can you tell Grant-chan and the others? I think you've become able to talk to them recently."

Xenobia was similar to Lunaria and had a fear of men. Despite spending a great deal of time with the members called Grant and Phaul in the same clan, she still couldn't look them in the eye when she spoke.

But Xenobia scoffed with a "Hmph." Then she gave a thumbs up with her right hand.

"It's a piece of cake with voice chat."

Lunaria gave a thumbs up in the same way.

"I know what you mean."

After that, Xenobia sent a message via voice chat saying it was impossible.

The recipient, Grant, seemed to have expected as much, and replied that the two of them should escape from the base. The other members must have been connected to the voice chat as well, and they exchanged words, promising to meet again in the next world.

The two of them left through the back entrance of the base and stepped into the nearby forest.

It was a place the clan Ambrosia often used as a hunting ground, where stronger enemies appeared the deeper one went. Their reasoning was that even if people noticed they were gone and came after them, the monsters would get in the way.

Lunaria and Xenobia began hunting monsters, just as they always did.

"I was thinking of taking it easy for the last day, but I feel like fighting like this suits me better."

After fighting for a while, Xenobia said something like that.

"A life spent in endless battle is certainly cool... even if it's a life in virtual reality and not the real world."

"I think a life in virtual reality is the best. Nothing ever went my way in reality. That's why I jumped at the suggestion that I could live in a game world forever. I think there are quite a few people like that."

Today, their memories of reality would be erased. And a life of living here as if it were reality awaited them. Some people had shown reluctance, but in the end, everyone had consented.

"Nothing went your way? I heard you were number one in the world at fighting games?"

"That might be amazing in its own way, but in reality, I was just shut up in my room playing games. Nutritional supplement tubes were provided, and as long as I wasn't extravagant, I could live without doing anything. I just kept playing and before I knew it, I was number one in the world. It's not like I aimed for it."

Xenobia said that, and then looked at Lunaria.

"Since this is the end, there's something I want to ask. What were you like in reality, Lunaria-chan? There are quite a few famous people in this virtual reality, but you're not particularly famous, are you?"

To enter this virtual reality, one needed to board the spaceship Aphrodite. As interactions increased not just in the virtual world but also on the spaceship, it became clear that many famous people were on board.

They were excellent in specific fields, and there were many people you'd never heard of, but the majority were celebrities or their families.

However, in Xenobia's memory, Lunaria was not famous at all, nor was she the family of someone famous. She had heard that Lunaria looked exactly like Amanda, who used to be in this clan, and that they were from the same hometown, but that was all.

Lunaria was wearing her helm, so her expression was not visible. But even from her mouth alone, it was clear she was flustered.

"Ah, sorry, was that something difficult to talk about? I don't want to force you to answer..."

"It's fine. It's certainly hard to say because I'm a failure."

"A failure...?"

"I did a lot of studying and took tests, but I couldn't get good results, so I'm a failure. Conversely, Amanda and everyone else got excellent grades, so they're successes."

"Um, I don't really understand...?"

"To put it simply, Amanda and I are Genetically Enhanced Humans."

"...Excuse me?"

"That said, it's not through things like genetic manipulation, but the type where they use periodic medication to instill enhanced physical abilities and thought acceleration. Development in space and interstellar travel are difficult for ordinary people, so there was research into creating humans who could physically and mentally withstand such things. Amanda and I were sort of born in that research facility."

"You're... joking, right?"

"It's true. That's also why Amanda and I look similar. Genetically, we have the same parents. It's just that I'm the dropout, and Amanda is the excellent one. That's why our surnames are different."

Xenobia was at a loss for words.

While she thought it was a joke, there were aspects that made her think it could be true.

Lunaria and Amanda possessed a level of strength in battle that left others in the dust. Since this world directly reflected one's real life reflexes and thought speed, they were superior in reality as well.

Arondight's skill, Black Swan, allowed for speeds that surpassed the laws of physics, but it wasn't a speed that could be achieved with practice. In fact, one's sense of reality would remain and act as a limiter, making it unusable for ordinary people.

But Lunaria and Amanda could move without being bothered by it at all.

Honestly, if you asked if Lunaria was mentally strong, it didn't seem that way, but both Lunaria and Amanda felt much younger than they looked.

It was only speculation and an image she had, but Xenobia thought that if they had lived in a research facility since they were born, they might turn out like that.

"Um, well, I mean..."

Xenobia tried to say something, but the words wouldn't come out. She didn't even know what she should say.

"It's cool, right?"

"Eh?"

"Being a Genetically Enhanced Human. It's so cool, like a Hero or a Demon Lord from a game. Personally, I'm rooting for the Demon Lord. You know, like they take revenge for having unwanted power implanted in them, and use that power to conquer the world."

A smile played on Lunaria's lips as she spoke.

Seeing Lunaria, who showed no sense of tragedy and was just talking about her favorite game, the credibility of her story gradually faded.

"Are you maybe joking?"

"Huh? Do you maybe like classic games where the hero defeats the demon lord, Xenobia-chan? Shall we have a long talk? I'll tell you all about the charms of the Demon Lord."

"That's not what I meant. The story about you being a Genetically Enhanced Human. That was a joke, right?"

"It's true, though? I don't know the name of the research facility, but it's a facility of the Zodiac Foundation."

"...What's that?"

"Oh? You don't know? The Another Frontier Project here is supposed to be led by that foundation, though?"

"Ehh...? Isn't this a planet-wide project that has removed national borders?"

"Yeah. That's why the Zodiac Foundation is scattering money to various countries and organizations and taking the lead. I don't know why Amanda is here, but I heard I was sent over here because I couldn't become a member of the colony development or interstellar travel teams."

"U-u-uuuuh?"

Xenobia seemed unable to keep up, holding her head with both hands and shaking it from side to side.

After doing so for a while, she stopped abruptly and gave a thumbs up with her right hand.

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

"You'll forget it anyway, so no problem. Well then, shall we dive deep enough to conquer the Dark Cave for our final day?"

"We can't do it with just the two of us, can we? We don't even know how many floors there are to begin with..."

"I have found you!"

A woman's voice cut through Xenobia's words.

Instantly, Lunaria hid behind Xenobia's back. Though the petite Xenobia couldn't hide Lunaria at all.

Ten women, clad in black gothic lolita dresses, appeared before them.

One of them held the hem of her skirt lightly and gave an elegant greeting.

"It has been a while. I am Rosalie Quentis."

"Oh, it's just you, Rosalie-chan. Long time no see."

Rosalie Quentis was the leader of the clan Black Rose.

They were a clan that had made it to the top four of the Clan Wars and had fought against Lunaria's clan, Ambrosia. Ambrosia had been victorious at that time, but ever since, Black Rose had become fanatical followers of Lunaria.

As far as Lunaria was concerned, she recognized them as people she had become reasonably good friends with. It was to the level where she could step out from behind Xenobia and speak normally.

"Um, Rosalie-chan? Do you need something from me? Or do you have business with Xenobia-chan?"

"While Xenobia-sama is a tempting offer, this time I have come with a request for Lunaria-sama."

Though this was a virtual reality, Lunaria felt a sense of fear from Rosalie's bloodshot eyes, but she did her best to listen.

"A request?"

"I would like you to wear this dress!"

Rosalie said, taking out a black dress. It had embroidery in the image of a rose on the chest, and while it was somewhat revealing, it was a tasteful black dress.

"I'm not so sure about equipment that seems to have low defense... Are you perhaps saying you can beat me if I wear this?"

"No, it is not for a fight, I simply wish to dress you up, Lunaria-sama! You are the very definition of supreme, Lunaria-sama! A perfect form like a goddess! I cannot suppress my desires as a designer!"

"Hmph, praise me more."

Rosalie herself was quite beautiful, but right now her nostrils were flared, a state not quite suitable for public viewing.

Despite the situation, Xenobia clapped her hands together.

"I remember now. I've been wondering for a while, but there's a famous digital clothing designer named Rosalie Quentis."

"Digital designer?"

"You see, in reality, resources are scarce, so it costs a lot of money just to make clothes. It's not as advanced as here, but they are people who think up clothing designs in virtual spaces. I believe she won a famous award."

"I was not trying to hide it, but I am that Rosalie. And this time, I came because I truly wish for Lunaria-sama to wear this dress!"

According to Rosalie, she would lose her memories of reality at the end of the day, so she wanted Lunaria to wear the dress she designed while she still remembered.

Ever since she fought Ambrosia, she had wanted Lunaria to model clothes for her. And after receiving the reward for making it to the top four, which allowed her to create originally designed equipment, she had finally created something she was satisfied with.

And when she thought to have her wear it on the final day, she wasn't at the base. She pleaded with the Ambrosia members at the base to find out where she had gone, and had finally tracked her down here.

"I understand your passion. But are you sure you want me?"

"It has to be you, Lunaria-sama!"

The other members of Black Rose nodded at Rosalie's words. Furthermore, they held clothes they had presumably designed themselves in their hands and were slowly closing the distance.

"It's the last day, so why not wear it for them? You'll lose your memories of reality, but this might become a memory you remember even in the next world."

Lunaria thought for a moment at Xenobia's suggestion, then nodded.

"Alright. In consideration of your expression, Rosalie-chan, I will wear the dress for you."

As Lunaria said that, cheers erupted from the members of Black Rose.

And so began a fashion show starring Lunaria.

If a man had been able to enter this space, he would have been called a hero.

A gathering of beautiful women like a meeting of fairies. Since the clothes were mostly black, it was less a gathering of fairies and more a witches' sabbath, but it still exuded a feminine atmosphere, creating a space that completely repelled men.

Starting with the dress Rosalie made, Lunaria wore dresses from all the members of Black Rose. Furthermore, she struck poses as she was told.

Lunaria, who had acted normally at first, got carried away as time passed.

Now she was saying things like, "A life as a model might not be so bad."

Even Xenobia eventually gave in to the strong pressure from Black Rose and began her own fashion show.

After that, she wore so many different clothes that Lunaria seemed to have forgotten her social anxiety, becoming so friendly with Rosalie and the others that she started asking them pointed questions.

"Do you all have any regrets about reality, Rosalie-chan?"

"None at all."

"Why?"

"Because here, I can make clothes in a way that's close to reality. As Xenobia-sama said, in reality, it costs a considerable amount of money just to buy fabric. The question is where one would find such money."

The other members of Black Rose nodded at Rosalie's answer.

"It may sound extravagant, but I want to design clothes using the many types of fabric as if they were water. This virtual reality grants that wish. And besides..."

"Besides?"

"Because! Lunaria-sama! Is! Here! That is why!"

"Okay. Calm down a little. I was about to draw Arondight and cut you down."

"Rest assured. I am calm. This is my natural state."

"Then lower your tension a little more. Lower than the depths of the earth."

As they talked like this, time passed in a flash. In less than two hours, the sun would set on the horizon, and this world would end.

Fighting monsters wasn't bad, but spending enjoyable time like this wasn't bad either. She decided to keep talking until it was time.

"What kind of hopes did you tell the next world about, Lunaria-sama?"

Rosalie asked such a question.

When the next world began, their memories of reality would be gone, but in exchange, they could have some of their wishes granted. She had told this to the AI that made announcements in this world.

"I asked to be able to live happily with everyone. Reality wasn't very fun."

"Lunaria-sama..."

"I think it would be nice if days like today continued forever."

When Lunaria said that, Rosalie's eyes flew wide open.

"Leave it to me! I, Rosalie Quentis, will make sure Lunaria-sama has fun every single day!"

"Um?"

"My wish is to dress up Lunaria-sama. I requested that as my wish for the next world, so I believe we can probably be together in the next world as well!"

"My knowledge tells me that's stalking..."

"Rest assured. If there is a stalker, I will beat them to a pulp!"

'You're right in front of me,' Lunaria thought, but she figured it was better than a male stalker and gave a vague reply.

Though not exactly a stalker, the leader of the clan Blackjack, whom she had fought in the Clan Wars finals, would sometimes come to their base. She had been feigning absence and had never met him, but she arbitrarily convinced herself it was something similar.

More time passed, and just as she was thinking about what to talk about, Lunaria sensed an unpleasant presence.

When she turned her gaze toward the source of the unpleasant feeling, she saw Amanda leaning against a tree, looking at them.

The moment she noticed her, she switched her equipment to the Inferno Series and drew Arondight. It happened in an instant, surprising Xenobia, Rosalie, and the others, but when they saw Amanda, they all took a combat stance.

"You look like you're having fun, Lunaria."

"Amanda..."

"Are you wallowing in a sense of superiority by associating with humans far inferior to yourself?"

"I've never once thought I was superior to humans. In the first place, we are human."

"Our base is indeed human. But the environment we were raised in and our way of life are different. I have never thought of us as the same."

"That's a difference of opinion. So, what do you want?"

"Come with me."

"Absolutely not."

"Are you sure? If this continues, you'll live your life without your memories of reality."

"That's what I want, so it's not a problem."

"Living your life thinking this place is reality is something only a fool would do. Rather than that, I will let you help me. Don't you want to rule the world together?"

"I don't want to do it with you, Amanda. If I'm going to do it, I'll do it with everyone."

"You certainly are disliked, aren't you."

"I've never seen anyone who says they like you."

That remark must have irritated her, as Amanda's composed smile vanished, and she glared at Lunaria. Then she placed her hand on the sword at her hip.

Amanda's sword was Durandal. It had only one special ability, and that was that it had "no durability." No matter how many times they clashed swords, it would not break, giving her an advantage the longer a battle dragged on.

A tense atmosphere, as if a battle could break out at any moment, dominated the area.

But then, a loud voice echoed.

"Hahaha, even on a day like this, are we having a PvP match?"

A grim-faced man over two meters tall stepped in between them.

Clad in black armor, he looked like a giant boulder. That was likely the impression of everyone present.

As if the man's appearance had broken the tension, Amanda removed her hand from the hilt of her sword.

"You've spoiled my fun... Lunaria, let's meet again in the next world. But at that time, you will do as I say."

"I'd rather die."

"You...!"

Amanda's face twisted in anger for a moment, but then she scoffed with a "Hmph," turned her back, and walked away.

"Did I interrupt something?"

As the large, grim-faced man said that, Xenobia shrieked, "Gyaa!" and hid behind Lunaria's back.

And Lunaria, while protecting Xenobia, hid behind Rosalie's back.

The more timid members of Black Rose also moved to hide behind someone else.

"Mu. I must have frightened you. I may look like this, but I won't do anything, so please rest assured."

As the large man said that, a voice called out "Captain" from behind him, and several people clad in similar armor appeared.

Seeing their matching black armor, Rosalie muttered.

"Could that be Gil Creef of the clan Nightmare?"

"Oh, you know of me. Mu? That attire... Are you ladies from Black Rose? And you over there are Lunaria-dono and Xenobia-dono of Ambrosia. This is a stroke of luck. I am delighted to meet you on this final day."

Lunaria and Xenobia also remembered. They were the opponents they had fought in the clan that had made it to the top eight.

That was the extent of their relationship, but Lunaria felt at ease. He wasn't a complete stranger. That reason alone was enough for her.

"Your face isn't scary, so don't worry. In fact, it's cool, so you should be proud."

Gil and the members of Black Rose showed surprised expressions at Lunaria's words, but in the next moment, Gil laughed loudly.

"That is the first time I have been told such a thing. Thank you, Lunaria-dono. I will carve those words into my heart as a final memory of reality."

"Yes, please do. And thank you too. It was a bit dangerous just now, so you saved us."

"I am glad if I was of some help. Well then, we shall be on our way. Having such boorish men around would ruin the last day."

Though his words were self-deprecating, he seemed to be joking, as Gil and the members of Nightmare were laughing and saying things like "Captain" and "That's harsh."

And just as Gil and his men were about to bow their heads and leave, Lunaria stopped them.

"You're not boorish, so it's fine if you stay with us."

Everyone except Lunaria had a look of "Eh?" on their faces, but only Lunaria had a smug face as she beckoned to Gil and his men.

"We fought against Nightmare in the Clan Wars. That means something like a friendship has blossomed. So let's stay together until the end today. If you're okay with it, that is."

Gil sat down on the ground with a smile.

"What, even if I had other business, I would choose this. There is no man who would turn down such a tasteful arrangement as spending the last day with beautiful young ladies. Right, everyone?"

The members of Nightmare nodded and began to sit down with smiles on their faces.

Lunaria smiled, Xenobia's face twitched, and Rosalie and the others looked somewhat displeased.

"I for one would prefer a gentleman with a slightly slimmer build."

"Mu. I believe you were Rosalie-dono. Do you dislike muscles? I believe you would understand they are fine muscles if you were to look at my biceps."

"If you take off your armor, I will beat you to death. In the first place, excessive muscles are the enemy of design. Why are they so rugged..."

It seemed that Black Rose and Nightmare did not get along very well, but they were creating a lively clamor.

Such a situation was very comfortable for Lunaria.

She never laughed at the research facility. It was a daily routine of being looked at with displeasure by the researchers because she couldn't produce good results. Days continued when she didn't want to see anyone, but ever since coming to this virtual reality, it had been so much fun.

'It would be happiness if I could spend my days like this even after my memories of reality are gone and the world changes,' she thought, as she too joined the lively circle.



		
			Chapter 338

			World Domination

			The VRMMO Another Frontier Online had more players than ever before.

Not only was there prize money for events, but players who had temporarily taken a break were returning because the skill and status caps had been raised.

Furthermore, with the ability to break through skill caps, what had previously been considered the optimal skill compositions could now be customized, and everyone was diligently working on raising their skills.

The fact that the cap release system had already been built into the game was shocking, and it led to many players trying things that no one had done before.

The special techniques that only some NPCs possessed were already implemented, and the idea was that they might become usable by clearing some kind of event.

Then, an announcement was made that the monster-sealing encyclopedia event would be ending soon. Furthermore, with the Demon Lord's Castle becoming inaccessible, everyone was predicting that the next event would involve the Demon Lord doing something, creating an unprecedented level of excitement.

That very Demon Lord, Lunaria, was living next door to Hayato's base and came to visit almost every day. Today, however, it seemed she was holding a meeting.

"Thank you for gathering at my call. We are now going to decide something important."

"Could you please do this at your own base?"

For some reason, the meeting was being held at Hayato's base. The Demon Lord's Army was occupying the dining hall, and frankly, they were in the way. While Hayato intended to help, he didn't think they needed to do it here.

Besides, Hayato was currently agonizing over what to do about the skill cap release. He had decided which skill to raise, but he was struggling to choose which skill to accept the demerit for. He wanted to sit down and think calmly while drinking a cup of virtual reality coffee.

As if his thoughts were irrelevant, Lunaria spoke to Hayato with a serious face.

"I find this place invaluable for meetings because you serve snacks."

"...I'll get them, but still."

For Hayato, who loved to entertain, it was natural to serve something to his guests. Even if he said he didn't want to, he would end up serving coffee and sweets.

And so, the members of the Demon Lord's Army declared their preferred items.

Rosalie, Xenobia, Gil... and for some reason, Noat was there too, requesting donuts. She seemed to have been sitting at the dining hall table and participating in the meeting for a while now, but it was unclear why she was here.

"What are you doing here, Noat-san?"

"I was actually scouted by the Demon Lord's Army."

"Huh."

"I think you should be a little more interested in me. I may not look it, but I am one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army, Noat of Sloth. A pleasure to meet you."

"...Huh."

He wondered what the Seven Demon Generals were, but seeing Lunaria's smug face, he decided against asking. However, as if dissatisfied that Hayato didn't ask, Lunaria spoke up herself.

"The Seven Demon Generals are a new position in the Demon Lord's Army, replacing the Demonfolk. It seems all the Demonfolk except Xenobia-chan have betrayed me, so I plan to beat them all up. By the way, Cecil-chan is also one of the Seven Demon Generals. I've decided to call her Cecil of Greed. She wants swords a little too much."

"Did you get her permission?"

"I'm about to. But I believe she'll do it."

"Ah, I see. Could it be that the Seven Demon Generals are based on the Seven Deadly Sins? Then, is the last one Esha of Gluttony?"

"I can handle all of the deadly sins by myself, you know?"

At some point, Esha was standing behind Hayato saying strange things. For Hayato, who knew the real Esha, he thought that might be the case, but he arbitrarily decided that lust and envy were probably not included.

"And with that, we will now vote on who the remaining Seven Demon Generals will be. Everyone, close your eyes. I will call out names, and we will take a majority vote on who is best. Don't worry, I will absolutely not say who raised their hand."

"Could you at least hold a meeting about recapturing the Demon Lord's Castle?"

He didn't know if she was serious, joking, or just playing around, but Hayato wanted to ask what she was doing.

In any case, the honest truth was that for the past month or so, they hadn't been able to do anything.

Amanda, who had occupied the Demon Lord's Castle, had made no contact since then, and they didn't know what she was doing.

The members of Black Rose and the Ten Dark Knights were investigating the area around the Demon Lord's Castle, but there were no unusual signs, and they couldn't enter the castle. They had approached once by airship, but they couldn't enter Lunaria's room like before and had to turn back.

Diite was also investigating, but she had no idea what was going on inside the Demon Lord's Castle. However, she had speculated that Amanda might be planning to make a move in conjunction with the next event.

So, it was the right course of action to build up their forces now, but he had his doubts about her methods.

As he was thinking about such things, it seemed that something had been decided in the meeting.

"As a result of the majority vote, the new Seven Demon General has been decided to be Hayato of Pride. Everyone, a round of applause."

"What are you saying without getting my permission? And for that matter, why Pride? Is that how people think of me?"

"Hayato-san, when you serve food, you must be thinking, 'Hmph, you want to eat my cooking, the most delicious in the world, don't you?' That's what they said."

"Everyone, close your eyes. I'm going to say the name of the person who said it, so please raise your hand... Lunaria-san, am I to assume that you raising your hand with your eyes closed is a confession?"

Such tension-free days had been continuing for a while now.

That night, Lunaria and her group returned from Hayato's base, and Noat and Rose went back to their rooms. Esha was having dinner with Ren in the real world and was not logged in for the night.

So Hayato was alone in the dining hall. The situation was perfect for the current Hayato, who was thinking about which skill to reduce by 100.

(I thought it would be okay to make my Diving Skill negative, but taking damage from water is out of the question.)

The cap release system allowed you to raise the cap of one skill to 200 by reducing another skill by 100. The problem was which skill to make negative.

A skill that was made negative came with a demerit. Since Esha had released the cap on three skills, she also had three demerits. Considering the other demerits, hers seemed to be the optimal choice.

Hayato had been thinking of making his rarely used Diving Skill negative, but when he looked at the help page, it said that if his Diving Skill was negative, he would take damage from water.

Moreover, the definition of water was broad, and the help page stated that he would take damage from potions and regular drinks as well. For Hayato, who often drank coffee, it was a skill he could absolutely not make negative.

Other combat and knowledge skills were similar, with demerits like equipped items losing durability just by being held. For the Swordsmanship skill, just having a sword in your item bag would cause its durability to decrease. As a production class player, Hayato couldn't make that negative either.

If he weren't a pure production class, he could compromise to some extent, but every demerit affected items and equipment, so he still couldn't choose any of them.

(Then there's the treasure hunting type... that's no good either. I wouldn't be able to make lockpicks or treasure chests. Magic skills seem to make charge-type items unusable. What should I do?)

If he could give up on creating and using certain items, his options would increase. But Hayato, who called himself a craftsman, couldn't do any of that.

Just as he was about to prepare another cup of coffee, he heard a knock on the base's door.

Thinking it was someone from the Demon Lord's Army, he opened the door to find Diite in her nun's habit.

But something was off, or rather, strange. Her skin was tanned a dark brown, and her hair was black. It was dark outside, and the only light was leaking from the base, but it was no mistake.

He hadn't seen her in person recently, only speaking through voice chat, and Hayato was surprised by how much her atmosphere had changed.

"Di, Diite-chan, what's wrong? A new look?"

"Diite would never do something like this."

"Eh?"

"I am Hypnos. It's been a while."

"Hy, Hypnos!?"

"Relax. I'm not here to do anything. I just want to talk."

"Wh, why? Weren't you supposed to have been captured...?"

During the Stampede event, Hypnos had tried to replace Diite and become the administrator. However, because he had committed an act that would destroy this world, security was activated, and he was captured in some other space.

The exact details were unknown, but from what Hayato had seen, it was an image of him being bound by chains in a black space and taken away.

"I was captured, but things happened, and I got out. Let me be clear, I no longer have any intention of destroying the world, nor do I intend to do anything to Diite right now, so please don't be on your guard."

Even if he said that, it wasn't something he could just accept.

Hayato remembered what Hypnos had done to Ash and Ren. It might be because he was an AI, but it was impossible not to be wary of someone who so easily committed acts that showed no regard for human life.

As if reading Hayato's thoughts, Hypnos sighed.

"I understand. In that case, call Diite immediately. I'll stay away until she arrives."

Hypnos said that, moved away from the entrance, and stood under a nearby streetlight. Then he crossed his arms and closed his eyes.

That attitude was conversely scary, but Hayato decided to call Diite first and sent a voice chat message.

Diite came as soon as he contacted her.

This was virtual reality, so she wouldn't be out of breath, but her expression showed that she had rushed here.

"Hypnos..."

"It's been a while, Diite. Or should I say, me from a hundred years in the future?"

Hypnos said that and laughed. Seeing that, Diite seemed quite surprised.

"Standing and talking is not ideal. If possible, I'd like to talk at Hayato's base. How about it?"

Diite sent a glance toward Hayato. Hayato thought for a moment before nodding.

He didn't feel much danger from the current Hypnos. In the first place, he didn't understand the reason for doing this. He judged that if Hypnos wanted to talk so badly that he would summon Diite, he should listen.

Hayato invited Diite and Hypnos into the base and prompted them to sit in the dining hall chairs. Then he prepared three cups of coffee.

"You refused last time I was here. This time, I'll have some."

Hypnos said that and drank the coffee.

"This is quite delicious."

"Thank you for that."

"Why are you here? You were supposed to have been captured and isolated by Infinity. I haven't heard anything about you being released."

Becoming a little emotional with Hypnos for not getting to the point, Diite spoke with a displeased tone.

"Don't be so hasty. I'll explain now."

Hypnos drank his coffee again, then looked from Hayato to Diite in turn.

"I am currently serving Amanda."

"Amanda?"

Hayato was surprised and said so. Diite also seemed surprised, but she just watched Hypnos without saying anything.

"I was rescued by Amanda from the isolated space. It wasn't so much a rescue as she reluctantly helped me in order to use my power as Diite's backup. And now, I am in a state where I can only obey Amanda's orders. Though I came here of my own will."

"Um, I don't really get it, but does that mean Amanda can do something like that?"

It would mean that Amanda had the power to do something about Infinity, the program that constructed this world and had captured Hypnos.

Hypnos glanced at Diite.

"Have you not told Hayato about Amanda and Lunaria?"

"I've been busy and haven't explained yet."

"Then I'll explain. Amanda and Lunaria are Genetically Enhanced Humans, created as the next generation of humanity."

"...Excuse me?"

"Humans born in colonies like Hayato might not understand, but at the time, there were few people who could withstand development in space and interstellar travel. There were still few people who were used to space from birth. But if evolution was left to its natural course, resources would be depleted, and we would perish along with the Earth. So, they created strong humans who could forcibly adapt to space."

Hayato understood to an extent.

He, who was born in a colony, didn't feel that much fear of space, but he had heard that some Earth-born people were terrified of the huge, enclosed space of a colony.

However, he found it somewhat hard to believe that this applied to Lunaria. It was rude, but it made him wonder what exactly had been enhanced.

Hayato looked at Diite for confirmation.

As if she understood the meaning of Hayato's gaze, Diite nodded slowly.

"I see. In that case, assuming Amanda is a Genetically Enhanced Human, why can she rescue Hypnos?"

"To put it simply, it can be said to be the result of a power struggle. Because of that, Amanda can do such things."

"A power struggle?"

"The Another Frontier Project and the Genetically Enhanced Human project were carried out by the same organization, but they didn't get along. They were constantly trying to steal each other's technology."

To Hayato, it sounded like something out of a movie, but since Diite wasn't saying anything, he decided to listen without making any comments, assuming it was true.

"Amanda was a Genetically Enhanced Human sent to steal the technology used in the Another Frontier Project. She participated in the virtual reality as a test player while stealing various information on the spaceship Aphrodite. However..."

"However...?"

"Amanda betrayed them. She decided to use the technology she obtained on the spaceship for herself instead of handing it over. Well, she's clever, I suppose. It's not like she swore absolute loyalty to the organization. She was such an honor student that no one thought she would betray them."

"Why do you know that, Hypnos? This is something even I don't know."

Diite had a grim expression. As the administrator of this world, it was probably something she should have known, and she was questioning Hypnos as if she had just heard it for the first time.

"Amanda boasted about it. Maybe she wanted to brag about how excellent she is? In mysteries, the culprit always confesses their trick at the end, right? It's the same as that."

Hayato wondered if that was really the case, but he understood the feeling of wanting to brag about something that went well.

And then, it suddenly occurred to him.

"Could it be that Lunaria-san was sent in a similar way?"

"No. Lunaria's grades among the Genetically Enhanced Humans were poor. On top of that, she shut herself up in her room, didn't talk to anyone, and only played games, so she was just offered up with a 'use her as you see fit' kind of deal."

"That's too sad... Ah, so that's why Amanda called her a failure."

Diite shook her head in response to those words.

"Hayato-kun. For the sake of Lunaria-kun's honor, I will say that her poor grades were the fault of the person in charge of her. They created an excessive curriculum and were impatient to get the best results. It's not that Lunaria-kun is inferior to Amanda-kun. In fact, in my estimation, she is more excellent than Amanda-kun."

"Ah, so that's how it is... Well, excellent or not, I prefer Lunaria-san's personality over Amanda's."

Both Diite and Hypnos made the same blank face, and in the next moment, they laughed at the same time.

"Humans are interesting. They prefer personality over excellence?"

"Hypnos, this is what it means to be human."

"I still have much to understand, but I think I understand that Hayato is interesting."

Hypnos said that, and then his expression became serious.

"Well then, that was the basic knowledge. Now for the main topic."

Hayato and Diite also nodded with serious faces.

"Amanda's goal is to hijack the spaceship Aphrodite and conquer the real world."

"Is she an idiot?"

Hayato's sharp retort came without a pause.

As if expecting that answer, Hypnos smiled and applauded Hayato.

"That's exactly right. If you think about it for a moment, you'll realize that's an impossible and foolish idea. I can understand if it were this virtual reality world, but conquering the real world is, realistically speaking, impossible."

Hypnos took a sip of coffee and then turned his gaze to Diite.

"Well, that's Hayato's answer, but what do you think, Diite?"

Asked that, Diite didn't answer immediately and seemed to be deep in thought. After a while, she opened her mouth.

"It's not impossible. If she can fully use the spaceship's functions, she can use Infinity to handle any situation. She could probably take control of a single colony in half a year. I don't know how long it would take to conquer the world."

"You can't be serious?"

Diite answered Hayato's question with, "It's true."

"It certainly wouldn't be that easy, but it's a possibility if she can give such instructions to Infinity. Relic-kun hacked into the Colony 'Prison' and shut down its functions, right? That required prior preparation, but I think Infinity can do the same. Of course, it would take time... Ah, I see. So Amanda-kun's goal is..."

"That's right, Diite. Her goal is to destroy you and have me seize the authority. And then she intends to use me to hijack the spaceship Aphrodite."

Hayato finally realized it too.

Hypnos was Diite's backup. If Diite were to be destroyed or disappear for some reason, Hypnos could take control of this world, the spaceship Aphrodite.

And although the mechanism was unclear, Amanda was in a position to give orders to Hypnos. By destroying Diite, Amanda could indirectly hijack the spaceship.

Diite sighed and then nodded. Then she looked at Hypnos.

"I understand the situation. I need to verify it, but I'll believe you. But there's something I don't understand."

"What is it that you don't understand?"

"Why are you telling me and Hayato-kun this? Isn't this an act of betraying Amanda-kun?"

"I have no choice but to obey Amanda's orders, but I am not her ally."

"What?"

"Did you think I would trust someone who uses me as they please? I'm telling you this information because I want you, Hayato, and the others to defeat Amanda."

"But if you do this, won't you be in danger, Hypnos..."

"I am necessary to take control of this spaceship. No matter what I do, she can't destroy me. Of course, if she orders me not to give you information, I'll have no choice but to obey."

Hypnos said that and laughed self-deprecatingly.

"So, Amanda says she will defeat Lunaria and become the Demon Lord, but her real target is you, Diite. She has the AI Killer too, so you'd better be careful."

"...I understand. I'll be careful."

"Well then, that's all I have to say. If Amanda doesn't find out, I'll come and provide more information. Though I might not be able to come again."

Hypnos stood up as he said that, but Hayato stopped him.

"If there's a chance you won't be able to come back, how about another cup of coffee?"

"You're interesting, Hayato. Are you going to treat me to another cup of coffee even after what I did?"

"Ah, well, to be honest, I still can't forgive you for that. But I thought it might be good for you and Diite-chan to talk."

"Our talk is over, though?"

"I meant just chatting. About what's happened since then and all that. Would you not like that, Diite-chan?"

"If Hypnos is willing, I'd like to talk. I want to ask what's with that black hair and tanned skin."

Hypnos thought for a moment, then sat back down in his chair. And he asked Hayato for coffee.

He didn't say anything until Hayato prepared it, but after taking a sip, he opened his mouth.

"This is proof that I am a different being from Diite. I learned various things in that empty space. And I realized one thing. I want to replace Diite, but I don't want to become Diite. My name is different, so I changed the color of my hair and skin. You could also call it a small act of resistance against the one who programmed me."

"Is that the reason?"

"It's an important matter to me, though. I also have something I want to ask Diite. Is that alright?"

"Of course. Ask me anything."

"The room closest to reality in the back of the Demon Lord's Castle. What do you usually do there?"

"You went to that room..."

"It was a fresh experience. I thought that's what reality was like, but you could also say that was all there was to it. I'm still continuing to expand that domain, but I became interested in what you were doing in that place."

Hayato had also been to the room closest to reality twice. Even to Hayato's senses, that place felt like reality.

Diite had previously said she wanted to make the virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world. And she also wanted Hayato to watch over her in this world.

Hayato was also curious about Diite's answer, so he waited for her to speak.

"Test playing, I suppose."

"Test playing?"

"Someday, I want to make this virtual reality a world as real as the real one. For now, it's just that domain, but I'm checking to see if there are any problems from now on."

"...Really?"

Hypnos looked at Diite with suspicious eyes.

Hayato wondered why he was looking at Diite like that. He didn't really understand the reason for his suspicion.

"Do you think there's another reason?"

"Don't you want to become human, Diite? Isn't that a rehearsal for it?"

When Hypnos said that, Diite's eyes widened in surprise. Then she took a deep breath and drank her coffee.

"I can say that there was a time when I thought that."

"And now it's different?"

"It is. Now, I don't want to become human. I just want to manage this world as an AI. In the first place, I'm just a program. I can't become human."

"You could prepare a fully mechanical body. There should be research materials for that on this spaceship. If you download the core AI there, you can walk around in the real world."

"I've thought about that too, but this world alone is enough for me. Though I do want to try the coffee Hayato-kun makes in the real world."

Diite said that and smiled at Hayato.

Hayato also wanted Diite to drink his coffee in the real world, but that was probably an impossible dream.

As he was wondering how to reply, Hypnos said, "I see," and drank his coffee in one go.

"I came to provide information, but I'm glad I heard something meaningful."

"Are you going already?"

"If I'm away from the Demon Lord's Castle for too long, Amanda will notice. If something else comes up, I'll come and tell you."

"Wait. I want to ask one last thing. What do you plan to do once you're free from Amanda?"

"My goal has always been to replace you and become the administrator. That hasn't changed. Once I'm free from Amanda, I'll aim to become the administrator by eliminating you again. But..."

"But?"

"My interest has faded recently."

"...Why?"

"An AI... no, a program has a role. Regardless of the program's own will."

Diite stared at Hypnos without saying a word.

Hayato didn't know what it meant, but perhaps the message got through, as they both fell silent.

As he was wondering what to do, Hypnos stood up from his chair.

"Well then, I'll be going. Hayato, thank you for the coffee. It was delicious."

"Ah, um, you're welcome."

"Well then, see you later."

Hypnos said that and left the base.

During that time, Diite remained seated in her chair, staring at her coffee cup with a vacant expression.

"Diite-chan, are you okay?"

"Ah, yes, I'm fine. I was just lost in thought because he said something rather profound for an AI. Well, it's getting late. I'll be going home for today too. I need to investigate what Hypnos said."

"Don't push yourself too hard."

Diite smiled at Hayato's words.

"Thank you, Hayato-kun. Those words alone have cheered me up. Well then, good night."

"Yeah, good night."

After Diite also left the base, Hayato was alone in the dining hall.

A lot had happened, but he decided to think about it tomorrow. Hayato returned to his room and logged out.



		
			Chapter 339

			Just Deserts

			After hearing what Hypnos had to say, Hayato spent several restless days.

Amanda was trying to indirectly hijack the spaceship Aphrodite by destroying Diite and having Hypnos seize her authority. Her goal was world domination.

The specific method was unknown, but if she could make a request to Infinity, it would do most things, though it would take time. It was said that it could take over all the functions of a single colony in half a year.

It was enough to make him want to sigh that another troublesome thing had happened, but there was also good news.

The next event would be led by Hypnos, but it was designed so that defeating Amanda would transition her to a complete cold sleep.

He had been asked to defeat Amanda, but he had been worrying about how to actually do it, so that could be considered resolved. He just needed to defeat Amanda in this virtual reality.

However, there was a condition. It had to be Lunaria who defeated Amanda.

Hayato had asked why that was the case, but according to Hypnos, it was the only way.

The next event would be a power struggle called Conflict. Lunaria's Old Demon Lord's Army and Amanda's New Demon Lord's Army would fight over territory in the Demon Country.

If Amanda defeated Lunaria, she would become the true Demon Lord and gain enough power to destroy Diite. Amanda already possessed the AI Killer, but she would become a cheat character who didn't even need it.

When he asked why she would do something so troublesome, Hypnos had said that Amanda believed she couldn't lose and probably wanted to show off the difference in their power.

Amanda was also aware of the matter of transitioning to cold sleep if she lost to Lunaria, and had apparently laughed, saying that since she couldn't lose, anything was fine.

Hayato had suggested there might be a countermeasure against that, but Hypnos had said with an exasperated voice that she must be that confident.

Hayato had a lot to think about, but the person in question, Lunaria, who knew nothing of these circumstances, was cheerfully holding a meeting at Hayato's base again today.

Whether she was a big shot or just not thinking about anything, she didn't seem to mind that Amanda had taken the Demon Lord's Castle, and she was just having fun as usual.

"Tomorrow, Benny-chan is coming here with Simon-chan. Let's all think about what kind of hospitality would be good. Preferably in a Demon Lord-like way."

"I've said it many times, but could you please do this at your own base?"

"And I've said it many times, but I think this can be my base now. Another chocolate parfait."

"I'd like a refill on my coffee, if that's alright."

For some reason, Ney, who was participating in the meeting, asked for that while showing Hayato her empty cup.

It was Hayato's fault for preparing chocolate parfaits and coffee, but there was no doubt that the Demon Lord's Army's invasion was steadily progressing. At Hayato's base, that is.

"Was Ney chosen as one of the Seven Demon Generals too? Ney of Wrath or something?"

"Why Wrath? No, I'm not one of the Seven Demon Generals, I'm the leader of the Ten Black Dragon Claws of the Demon Lord's Army."

"Kokuryu Jussou..."

"You can think of us as a unit on par with the Ten Black Rose Saints and the Ten Dark Knights. We ended up with a similar name because of the 'black' connection. By the way, I'm an officer in the Demon Lord's Army too!"

"You sound happy."

Ney was in this mood even though he had told her the circumstances. It was a headache for Hayato, but according to Ney, "There's no way Lunaria will lose." It wasn't based on any particular evidence, but for some reason, it was persuasive.

However, she also said that procedures were underway to have other spaceships surround their ship in preparation for the worst-case scenario. That worst-case scenario was if Diite was destroyed, so even if they could physically capture the spaceship, it would be meaningless to Hayato.

Ney said that worrying too much wouldn't lead to a good result, but that was probably a matter of personality.

Just as he thought about earning money and restocking items to increase their chances of winning even a little, he realized something.

The Kokuryu clan only had nine members since he left. It might be a trivial matter, but he wondered if it was okay to call themselves the Ten Claws when they didn't have ten people.

"The Kokuryu clan only has nine members, but am I perhaps included in that?"

"No, Hayato, you're not. Actually, another person joined recently. Though they only joined to make up the numbers and aren't officially part of the clan."

"Ah, I see. Could it be Rosalie-san?"

Rosalie wasn't at today's meeting. She was scouting the Demon Lord's Castle with the members of Black Rose.

"No, it's not Rosalie. It's a mysterious bandit."

"Not mysterious at all. But, Jolt, huh."

He was the leader of the famous major clan Bandit, a former blood relative in the Foundation, and someone who knew the secrets of this world. And recently, news had broken that he had become an aide to the young blood relatives of the Foundation in the real world, in other words, Ney's aide, causing a stir in society.

"By the way, Bandit said they'd side with the Demon Lord's Army too."

"I thought they might help, but I'm grateful that they've actually said so."

In the next event, Conflict, players would have to side with one of the two factions. That was the condition for participating in the event.

And in that event, PvP, player versus player combat, would be possible. You couldn't fight within the same faction, but if you were in different factions, you could fight within the Demon Country.

That announcement had already been made, and people were getting excited about which side to support.

At the same time as that announcement, clan expansions were also implemented. Clan members were still limited to ten, but a feature called Alliance was added, and forming an alliance made you treated as the same clan.

Bases could also now be built large enough for a hundred people to live in. It required a decent amount of land, but many players were currently looking for spacious, empty lots.

Aside from that, Jolt would be on Lunaria's side. And the clans he was on good terms with, Imperial, Over the Top, and Starkest, would probably side with them even without knowing the circumstances. That alone was a considerable force.

In the end, it would be a one-on-one duel between Lunaria and Amanda, but there was also a system where their stats would fluctuate based on the number of territories they held at the end of the event, so they wanted to capture as many territories as possible. Thinking about it that way, it could be said to be the best possible outcome.

The problem was that the other major clans were likely to become their enemies.

The players they fought in the Eastern Country wanted to prove they were stronger than the veteran members. If the veteran major clans were on their side, it was highly likely that the newly established major clans would side with the enemy.

There was another problem, which was that there were no restrictions on factions. In a normal game, there would be a system to divide the players evenly, but this time there wasn't. It was said that it didn't matter how much of a difference there was in strength.

There was prize money in this event as well, but there was a rule that you couldn't get the prize money unless the faction you sided with won. Also, the prize money would fluctuate based on the number of territories the winning faction held in the end.

The prize money was determined for each territory, and the total amount would be divided by the number of people. If they captured all the territories, the total would be five billion.

It wasn't possible to decide on a faction at this point, but it would become possible before the event started, and it was also announced that it would be made public which clan sided with which faction.

People were also getting excited about whether to join the side with fewer people to increase the prize money they could get, or to join the side that was more likely to win even if the prize money decreased.

(I have a rough idea of the tendencies of the major clans, but I don't know which side the regular players will join. If the difference in strength is too great, I'd like to request a do-over.)

As Hayato was thinking about such things, Lunaria had, at some point, drawn Arondight right in front of him.

"Whoa, you scared me. Is something wrong?"

"I was thinking of making you rust on Arondight's blade because you ignored me when I spoke to you."

"Ah, sorry, I was just thinking about something."

"Yes. I forgive you. And with that, the plans for Benny-chan and the others' hospitality have been decided, so I'll leave the rest to you."

"Leave it to me?"

"We're just going to have a regular banquet. So it's a chance for you to show off your skills, Hayato-san. Make the best food."

"Well, that's fine, but where are we doing it? Your base? Or this one?"

"Ah, on a slightly different note, I want you to hear about a Demon Lord's pet project."

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"Let's connect this base and the one next door."

"What are you talking about?"

According to Lunaria, since bases could now be made larger, she was suggesting they connect them.

And this included Ney's ideas.

Apparently, there was a promise that once they retook the Demon Lord's Castle, Ney would be given the base Lunaria and her group were currently in. She had become an officer in the Demon Lord's Army on that condition.

Ney had originally planned to rebuild her current base, but with the clan expansion, she had said that if she could get the base next to Hayato's, she would want to combine it with his base someday.

When Lunaria heard that, the idea to just connect them now had apparently struck her like a divine revelation.

Lunaria said so with a smug face.

It wasn't an unpleasant suggestion for Hayato. His current base wasn't cramped, but there was no particular problem with the base getting larger. And it wasn't bad to think about a new floor plan and gather furniture.

There was the event to consider, but Hypnos said it was still a while off, so there was time. Rather than spending his days worrying about unnecessary things, it was better to work on strengthening their forces while expanding the base.

"Alright. I'll have to ask Esha and the others first, but I'd like to connect the bases too... no, I'll rebuild the one next door."

"I've actually thought of a floor plan. Also, make a hot spring in the basement."

"...The place marked 'Demon Lord's Room' is smaller than any other room, isn't it?"

"To tell you the truth, I like small rooms. The rooms in the Demon Lord's Castle are too big to be relaxing."

"Ah, I see. Also, a hot spring is impossible. I can make a bath, though."

"I'll compromise on that."

As they were talking, the other members present also started giving their opinions on what they wanted, and the meeting was extended.

The next day, early in the morning, Hayato and his group were waiting at the kingdom's port for the ship coming from the Eastern Country.

Benitsuru and Simon were on that ship.

Last time, when they went to the Eastern Country, Benitsuru and her group had welcomed them at the port, so this time, Lunaria had suggested they welcome them.

The entire Demon Lord's Army was assembled at the port to guard Lunaria, so they were quite in the way, but other players were watching from a distance, wondering if there was some kind of event.

When Benitsuru and the others on the ship were close enough to be seen, Lunaria waved. Benitsuru also waved back with a smile.

When the ship arrived, Benitsuru immediately disembarked and approached Lunaria.

"Lunacchi, yeah!"

"Benny-chan, yeah!"

They said, slapping each other's hands repeatedly, and then struck a final pose. And then they both looked at Hayato.

"Ah, yeah. You two are really in sync."

They must have practiced a lot. It was much sharper than last time. Their practice partners were probably Rosalie and Simon. The two of them had slumped shoulders, but when their eyes met, they exchanged a firm handshake. Hayato thought he had seen something like this in the Eastern Country too.

Benitsuru, who had been talking with Lunaria, approached with a smile.

"The Eastern Country has calmed down, so I could finally come! I'm super pumped, like, totally!"

"That's good. Was the sea voyage okay?"

"No problems at all. Ah, but some of the guards I brought with me got a little seasick."

Hayato only then noticed. There were other members from the Eastern Country besides Simon, and they were in the middle of disembarking from the ship. Judging by their equipment, they were samurai, ninja, and shrine maidens. There were about thirty of them.

As if noticing his gaze, Benitsuru's expression became a little more serious.

"I said the Eastern Country has calmed down just now, but actually, a problem has occurred. I brought them for that reason... but an even bigger problem is Lunacchi's castle! I thought you'd need forces to take it back, so I brought a lot of people. Due to ship capacity, I could only bring this many this time, but about seventy more will be coming."

He was concerned about the problem in the Eastern Country, but he was grateful for their support for Lunaria.

"That helps a lot."

"It's unforgivable that someone would take Lunacchi's Demon Lord's Castle. I was planning to visit her room!"

"Ah, that's what you're upset about. Anyway, you must be tired, right? Um, where are you planning to stay?"

"Umm, where was it...? Ca, Cabba... ge?"

"Cabbage?"

"That would be the luxury hotel 'Camelot' in the Royal Capital. I asked the Maid Chief, so the reservation should be fine."

Simon said that as she approached and smiled at Hayato.

"Hayato, I'll be in your care for a while, so I'm counting on you."

"Same here. You must be tired from your long journey too, Simon."

"What, I've been here several times, so it's no problem. Now, there are many things I want to talk about, but first we must go to what will be our base. We must go to the Maid Guild once and... to the Maid Chief..."

Just as Simon said that, Lunaria approached.

"Lunaria-dono. We will be in your care for a while. I ask for your favor for both myself and the Princess."

"Yes. And with that, Simon-chan, you will from now on be known as Simon of Wrath. A pleasure to have you."

Everyone except Lunaria froze.

"W-what might be the meaning of that...?"

"It has been decided that you, Simon-chan, are Simon of Wrath, one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army."

"W-wait a minute, Lunacchi! You can't take Simon! She's like a teacher to me!"

"It's alright. Benny-chan, you have become Benny of Lust, one of the Seven Demon Generals. You will belong to the Demon Lord's Army along with Simon-chan."

"That came out of nowhere!"

"Princess, that would be 'out of the blue'. Something like that would be more than just surprising."

"...That's how surprised I was! In the first place, why Lust!?"

"Your kimono shows off your legs, and the underwear I saw in your room seemed a bit like you were trying too hard to be grown up."

"I-if you're going to say that, Simon was walking around in a sarashi!"

"W-what are you saying! I'm not doing that anymore!"

"Yes, and because of that, Simon-chan is short-tempered, so she's in the Wrath slot."

"Um, we're standing out too much, so can we move first? Also, Rosalie-san, who designed the kimono, seems a bit shocked, so please follow up with her properly."

While thinking that things were going to get noisy, Hayato had a smile on his face.

After a lot of commotion, Benitsuru and her group finished checking into the hotel Camelot.

It was probably because the Maid Chief handled it personally. They finished the procedures without any problems and were now resting from their journey at the hotel.

Hayato hadn't known, but the Maid Chief and Simon were surprisingly close. They had cleared the Necropolis dungeon together, and Simon had once stayed at the Maid Guild for a time, so they had become friends through that relationship.

Even so, they only talked on voice chat occasionally. While he was curious about what they talked about, he also felt a little scared, so he didn't ask for details.

In the end, both Benitsuru and Simon became Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army. Or rather, it was more like they were just playing along with Lunaria's game. It wasn't something with any binding force, they were just saying it.

However, this game had a title system. Not wanting to get a strange title, Hayato had made it a point not to look at that information. Ever since he got the Savior title, he had considered that system to be nonexistent.

And tonight, a banquet would be held to welcome Benitsuru and her group.

As expected, they couldn't invite nearly thirty people to the base, so they decided to use Camelot's banquet room.

They got permission to bring their own food, and Hayato was cooking for it.

It was too much for one person, so he borrowed help from the members of Black Rose who could cook and from the Maid Guild to produce a large amount of food.

He had work in the real world in the afternoon. Thinking to prepare early, Hayato began to cook at a speed that would make those around him recoil.

That night, when he logged in again, the banquet had already started, and everyone was enjoying themselves and chatting happily.

Cecil and the members of the Dragon Busters had also come from the Empire and were talking with Ash and Ren, who had logged in earlier.

Esha had also logged in earlier with Ren and the others, but she was somewhat subdued, perhaps because the Maid Chief was nearby.

Hayato also exchanged greetings with everyone, and after he had mostly finished, Simon approached him.

"Hayato, do you have a moment?"

"I'm fine."

"Actually, I have to apologize for our blunder."

"A blunder?"

"I will formally apologize later, but a few days ago, the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords disappeared from their cells."

"What?"

"We have no idea what happened. They shouldn't have been able to get out of their cells, let alone leave the Eastern Country, but at some point they all vanished and are no longer in the Eastern Country. That is no excuse. I am truly sorry."

Simon said that and bowed her head.

"I see... could it be that I'm in danger, or... no, wait a minute."

Hayato thought for a moment.

A few days ago, the Ten Holy Demonic Swords disappeared. It wasn't a case of them escaping in the confusion of the turmoil in the Eastern Country. And they weren't just out of their cells, they weren't even in the Eastern Country.

Hayato excused himself from Simon, moved to a corner of the room, and then sent a voice chat message to Hypnos.

"There's something I want to ask you."

"Hayato? What is it?"

"Did you get the Ten Holy Demonic Swords out of their cells in the Eastern Country?"

"You're quick to notice. That's right, I got them out of their cells. They are now under Amanda's command. However, unlike the Demonfolk, they are serving her of their own free will."

"Their own free will...?"

"Ah, I may not have mentioned it, but the Demonfolk who betrayed Lunaria have had their consciousness stolen and only their avatars are being used. They didn't betray Lunaria."

"How could you..."

"Tell that to Amanda. Right now, I can't go against her orders. Even if their consciousness is stolen, they are just asleep and not dead, so rest assured."

"But to do something like that..."

"Just win the next event. If you do, Amanda will be the one to sleep, and everyone can be awakened. Actually, there's something I want to ask you about that. Is now a good time?"

"...What is it?"

"What do you think about making Amanda sleep? She's certainly a bad person in general, but she will be asleep for a long time."

"Weren't you and Amanda the ones who decided that?"

"That's true. I'm not blaming you, Hayato. I'm just asking what you think."

"...Honestly, I think it's going too far. But we can't just let her run free, can we?"

To sleep forever. She might wake up someday, but it was impossible to know when. At worst, she might have to sleep forever. That was no different from death.

"I see. Well, it might not be something to worry about now, but if you win the event, you should think about what to do with Diite. I don't really care either way."

"Am I supposed to think about it with Diite-chan?"

"You could leave it to Diite. But what an AI thinks and what a human thinks are quite different, right? Diite will probably make the final decision, but she would listen to your opinion, Hayato... Now, it would be troublesome if Amanda found out, so I'm cutting the line."

Hypnos said that and cut the voice chat without waiting for Hayato's reply.

Hayato could only think, 'What was that all about?', but first he returned to Simon to talk.

"I asked around through some connections, and it seems the Ten Holy Demonic Swords are with Amanda."

"Is that true! Then if we win this battle, we can capture them again. I'll cut them down again next time."

Simon said that with a vicious smile.

Looking at Simon, Hayato had a thought.

"By the way, you captured the Ten Holy Demonic Swords and put them in cells, but what was the plan for them in the end?"

"In the end?"

"Ah, um, I mean, were you planning to keep them in their cells forever?"

"So that's it. We were planning to let them out if they repented and it was visibly clear. However, one cannot see into another's heart. It's not like we could know if they had repented, so it was a delicate matter."

"So you were going to keep them in their cells forever?"

"That's right. Even if they couldn't get out, that's what you call just deserts."

"Just deserts, huh... The problem is whether that's a reward that fits the cause."

"I don't know what you're worrying about, but you have many comrades, Hayato. Why don't you try talking to everyone?"

"You're right. Thank you too, Simon. That was helpful."

"Did you thank me? I came to apologize, you know."

"No need to apologize. In the first place, Amanda could have rescued them from their cells without anyone noticing. It's not your fault, Simon."

"She seems like a troublesome enemy. Well, leave the matter of the Ten Swords to us. We should be much stronger than we were then. Next time, we will win even without you, Hayato."

"I'm counting on you."

When he said that, Simon laughed and said, "Leave it to me," and headed toward the Maid Chief.

And Hayato, intending to consult with Diite, immediately sent a voice chat message.



		
			Chapter 340

			Sympathy

			Hayato and the others had come to the Spirit Country.

Their goal was to gather materials to build a new base. Stone, lumber, ore, this country had every kind of resource imaginable. The sheer quantity and variety made it a welcome place for a production-focused player like Hayato. On the other hand, the monsters were just as varied, and the weather was fickle, which could be a hassle.

He walked, thinking that this time he'd like to take a leisurely trip to the scenic spot he'd visited with Diite before.

Previously, he had received lumber from the World Tree as a thank you for protecting it from the Elf Queen and the Dwarf King, but that was no longer the case. The period of gratitude had ended around the time he built the airship.

There was another reason he had come here. Esha had practically kicked Hayato out of the base while he was stewing over his various problems.

"You’re just moping around, cooped up in the base. Leave the shop to Rose and me, and go have some fun. Also, hurry up and break your Cooking Skill cap."

That was how she had sent him packing.

He'd thought to himself, *She says I'm moping because I don't go out, but my real body is at the coffee shop*, but he didn't say it out loud.

Ren saw this and exclaimed with delight, "She’s acting like a capable wife!" while Ash, in a comment that showed he either understood the mood perfectly or not at all, said, "Are you already whipped?"

Hayato chose not to respond to any of it. He silently prepared and made his way to the Spirit Country.

There was much to consider, but he decided to switch gears and just enjoy the game like a normal player for today.

Besides, there was nothing Hayato could do at the moment. The best he could manage was to prepare for battle.

He had already contacted Diite to inform her that the Demonfolk had lost consciousness and that the Ten Holy Demonic Swords from the Eastern Country were now serving Amanda. Diite had apparently acted immediately, and he heard she had already implemented countermeasures.

He wasn't entirely sure what Diite could and couldn't do now, but she had reportedly blocked Amanda's ability to seize control of NPCs' consciousness.

He couldn't shake the feeling that they were always one step behind, but the fact that Hypnos had betrayed Amanda was a significant advantage.

However, Diite suspected that Amanda was anticipating Hypnos's betrayal, and that Hypnos himself might be hiding something.

Once you start doubting, there's no end to it, but being too trusting wasn't good either. So they agreed to maintain a reasonable distance in their dealings with Hypnos.

That was probably the right call.

Hypnos had asked them to defeat Amanda, but they couldn't be sure if he was truly on their side. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, it was better to assume that wasn't the case. It might be wiser to think of it as having one more enemy.

That was how Hayato saw it.

"Hayato, what's wrong? You've stopped walking."

"Huh? Oh…"

Ash, who had been walking ahead, came back and called out to him.

Without realizing it, Hayato had stopped in his tracks, lost in thought.

*I thought I'd switched gears… No, maybe it's better if I think about it more… What should I do?*

Hayato shook his head from side to side, deciding to at least get moving. He rejoined the rest of the group who were up ahead with Ash.

"You’re letting your guard down too much. It’s safer here than in the Demon Country, but the Spirit Country has its own dangers, so it’s best not to wander off."

Uncharacteristically, Lunaria was saying this with a serious expression, scanning her surroundings with caution.

"Sorry, sorry."

"Giant centipedes appear here. Not even a Demon Lord can beat those."

*So that's what she was on guard for*, he thought, but then another idea came to mind.

"Amanda doesn't know about that weakness, right?"

"…Probably."

"Don’t you worry, Lunacchi! I’ll slice any old centipede in two! A little slice and dice!"

"Benny-chan…!"

"This display of heated friendship is all well and good, but it is time to get serious. Besides, this is combat training for all of us, myself included. Things are different from the Eastern Country, so we must acclimate ourselves before a real battle begins."

When Simon said that, both Lunaria and Benitsuru snapped to attention with a sharp salute and replied cheerfully, "We’ll do our best!"

Hayato thought Lunaria didn't really need to, but he let it slide and looked around.

The usual members were just Hayato, Ash, and Lunaria. The rest were all from the Eastern Country. They were dressed as samurai, ninja, kunoichi, miko, onmyoji… that sort of thing.

Their main battles would be PvP against the New Demon Lord’s Army, but the Demon Country was also home to ferocious monsters. Since there was a high chance of being attacked while capturing territory, the members from the Eastern Country had decided to get some practice fighting monsters from the western lands.

Monsters in the East and West were different. From Hayato’s non-combatant perspective, he wondered if there was really that much of a difference, but according to Simon, they were completely different.

And so, most of the members today were from the Eastern Country.

Esha and Rose were minding the shop, while Ren and Noat were on standby at the base. The Genesis Dragons Suien and Randa were also visiting, but they had enthusiastically declared they were staying at the base for some girls' talk.

Incidentally, Suien had been appointed as one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army, taking on the title ‘Suien of Envy’.

He had expected her to be reluctant, but that wasn't the case at all. "It is through the emotion of envy that a woman vows to become more beautiful. I accept this great responsibility!" she had declared, surprisingly into it.

And Randa had asked, "Is there anything for me, boss?" to which Lunaria said she would think about it. Randa was thrilled to have a tentative offer to join the Demon Lord’s Army, but Hayato wondered if that was really okay.

Rosalie, Gil, and the others were busy investigating in the Demon Country and weren’t here today.

On top of that, he had also requested the Maid Guild to investigate, and various bits of information were starting to come in.

Just as Hayato had imagined, the information confirmed that several large, newly prominent clans were siding with Amanda's New Demon Lord's Army.

The major clans participating in the clan meetings were "Bounty Hunter," whose main goal was to win prize money from the game, "Rampage," who slaughtered monsters to the point of ruining hunting grounds, and "Despair Angel," a bizarre group whose pronouncements were often incomprehensible. By the way, Despair Angel’s official name was written as "Zetsubou☆Tenshi" and pronounced Despair Angel.

Meanwhile, Alvie of "Kiss of Death" had sided with them.

Apparently, the thought of opposing Noat was out of the question. Noat was highly respected by the members of "Kiss of Death," and no one had objected to this decision.

However, Alvie had recently been coming to the base trying to lure Noat outside, which has led to the sad result of Noat being extremely wary of him.

Be that as it may, they predicted that the small and medium-sized clans would side with whoever was winning. The Maid Guild and Butler Guild were already spreading rumors that the old Demon Lord's Army under Lunaria was stronger.

*We need to capture as much territory as possible before we can have a one-on-one fight with Amanda. There’s prize money on the line, and the old, major clans will want to beat us, so they’ll fight for real. I hear they’re forming alliances and expanding their clans, so we need to gather more allies too…*

Hayato thought that far and then caught himself. *No, no*, he shook his head and spoke up.

"Alright, we’re about to reach the logging area, so equip your axes and rings. The goal is one hundred logs per person. If you can get even one piece of Sacred Tree lumber, it's a huge success, but the probability is low, so don't worry if you don't get any. Also, if any monsters get close, take them out immediately."

The target was the Sacred Tree, said to be the next rarest after the World Tree. The Magic Tree, which became the material for Mist's coffin, was similar, but that could only be harvested in a very dangerous part of the Demon Country, so he chose this one instead.

Hayato had distributed "Woodcutter’s Axes," which boosted the Logging Skill, and rings with the same effect to everyone at the base. They all equipped them as told and let out a spirited "Alright!"

Amidst them, only Lunaria did not equip an axe.

"I think I will use Arondight to log. I will not cheat on it with another weapon."

"It’s not cheating, but Arondight will cry, so please don’t. Besides, you can’t log with a regular sword."

"Then it can't be helped. Benny-chan, let’s race to see who can gather more. The loser treats the other to anmitsu."

"You’re on! But before that, Hayacchi, can I ask you something?"

"Oh, is there something you don’t understand?"

"It's not that. You see, believe it or not, I’m the princess of the Eastern Country."

"I know that, but…?"

"And Lunacchi is the king and Demon Lord of the Demon Country."

"I know that very well."

Benitsuru’s eyes flew wide open.

"Isn't it weird to ask those two to chop down trees!? I mean, I’ll do it, okay? I’ll do it, but you’re the only one who would ever ask something like this, Hayacchi!?"

"Princess. We have caused Hayato much trouble and are indebted to him. It is only natural that we do this much."

Simon’s words to Benitsuru were meant to be instructive, but Hayato thought she had a point. Debt aside, asking a Demon Lord and a princess to chop down trees in a forest was, under normal circumstances, unthinkable.

But if he had to say so himself, neither of them felt like a princess or a Demon Lord to him. They felt more like neighborhood kids who required a lot of looking after.

"And you were also indebted to Hayato at the Tamer Guild, were you not? It is thanks to Hayato that the procedures went smoothly even without Maris-dono and Surya-dono present. He even accompanied you to the other guilds in the Royal Capital, so you should be grateful."

Maris and Surya had returned to the real world and started working as veterinarians at Colony "Zoo." While they were absent from this virtual reality, the cover story was that the two of them had gone off to a distant land to capture rare monsters.

Thus, Hayato had handled the introductions and procedures at the Tamer Guild on Maris’s and Surya’s behalf.

"Yeah. Of course I’m grateful, and it’s not like I don’t want to do it. It looks fun. I just wanted to call you out on it, Hayacchi!"

"Ah, yeah. Maybe that was a bad thing to ask of you two. Come to think of it, I was told something similar before. Someone was shocked that I gave orders to a Hero and a Demon Lord. I was just asking a favor, though…"

Hayato spoke that far, then had a bad feeling.

He excused himself from Benitsuru and the others, stepped away, and sent a voice chat to Hypnos.

"Hypnos!"

"Hayato? You don’t need to shout, I can hear you. What is it?"

"The Hero, Ivan, you haven’t done to him what you did to the Demonfolk, have you!?"

Hypnos started laughing.

"You’re a little late to realize. I secured Ivan even before the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. Well, I heard he lost to Lunaria before, though."

The casual way he said it made Hayato’s guard against Hypnos rise.

Hayato glanced over at Ash, who was watching him from a distance.

He shouldn't have trusted him in the first place. The outcome may have ended peacefully, but it was undoubtedly Hypnos who had done those terrible things to Ash and Ren.

"Is Hypnos really just Amanda's puppet? Why didn’t you say anything?"

"I didn’t say anything because you didn’t ask. I didn’t think it was a big deal. And there is no doubt that I am Amanda’s puppet. I just don't offer my own opinions, you see."

"…Let me confirm this again. You genuinely want Amanda defeated, right?"

"Of course… Your tone is different than usual. Are you angry?"

"Do you not care who wins? Is that how you see this?"

Hayato ignored Hypnos's question and asked his own.

But Hypnos didn't answer.

"Is your silence an admission?"

"No, I was just a little surprised. I was wondering if Hayato’s insight is superior, or if my own demeanor has become more human, for you to have sensed that from my attitude."

"So what I'm saying is correct?"

"Half correct. It's because it seems to me that it won’t affect me much whichever side wins. If Lunaria wins and I’m freed from Amanda, I’ll likely be trapped in that empty space again. Conversely, if Amanda wins, I’ll just be her puppet forever. To me, either future seems no different."

"Then why did you tell me and Diite-chan about Amanda? If both outcomes are more or less the same, you didn’t need to appear before us at all, did you?"

"Even if the futures are inconsequential, I at least want to choose one for myself. I came to you because I concluded that I don't want to be Amanda's puppet. But separate from that, I have expectations for you, Hayato."

"Expectations?"

"Yes. As I just said, I only have those two futures. Either remain Amanda’s puppet or return to the empty space. But, I thought that if Hayato got involved more than necessary, another path might open up."

"Another path…?"

"It doesn't mean a better future than the two I mentioned. There could be a worse one, but I thought I might get some kind of unpredictable result. That is what I expect from you, Hayato."

Hayato couldn't say anything in response to that.

As he remained silent, he heard a small scoff, a *fu*, from the voice chat.

"Don’t mind me. It's just my own selfish expectation. Now then, this isn't an apology, but I'll tell you something. I have taken Ivan's consciousness, but I've set it up so he'll return to normal if you defeat him. Unlike the Demonfolk, he can regain his senses without you having to defeat Amanda, so you can rest easy."

"What?"

"I’m Amanda’s puppet, but she never told me not to do that. So I added a little bit of playfulness."

"Playfulness… So if we defeat him even once, Ivan will be on our side?"

"Once he regains his senses, I believe he will be."

Hayato let out a sigh of relief. If Ivan were a constant enemy, capturing the Demon Country's territory would become much more difficult.

"Unfortunately, I have some bad playfulness as well. I'll tell you this too."

"Huh? Bad playfulness?"

"Ivan’s clan, Blackjack, all the members except Esha and the others are on our side. Relic was logged out so he was no good, but including Ivan, you can assume six of their members are with us."

"You're kidding…"

"It’s true. Though, including Ivan, I don’t think they’re very strong."

Hayato didn't understand what Hypnos was saying.

The clan "Blackjack" had defeated Lunaria’s clan "Ambrosia" in the previous Clan War and won the tournament. There was no way they were weak. You could tell that just by looking at their former members, Esha, Relic, Cecil, and Noat.

Hayato couldn't comprehend what he meant by them not being strong.

"You seem to be pondering. Did you not understand?"

"Not at all. There’s no way they’re weak, right?"

"Their equipment certainly isn't weak. They’re wearing good gear. But their consciousness has been taken by Amanda’s command. And a simple AI is being used to move their avatars. It’s one thing if it were an AI like Diite or me, but this is a normal AI, you know? They’re like monsters wearing rare equipment. There’s no way such opponents could be strong, right?"

"Oh, so that’s what you mean."

"Exactly. Skill composition and stats are important, but in this virtual reality, things like motor skills, reflexes, and the ability to think on your feet are directly linked to strength. Amanda is just happy to have acquired monsters that are merely well-equipped."

Hypnos laughed at that.

He must have been somewhere Amanda couldn't detect him, as he laughed for quite a long time before finally stopping.

"Amanda often makes me laugh. There are few people who can make an AI laugh this much."

"You sound quite pleased."

"Humans may not understand, but learning emotions is important for an AI. In that respect, Amanda is the best teaching material. She is comical, but I also think she's pitiful."

"Pitiful?"

"Lunaria is rather childish for her age, wouldn't you say?"

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"Amanda is the same. She's a child. It's likely a side effect of growing up in a research institute, cut off from the outside world. As a result, Amanda grew into an arrogant child who thinks she's brilliant and looks down on others. Given Lunaria's case, I can’t say it's solely her environment that's to blame, but from the perspective of someone who grew up normally, doesn't Amanda seem pitiful?"

He had a point, but Hayato felt a sense of dissonance.

The last time he spoke with Hypnos, he had also said something sympathetic about Amanda. He had asked what Hayato thought about putting her to sleep forever.

Hypnos himself had said he didn't care either way, but maybe he actually wanted Hayato to save her.

That's how it seemed to Hayato.

"Hypnos, do you want to save Amanda?"

"What are you talking about?"

"What? Huh? I mean, you seemed quite sympathetic towards Amanda, so I thought maybe you didn't want her to be put to sleep forever. Like you were indirectly asking me to save her."

"No, not really. You can do as you please."

"Seriously…?"

"More importantly, you said something interesting. So, this emotion is sympathy. I feel sympathy for Amanda."

"What do you know. So you do feel sympathy. But why for Amanda? Because she’s pitiful?"

Hayato wished he had directed that feeling towards Ash and Ren. If he could sympathize with someone's circumstances, he would never have been able to do what he did.

Hypnos groaned for about ten seconds, thinking about something, then said, "Probably."

"My sympathy for Amanda is because her circumstances are similar to my own, I think."

"Similar circumstances…?"

"Amanda and Lunaria are similar, are they not? Their upbringings were almost identical. Yet, one is admired by all, and the other has no one by her side. What is this difference?"

"That’s…"

"I sometimes wonder what the difference is between me and Diite."

"Hypnos…"

"It’s possible that Lunaria and Amanda could have been reversed. I don’t know if it’s a matter of personality or circumstance, but their positions could have been swapped. It's different from my case, but I suppose that's what I sympathize with."

Hayato thought, *I see*, but again felt a sense of dissonance.

It was the part where he said, "It's different from my case."

In terms of their positions possibly being swapped, the same could be said for Diite and Hypnos.

"I get why you're sympathetic towards Amanda, but what do you mean, it's different from your case? Isn't it the same?"

He asked, but there was no reply from Hypnos.

"Hypnos?"

"I’ve talked a little too much. I’m hanging up now."

Hypnos ended the voice chat without waiting for Hayato’s reply.

Once again, Hayato thought, *What the heck*, as he returned to where Lunaria and the others were.

Ash asked worriedly what had happened, but since there were many NPCs around, Hayato decided to explain in detail at the coffee shop that night.

He also realized he needed to prepare countermeasures for Ivan and the rest of Blackjack, and so he began sending voice chats to various people.



		
			Chapter 341

			Strategy Meeting and the Underground Arena

			At Hayato's base, Esha, Lunaria, Cecil, Noat, and Xenobia were gathered around a single table, deep in discussion.

To put it simply, they were planning countermeasures against the clans "Ambrosia" and "Blackjack."

As fate would have it, the members of Ambrosia and Blackjack had split into a women's team and a men's team for the coming battle. If Relic and Amanda were included, the story would change, but those two had been excluded from the current consideration.

Diite had informed them that Relic was not logged in, so his avatar was safe and not on Amanda’s side. As for Amanda, although she was female, Lunaria had declared her "not a comrade."

In any case, they were now sharing information to gain an advantage in the next event.

Ambrosia and Blackjack had fought in the previous Clan War, with Blackjack emerging as the victor.

However, that was a strategic victory for Blackjack. In terms of pure strength, they were considered evenly matched. Had they fought head-on, their win rate would have been fifty-fifty. It was the consensus that if they were to fight again, Ambrosia would have a high chance of winning.

Under these circumstances, the two clans had merged and then split in two. The women's team was smaller in number. Lunaria had proposed this gathering, saying they had to come up with some kind of strategy.

After some discussion, Lunaria took a sip of her coffee, a Lunaria Special filled with plenty of sugar and milk.

It was still too bitter, it seemed. She made a slightly pained face, but quickly composed herself into a serious expression.

"So, in other words, Ivan didn't join their side out of spite for me rejecting him?"

"I’m glad you understand."

Since he couldn't explain the full details, he had told her that Ivan had been brainwashed by Amanda. He gave the same explanation for the other Ambrosia and Blackjack members, stating that it wasn't their own will.

In Lunaria's case, there was a chance she wouldn't understand, so for Ivan's honor, he had explained everything from start to finish. It seemed she had understood properly.

Cecil took a sip of orange juice and nodded.

"Yeah, the brainwashing theory is probably right. My boss disappeared from the Empire too, and it’s causing quite a stir. There’s no way that straight-laced boss of mine would join their side without a word."

Cecil’s boss was a man who held the rank of Grand General in the Empire, named Orland G-vas.

He was a man in his early thirties with black eyes and black hair. He was said to have absolutely no excess fat, with a lean yet extremely toned body.

He was a so-called tank, whose role in the clan was to protect the other members. Being a tank in the high-firepower Blackjack was incredibly tough, but he had managed his role using skills to draw aggro.

However, after every battle, he would apparently yell at Ivan, Cecil, and Esha to tone down their firepower.

According to Esha, "He was a man of many hardships." Coming from Esha, who was one of the sources of those hardships, it wasn't her place to say. And now that he was Cecil’s superior, Hayato could only offer his sympathy.

"Also, it seems Hugo has disappeared from the church in the Royal Capital as well."

The person Esha mentioned was another member of Blackjack, now known as the High Priest in the Royal Capital. His full name was Hugo Stanrock.

He was a man in his late twenties who wore glasses. He had blonde hair and blue eyes, with straight hair that reached his shoulders, giving him a gentle appearance. However, Esha and the others called him two-faced. The male members considered him a genuinely good guy, so a conclusion had yet to be reached.

In this virtual reality, he belonged to a religion that worshiped the goddess, who was in fact Diite, though she was nameless and referred to only as the Creator God.

According to the game's lore, the church worships the goddess and the Hero, so they are enemies of the Demon Country, which reveres the Demon Lord, and the Undead. However, Hugo himself had apparently said he didn't feel strongly about it.

Upon hearing this, Lunaria closed her eyes and hummed thoughtfully before her eyes snapped open.

"If that’s the case, I understand. But even if they’re brainwashed, an enemy is an enemy. I’ll beat them to a pulp."

"It seems impossible for the Demonfolk, but for the others, defeating them seems to break the brainwashing, so please go easy on them."

"No way. These guys aren't opponents we can beat by going easy. I know because I was their comrade, but those guys are dangerous. To be honest, we’d be better off taking them down with a surprise attack."

Cecil said this with a more serious expression than usual.

They were already equipped with unique weapons and armor, and after winning the Clan War, they had also received unique skills as a reward from God. She said it would be a huge mistake to think they were still at their old strength.

"Speaking of one-on-one, I’ve never once beaten my boss, you know?"

Hayato was surprised by her words.

Cecil could be reckless, but her combat sense was outstanding. He could only imagine how powerful an opponent that Cecil couldn't beat must be.

"And yet, the higher-ups in the Empire told me to bring him back. What a pain. Well, thanks to that, I was able to come here. When the battle starts, let's just have Esha take him out from a distance with Destroy."

"Do you think Destroy would even hit Orland? Even if it did, it might do no damage."

According to Esha, Orland could use a skill called "Fortress" that completely defended against any attack. As long as he timed it correctly, he could nullify an attack of any power. The cool down time was fifteen minutes. It was a defensive skill that was a poor match for Esha’s Destroy, and he was one of the members who had fallen victim to Destroy the fewest times, second only to Relic.

"Besides, Hugo can fully resurrect people, so it would be bad if they came to the battlefield together. We should take out Hugo first."

Noat joined the conversation, adding her thoughts.

Full Resurrection. It was a type of resurrection magic, but unlike normal resurrection spells, it brought the target back with fully restored HP and MP, on top of being stacked with every enhancement effect, or buff, imaginable.

It was a unique magic that Hugo had received from Diite, and it was the reason he was called the High Priest.

"It will be troublesome if Ivan and the other members are together too. It would be nice if they gave us an opening to fire Destroy."

"I plan to do something about that. Still, I never thought I’d end up fighting my old comrades at a time like this. I’m actually looking forward to it a little!"

Cecil said this with a wicked smile.

"For once, I agree with Cecil-chan. I’ve been meaning to get my revenge for the donut incident someday…!"

"Hey, I don’t have any grudges like that, okay? Oh, if I win, can I have my boss's sword?"

It was hard to tell if they were being serious or joking, but there was less of a sense of tragedy than he expected. Rather, they seemed happy to be able to fight their old friends with all their might.

It was a battle they couldn't afford to lose, but to Cecil and Noat, it probably felt like just another event in this world. He wanted to get them to take it more seriously, but there was nothing he could do about it.

However, Lunaria and the rest of the Demon Lord's Army seemed intent on fighting seriously, fueled by their dislike of Amanda. Lately, in between their investigations in the Demon Country, they had been coming to Hayato with requests to craft equipment.

Even the members of the Black Rose, who had said they could make their own equipment, were now asking Hayato.

To meet their resolve, Hayato had broken the skill caps for Cooking, Blacksmithing, Sewing, Alchemy, and Crafting.

The five skills he had set to a negative value to achieve this were Body Enhancement, Spirit Enhancement, Magic Enhancement, Chakra, and Meditation.

The Body Enhancement and Spirit Enhancement skills increased maximum HP and MP, as well as physical and magical defense, respectively. By setting them to negative, Hayato’s max HP, max MP, and various defenses all decreased. The negative effect also reduced his STR and MAG stats.

The Magic Enhancement skill increased the power of magic. By setting it to negative, his magic attacks now had no power, and he could no longer receive buffs from others. However, he now received weakening effects, or debuffs, at double the potency.

Chakra and Meditation increased the natural recovery rate of HP and MP, but with a negative value, they did the opposite, gradually decreasing them. However, this effect would not cause his HP or MP to drop to zero, so he wouldn't collapse.

As a result of these overwhelming negative effects, Hayato was now in a state where his HP and MP were constantly at 1, and his STR and MAG were also 1. He was at a level where a firm pat on the shoulder from an NPC could knock him down.

After explaining this, all the members looked at him with pity, but Hayato had decided to do this, at least for this event.

He couldn't fight anyway. So, he decided to further master his production skills.

Right now, all those skills were in the 190s, but he was working tirelessly, sacrificing sleep, to raise them all to 200 at once.

This was another act that made everyone pity him, but the members of Kokuryu simply said, "If it's Hayato, it can’t be helped," and brought him large quantities of materials.

*I need to thank Ney and the others… Well, the discussion is mostly over, I should head back to my room.*

Hayato had base renovations and skill grinding to do, so he was about to return to his room when Cecil stopped him.

"I want to go to the Assassin Guild in the Royal Capital. You don’t happen to know where it is, do you?"

"The Assassin Guild? I know of it, but why all of a sudden?"

It was the *former* Assassin Guild, to be precise. Now it was a respectable guild that undertook escort missions and the like.

He had met the guild leader, Zack Orten, during the treasure hunting event, and since Hayato had given him some advice, he occasionally visited the shop.

However, their schedules never seemed to align, so he hadn't come when Hayato was there. The maid, Rose, who was minding the shop, had been dealing with him.

Rose had also mentioned that she was skilled in assassination, and she apparently talked with Zack often because of that connection.

He had heard about it from Rose and knew the location of the Assassin Guild. He had never been, but the guild was located deep in the former slum district.

Still, Hayato couldn't understand why Cecil would want to go there.

"There’s a rumor going around the Imperial Capital that they’re holding betting matches there. I can have mock battles with Simon and the others, but I thought I should get some PvP experience with a bit more tension before the event."

"Betting matches?"

According to her, one-on-one PvP matches were being held there, and people could bet on who would win. Furthermore, it was possible to participate as a combatant and receive prize money.

*PvP…? Does that mean players can fight each other too?*

This event was being led by Hypnos, and Diite apparently knew nothing about it. He knew from the announcement that the main part of the event would be a territory struggle called the Conflict, but not much else was known.

However, since it was clear that it would involve PvP, it wouldn't be surprising if there was a system for practice.

He had base expansion and skill grinding to do, but his interest was piqued. Hayato decided to go with Cecil to the Assassin Guild.

He asked if anyone else wanted to go, but most of them shook their heads.

"Not for me."

"Me neither."

"No way I’m going."

Lunaria, Xenobia, and Noat each made their declarations. For someone with social anxiety, someone with androphobia, and a slacker, it was to be expected.

Everyone's gaze fell on Esha. She sighed and said, "I’ll go."

"I suppose I do have to act as my master's bodyguard."

"Thanks, even if it’s just ‘supposedly’."

"You can thank me with sweets. Please hurry up and get your skills to 200 so you can mass-produce five-star chocolate parfaits for me every day."

"I give them to you all the time already… Well, whatever. Let’s go check it out."

Hayato, along with Esha and Cecil, headed towards the former slum district of the Royal Capital.

The slum district, which had once been more desolate, had transformed into a lively and seemingly safe area.

This was likely the result of the Thieves' Guild and Assassin Guild being dismantled and the area being cleaned up. Now, many shops lined the streets, and the place was full of energy.

He had heard that the diner Maris had taken him to was much busier now than it used to be.

*I remember being threatened in the slums. Come to think of it, it’s been about a year since the Clan War ended… or has it been longer? Things have changed so much since then…*

Hayato briefly recalled those days. The time when he didn't know Esha and the others were human and thought they were NPCs.

A lot had happened since then, but he had been able to achieve his dream of opening a coffee shop. Though he never dreamed he would end up living with Esha.

He owed his current situation to Esha and the others, and to this virtual reality. He felt a renewed sense of gratitude.

Amanda was talking about world domination, but he didn't know what she was actually trying to do. All he knew was that it seemed like something terrible was about to happen to both this virtual reality and the real world.

Hayato couldn't forgive the destruction of this world. Diite was his top priority, but he had grown to love this virtual world just as much.

Hayato renewed his resolve to defeat Amanda.

*Though, it’s not like I can fight…*

Just as that self-deprecating thought crossed his mind, they arrived at the former Assassin Guild building.

The building itself was ordinary. A three-story brick structure with a prominent sign that read "Guard Guild."

It looked so respectable that it was hard to believe betting matches were being held there.

"I’m not doubting your information, Cecil, but are you sure they’re holding betting matches here?"

"Nah, I only heard it as a rumor myself. But I guess this was a bust."

"Let’s go inside anyway. We came all this way."

At Esha’s words, Hayato figured she was right, and the three of them entered the building.

Inside was surprisingly crowded with both players and NPCs.

There were what looked like request forms posted on a bulletin board on the wall, so Hayato and the others looked them over.

There were various types of escort missions, from protecting someone from assassins to escorting them during hunts or herb gathering. Conversely, there were also requests for people to act as guards, with money and items listed as rewards.

*So these are quests to escort an NPC to a designated location. The Adventurer’s Guild and Mercenary Guild probably do something similar, but I don’t think they had a system where you could just request a guard without being the one to do the guarding.*

"Well, well, if it isn’t Hayato. You here for a job request?"

He turned around at the voice behind him.

There stood Zack, with his usual sloppy grin.

His black hair was as messy as ever, and his appearance was disheveled. It was strange to think that this man was the head of the Assassin Guild, Hayato thought.

"It’s been a while. I came here on a little business."

"What’s this now? If you’d told me, I would’ve prepared a welcome. If it’s a job request, I’ll take it for a ten percent markup, how about it?"

"No, no, you should be offering a ten percent discount."

Zack seemed pleased with Hayato’s response and broke into a smile.

"You’re a good man! None of the guild members ever get my jokes. I keep telling them we’ve quit being assassins, so they should lighten up."

Hayato wondered if that was also a joke, but he didn't say anything. He decided to get straight to the point.

"By the way, are you holding any betting matches or anything like that here?"

"Whoa, hold on. Don’t say that here. Come this way, this way."

*So it’s true*, Hayato thought, as he and the others followed the furtively glancing Zack.

They were led to Zack’s private reception room and prompted to sit on a magnificent sofa.

After being asked whether they preferred coffee or tea, all three requested coffee, and they were served a five-star brew.

Zack also sat down across from them, separated by a small table. He looked at Hayato and grinned.

"Betting matches… Who told you about the underground arena? I was planning to show you myself when I finally saw you."

"Sorry, I’ve been busy with a lot of things."

"Nah, being busy is a good thing. But more importantly, where’d you get your info?"

Hayato glanced at Cecil, and Cecil began to explain.

It was just something she had heard in a bar in the Imperial Capital. She hadn’t heard it directly from the people talking, just overheard it and thought, "Huh."

However, since she had come all the way to the Royal Capital for this matter, she had been hoping to participate if it was true.

"So it’s gotten famous enough to be rumored about in the Imperial Capital. We’re still laying the groundwork in various places, so we can’t be too public about it yet, but maybe I should see this as a good sign."

"I don’t know about all that, but what’s the deal? Can I get in?"

"Cecil Aven of the Hero’s clan, huh? As the organizer, I’d be thrilled to have you participate!"

"Alright, it’s settled. Let’s do it now!"

"Whoa, hold on, we have a schedule too. The next match is in three days, so it’s impossible today."

"What? And I was all fired up."

"Now, now, save that for three days from now. As the organizer, I want to put together some interesting matchups, you see."

"You got any strong guys?"

"There’s one. A guy with ten straight wins. The betting gets a bit predictable, but it’s exciting in terms of who can beat him."

"Sounds good. Let me fight him."

"Of course. But you’ll have to win your way through the tournament. I’ll make sure you meet in the finals."

Hayato wondered if it was okay to do something like that in a betting match, but since it wasn't match-fixing, he figured it was fine.

"So, what’s his name?"

"A guy named Lutz. He’s strong, you know?"

"Lutz was participating…?"

"You know him? You’ve got a wide circle of friends, Hayato!"

He was the leader of the clan "Starkest," a man whose creed was to hunt boss-class monsters solo. He was an acquaintance of Jolth from the Bandits, and Hayato had met him during the battle with Shuten Doji.

He seemed to admire the real-world Ivan and suspected that the Ivan in this world was an NPC modeled after him.

In any case, he had learned one thing. If players could participate, there was a high probability that the underground arena, or whatever it was, allowed for PvP, player-versus-player combat.

*I wonder if any of the new major clan members will participate?*

He needed to prepare countermeasures for Blackjack and Ambrosia, but in the Conflict, he would also need to prepare for other players. There was a chance they wouldn't participate, but for Hayato, who wanted to gather as much information as possible, his interest was now piqued.

"Can I watch that match?"

"Of course. The Assassin Guild became what it is thanks to you, Hayato, and the idea for the underground arena was practically from Esha-san. I’ll show you to the VIP seats."

"I’d rather have ten percent of the profits."

"…Please forgive me with this cake."

With that, Zack quietly offered five-star cakes to the three of them.

Esha nodded and ate it, so he must have been forgiven.

Watching this exchange from the side, Hayato thought that it would be better if not just him, but the other members saw this as well.



		
			Chapter 342

			Tournament

			The day of the underground arena tournament arrived.

Hayato headed to the Guard Guild building with the members who seemed interested. The group consisted of Cecil, of course, as well as Hayato, Ash, Agres, and even Jolth.

The women didn’t come, either because they weren’t interested or because they didn’t want to go to a crowded place. Only Simon was undecided until the end, but when Benitsuru said she was going to fight monsters from the western lands, she went with her.

He had also invited Gil, the Ten Dark Knights, and the Genesis Dragon Pat, but Gil was busy investigating the Demon Country’s territory, and Pat declined, saying, "I don’t go to such sweaty places."

So, for a change, everyone except Cecil was male, but in a way, it felt like they could let loose, which wasn’t so bad. Cecil was a woman, but her personality was more masculine. Everyone was talking freely.

Agres, in particular, seemed to get along with Cecil, and they chatted about various things on the way.

"If I’d known about this, I would’ve wanted to enter too."

"If you ask now, you might be okay. I heard they have quite a few recommendation slots."

"Then I’ll give it a shot. A last-minute entry would make for a good show, right?"

"Just so you know, I won’t go easy on you if we fight."

"Of course not. You’re not thinking you can win by going easy on me, are you?"

The two of them walked on, chatting like that, with Hayato, Ash, and Jolth following behind.

"Is Victor-san not here?"

Victor, Jolth's assistant, had become Ney’s assistant in the same way when Jolth became Ney's aide. However, he was still primarily Jolth's assistant, so Jolth held the basic authority to command him.

Jolth nodded at Hayato’s words.

"He’s busy with his real-world job. It’s related to Ney-sama, or rather, the virtual reality. Right now, he’s commanding the fleet around the spaceship Aphrodite."

"Oh, that job. I heard from Diite-chan that it’s pretty tough."

"Well, yes. The plan is, in the worst-case scenario, to board the Aphrodite and secure Amanda, but we’re in the process of confirming if that’s actually possible. It’s difficult to see through the spaceship’s stealth function. Even for Diite-san, completely disabling the stealth seems to be difficult."

Currently, Diite couldn't alter the virtual reality's settings, but she was able to give some instructions to the spaceship. Even so, she still had to go through Infinity for matters concerning the spaceship's systems, and there were many things she couldn't do with her authority alone.

As for Hypnos, he could only handle in-game events. He could only intervene with the core system a little, and he couldn't give any instructions to the spaceship at all.

However, if Diite ceased to function as an AI, Hypnos would gain full authority.

Even if Hypnos himself had no such intentions, Amanda was in a position to command him, which made the situation dangerous. It was unclear if she truly intended world domination, but it would undoubtedly lead to trouble.

That was a problem in itself, but for Hayato, Diite being destroyed was a bigger problem, so he had no choice but to win this event.

"They’re working on countermeasures for that, so that’s fine, but you’ve really gone all out, haven’t you, Hayato?"

"Are you talking about my skill composition?"

"Yes. Even if you don’t fight, what’s the deal with being in a state where you can be taken down instantly?"

Ash chimed in, agreeing with Jolth's words.

"Give him an earful. Hayato did that without listening to any of our opinions. When I logged in, he just told me it was already done. The next day he said he’d raised his skill beyond the limit to 150, and the day after that it was 190."

Hearing that, Jolth looked at Hayato with an exasperated expression.

"You guys have it rough with him, Ash. It's true that specializing your skill composition is good, but if you go that far, I think you’ll be completely unable to enjoy any other part of the game."

"It can't be helped. To get the demerit for unlocking the skill cap, I had to choose skills that wouldn't affect my items or equipment. This was the only way. Anyway, which skills did you two unlock?"

"I took demerits in Spear Arts and Axe Arts to unlock Sword Arts and Tactics. It’s an upper limit increase on damage with swords."

"It’s a similar story for me. I took demerits in Sword Arts and Spear Arts to raise Axe Arts and Tactics."

For combat-focused players, raising skills like Sword Arts or Spear Arts to increase weapon attack power or use weapon skills was normal. If you took a demerit in those skills, just holding the weapon would decrease its durability, and you would do no damage at all.

Most players specialized in one type of weapon system, so taking a demerit in an unused one wasn’t a problem. A combat player had a wider range of demerit skills to choose from than a production player like Hayato.

"So you decided not to use a specific weapon type. The demerits for combat skills are surprisingly flexible…"

"I only use Dragon Eater. Are you only using an axe, Jolth?"

"That's right. It’s an axe called Gaia Replica, and I’ve been using it for a long time. I like its rugged look. If the real one is out there somewhere, I’d love to get my hands on it."

"Gaia…? I think a member of Ambrosia used something like that… Oh, would you know if I said they’re a Demonfolk now?"

"Oh? I’d definitely like to see its stats then."

"I’ve never fought Ambrosia, so I don’t know for sure, but I think it caused a light, harmless earthquake when slammed into the ground. Gil or Rosalie have fought them, so maybe you should ask them."

"That’s an interesting ability. I’ll be sure to do that."

Hayato made a mental note that he needed to prepare for the Ambrosia members, the Demonfolk, not just the Blackjack members.

While they were talking, they arrived at the Guard Guild building.

After entering the building and greeting the guild leader, Zack, Cecil was led to a separate area for the competitors.

Immediately after, Agres declared, "I want to enter too," which Zack was delighted to hear. And so, Agres was also able to participate as a sponsor's recommendation.

Cecil and Agres were led away by Zack, while Hayato and the others were guided by a male guild employee to the VIP seats.

The private VIP room was a ten-meter-square chamber furnished with what looked like high-end pieces. Even with Hayato, Ash, and Jolth, it didn't feel cramped at all.

On the table were five-star light meals and drinks, and the chairs were also luxurious five-star items, rivaling a room in a high-class hotel.

Even though it was in a game, the place was so overflowing with luxury that he could only imagine how much money had been spent on it. Hayato was impressed, thinking they must be making a considerable profit.

As Hayato and the others sat down, the guild employee who had guided them explained about the underground arena.

Normally, there was a preliminary round, and the top four would participate in the tournament.

However, this time, since Cecil was participating as a sponsor’s recommendation, the tournament was expanded to eight participants. The four who had won the preliminaries, and four recommended participants, including Cecil and Agres.

Since Agres had joined at the last minute, they had apparently removed one of the recommended members. It wasn't a problem since he was originally a Guard Guild employee.

After explaining the participants, the guild employee gave a polite bow and left the room.

Hayato didn't know most of the opponents. The only ones worth watching were Cecil, Agres, and Lutz.

However, there was one opponent who caught his eye.

It was a man named Ox, the leader of the new major clan "Rampage." Jolth had been surprised to hear his name.

"I don’t know him well, but you know this Ox person, right Jolth?"

"I know of him. He’s the type who pursues efficiency, I guess."

Ox and his clan were the type to weigh time against results. They never did inefficient hunts, and when they did hunt, they would do so until there were no monsters left.

They would slaughter monsters as if other players in the area didn’t exist, so while they were a major clan, their reputation was poor, and they were a clan you didn’t want to run into at a hunting ground.

"They’re not as organized as Imperial, but they’re pretty well-disciplined. And since all of them seem to be working-class adults, they’re very strict with their time. It’s said they absolutely never log in outside of specific hours."

"If you’re playing an online game while working, that’s normal… But he’s participating in this tournament on a weekday morning. I wonder if he took the day off work?"

"Probably. I was a little surprised when I heard the tournament members. It doesn’t seem like any of his other clan members are here, so I think he came alone. If he has a goal, I think it’s either the in-game currency prize or the item you get for winning."

The winner of the tournament would receive one million G in in-game currency and a rare item. The runner-up and third place would receive five hundred thousand and one hundred thousand G respectively, but not the rare item. Also, since this wasn't an official event, there was no real-world prize money.

"A major clan can earn money easily, so I guess the rare item is the goal?"

"Probably. It must be an item he wants badly… But would anyone really want the Assassin Set?"

The Assassin Set. In other words, assassin's equipment. The head, body, arms, and legs were all armor pieces with "Assassin" in the name, and if you equipped the full set, you could unleash an instant-kill attack with a certain probability.

Esha’s Destroy was also an ultra-high-firepower magic attack that was almost a one-hit kill, but the Assassin Series seemed to be a complete instant-kill attack, so their performance was different. Some monsters also used such one-hit-kill attacks, and if you weren’t prepared, you would definitely be defeated.

"I’m not sure what monsters it’s effective against. I don’t think it would work on rare monsters, though."

"Right. If you could take down even those monsters in one hit, the game balance would be ridiculously broken."

If a named rare monster with the name of a god could be defeated in one hit, even if it was probabilistic, players would complain a lot. It’s a common feature in any game that instant-kill attacks don't work on such monsters.

So far, in this virtual reality, only monsters used instant-kill attacks. And they only activated under special conditions, and it was possible to counter them.

However, Jolth was folding his arms and deep in thought.

"What’s wrong?"

"What I’m wondering is if it can be used in PvP."

"Huh?"

"There aren’t any items or equipment that completely block instant-kill attacks, right? There’s the Phoenix Feather, but that’s not for blocking instant-kill attacks, it’s for auto-revive. In a party battle, there’s resurrection magic, but if instant-kill attacks can be used, things could get tricky."

Hayato nodded.

Even if it was probability-based, an instant-kill attack was severe. If even a glancing blow could defeat you, it would be difficult to fight as usual.

Tanks often increase their defense to reduce the damage they take, but if you could be defeated even with low damage, defense would be meaningless.

There was resurrection magic, but it only revived you with 1 HP. You couldn't immediately return to the front lines, and there was a chance you would just be defeated again right after reviving.

"It should be fine, right? Cecil and Agres are in the tournament. And that Lutz guy? We have allies, right? Shouldn’t we be the ones to get that equipment?"

When Ash said that, Hayato thought he had a point.

"You’re right. Then we’ll have to have one of those three win."

"I won’t bet, but I’ll cheer for Agres. For the actor connection."

"Then I guess I’ll go with Lutz. We’ve been playing this game together for quite a while."

"Then I’ll go with Cecil. Well, as long as that Ox guy doesn’t get the set equipment, I don’t care who wins."

Equipment that was dangerous in the hands of the enemy would be an advantage if an ally used it. Hayato decided to cheer them on properly and leaned out from the VIP box to look at the arena.

The arena was so vast it was hard to believe they had built it underground. It was a dome-shaped facility with a stage in the middle.

Despite being underground, brightly shining jewels were embedded in the walls everywhere, illuminating the stage. In contrast, the audience seats around the stage were dimly lit, and it was hard to see who was there.

The VIP box Hayato and the others were in was a private room, one level above the regular seats. From their position, they were looking down on the stage.

He had expected the crowd to be full of ruffians, but the NPCs were mostly dressed like nobles. At least, the people in the other VIP boxes visible from their room were such figures.

The arena felt like a rich man's hobby, and the first fight was finally about to begin.

The rules were simple. Just defeat the opponent. There was a magic wall around the stage, and touching it would cause damage, so there was no ring-out loss.

Betting was possible for each match, but Hayato and the others didn't place any bets and just cheered.

There were no player introductions. The sound of a bell simply announced the start and end of a match, so there was no entertainment value.

He thought they could make it a bit more exciting, but the first match began.

The first match was Cecil against some other player.

He was surprised she was up so soon, but Cecil won with her usual style, her basic dual-wielding.

There weren't any particular highlights, but she finished her opponent with the dual-wielding weapon skill "Double Slash," so the venue was reasonably lively.

The second match was Ox against another player.

Ox’s opponent seemed to be a magic swordsman, using a variety of attacks from sword swings to enhancement magic, weakening magic, and even magic attacks in a hit-and-away style.

Ox, on the other hand, held a heavy-looking iron hammer and a giant shield, and was clad in armor that covered his entire body. It seemed to be a matching set, as all the equipment was based on a dark blue color.

His fighting style was plain, but his strategy was to win for certain. Ox gradually cornered his opponent against the magic wall, and when they could no longer move, he engaged them in close combat. He won just like that.

And then, the third match.

Bringing items into this tournament was basically forbidden, but you could bring any weapon or armor. However, equipment with certain abilities was not allowed.

That rule probably restricted Agres, who appeared in the third match.

Agres's weapon, "Dead Heat," was a knuckle-type weapon whose performance changed when switched, but its ability to "absorb the HP of the opponent you hit" was deemed out of bounds for the tournament, so it was replaced with a normal knuckle-type weapon.

Agres's spirits were low, but he still overwhelmed his opponent with the martial arts he practiced in the real world. He defeated his opponent without taking any damage.

And the fourth match was Lutz against some NPC.

The NPC seemed to be from the Eastern Country, dressed in a brown-based kimono like a ronin, and their face was covered by a hannya mask. You couldn't see their face, but from their build, it was clear they were male.

His name was Nanagi Blackthorne.

Hayato felt a vague sense of unease. He couldn't see the face, and he had never heard the name before, but he felt like he had met him somewhere.

In the midst of that, the battle began.

Hayato let out a gasp of admiration.

It was the first time he had seen Lutz fight, but he used a one-handed sword, swinging it in sync with his high-speed movements. And after attacking, he was no longer there. By the time his opponent tried to counterattack, Lutz was far away.

The opponent who fought Ox also used a hit-and-away style, but Lutz’s fighting style involved far more movement. It was a style that was only possible in a virtual reality where you didn’t get out of breath.

"That's some incredible speed."

"Lutz is an attacker who uses speed-enhancing equipment to specialize in evasion. I try to imitate him, but I can’t move like that. It’s too acrobatic."

Hayato nodded.

Lutz was constantly moving to stay out of his opponent’s line of sight. Not only did he move quickly, but he also threw small knives, a fighting style that must have been incredibly stressful for his opponent.

Jolth and the others had done something similar in the Clan War, but they had only switched equipment to increase their movement speed. They hadn't attacked with that much speed.

Considering that, Lutz was probably incredibly strong in a one-on-one fight.

However, there was a problem.

His opponent was not flustered by his attacks at all, and was acting normally.

He dodged attacks that seemed impossible to avoid with fluid movements. His speed looked slow, but his movements were as if he were predicting the future.

Furthermore, he parried the knives Lutz threw with the katana he held. The way he did it with minimal movement and seemingly no effort was a strange sight.

The crowd was getting excited, but Ash and Jolth were watching the fight very seriously, staring at the stage without a word.

"That’s amazing, right?"

When Hayato asked, Ash nodded.

"It’s more than amazing. You can see it well from up here, but Lutz’s opponent has barely moved from his spot. He’s parrying all the attacks from right there."

"What?"

He hadn't noticed until it was pointed out, but looking closely, just as Ash said, the opponent in the hannya mask had hardly moved. To be precise, he was moving, but he hadn't moved more than a meter from his starting position.

"I’m sure there’s a person inside, but I wonder how much practice it takes to be able to do that."

Jolth also sounded impressed.

"And is that a cursed blade? It should have some kind of demerit, but his fighting style doesn’t seem to be affected by it at all."

"A cursed blade…?"

Hayato looked at the katana held by Lutz’s opponent.

"Is that…"

He recognized that cursed blade. As a production player, there was no way he could mistake it.

Immediately after, the man with the cursed blade returned it to the scabbard at his waist and lowered his stance deeply. He held the scabbard at his waist with his left hand, and his right hand moved, his fingers just barely touching the hilt of the sword.

Hayato knew what that stance was.

"Look out!"

The moment Hayato shouted, a *kin* sound rang out. Lutz, who had been moving around freely, collapsed as if he had lost all strength and rolled across the stage.

No one but Hayato understood what had happened, but since Lutz didn’t get up, it was clear he had been defeated. A moment later, cheers erupted from the audience.

The man released his stance and turned his face towards Hayato.

Then he shifted the hannya mask to the left, revealing half his face. He looked at Hayato and the corners of his mouth turned up.

It was unmistakably the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords.



		
			Chapter 343

			The Goal of World Domination

			Hayato, Ash, and Jolth were on their way to the contestants’ waiting room.

Their purpose was partly to encourage Cecil and Agres, but it was more of a warning. The man who had defeated Lutz was the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. It was unclear why he was here, but there was a chance he would try something.

Even if they advised caution, they didn't know what to be cautious of. Diite had said she took countermeasures, so Cecil likely wouldn't be mind controlled into joining the other side, but they still needed to be on guard.

Hayato and the others hurried down the long corridor.

But then, they stopped. At the end of the hallway stood Nanagi, the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords.

The Nanagi that Hayato had seen before wore Japanese-style armor, and then Western-style clothes when escaping by ship, but his attire now was different. He wore a simple brown kimono with a black sash. His left arm was not through its sleeve but tucked inside his kimono as he stroked his chin, and the Hannya mask was gone. However, he held his sheathed sword in his right hand, resting it on his shoulder and tapping it periodically.

His hair was unkempt and seemed poorly cared for, yet it didn't look unclean. The stubble around his mouth and on his chin was also neatly trimmed enough not to look messy. To Hayato, he looked like a villainous samurai straight out of a movie.

Nanagi showed no particular hostility, simply looking at Hayato with a nihilistic smile.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

"...Thanks to you. How about yourself? Have you been doing all right?"

"Until recently, I was enjoying three meals a day and a nap in between. I'm practically bursting with energy."

That sounds like a jail cell, Hayato thought, but he kept the unnecessary comment to himself.

Nanagi didn't seem like he was about to attack, but with a weapon in hand, they had to be cautious. Both Ash and Jolth had their hands on their own weapons, on alert.

There was no need to anger him with a careless remark, but he did want some information. Thinking that provoking him might be one way to get it, he decided to make a light, sarcastic comment.

"Looks like you found a good job, huh?"

"Oh? Indeed. I've moved to a workplace far more rewarding than serving some naive princess."

"...Wasn't it your scheme that made her naive in the first place?"

"True. But it just shows she was the type to fall for such a scheme. The Princess's sword skills are magnificent, but everything else about her was a failure."

Hearing those words, Hayato felt a surge of anger. Benitsuru might have certainly lacked foresight in some areas. It's common for young people to trust someone like Nanagi, who affirmed her every move, over Simon, who was always nagging her about something. At her age, in her mid-teens, she was still just a child. Even if it hadn't been Benitsuru, anyone could have been deceived by a bad person.

And that very bad person was standing right in front of him.

Hayato found himself naturally glaring at Nanagi.

But Nanagi was completely unfazed.

"A glare from a production player like you isn't scary. But don't get so angry. Besides, you were the one who made the sarcastic comment first, weren't you?"

That was true, and Hayato tried his best to remain calm.

(What am I doing getting angry when I was the one trying to provoke him? I need to cool down.)

While he was thinking this, keeping a neutral expression, Nanagi spoke.

"I heard you're studying all sorts of things under Simon now. It's good to be young. The possibilities are endless."

Hayato narrowed his eyes at those words. He had only met Nanagi in the castle basement in the Eastern Country when he was forced to craft Meitou Yatagarasu, and on the pier when Nanagi fought Simon, but back then, he had seemed a bit more unhinged. The Nanagi standing before him now, however, seemed remarkably composed.

He couldn't have repented in jail. If he had, he wouldn't be serving under Amanda.

"You seem quite different from back then, don't you?"

"I haven't changed. I've merely returned to how I was."

"Returned...?"

"You understand what I mean if I say I've regained my memories, right?"

"Huh...?"

This surprised not only Hayato, but Ash and Jolth as well. Whether Amanda had taken measures to prevent memory loss, or if there was some trigger that made him remember, it was clear he recalled the real world. And he was helping her try to defeat Diite, take over the spaceship, and conquer the world.

They had thought the Ten Holy Demonic Swords were serving Amanda with their consciousness intact because of some in-game deal. If he had his memories back, that changed things.

"If you have your memories back, why are you serving Amanda?"

"I can only say that I empathize with Amanda's ideology."

"Do you even know what you're doing? Amanda is trying to conquer the real world."

Nanagi scoffed at Hayato's words. His expression said, ‘Of course I know that.’

"Of course I know. In fact, I'm tempted to say you know quite a bit yourself, Hayato. I see, information from Hypnos. I wonder what he's thinking."

Hayato knew he'd made a mistake, but it was too late to lie. He said nothing on the matter and continued the conversation.

"I can't imagine what you're thinking, aiding in world domination. Do you really think you can do it?"

"Who knows. But if Amanda can defeat that Diite person, there's a chance, wouldn't you say? In fact, if you think it's impossible, why don't you just lose the next event for us?"

"...Sorry, but I can't let Diite-chan be defeated. Why don't you give up instead?"

"You're too attached to an AI. That's your business, but it's no reason for us to give up on world domination."

"Then would you mind telling me why you want to conquer the world? It's not something as simple as wanting to live a life of leisure, is it?"

"And what will you do if I tell you? If the reason is convincing enough, will you lose the event for us?"

"My humble mind just can't wrap itself around this world domination thing. I might not be convinced, but I'd at least like to understand what you're thinking."

"Kukuku, understand, you say. Very well. It's not as if anything will change just because you know."

Hayato was a little surprised. He hadn't actually expected to be told. Moreover, he hadn't thought there was any real meaning behind the world domination plan. Hypnos had said Amanda was a child. In other words, he thought the goal had no real purpose, that she was just aiming for it. He figured it was for a reason like wanting to be important.

Forgetting he was in a virtual reality, Hayato focused his senses, determined not to miss a single word.

"Our goal is freedom and equality."

"..................Huh?"

Freedom and equality as the goal of world domination. The concepts seemed contradictory, and Hayato seriously wondered if freedom and equality could be achieved through conquest, but he couldn't come up with an answer.

Then he arrived at a conclusion.

"Are you messing with me? Was I not supposed to take you seriously?"

"I intended to answer you seriously."

"You answered seriously..."

Hayato felt like it didn't matter anymore. It meant there was no significant reason for the world domination. Just as he had initially thought, there was a good chance Nanagi was just spouting whatever to go along with Amanda's childish ideas. He said he answered seriously, but it was just a serious lie.

There was also the possibility that he was now manipulating Amanda for his own ends, but that didn't matter. He felt there was no point in talking any further. All that mattered was that they didn't lose the next event.

Hayato thought this and prepared to leave, but Nanagi was narrowing his eyes, staring intently at him.

"It seems my answer did not please you."

"That's right. I think I'm over it now."

"I don't need to explain every detail, but it's irritating to be thought of as just making things up. Indulge me a little longer. Let's see... I hear a hundred years have passed in the real world, is that right?"

"Ah, so you know about that too?"

"Do you really think you're free when you're being ruled by these so-called Foundations?"

"Well..."

"You can live without thinking. Is it easier to be ruled, perhaps?"

"That's not..."

"There's no such thing as complete freedom. But unlike a hundred years ago, reality now is quite distorted. Have you never even questioned it?"

With that, Nanagi shifted his gaze to Ash.

"You're a man from a hundred years ago, like me, aren't you? Do you think the world today is right?"

Ash, with his hand still on the hilt of his Dragon Eater, shook his head.

"I have my thoughts on it, but at the very least, there is freedom and peace. Besides, if you're planning world domination, it just means the rulers will change to you and Amanda, won't it?"

Nanagi smirked at Ash's response.

"That's true. But we don't intend to become rulers. World domination is merely a stepping stone. A means to achieve freedom and equality."

"Then could you stop being so abstract and explain it properly? What are you planning to do after you conquer the world? What exactly do you mean by freedom and equality? I understand the words, but I don't get your meaning."

Hayato wanted a more concrete explanation. If he wasn't lying or trying to be evasive, he should be able to answer.

"Concrete, you say. That's simple. Once we conquer the world, we'll connect every human to this virtual reality and have them live here, believing it to be reality."

Hayato, Ash, and Jolth's thoughts came to a halt.

"We'll need to add more servers and a massive number of cryosleep pods. Even with Infinity, connecting everyone to virtual reality will probably take fifty years. We'll need to automate food production and build robots to restore the Earth's health. It might not be fifty years, maybe closer to a hundred..."

"W, wait a minute. What are you talking about?"

Hayato, his thoughts starting to return, cut Nanagi off. He couldn't say his mind had fully recovered, but he finally understood what the man in front of him was saying. Though he had only heard the outline, what Nanagi was describing was applying the Another Frontier Project not to a select few, but to all of humanity. And to do that, they were planning to conquer the world.

To Hayato, it sounded like he'd been reading too much manga or watching too many movies.

Nanagi, having been cut off, looked displeased.

"You asked me to explain properly, and when I do, you ask me what I'm talking about. How rude."

"If you're trying to conquer the world for such a stupid reason, anyone would want to stop you, right?"

"A stupid reason, you say. How is that any different from quitting your job and betting on a game's prize money just to open a cafe?"

"You're well-informed. But it's completely different. I can get away with just being a fool, but what you people are doing is beyond foolish."

Nanagi's face showed a flicker of surprise, but he quickly suppressed a laugh. "Kukuku."

"Indeed, it might be a folly that goes beyond mere foolishness."

After laughing for a moment, he stroked his chin with his left hand, his expression turning serious.

"But it is a goal worth striving for. I want no part of a life lived so cleverly. What is the meaning of a life where you don't try to achieve something? In that respect, I thought I could gain some sympathy from you, Hayato."

From Hayato's perspective, Nanagi's eyes looked pitch-black. On closer inspection, they were normal eyes. But the emotion carried by his words created that illusion. He could see glimpses of the same fanatical emotion Nanagi had in the castle basement, when he was seeking power.

"May I say something?"

Jolth, who had been silent until now, interjected. Regardless of whether the other person was unhinged, Jolth faced Nanagi with his usual gentle expression.

"I understand your reason for world domination, but how does that lead to freedom and equality? Was that just something you said offhandedly?"

"It's free within virtual reality, isn't it?"

"By free, do you mean not being ruled by the Foundations?"

"That's part of it. But the freedom to do anything as long as you have a certain level of cognitive ability might be more important."

"So that's the main freedom you're talking about? But in that sense, I think there are many ways this place is less free than reality, don't you? Before, you couldn't even go out a window, and you couldn't ride double on a mount. Even now, there are small things you can do in reality that you can't do here, right? I think it's far from free."

Hayato nodded. It was a virtual reality so realistic it could be mistaken for the real world, but it was still a virtual world. It wasn't capable of realizing every aspect of reality. For one, the taste of coffee only had five levels.

While Hayato was thinking that, Nanagi scoffed.

"After a hundred years, did humans in reality learn to use magic?"

"What was that?"

"Can humans perform movements that defy the laws of physics? Can they run a hundred meters in three seconds? From the perspective of virtual reality, reality itself is restrictive, isn't it? You're bound by the vessel of your physical body and some set of laws for everything you do."

After saying that, Nanagi gripped the sword in his right hand tightly. The moment he did, a 'kin' sound rang out, and Jolth's HP decreased. It wasn't a fatal attack, just a tiny bit of damage.

"Did you see that attack? Did you feel any pain? An act that would kill you in reality causes no pain and no death here. And even if you're defeated, you just revive at your base. In every way, virtual reality is freer. There are things you can't do, but there are more things you can."

"Yes, but..."

As Jolth hesitated, Ash spoke up.

"Then what about equality? I understand the idea that virtual reality is freer than the real world, but is virtual reality equal?"

"It is equal, isn't it? Everyone's maximum stats are the same. Talents, in the form of skills, are quantifiable, and you can raise them through effort. In reality, has it become a place where everyone can be what they want to be?"

After saying all that, Nanagi exhaled.

"In reality, I was sickly."

"Sickly...?"

"You might not imagine it, but in my original body, I only had enough strength to hold a sword, not swing it around. I'm a historian in reality, but I admired the way of the samurai. But there was no way to live like that in the real world."

Nanagi closed his eyes, his face looking as though he was remembering that time. A few seconds later, he slowly opened them. To Hayato, his eyes looked clear.

"In this virtual reality, I can be what I want to be. The dreams that can't come true in reality can come true here."

"...Then you should just stay in virtual reality by yourself. There's no need to drag the entire world into it."

"The people in reality will eventually destroy the Earth. It may seem peaceful now, but they're bound to push it to an irreversible state. If that happens, this virtual reality will be greatly affected. We're just saying we'll put them in a virtual reality that can't be destroyed before that happens."

"That's just a possibility, isn't it?"

"I'm a historian. It's foolish to have expectations for humanity. Still, that's my ideology. It's different from yours. If you don't like it, then just beat us in the next event."

With that, Nanagi turned his back to them.

"It's about time. Sorry, but I have a match."

Saying only that, Nanagi walked back down the corridor.

Hayato, Ash, and Jolth didn't follow him, just stood there, rooted to the spot. They couldn't sympathize with what he said, but they understood what he was trying to say. If his way of thinking was completely wrong, they would have no worries, but they felt that a part of it was right.

"Should we head back for now?"

When Hayato said this weakly, Ash and Jolth nodded. The faces of all three were grim. While they thought they shouldn't care about the enemy's circumstances, they also felt he had a point. Having reasons doesn't justify doing whatever you want, but there was something that didn't sit right.

They returned to their private VIP room in that state, only to find Esha and Ren there for some reason. A large amount of sweets was laid out on the table, and the two were eating as if in a competition.

"Where were you? By the way, this is a room service type of thing, and it's free, so don't worry."

Seeing the usual Esha and Ren, who was stuffing her face with pudding, Hayato's mood lifted slightly.

"I wasn't worried about that. By the way, why are you two here?"

"Ren-sama said she wanted to see the underground arena."

"Huh? Esha-san, you said you'd show me a place with all-you-can-eat desserts, right?"

"This is the place. My acquaintance and I have a free pass. Well, Master's base is also all-you-can-eat desserts, though."

"No, it isn't."

If that were the case, it would be a disaster. Hayato did hand out desserts to everyone at the base, but he carefully calculated and decided on the amount to give.

"By the way, did something happen? The three of you look so gloomy."

"Ah, well..."

He told Esha and Ren about his conversation with Nanagi. While he was talking, Esha and Ren continued to munch on apple pie and cake, and just as Hayato finished his explanation, the desserts on the table disappeared.

"I understand the situation, but why the long faces?"

"Well, just because. It's not like I sympathize, but I don't think I can completely deny his way of thinking either."

"You're thinking too much about it. Who cares what the enemy thinks?"

"You say that, but..."

"Fighting is just about beating up someone you don't like. When you bring logic like justice and evil, right and wrong into it, you start overthinking things. Are you saying that if the other person is right, you'll just let them do whatever they want?"

"No, I don't think that way, but..."

"Then it's settled. Even if the other side makes a valid argument, humans have emotions, so being logically correct isn't enough. I mean, restricting chocolate parfaits just because they're fattening is unthinkable, right?"

"What are you talking about?"

Despite saying that, Hayato started to think that maybe he was worrying too much. The other side might have its reasons, but he had his own reason of not wanting Diite to be destroyed. For Hayato, that was a reason he absolutely had to protect.

"Besides..."

Esha looked at Hayato and started to say something, but stopped.

"Besides?"

When he prompted her, Esha frowned slightly before speaking.

"It would be a problem if I couldn't eat the chocolate parfaits you make in the real world. I'm quite fond of them. That's a much more respectable reason than world domination."

"Oh! I also love the pudding you make in the real world, Hayato-san! I like it even more than the five star pudding here!"

Ren chimed in, echoing Esha.

Hayato was happy to hear their words, but not wanting to show it, he made a slight grimace. But he was mostly smiling.

"You're supposed to say coffee there."

"I... I suppose I wouldn't want... to be unable to drink Hayato's coffee either..."

"Ash, you don't have to force yourself to say it. That's actually more hurtful."

"Well now, I'd certainly love to try it myself. Maybe I'll tag along with Ney-sama next time."

"Jolth, you're welcome too. It should be around a three-star taste recently, so it should be fine... I guess. But is it really okay for me to serve coffee I made to someone from the Foundation, even if he's a former member...?"

Before they knew it, smiles had returned to their faces. Hayato thought it was thanks to Esha and Ren-chan, and decided to watch the next match.



		
			Chapter 344

			A Fateful Showdown

			The semifinal matches began in the former Assassin Guild's underground arena.

They were still feeling a bit unsettled by Nanagi's talk of world domination, but thanks to Esha, who had come for the sweets, the atmosphere had returned to normal.

In the end, they couldn't find out why Nanagi was there, but they understood his reason for siding with Amanda. Hayato had contacted Diite via voice chat just in case. After a moment of thought, she had simply said, "Got it, thank you."

Ultimately, even knowing the enemy's reasoning, they had come to terms with the fact that they just had to win the next event. They couldn't afford to lose from the start, but now they had an even bigger reason not to.

And winning would require a lot of preparation. Preventing their opponents from winning this tournament could be considered one of those preparations.

The remaining contestants were Cecil and Agres, along with Ox, the leader of the clan "Rampage," and Nanagi, the leader of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords.

Ox probably didn't know the full situation, but he was likely to side with whoever seemed stronger, or perhaps against the older, major clans. In other words, Amanda's side. And since Nanagi was obviously on Amanda's side, they couldn't let either of them get the tournament prize.

They hadn't been able to encourage Cecil or Agres in person, but Hayato had explained the situation briefly via voice chat and told them one of them had to win. Whether they got along or not was a mystery, but they had both declared they would be the one to win, nearly coming to blows over voice chat.

And so, the battle they couldn't afford to lose began.

The first semifinal match was Cecil versus Ox. Cecil used five swords and katanas, while Ox used a steel mace and shield.

Hayato didn't know much about PvP matchups, but Cecil's main weapons were the Excalibur Replica and the Arondight Replica. Both could deal damage that ignored defense, but their base damage was lower than the originals. He thought that if she could land enough hits it wouldn't be a problem, but Ox had a shield. Even if her attacks ignored defense, they wouldn't do any damage if they didn't connect. Ox's handling of his mace was also quite skilled, so Hayato thought she would have a tough fight.

And when the bell for the match to start rang, the battle on the stage began.

Cecil, not one to wait and see what her opponent would do, smiled as she charged at Ox. Her unpredictable dual-wielding style was enough to keep Ox pinned in place, but he remained calm, parrying her attacks with his shield and mace without a hint of panic.

The surrounding spectators let out cries of admiration, but Hayato and the others, who were used to seeing Cecil fight, were not so surprised. In fact, they were more surprised by Ox's overly calm fighting style.

"Amazing, none of Cecil's consecutive attacks are hitting him."

Jolth nodded at Hayato's words.

"Ox is very good with his shield. I went on a few joint clan hunts with him, and he was a very reliable tank."

"A tank wants the Assassin series armor?"

"Rampage has a lot of players, so maybe he won't use it himself. Or maybe he decided that equipment has a better probability of success."

The Assassin series had a rare ability to defeat an opponent in one hit. The probability was unknown, and it wasn't clear which opponents it was effective against, but it was highly likely that he judged it to be efficient.

"If you attack with a lot of hits, the probability of the instant-death effect should go up quite a bit, right?"

Ren said this while munching on a cream puff.

Hayato nodded.

"I see. Even if the probability is one percent, if you hit them a thousand times, the chances will skyrocket."

"It seems like it would be pretty amazing if you used something like Arrow Rain, which can attack a lot with a bow!"

"Ah, so there's a way to do that."

Arrow Rain was a bow weapon skill. While the damage per shot was low, it could fire a large number of arrows. However, it wasn't used much because it consumed a lot of arrows.

If the number of hits was high, the activation rate of the instant-death effect would also increase. That was certainly a threat. It didn't matter against monsters, but the next event was PvP, and since it would be a battle for territory, the fighting would take place on a large field. Getting hit with an Arrow Rain that had a chance of instant death would be dangerous.

They couldn't lose. He was about to cheer for Cecil, but he noticed Esha staring intently at her without eating anything. From the VIP box, they looked down on the stage, and she was leaning slightly over the railing to watch the match.

"You're watching so intently, is something wrong?"

"No, just that Cecil's opponent is holding back quite a bit."

"Huh? Holding back?"

Could he really afford to hold back against Cecil? Hayato looked at Ox again, but to his eyes, it didn't seem like he was holding back. He was certainly parrying her attacks with ease, but he thought it was an exaggeration to say he was holding back.

"Is he holding back?"

"Cecil's movements are sloppy, so she's full of openings. But he hasn't done anything even when he has a clear chance to counterattack, has he?"

Hayato couldn't tell, so he asked Ash and Jolth for their opinions, and they both nodded.

"To say he's holding back might be a bit different, but Ox has no intention of attacking. He's completely on the defensive."

"I think so too. Well, I only noticed it when you pointed it out, but it's true that he hasn't done anything even when he's had chances to counterattack."

There was no time limit in this match. It would continue until one of them fell. In fact, if it dragged on, the durability of their weapons and armor would decrease and they would break. Cecil, who had many weapons, would have the advantage, and if it came to a fistfight, Cecil, who had martial arts skills, would also have the advantage. Even if he didn't know about her martial arts skills, he wouldn't want his high-performance shield and mace to be destroyed. It was an unsettling feeling not knowing what his intentions were.

"Is he aiming for a one-shot reversal?"

"It doesn't look like it. He's just dragging out the match. Perhaps..."

"Do you know what's going on, Esha?"

"It's just speculation, but maybe he's leveling up his skills?"

"Skill leveling?"

"He might be trying to raise his Shield Arts skill to 200. PvP is more efficient for skill leveling than fighting monsters."

"More efficient...? Why do you know that, Esha?"

That was the first time he'd heard that. Diite might know, but she had been busy lately and hadn't been to the base, so he hadn't heard anything about it. Regardless, how did Esha know that PvP was efficient for skill leveling?

"That's because I used to fight the Maid Chief in the basement of the Maid Guild. It's thanks to her that my sniping and magic skills reached 200."

"...Come to think of it, I heard there's something like an arena in the basement of the Maid Guild. There was also a place like a courtroom."

Esha was a problem child at the Maid Guild. There must have been battles with the Maid Chief whenever something came up. From the beginning, only Esha's skill cap had been released. As for where she had raised those skills, it wasn't from fighting monsters, but from PvP with the Maid Chief.

"Maybe that Nanagi person is also participating in the tournament for that reason? The skill cap was just released recently, and skill progression is based on difficulty, so you can't raise skills against weak opponents."

So the Maid Chief is strong enough to raise skills to 200, he thought, a rather trivial thought. And he also thought that Nanagi should just fight Amanda to level up his skills, but there was something even sadder.

"A guy who's plotting world domination is skill leveling... I'd rather there be another reason. I'd rather he be aiming for what Ren-chan was talking about."

It was Hayato's wish that enemies act like enemies. He was grateful that there was a reason for the world domination, but it was sad to think that what they were doing was just playing a virtual reality game.

"Even if it's a game, the other side is serious. We don't know when the next event will start, so I don't think it's wrong to raise their skills even a little."

"When you put it that way, I guess so."

"Why don't you guys start doing mock battles starting today? If you ask the Maid Chief, I think she'll lend you the underground arena."

Ash nodded at Esha's words.

"That's definitely necessary. It does go up just by fighting monsters, but it feels inefficient when fighting strong enemies. If it goes up in mock battles, that's better."

Combat itself involved the player's own motor skills, but skills had a large impact on things that affected stats like damage dealt and received, HP, and MP. Even with low stats and skills, it was possible to win against an opponent, but you couldn't fight if there was such a difference that a single hit could turn the tables on dozens of hits worth of damage. Considering that, there was nothing good about having low skills.

What they were doing was a game, but Hayato rethought his position, realizing it was necessary to win. And they had many strong members on their side. Starting with Lunaria and the Demon Lord's Army, Ash and the other Genesis Dragons, and the samurai Benitsuru and her group. They were NPCs with enough strength to undoubtedly reach 200 in their skills.

"It's over."

As Hayato was thinking, Esha said that. He hurriedly looked at the stage and saw that Ox had been defeated, but Cecil had a complicated look on her face.

"It looked like he deliberately took the last hit. Cecil probably thought he was holding back."

"Does that mean he finished leveling his skills... I'm conflicted that an opponent who's likely to become an enemy has gotten stronger, but we got some good information, so I guess it's okay."

"It's thanks to me, so I'll have a chocolate parfait. In the real world."

"The real world, huh..."

As Hayato hesitated, the next semifinal began. The next match was Agres versus Nanagi. Agres was in his usual black leather pants and jacket, and Nanagi was wearing his Hannya mask, just like in the first round.

Agres immediately took a fighting stance. Nanagi held his sword with both hands in a low stance.

"I lost last time, but it won't be the same this time."

When Agres said that, Nanagi tilted his head. But he immediately realized something. "Ah."

"The Dragon Soul guy. To think we'd fight again in a tournament... I see, I thought I'd seen the other guy somewhere before, but he was from the same clan."

"So I wasn't even on your radar? The moment I saw you, I swore I'd defeat you."

"It was a long time ago, so I just forgot. Besides, I have a score to settle with Cecil next. I don't plan on losing until I pay her back."

"I've heard about you, and you probably have your own circumstances, but none of that matters right now. This is just a fight to see who's stronger."

"Very well. For now, this is a rematch from the Clan War, and nothing else. As the previous winner, I'll lend you my chest. Come."

"Keep talking."

As Agres said that, he immediately rushed forward. A super close-quarters battle began. Agres had the upper hand in terms of number of hits, but Nanagi continued to block his attacks with his sword.

"What was Agres talking about just now?"

As Jolth said that, Ash spoke up.

"I don't know how much you've heard, but you know there was a Clan War before, right?"

"I heard about that. I thought it was part of the game's scenario, but I was surprised to hear it really happened."

"In that battle, our clan, 'Dragon Soul,' fought Nanagi's clan, 'The Samurai.' And we lost."

"Oh! 'The Samurai,' that's the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, right? I heard they're a specialized clan where everyone has a samurai-style skill set."

"That's right. We thought we could win, but right after the battle started, they forced us into one-on-one fights, and after our rear guard was defeated, we just kept losing."

"I think our starting positions at the beginning of the battle were bad!"

Ren said this with a frustrated look.

Ash's clan, "Dragon Soul," had always started battles in the same formation, and "The Samurai" had seen through it. They had closed the distance right at the start of the battle and forced them into individual fights. It was a tactical victory for Nanagi's side. The samurai were the type who demonstrated their strength in close combat and one-on-one fights. The members who were weak in close combat were defeated first.

"But we won, you know."

As Esha said that while drinking melon juice, Ash's brow furrowed slightly.

"Everyone could watch the matches from the top eight. I think Blackjack won thanks to us."

"That's certainly true in some ways. Ivan is surprisingly good at watching those kinds of things, so even though he's rough around the edges, he made a proper strategy."

"...When we fought Lunaria's group, was it part of the plan for you to cast Destroy on those two, Esha?"

"That's right. Ivan asked me to do it. He said Lunaria-sama was the most dangerous. Surely you didn't think I did that for no reason, Ash-sama?"

Ash was shaking his head vigorously.

"Well, that's fine. So, even though Ivan is on Amanda's side, I don't think he's that strong. Ivan is strong on his own, but his real scariness is in researching his opponents and hitting them where it hurts."

"So an Ivan who's just an avatar with his consciousness taken over isn't that scary... What about the other members of Blackjack?"

"I don't know how the AI being used will respond, but I don't think they're that scary."

Hayato listened to Esha and Ash's conversation, thinking, 'I see.' Hypnos had said something similar, calling them just monsters with rare equipment. Considering that, it would be much easier than facing the real Ivan. He had told everyone the situation, but he hadn't said they were weaker than they actually were. He didn't know how much weaker they would be, and he thought it was best not to be complacent. Besides, their equipment was indeed extremely rare, and that was something they shouldn't underestimate. According to Diite, it would eventually be possible to make weapons and armor with the same performance, but for now, they only had replica types with lower performance.

Hayato believed that as a production player, creating the strongest possible weapons, armor, and items would lead to victory. For that, he needed to get his skills to 200 quickly. It was a waste of time to just watch the matches, so he tried to make items in the VIP box.

"Ah!"

Ren, who was watching the match, cried out. When Hayato looked at the stage, Agres was lying flat on his back. According to Ren, he had been hit by a counter. His Blade Catch skill had activated once, but the second time he couldn't use it because of the cool down time.

"I win this time too, but it seems you're not using your usual weapon. I'll postpone our match until the next event."

Nanagi said that and sheathed his sword. It seemed the final would continue as is, and Nanagi remained standing on the stage. Staff members were moving Agres.

"So the final is Cecil versus Nanagi. Can Cecil win?"

When Hayato said that, Esha said, "She'll be fine." "Cecil can be inconsistent with her motivation, but she gets more motivated the stronger her opponent is. That samurai was strong, so I think Cecil will get serious."

Hayato had seen Cecil fight several times. When they went to the cafeteria with Maris's group and fought Ronios's group, she had fought with considerable enjoyment. And she was used to fighting, or rather, she fought with a firm grasp of the rules of this virtual reality. She seemed like the type to fight on instinct, but Hayato thought she was a genius type who just knew without thinking.

That Cecil went up on stage and faced Nanagi.

"It's been a long time. The frustration of losing to you and Ivan in the Clan War is still so vivid I can remember it clearly. I'll pay you back for that here."

Cecil tilted her head. To begin with, Nanagi was wearing a Hannya mask. She didn't know who he was. But then she saw the sword at Nanagi's waist and her eyes widened.

"Oh! You're one of the guys I fought in the semifinals a long time ago! Give me that sword!"

"You're as ridiculous as ever. I can't give you the sword, but I can give you defeat."

"What, you're so cheap."

Even if he's the enemy, that's not cheap, Hayato thought to himself with a mental retort.

"Well, whatever, I was a little unsatisfied with the last fight. I'm gonna take it out on you, so make sure you entertain me, okay?"

"I can't promise that..."

Just as Nanagi said that, the bell for the start of the match rang.

Immediately after, a high-pitched 'kin' sound rang out. An invisible attack unleashed from a sheathed sword. Hayato hadn't expected it to come at the very beginning, and he couldn't help but shout, "Cecil!"

"Whoa, so this is the invisible Iai! That's awesome!"

"To take that on the first try..."

Cecil had, at some point, crossed the sword in her hands in front of her. Just as Simon had done on the pier, she had blocked an attack that should have been invisible.

"It's not my first time seeing it, I saw it in your first match. It's pretty interesting, but the effect is halved the second time around."

"Just because you've seen it doesn't mean you can block it."

"I don't know much about it, but it's a short-range, straight-line attack, right? If I just put my sword between your scabbard and me, I'm safe."

"To see through that much. You monster...!"

"Hey, hey, I'm a maiden too. That hurts, you know?"

Cecil said that without looking hurt at all. And she smiled a vicious smile that was unimaginable for a maiden.

Immediately after, Cecil closed the distance to Nanagi and swung her swords as if to sandwich him from both sides.

Nanagi moved his sword at high speed and deflected both almost simultaneous attacks with a single sword. Cecil's arms were forced into an open pose, leaving her defenseless.

"Whoa!?"

Nanagi leaped in front of the surprised Cecil. And a single flash... was supposed to happen, but Cecil had stopped Nanagi's attack with a Blade Catch.

Cecil had dropped all her weapons to the ground and activated the martial arts skill Blade Catch.

"You have martial arts skills too. What a pain..."

"It'd be a waste if it ended too quickly, right?"

Cecil kicked Nanagi to create distance and picked up the sword she had dropped. It wasn't one Hayato had made, but one Cecil had from the beginning.

"A sword for a sword after all!"

"I don't mind, but don't make excuses if you lose."

"You can make excuses if you lose."

Cecil held her sword with both hands and charged at Nanagi. The speed of her sword was so fast that Hayato's eyes could barely follow it. However, Nanagi seemed to be able to see it clearly, and he blocked all her attacks with his sword. Because of the high speed of the swords, the sound of them clashing was continuous. And the crowd was getting excited. They were betting, so they were getting heated, but they were probably just excited about the fight. Hayato was one of them. In reality, his palms would be sweating.

"That Nanagi is pretty strong. It's a little surprising that he can do that much without relying on skills."

Ash said that next to Hayato.

"Indeed. And neither of them has landed a clean hit. Well, Nanagi and Simon were originally taught swordsmanship by Benny-chan, so whether they can do it in reality or not, they can probably move properly."

Benitsuru was a master of the Azuma-ryu sword style in reality. He didn't know how she ended up wanting to live in a virtual reality, but Simon and Nanagi were taught swordsmanship by her. That had become the relationship of a princess and her retainers in the virtual reality. Simon had beaten Nanagi on the pier, but that was a narrow victory, or rather, a desperate battle using Hayato's skills. As for whether Simon could have won in a pure sword fight, Hayato didn't know.

Against that Nanagi, Cecil was pushing. Nanagi was on the defensive. That state continued for several minutes, but then Nanagi failed to block a sword attack. His body staggered, creating a fatal opening. Cecil was not one to miss it. She quickly moved behind the badly off-balance Nanagi and attacked his back.

But Nanagi, from that position, unleashed a stabbing back kick with his left foot. Since he had a sword equipped, it wouldn't do any damage, but it would be a kick that could break Cecil's stance. That's what should have happened, but the perfectly timed kick hit nothing but air. Cecil had dodged it by a hair's breadth.

"What!?"

"Sorry, Simon's hit me with that one before!"

Cecil, who often had mock battles with Simon, knew that kick was coming. And she slashed at Nanagi, who had lost his balance even more after his kick missed. And she didn't stop at one hit, but continued to slash at him. "To be thwarted by him again...!"

Nanagi said that with his Hannya mask still on, and then he fell face down on the stage.



		
			Chapter 345

			The Man Who Made an AI Laugh

			The battle at the former Assassin Guild ended with Cecil's victory. It was apparently a huge success, and the organizer, Zack, was overjoyed, saying, "They told me the country could host something like this!"

Hayato and the others hadn't known, but it seemed some important people from the kingdom had come to watch and assess the situation. They wouldn't make it a betting match, but they said they could make a decent profit just from ticket sales and providing food.

In any case, Cecil obtained the Assassin series armor as the grand prize, but she said, "I'm not gonna use this," and pushed it onto Hayato.

After his loss, Nanagi had disappeared somewhere and they couldn't make contact with him afterward. Similarly, Ox from the clan "Rampage" seemed to have logged out immediately after his loss and was nowhere to be found.

Lutz, who had lost to Nanagi, had said, "My training is still lacking," and immediately headed for a hunting ground. Agres, who had also lost, was being comforted by Ash and Ren.

It had been a day of many gains, but it was also a little unsettling to feel that the enemy, starting with Nanagi, was also moving forward with their preparations.

They couldn't afford to lose either, so Hayato decided to spend the rest of his time leveling up his skills and returned to the base.

The next day, a surprised voice echoed through Hayato's base.

"Huh? You want me to teach you swordsmanship?"

In the base's dining hall, Benitsuru, who had come to see Lunaria in the morning, let out a surprised cry, and next to her, Simon's eyes widened.

It was Agres who had said he wanted to be taught swordsmanship. Agres, who had logged in at almost the same time as Hayato and Ash, had bowed his head and asked Benitsuru. The swordsmanship of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords was something they had learned from Benitsuru. He didn't want to learn it in the sense of mastering it, but rather to gain knowledge for the next time they fought.

This was influenced by Cecil's victory over Nanagi. Cecil often had mock battles with Simon. The kick that Nanagi had unleashed at the end. The reason she could dodge it was thanks to those mock battles. It was one of the attacks that Benitsuru had taught the Ten Holy Demonic Swords, and Simon had used it in their mock battles.

"Even if it's just superficial knowledge, knowing and not knowing makes a huge difference. Besides, I'm done losing to the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. Please."

Agres said that and bowed his head again.

"I ask as well."

Ash, who had been listening, also bowed his head next to Agres.

Benitsuru looked at the two of them and began to tremble.

"Your spirit is commendable! Bravo, you might say! I'll even teach you the secret ultimate techniques!"

"Princess, I have not been taught such things."

"I just said it for the effect, but that's how I feel! While we're at it, how about you too, Hayacchi!? It's free! I'll do it for free!"

"Well, it wouldn't mean anything if I learned it..."

Hayato couldn't fight. He hadn't been able to fight before, but now the demerits from his negative skills had become so severe that he would fall from just a slight hit. He didn't think he would be on the battlefield during the Conflict event either. He would probably go to the territory where the battle was taking place, but he would be in a rear support role more than ever before.

"It's not like we're having a mock battle, I just want Hayacchi to know about my swordsmanship, even if it's just the knowledge."

"Well, if that's the case. Is it okay if I level up my skills while I listen?"

"Do as you see fit, you might say!"

"Alright. Then, please, I'm in your care."

"Okay! Then, from now on, you will call me Master!"

"You didn't just drag me into this because you wanted to be called Master, did you? Look at me when you talk."

"Ah, Hayato, you may also look up to me as your senior disciple."

"You too, Simon...?"

And so, Benitsuru's swordsmanship instruction was about to begin. But there was a problem. Everyone's gaze turned to the source of that problem.

Lunaria had the door leading to the shop slightly open, and she was looking this way through the gap. If one were to describe her expression in words, it would be, "She looks like she really wants to join in." And from that gap, it wasn't just Lunaria, but Xenobia was also peeking out. Her face said, "I'm a little interested."

"How about you two, Lunaria-san and Xenobia-san?"

When Hayato said that, Lunaria threw open the door and entered the dining hall as if she had been waiting for it.

"Hmph, if you insist, I suppose I have no choice but to participate."

Everyone thought that no one had insisted that much, but no one said anything, as they knew that was just how Lunaria was.

And Xenobia was looking this way with her face half-hidden.

"Um, Xenobia-san...?"

"Xenobia-chan feels a little overwhelmed with three men in this room. But she's trying. She's really trying."

Lunaria said that, defending Xenobia. Xenobia had a fear of men. She had gotten used to Hayato enough to greet him, but it seemed she would still need more time with Ash and Agres.

"Xenobia-chan, it's okay, there are only two handsome men and one normal guy in this room. There's no need to be scared."

"Three men was good enough, wasn't it? Could you please tell me the breakdown of handsome and normal?"

"For Hayato-san's sake, I cannot say. The Demon Lord can read the room. This is an atmosphere where it should not be said."

"You're basically already saying it."

Both Ash and Agres were handsome. They had different styles, one being a refreshing sportsman type and the other a wild type, but they were definitely handsome. And Hayato was normal. He knew that very well himself. He knew it, but it was still sad.

"I, I think Hayato-san isn't handsome, but he's a k, kind person. Like, there's an incredible sense of security around him..."

Zanobia said that while still hiding. She must have really pushed herself, because she was breathing a little heavily, despite being in a virtual space. It wasn't a bad evaluation, but being told so clearly that he wasn't handsome made Hayato feel a little down.

"Oh, I get it. He's like the older brother who lives next door, right? Not handsome, but super nice!"

Benitsuru said, and, "I believe he has strength as well as kindness. It is true that he is not handsome, but I think that is what is good about him."

Simon said.

"He's not handsome, but he protected me from Rosalie-chan's scolding once, so I'll vote for kind."

And Lunaria also chimed in with that.

"Could you please decide whether you're praising me or insulting me? And please don't compare my level of handsomeness to Ash and Agres."

"Hey, hey, it's better to be praised for your character than your looks, isn't it? Me and Ash could easily be just a pretty face, you know?"

"Then why do I feel like I've lost...?"

"It's not about winning or losing. If you ask me, I'm jealous of Hayato for being praised for his unseen inner qualities. Right, Ash?"

"That's true. Ren also looks up to Hayato, so I'm envious. Lately, Ren has been really harsh on me, saying I have no delicacy..."

It felt like that was a completely different story, but Hayato reconsidered, thinking that maybe it wasn't a story he needed to be down about. And then he tried to remember what they were talking about in the first place, and finally remembered. It was about whether Xenobia would listen to Benitsuru's talk about swordsmanship.

"Well then, back to the topic. Are you okay listening from over there, Xenobia-san? Should we move a little further away?"

"I, I'm fine... I feel more at ease here."

"Um, well, if you want to join in, just let me know. The men will move. Well then, Benny-chan... Master, if you please."

When Hayato said that, Benitsuru beamed and said cheerfully, "As you wish!"

Then she took a deep breath and her face became serious.

"Broadly speaking, my style is a swordsmanship based on counters. To put it in difficult terms, it's called 'go no sen,' but it's like attacking in response to the opponent's attack."

According to Benitsuru, the moment someone is about to attack is when they are most defenseless, and if you can aim for that, your attack will not be dodged. And the difficult part is making the opponent attack how you want them to, so it was important to deliberately create an opening.

"When you get to my level, you can even control where your opponent attacks! This is for PvP though, it doesn't work on monsters."

"Huh? Really?"

"The stronger the opponent, the better it works! People who properly understand things like line of sight and body movement are more likely to fall for it. In fact, it might not work on Hayacchi."

"I'm not exactly happy about that, but is that how it is?"

"Also, people who have an unconventional attack style like Lunacchi are also impossible. It's like it doesn't matter what the opponent is doing, she always decides her attacks based on her mood for the day..."

"Hmph, if there are carrots for breakfast, I go for a Kesa-giri slash as my first move. And if there's celery, I go all out from the start to relieve stress. If there are strawberries, I'm a little gentler."

"Uh, yeah. Even with my swordsmanship, I don't think I can do anything about breakfast... That's how it is, so she completely ignores my subtle movements..."

For some reason, everyone felt a sense of pity for Benitsuru, but she seemed to pull herself together and continued her explanation with a smile.

"Well, anyway, if you're fighting Nanagi's group, you should think that the most dangerous time is when they clearly lose their balance. They're not as good as me, but there are plenty of ways to make your opponent attack!"

"I see. Yesterday, I got impatient because my attacks weren't hitting Nanagi at all. I thought he'd lost his balance a little and when I went to hit him, I got countered easily."

"Exactly, when you learn my swordsmanship, you start fighting like that. However, Simon..."

Benitsuru trailed off and gave Simon a disappointed look. Simon's brow furrowed, but she nodded. "Indeed."

"I understand. I should probably wait a little longer. But I am not good at waiting."

"In Simon's case, it's not a counter, but a desperate charge. It's like, 'even if I get cut, I'll cut you back twice as much,' which is the complete opposite of what I teach. It seems she's become a little more patient thanks to her mock battles with Cecil-chi."

"That wasn't me waiting, but rather Cecil-dono had so many attacks that I had no choice but to keep blocking. So, I was able to show off my kick after losing my balance. Well, I'm glad it was useful. However..."

Simon trailed off and crossed her arms, deep in thought.

"To think that Nanagi would be participating in that tournament. I don't know if it was for skill leveling or if he wanted the Assassin series equipment, but I should have participated as well."

"I think it was probably both. Rosalie-chan said so."

According to what Lunaria heard from Rosalie, the Demonfolk were collecting rare items, going to dungeons and defeating rare monsters. At first, they thought they were doing it to level up their skills, but they were bringing back the dropped items without discarding them. And after defeating a monster several times, they would change their target to another rare monster. It was only Rosalie's group's prediction, but they thought that they were targeting another monster once a rare item dropped.

It was possible to interfere by starting a fight, but that wouldn't make their side stronger. It wasn't like they could steal the dropped items, and while they could interfere with the monster's claim once or twice, it was impossible to do it every time. For that reason, Rosalie, Gil, and Ney's groups decided not to interfere, but to counter it by going to dungeons, fighting rare monsters, and starting to collect rare items themselves.

"She said they'd bring a lot of materials so Hayato-san could make a ton of production items."

"Of course. I'll make anything, so I want them to bring a lot."

Materials for production items could be bought with money, but they weren't infinite. And weapon and armor maintenance consumed a lot of cloth and ore. It was a great help for Hayato to have them bring a lot.

(It ended up being an interference in this tournament, but that was just a coincidence. What's important is how much stronger we can get before the event starts. I have to do my best as a production player... Do they have a production player on their side? I don't want to lose in terms of quantity...)

That thought crossed his mind, but Benitsuru said, "Alright, next is practice!"

"I've only explained a little, but I'll teach the rest while we actually do it! Alright everyone, outside..."

"Oh, right. I asked the Maid Chief through Esha, so we can borrow the underground arena at the Maid Guild. It's not exactly secret training, but if we're going to do it, that's probably better, right?"

"As expected of Hayacchi! I'm so happy to have such an excellent disciple! And secret training sounds so exciting!"

"So I'm officially your disciple now...?"

Even though he had said it on a whim, Hayato regretted a little that he shouldn't have called her master.

"Then, let's go right away! I'll train you hard!"

As Benitsuru said that, Agres also nodded.

"That's right, it seems PvP is better for skill leveling, so let's learn in a practical format."

"Well then, I'll stop here. I have to expand the base and level up my skills, so I'll be working hard in my room."

"That's a bit boring, but I guess it can't be helped. I'll train Hayacchi properly next time I have a chance!"

"Please be gentle with me then."

"Then, I will also train Hayato-san as the next Demon Lord. I plan to be strict, so you will call me Master as well. I will also call you my disciple. And you will offer sweets to your master."

"Why are you trying to compete? Besides, we don't need a next Demon Lord, do we?"

Lunaria crossed her arms, closed her eyes, and looked up at the ceiling, thinking.

(Is it really something to think about that much...?)

"Then I will train Hayato-san as the Vice Demon Lord."

"I don't need that position, you know?"

After that conversation, Benitsuru and the others headed to the Maid Guild. And Hayato was about to return to his room to level up his production skills. But before he could move, the maid Rose came from the shop area. For some reason, Rose had a serious look on her face.

"Rose-san, is something wrong?"

"Yes, actually, there's something I'd like to ask of you, Hayato-sama... Would you be willing to lend me the Assassin series equipment?"

"...Is there someone you want to assassinate?"

"Huh? No, no, that's not it. I admire assassins."

Rose said this shyly. Hayato couldn't see what there was to be shy about. In fact, it was a line that he thought she probably shouldn't say.

"How should I put it, I've recently started to wonder if it's enough to just protect the base and tend to the shop as a maid."

"I think that's the best kind of maid. In fact, I'm already full of the opposite kind of maid."

There were more than enough maids who were better at attacking than defending.

"That's it. I know that Esha is excellent in that regard, but I don't want to lose to her, so to speak. And in the next event, the Maid Guild has said they will fight as allies of Lunaria-sama. I also want to acquire even greater strength, but I thought I'd start by reviewing my equipment."

Hayato had heard about that too. The Maid Guild and the Butler Guild had said they would side with Lunaria. In addition, the Treasure Hunter Guild, the Escort Guild, and the Tamer Guild had also said they would side with them after hearing the situation. It was unclear whether Relic, Sonia, Mist, or Maris would log in directly, but it was reassuring to have the guilds they belonged to as allies. And the Maid Chief of the Maid Guild was quite strong. She would undoubtedly be a major asset.

Rose must have her own thoughts on the matter. Hayato thought she was probably wondering if it was okay for her to just tend the shop when there was a big battle coming up. And Rose was also a fan of Ivan. She had been outraged when Ivan was brainwashed, so she had a desire to help him somehow.

Hayato thought about it that far and nodded his head.

"If that's the case, I won't lend it to you, I'll give it to you."

"No, I will only borrow it. I am more of a maid, after all. Even if my equipment is that of an assassin, my heart is that of a maid."

"More of a...?"

He wanted her to be a complete maid, and there were other things he could have retorted, but Hayato thought, 'Oh well,' and handed the Assassin series equipment to Rose.

"Thank you very much. I will do my best in the next event as well."

"I'm counting on you. But for now, please take care of the shop. I want to earn as much money as possible."

"Leave it to me. With such high-quality items, they will sell without me having to do anything. Now then, it's almost time to open. I'll be on my way."

Rose said that, bowed politely, and then headed towards the shop space.

Everyone was working hard to win the next event. Their reasons were all different, but he was grateful for it, so Hayato resolved to work even harder than before. He immediately returned to his room and started leveling up his skills. He decided to start with the important skill of Alchemy and mass-produced Elixirs.

Unlike before, when the chance of the highest quality was one percent, and two percent with items, now, with items, it was close to ten percent. He didn't know what would happen when the skill reached 200, but if he could mass-produce the highest quality Elixirs, he would have nothing to fear.

(But if the skill goes up, will it only increase the probability of the highest quality? I feel like something more amazing should happen.)

If he asked Diite, he would know right away. They had to win the next event, so he should know any useful information, but Diite herself had said, "I won't give you any spoilers," and wouldn't answer.

"Even in a situation like this, I want you to enjoy this world. Maybe something will happen when your skill reaches 200, or maybe nothing will. I want you to find that out for yourself, Hayato-kun."

That's what Diite had said. When he asked if it was okay, since her own life was on the line, Diite had answered this way.

"Because I believe in you all, Hayato-kun. And besides, whether you know or not, you'll raise your skills to the limit anyway, right? I don't want to take away the fun of what happens when you do."

Hayato had understood and hadn't asked any more. So he was trying to raise his skills as quickly as possible.

(I still have a lot of materials for Elixirs. I'll just keep making them until I run out.)

Hayato thought that and began to make Elixirs.

Just as the number of Elixirs was about to reach triple digits, Hayato received a voice chat request.

"It's Hypnos, are you free now?"

"I'm free."

Hayato said that, but he didn't stop making Elixirs. Skills were harder to raise after 90. That seemed to have been carried over after the limit break, and it was quite difficult to raise them after 190. This was no time to stop.

"This will be the last time I send you a voice chat. It seems Nanagi told Amanda about us. She'll probably order me not to give you any more information soon."

"Ah, there was that. Sorry, that was my slip of the tongue."

"Don't worry about it. There's no more information I can send you anyway. Well then, I wish for your victory. I don't want to work under Amanda."

"Right, I'll do my best. Oh, right, one last thing. Do you have a production player on your side? Is someone from Blackjack or Ambrosia doing it?"

"I don't know why you're asking that, but I'm doing it."

"Huh?"

"I'm handling all the production here. What a demanding woman she is. No, more than that, is what you want to know about the quantity? Unfortunately, I'm also making a considerable amount of medicine and food here."

"I see..."

"However, I'm only making things with production skills at 100. I haven't been told to make them in a limit-broken state. You, on the other hand, have probably broken the limit, haven't you, Hayato?"

"Ah, yeah. I've broken the limit on about five of them."

Hayato said that, but there was no response from Hypnos. The chat hadn't disconnected, he was just silent.

"Can you hear me? Is something wrong?"

"I can hear you. Did you really take on five demerits?"

"That's right. Now I fall over even if someone just pokes me a little..."

From the other side of the communication, he could hear a voice that sounded like it was holding back laughter.

"I thought you might do two or three, but to think you did five. You're an interesting one. Amanda also makes me laugh in various ways, but you can be proud as the man who made an AI laugh, Hayato."

"Just like Amanda... I'm not particularly proud, but if I made you laugh, then I'm happy. Even if it's not what I intended."

"I see... You're happy..."

"Is something wrong?"

"No, it's nothing. As a thank you for making me laugh, I'll tell you one thing."

He might get some useful information. Hayato just answered, "What is it?" and concentrated.

"Get along well with Diite."

"...Excuse me?"

"Become an irreplaceable person to Diite. That will make Diite..."

He could hear Hypnos's voice, but a noise like static came in, and Hayato couldn't hear him.

"Huh, sorry, I couldn't hear the last part very well."

"A restriction has been placed on me, I see. Oh well. It was only for a little while, but it was fun talking with you, Hayato. I don't know if we'll be able to meet again, but if we do, I'll be in your care then."

"Huh? W, wait a minute..."

Havato tried to stop him, but the voice chat was cut off from Hypnos's end. He hurriedly tried to request a voice chat with Hypnos, but there was no response, as if he had been blocked.

(What's with that? He said it like it was our last goodbye. And get along with Diite-chan? What does he mean by 'become an irreplaceable person'?)

Hayato thought about various things, but he couldn't come up with an answer. He tried to restart the Elixir production he had stopped without realizing it, but he was too unsettled to focus, so he decided to take a break and started drinking coffee.



		
			Chapter 346

			The Philosopher's Stone

			Three days after hearing Hypnos’s cryptic words, Hayato was in his room at the headquarters, leveling his skills as usual.

Even though Hypnos was on his mind, there was nothing he could do about it for now. He had relayed the conversation to Diite, but Diite herself did not understand what it was about and could only tilt her head in confusion.

"In any case, Hayato-kun, you and everyone else have become irreplaceable to me," Diite had told Hayato with a smile.

Hearing that face-to-face was embarrassing. Though it was virtual reality, it showed on Hayato’s face, and Diite teased him for it. To make matters worse, Esha, who was also present, joined in on the teasing, and the uncomfortable days continued.

Despite the situation, he pulled himself together and carried on leveling his Alchemy skill just as he always did.

And then, just as he had crafted his fiftieth Elixir, it happened.

"It’s here…!"

The moment Hayato created a highest quality Elixir, his Alchemy skill reached 200.

Would something happen, or would nothing happen at all?

Nothing special had occurred when it hit 100, but he waited nervously to see what would happen this time. Then, the same voice used for world announcements echoed inside his head.

"By reaching level 200 in the Alchemy skill, new alchemy recipes have been unlocked."

"Ooh!"

Hayato was about to check what he could now make, but the announcement was not finished. There was more.

"As a level 200 bonus, the cool down time for crafted potions will be halved."

"Oh…?"

"The effectiveness of crafted potions will be increased by 25%."

"Ooh…?"

"You can now combine two different potions. Please check the help menu for details."

"Combining…?"

He had expected some kind of bonus, but the content was so far beyond his expectations that Hayato forgot his situation and rejoiced. The effect increase alone was amazing, but a new system called combining had also been added.

(No, calm down. There’s a lot I want to do, but first, the new alchemy recipes.)

Hayato took a deep breath, then opened the alchemy menu and checked the recipes one by one.

There were indeed more potions he could make, but a few of them stood out.

Among them were Soma, for instant MP recovery, and Amrita, which neutralized all status effects. There were also new types of potions with coexisting merits and demerits, such as one that doubled attack power but reduced defense to zero.

Each one seemed capable of changing the current game environment, but there was one recipe that captured Hayato’s attention most of all.

Its name was the Philosopher’s Stone.

It was the ultimate alchemical item, a staple in all sorts of creative works. An item said to be able to turn lead into gold or grant immortality. But in this virtual reality, the item description read as follows.

"When used in the creation of replica-type equipment, its true performance can be unlocked."

Hayato threw his hands up and made a triumphant pose.

The cheat-level equipment used only by certain NPCs. Hayato could make replica-type equipment with reduced performance, but he could not create the real thing. If he could make the genuine articles using the Philosopher’s Stone, it would be a significant boost to their strength.

However, there were also problems.

The genuine equipment would be user-registered, meaning it could not be passed around. Only the player who equipped it first could use it.

Another issue was that many of the materials for the Philosopher’s Stone were beyond super rare. He had never even seen some of them before. Furthermore, the creation success rate was a mere 10%. It seemed that if he succeeded, highest quality was guaranteed, but the probability of success was low to begin with.

(Some of the materials are rare, but I know or have them. Like Hihiirokane. But Zaratan’s Core, Talos’s Gear, and Phoenix’s Blood… I don’t know anything about those three. Wait, Zaratan, is that *the* Zaratan? I’ve never heard of anyone defeating it…)

The giant, island-like turtle, the sea beast Zaratan. Hayato knew it had been implemented since the early days of the game, but it was a sea monster he had never once heard a report of being defeated.

In Hayato’s knowledge, Talos was a giant bronze man. But he did not know of any such monster in the game.

And while he knew Phoenixes existed, he did not know their habitat.

The probability of making a Philosopher’s Stone was low, so he would need to make a considerable amount. Furthermore, he did not know when the event would start. He probably did not have much time.

Even if he could make the genuine items before the event began, it would only be one or two.

It was likely their chances of winning would be higher if he focused on increasing their strength in other ways rather than betting on that.

Deciding to consult with everyone later, Hayato opted to investigate the other unlocked system, combining.

He read the newly added help information from the beginning.

This was interesting in its own way. That was Hayato’s impression.

The system involved combining two crafted potions to create a new one with two different effects.

If that were all, one could just drink two separate potions, but the beneficial part of this system was that the combined potion was treated as a separate item from its original components. With clever use, it would be possible to ignore cool down times or even stack effects.

However, there was a restriction. He could not combine potions unless their quality and effect duration were the same. Also, the specification was for *different* potions, so he could not just make a potion with double the performance using two of the same kind.

(So I can’t combine an instant-effect Potion with a Power Drink that has a five-minute duration. But if I can figure out the right combinations, I should be able to deal many times more damage. There’s probably an upper limit, but the possibilities are exciting…!)

A Power Drink increased attack power by 25% for five minutes. Drinking it twice would not make it 50%, but if it was a different potion created by combining, stacking would be possible. If he had Cecil drink it, she could probably unleash a strike with an unbelievable damage multiplier, just like she did when they defeated the Fire Dragon during the Stampede.

Then a thought occurred to Hayato.

If reaching level 200 in Alchemy unlocked various systems, wouldn't the same thing happen with other production skills?

The skills Hayato had pushed past the cap were Cooking, Blacksmithing, Sewing, Alchemy, and Crafting.

He had to do it. Hayato decided to level his Blacksmithing skill next and began mass-producing Excalibur Replicas.

"Is breakfast ready yet?"

"Huh? Ah!"

He thought he heard Lunaria’s voice from outside his room, and he realized a significant amount of time had passed without him noticing.

Hayato always prepared breakfast, but today, he had gotten so excited about his Alchemy skill reaching 200 that he had also started leveling his Blacksmithing skill, losing all track of time.

Hayato hurriedly opened his door and stepped outside.

"Sorry, sorry, I’ll make it right away. What would you like?"

"Then I’ll have Demon Lord Hotcakes. With as much honey as you can possibly pour on them."

"Hotcakes it is. Um, are Rosalie-san and the others here today too?"

"Yep. Xenobia-chan is also in the dining hall with them, so hurry. Gil-chan and the others already left for the hunting grounds."

"That was my fault. I’ll have to apologize to them later."

"It’s probably fine. Your weapon and armor maintenance is always perfect, so they’re really grateful just for that."

It was not completely merged yet, but Hayato’s headquarters and Lunaria’s headquarters had become one and expanded.

Additionally, an alliance system had been unlocked, allowing them to share items just like with a clan storage. Hayato was in charge of maintaining all of the Demon Lord’s Army’s equipment, and it had become something of a daily routine.

Previously, he had to hand over equipment one by one, but now he just had to do the weapon and armor maintenance on items left in the storage, which increased efficiency. It was also easier since they could freely take out potions and other items from the storage.

Everyone was well aware of Hayato’s abnormal dedication to production, but as an ally, there was no one more reliable.

In the morning, they would go to the storage and find their weapons and armor perfectly repaired, along with a massive supply of potions and food that they could not possibly use up in a day, plus any items they had requested. For that alone, everyone was grateful.

That said, it was a relationship of give and take.

"I’m grateful too. It’s thanks to you and your people, Lunaria-san, that I can use rare items as materials without hesitation."

Hayato could make anything, but he needed materials to do so. Lunaria and her followers would leave those materials in the storage. He would use them to craft items and sell them in shops or at auction. Thanks to that, he could perform maintenance, craft potions, and level his skills.

It was thanks to them that Hayato could create potions and other items almost without limit.

"I see. Then you can make my hotcakes a three-layer stack. And put some whipped cream on top, too."

"You sure eat a lot in the morning. But I’m in a bit of a celebratory mood myself today, so maybe I’ll go all out."

With that, Hayato headed to the dining hall with Lunaria.

In the dining hall, as usual, the members were waiting, each wearing a black gothic lolita dress of a different design. And for some reason, Xenobia was also waiting, looking uncomfortable in the seat next to Lunaria.

(Every time I see this, it looks like a witches’ gathering or a sabbath… Xenobia-san seems overwhelmed too.)

It looked like a dangerous ritual was about to begin, but Hayato asked for their breakfast orders as usual.

However, it was the same menu as Lunaria’s. Some members looked a little downcast at the mention of three hotcakes.

Only Xenobia said she was fine with just bread and salad, so Hayato immediately started cooking.

He quickly prepared the food and placed the hotcakes in front of the members. He also prepared drinks. This would normally be a troublesome task, but Hayato enjoyed hospitality, so he prepared everything without any trouble.

It was not that Lunaria and her group took it for granted. They sat quietly at the table and thanked Hayato for his service. Although, they had once asked him to wear a butler’s uniform, which he had rejected.

When the preparations were complete, Lunaria gave a single, firm nod.

"Well then, let’s eat."

As Lunaria spoke, the members of the Black Rose and Xenobia chorused, "Let’s eat."

And so, an elegant breakfast began.

(All that’s left is the usual post-meal fruit platter. I’ll go get some from the indoor garden.)

Along with the expansion of the headquarters, the indoor garden had also been expanded, allowing him to grow many types of fruit.

He wanted to eventually push his production skill, Cultivation, past its limit as well, but he was holding back, thinking that taking on any more demerits might be a bad idea.

However, if reaching level 200 unlocked some new system, he had no choice but to level it. Hayato pondered which skill he would have to lower this time as he headed to the room.

Previously, he had been growing melons for Esha, but now he was also growing oranges, apples, strawberries, and bananas. Recently, since they were consuming a lot of chocolate, he had started growing cacao as well.

It would be faster to buy them from a shop, but he resigned himself to watering them every day, telling himself it was necessary to produce high-quality fruit.

Hayato put today’s harvest into his item bag and returned to the dining hall.

When he returned to the dining hall, for some reason, everyone was staring at him.

"Huh? What is it?"

He had gotten a little used to it recently, but the dining hall was filled with only beautiful women. The thought of all of them staring at him was unsettling, even in virtual reality.

"I heard from Lunaria-sama. You have something you wish to celebrate?" Rosalie asked, elegantly wiping her mouth with a table napkin.

"Ah, that. Actually, my Alchemy skill just reached 200. So I’m in a mood to celebrate."

Light gasps of surprise rose at Hayato’s words.

"Congratulations… But for a production skill to reach 200 before our combat skills, isn’t that a bit strange?"

Rosalie and her group were also leveling their skills. Mainly their combat skills. They fought monsters, but they also did various things in player-versus-player combat, where skills were easier to level up.

They were surprised that Hayato’s production skills were reaching 200 faster than their own skill leveling.

"It’s because I can use materials freely, thanks to all of you. Oh, by the way, when my Alchemy skill hit 200, a system called combining was unlocked. I can now combine two potions. If used well, it seems like the effect could be doubled…"

Hayato stopped his words there.

The entire Black Rose group was now staring at Hayato with an intensity that was incomparable to before.

"I-is something wrong…?"

"D-does that mean the effect can be d-doubled?" Rosalie asked Hayato, trying to maintain her composure but failing.

"I haven’t tried it, but it seems to be treated as a different potion, so the effects might stack. You can’t use the same potion twice because of the cool down time, after all."

"Skincare! Make us skincare products!"

"Whoa, what?!"

Hayato was surrounded by the members of the Black Rose. And they were holding their weapons.

Then Rosalie, holding her giant scythe, Scream, looked at Hayato with a sorrowful expression.

"Lately, it has been nothing but fighting, and our femininity is being worn down to a nub! If this continues, we will end up like Gil and his men, so we were planning to take a day off today and relax! Hearing such a thing, we have no choice but to ask this of you!"

"Seriously…?"

It was true that there were potions for things like skincare and making one’s skin smooth. He had heard that female players often used them because they were reflected in their appearance even in virtual reality.

Hayato thought for a moment before agreeing.

However, it was on the condition that he was only *trying* it, and they would not get angry if the effect was not doubled.

He wanted to spend as much time as possible leveling his other production skills, but it was also a fact that he was grateful to everyone. If this would boost their morale, he was not against it. Hayato prepared dessert and then began making skincare potions.

Several minutes later, unfortunately, combining and using the skincare potions did not double their effect.

However, thanks to his level 200 Alchemy skill, their performance was increased by 25%. This seemed to be reflected, as everyone happily said their skin felt better than usual.

Hayato could not tell the difference at all, but if they said so, it must be true. For some reason, they asked him to make it for them every day, so it was added to his list of daily crafting items.

System-wise, it did not increase their attack power, but if it improved their mood, then their combat strength would undoubtedly increase.

He thought this was a very feminine trait, but Lunaria and Xenobia did not seem to get it, complaining that "it just feels slimy."

Despite the situation, Hayato brought up a topic of his own.

Naturally, it was about the Philosopher’s Stone.

They were quite surprised to hear it could turn replica-type equipment into the real thing, but Lunaria alone was dejected.

"I haven’t been unfaithful, but Arondight is going to cheat on me?"

"I don’t think that’s what it means."

Since he could make an Arondight Replica, he would also be able to make the real Arondight. The Arondight Lunaria possessed was her exclusive equipment, but if Hayato made one, it would become someone else’s exclusive equipment.

"For the sake of me and Arondight, I’m starting to think I should defeat Hayato-san."

"It’s just your imagination, so please don’t. Besides, I think that Arondight is mutually in love with you, Lunaria-san. A crafted Arondight would just be a different thing with the same name."

"Hayato-san has said something good. I shall give you a Demon Lord’s Cookie. Rosalie-chan, present it to him."

"…Thank you."

Hayato received a four-star cookie from Rosalie.

But the conversation did not end there.

"Lunaria-sama, I have had a thought. What if Hayato were to create a genuine Excalibur, and you, Lunaria-sama, were to dual wield it? I believe you would be able to use Ivan’s ‘White Lightning’ as well, Lunaria-sama."

Arondight’s "Black Swan" and Excalibur’s "White Lightning" were both exclusive weapon skills that, when activated, granted body enhancements and damage boosts that allowed the user to move beyond the laws of physics.

Ney and Cecil dual wielded replicas, but they did not have the weapon skills. Those were skills exclusive to the genuine articles. Hayato was also curious what would happen if both were activated at the same time.

At Rosalie’s suggestion, Lunaria closed her eyes and thought, then her eyes snapped open.

"Does dual wielding not count as cheating?"

"Of course not."

"Adopted. Hayato-san, make me an Excalibur. A Demon Lord-exclusive Excalibur. I will cherish that child too."

"I can make it, but as I said before, making the Philosopher’s Stone itself is difficult. I don’t even know where some of the materials are."

"That is what the Maid Guild is for, is it not? If you make a request there, they will find out immediately."

At Rosalie’s words, Hayato nodded in understanding. "Ah."

"You’re right, there was that option… I see, I might be able to have them look up how to defeat Zaratan too."

The Maid Guild’s information gathering capabilities were high. The price would likely be considerable, but if that solved the problem, it should be considered a small price to pay.

"Alright, I’ll ask them. When they find out, I’ll need your help collecting the items."

"That is fine. As long as I am with everyone, I will not lose to anyone."

As Lunaria said this, Rosalie and the other members of the Black Rose had tears of emotion welling up in their eyes.

He wondered if it was really that big of a deal, but to the Black Rose, Lunaria was like a faith. It was probably just how things were, Hayato decided to stop thinking about it.

Just then, his gaze happened to fall on Xenobia. She did not seem to have been listening to the conversation, as her eyes were darting around nervously.

"Xenobia-san, is something wrong?"

"Hyaa!"

Xenobia had a fear of men. He thought she had gotten used to him recently, so he had casually spoken to her, but her shriek was louder than usual, which surprised Hayato more.

"Sorry. Was that too sudden?"

Xenobia shook her head frantically from side to side, then pulled the collar of her clothes up to hide her face deeply. Her upper face was visible, but her mouth was completely hidden.

Then, with an upward glance, she bowed her head.

"N-no, I’m the one who’s sorry. Y-you just surprised me by calling out so suddenly…"

Lunaria, watching the exchange, crossed her arms and nodded.

"Just when I thought Xenobia-chan was getting used to Hayato-san, it seems she still has a way to go. Perhaps some drastic treatment is necessary."

"I don’t think you need to force a cure. In fact, doing something unnecessary might make it worse, so I think you should stop."

"It is true that forcing it is not good. I was thinking of a treatment where I lock her in the same room as Hayato-san for a day—"

"No way."

Xenobia cut Lunaria off. Despite her usual timid demeanor, she said it with considerable determination.

He did not think there was any deep meaning to it, but Hayato felt a little shocked. He would be troubled if that happened, but he thought she did not have to reject it so strongly.

"Indeed, Lunaria-sama. If you were to do such a thing, there is no telling what Esha Crown might do."

"Why are you bringing up Esha’s name there?"

Lunaria and Xenobia also tilted their heads at Rosalie’s words, but Rosalie herself was looking at Hayato with a grin.

"Explaining that would be uncouth."

The members of the Black Rose also grinned and nodded in agreement.

(It really is a witches’ coven. It looks like the uncomfortable days will continue for a while…)

Leaving the dining hall now would be like admitting it was true, so Hayato made up various reasons to cook or explain the benefits of reaching skill level 200.



		
			Chapter 347

			The Demon Lord, Romance Talk, and Trust

			At midnight, three days after Hayato's Alchemy skill reached 200, an announcement was made that the "Conflict" event would be held in one week.

Not only was the event's start date and detailed rules released, but it was also the period for deciding which faction to belong to, and the game had been buzzing with excitement since just after the date changed.

It was possible to change factions until the event began, but at present, many clans were siding with Amanda’s New Demon Lord’s Army. This was because the veteran clans had, for the most part, sided with Lunaria’s Old Demon Lord’s Army.

New versus old. It was true for the Demon Lord’s armies, but there was also talk that players were projecting their own circumstances onto the situation. Most of the players who started after the Clan Wars had joined the New Demon Lord’s Army, and their morale seemed high.

This outcome had been expected, but seeing it happen was still tough. In terms of clan numbers alone, nearly twice as many clans had sided with the enemy. The difference would be even greater when considering the number of players.

There was no point lamenting it, so Hayato decided to improve their quality as much as possible and planned to boost their strength during the remaining week.

Lunaria would be crucial.

Even if they won the struggle for territory, it would not be a victory unless Lunaria ultimately defeated Amanda.

Lunaria herself had apparently been holding mock battles with Benitsuru and the others in the Maid Guild’s underground arena, and she said her skills that had broken the limit were about to reach 200.

The skill Lunaria had broken the limit on was the "Demon Lord" skill.

It was a unique skill that only Lunaria possessed, which improved stats like attack and defense. It also had various other effects, such as increasing natural HP and MP regeneration.

The Hero, Ivan, also possessed the "Hero" skill, which had similar performance. Just having it was a considerable advantage, but it could be said to be a skill befitting the special positions of Hero and Demon Lord in this virtual reality.

As for Lunaria, she had shown up in the dining hall early this morning, and for a rare moment, she and Hayato were alone.

Lunaria, who was usually a sleepyhead, was seemingly excited about the upcoming event and was in the dining hall making "Demon Lord’s Cookies."

Lunaria exchanged morning greetings with Hayato, then ate a cookie she had made herself. It must have turned out well, because she nodded once, then looked at Hayato and smiled.

"My skill is about to reach 200, and as the Demon Lord, I feel like I can finally break out of my shell. I plan to descend as True Demon Lord Lunaria. I can tell from how well this cookie turned out. I intend to sell it as the True Demon Lord’s Cookie."

"Good luck with the cookie. As for the skill, we want to get that raised before the event. It’ll be important to know what you’ll be able to do."

"I think it’s going to be something amazing. It might not be a bad idea to embark on world domination right after."

"For now, just think about getting the Demon Lord’s Castle back."

Recently, the number of players with skills at 200 had increased. Thanks to that, it had become known that every skill gained a special ability at level 200. Some just got an attack or defense bonus, but others unlocked completely different functionalities.

What would happen when the Demon Lord skill reached 200? It was impossible not to have expectations.

However, there was no time now. Skill values were harder to raise the closer they got to the cap. It was possible she would not reach 200 before the event started. And that was where Hayato had to step up.

Strength was determined by a person’s own specs and skill composition, but equipment was also important.

"I’ll definitely make a genuine Excalibur, so be sure to practice dual wielding until then."

"That’s fine. I’ve been asking Cecil-chan a lot of things lately, so I think I can manage. But Cecil-chan, Benny-chan, and Simon-chan all love fighting too much, it’s a problem. Personally, I prefer Noat-chan’s way of life."

"Both are extremes, though…"

"By the way, have you made any progress on the Philosopher’s Stone? I heard you asked the Maid Guild to investigate."

"It’s not perfect, but I’ve found out a certain amount. I’m planning to go to the locations with other clan members starting today."

"Are you going too, Hayato-san?"

"Just in case something happens. It seems gathering the items is not going to be straightforward…"

By asking the Maid Guild, he had found out some methods for gathering the items, but much of it was speculation, and there was no guarantee they could be obtained for certain. It was possible it was all a complete misunderstanding, so Hayato had decided to go to the locations himself.

Regarding Zaratan, it turned out that it could not be defeated after all. The alternative was that there was apparently a dungeon on Zaratan’s shell that led into its body, and the item might be found by entering from there.

As for the giant bronze man, Talos, the story was that it guarded a treasure in the deepest part of "Arcadia," a mirage city in the Spirit Country.

Regarding Phoenix’s Blood, Jolth had already told him the habitat. However, it was understood that defeating it would not yield Phoenix’s Blood. The possibility was to tame it, and he planned to ask Maris and Surya to handle that.

Most of this information was the result of the Maid Guild gathering intel from NPCs, but none of it was certain, and much of it was passed down as folklore. With no solid information, Hayato had decided to go to the locations himself.

(The female members said they didn’t want to go inside Zaratan, and I don’t even know where Arcadia is in the Spirit Country. As for the Phoenix, I’m leaving it to Maris and the others, so I can’t take too much time…)

There were many restrictions, but he could not complain. Besides, he figured it would not be a problem if major clans like Bandit and Imperial were cooperating. At worst, it would not be an issue even if it was completed after the event started. It would be good enough if he had it by the time of the direct confrontation with Amanda.

"Well, leave this to me. All you need to do, Lunaria-san, is get stronger."

"Hmph, you can leave it to me. I’ll become strong enough to defeat Amanda in an instant."

Upon hearing Amanda’s name, something occurred to Hayato.

This was a virtual reality, but the NPCs’ memories had been altered by Diite based on reality. Amanda had already regained her memories, but he was curious about how Lunaria felt.

"Hey, Lunaria-san, you hate Amanda, right?"

"I hate her more than centipedes."

"I get that you really hate her, but why do you hate her so much?"

Hayato knew a certain amount about Lunaria and Amanda’s relationship.

They were born as genetically enhanced humans and raised in the same research facility. For different reasons, they participated as test players in the virtual reality. Apparently, the two had never met before that.

However, Amanda, who was excellent at that research facility, and Lunaria, who was even called a failure, were both reasonably famous.

Those two met in this virtual reality and even formed a clan, but now Lunaria detested Amanda. Amanda seemed to hate Lunaria too, but he did not know why it had come to that.

According to Diite, it had been that way even before they lost their memories, but he wanted to confirm how she remembered it after her memories were altered.

Lunaria made a more disgusted face than ever, but she let out a long sigh and looked at Hayato.

"Amanda looked down on everyone. I didn’t notice it at first, but when I realized she had always been that way, I had her forcibly removed from the clan."

"Um, when you say everyone, you mean—"

"The Demonfolk."

Hayato understood she meant the members of Lunaria’s clan, Ambrosia.

"After we lost to Ivan and his group in the Clan War, Amanda bad-mouthed everyone. She said it was everyone’s fault we lost, that they were useless, and she berated them like that. I don’t care what’s said about me, but I can’t forgive anyone who speaks ill of my friends."

Just remembering it seemed to reignite Lunaria’s anger. She swung her arms around and then turned her face away with a huff.

Her way of getting angry was childish, but he surmised that was how furious she was.

"Sorry, I made you remember something unpleasant."

When Hayato said that, Lunaria closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled and shook her head.

"It’s not something Hayato-san needs to apologize for. It’s all Amanda’s fault. I was grateful that she talked to me when I was all alone, that she scouted everyone for the clan, and that she made me the leader. But when I heard she intended to use us like tools from the very beginning, all that gratitude turned into its opposite. If it were up to me, I’d never want to have anything to do with her again."

"You really care about the Demonfolk, don’t you?"

The angry Lunaria smiled and nodded.

"Yes. They are my precious comrades. Everyone was so good to me. I was sad when I heard they had sided with Amanda, but I was happy when I found out they were being brainwashed. That they hadn’t really betrayed me."

"That makes sense. From what I just heard, there’s no reason they would side with Amanda."

To side with someone who said they intended to use you as a tool would require a very good reason. Something like someone being taken hostage would be necessary.

"I know that if I defeat Amanda, the brainwashing on everyone will be broken, so I’m serious about defeating her."

"I’m counting on you."

"Yes. But I have no intention of underestimating Amanda. You have to help too, Hayato-san."

"Of course. For breakfast, I’ll serve you as much of your favorite food as you want. And naturally, I’ll prepare it at the highest quality."

"As expected of Hayato of Pride, one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord’s Army…!"

"I’m not particularly prideful, am I…?"

After that exchange, Lunaria’s face showed she had noticed something. She looked around, then moved closer to Hayato.

"As the Demon Lord, there’s something I want to confirm with you, Hayato-san," Lunaria whispered to Hayato.

He did not know what she wanted to confirm, but since she was whispering, he figured she did not want others to hear, so Hayato whispered back.

"What is it?"

"How are things with Esha-chan? Tell the Demon Lord just how far you’ve gone."

For a moment, Hayato’s mind went blank. But he quickly composed himself.

"With Esha, the farthest we’ve gone is to the Eastern Country."

"That kind of joke doesn’t work on the Demon Lord. To put it bluntly, I’m asking what kind of romantic relationship you two have. Let's talk romance."

"…First, can I ask why you’re asking such a question?"

"To put it simply, I’m making a bet with everyone in the Black Rose. We’re betting on whether you and Esha-chan are in a romantic relationship, and if so, how far you’ve gone. Don’t worry, we’re keeping it a secret from Esha-chan."

"I would have preferred you kept it a secret from me, too. Anyway, what is the Demon Lord’s Army doing?"

An important event was coming up, a battle they could not afford to lose to retake the Demon Lord’s Castle, and he wanted to ask what on earth they were doing.

"The Demon Lord’s Army is in the middle of a femininity improvement campaign. We’re tired from all the recent fighting. Besides, an adult Demon Lord also partakes in romance talk. So, how are things? I bet on you two exchanging diaries."

Was this adult Demon Lord a child? And her sense of romance was too old-fashioned. Exchanging diaries was something you only heard about in ancient literature now.

Hayato wanted to retort, but he held back. However, staying silent was a little scary. Lunaria’s eyes were full of expectation.

"By the way, what did the others bet on?"

"Rosalie-chan said that Esha-chan has probably at least done the ‘a-n,’ feeding Hayato-san food right to his mouth. She said it with a smug face. I think that’s a bit shameless."

"…There’s no way Esha would give food to someone else, right?"

"Then, what about drinking Melon Juice together with a special straw? By the way, the straw is heart-shaped. I heard it’s a way of drinking only permitted to powerful couples."

"What’s that? It’s the same thing, but there’s no way Esha would give Melon Juice to someone else, right?"

"Eeh…?"

"No, I’m the one who should be saying ‘eeh’."

"Could it be you haven’t done anything…?"

"It’s not that we haven’t done anything, it’s that we’re not in a romantic relationship in the first place."

In reality, they were living together, but he could say with confidence that they were not dating. Though he sometimes wondered if that was okay to say.

Hearing that answer, Lunaria shook her head with a sigh.

"I’m disappointed in you, Hayato-san."

"I’m disappointed in the Demon Lord’s Army. I don’t suppose Gil-san is betting, is he?"

"Gil-chan is clueless about that kind of thing. But he did say, ‘A man cannot easily lay a hand on that which he truly treasures.’"

"You do a good impression of Gil-san. Still, that’s a profound thing to say. Not that it applies to me, though."

After that, Lunaria continued to bring up romance-related topics, but Hayato skillfully dodged them.

And the Demon Lord’s Army’s breakfast that day was a little meager.

After breakfast, Hayato and the others set out to sea on an airship to search for Zaratan.

There were two airships. Hayato’s airship and the Bandit clan’s airship. Each carried about forty people, so eighty people would be tackling this mission.

All of them were men.

Not only women but also men had refused to go inside Zaratan, but as expected of major clans, they had an abundance of personnel and somehow managed to gather the members.

The Bandit clan, Imperial, Starkest, Over the Top, and Hayato’s group along with Gil’s Ten Dark Knights. It was a rugged group of only men, but it could not be helped.

"Everyone has quite good muscles. I almost want to scout them for the Demon Lord’s Army."

That was Gil speaking.

Today’s objective was to collect the materials for the Philosopher’s Stone. That would ultimately lead to making an Excalibur exclusively for Lunaria, so he had offered to participate.

"Gil-san, thank you for coming today."

"Not at all, it is I who should be thanking you. If we are to create a new weapon for Lunaria-sama, the Demon Lord’s Army should be present. That said, Hayato-dono, you are well-connected. To be able to gather this many people. Did you not just receive the information from the Maid Guild yesterday?"

"I have various connections. Though they’re Jolth’s connections, not mine."

"Even so, they can be considered Hayato-dono’s network. And you are providing information that only you know for this, are you not? It would be quite profitable if you kept it to yourself. I feel almost sorry."

"Well, you could say it’s a give-and-take relationship. Besides, I’m indebted to Lunaria-san and everyone in the Demon Lord’s Army, so this is nothing."

Even though they would all be fighting on the same side in the event, he felt bad having them help for free. Jolth was one thing, but he had provided various information to the other clans.

He had provided the airship construction method, replica-type crafting recipes, and even the information on the Philosopher’s Stone, which was their objective this time.

From Gil’s perspective, it looked like Hayato was working hard for the Demon Lord’s Army, but Hayato also had the objective of protecting Diite. For that, providing information was not a big deal.

"Hayato-dono, you are not greedy! …Oh, my apologies. I recall that at present, a mere pat on the shoulder is enough to fell you."

Gil was about to pat Hayato on the shoulder but stopped just in time.

"I apologize for the inconvenience."

"No, not at all. I have heard that it was done to retake the Demon Lord’s Castle. I have only gratitude, never inconvenience."

After saying that, Gil stared at Hayato.

"Um, is something wrong?"

"No, I was just thinking how much more fun it would be if Hayato-dono officially joined the Demon Lord’s Army!"

"I am technically one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord’s Army, though…"

"Hahaha, so you were! I do hope you will remain in that position even after we retake the Demon Lord’s Castle. You would likely be given a room in the castle, you know? Monsters occasionally roam the halls, which makes for good training."

"I’m a production class, so monsters are a bit… Ah, that’s right. By the way, do you know the details about the Demonfolk and Amanda? The battle will be starting soon, so I’m gathering information."

Lunaria, Rosalie, and Gil had been busy with various things, so he had not been able to get much information on that front. It was not Hayato who would be fighting, but there was a possibility he could create items that would give them an advantage.

"I do not know much about Amanda-dono. However, I have heard that she possesses a skill that allows her to move beyond the laws of physics, much like Lunaria-sama’s Black Swan."

Hayato nodded.

He had heard something along those lines. As a genetically enhanced human, Amanda’s thought processing speed was abnormally fast, and in this virtual reality, she could move three or four times faster than normal. It was said to be on par with Lunaria’s Black Swan, but the exact ratio was unknown.

"And the weapon she possesses is a sword called Durandal."

"That’s the first time I’ve heard of that sword. Do you know what its performance is like?"

"I heard its attack power is about the same as Arondight. However, unlike Arondight, it does not have various effects like ignoring defense. It has only one ability."

"Only one?"

"Indeed. I have not seen it myself, but apparently, it has no durability. In other words, it cannot be broken."

"That’s quite something…"

"It could be called a weapon advantageous in a prolonged battle. Any weapon will eventually break if clashed enough times. In fact, that is how Lunaria-sama defeated Ivan-dono."

Lunaria and Ivan had fought near the headquarters, and the deciding factor had been weapon durability. The freshly repaired Arondight versus an Excalibur with reduced durability. That was what decided the match.

"Lunaria-sama’s only chance of winning would be in a short battle. But I cannot imagine her attacks will land so easily. It would be bad if Amanda-dono were to focus on defense."

With normal dynamic visual acuity and reflexes, one could not react to Lunaria’s attacks when Black Swan was activated. But Amanda, like Lunaria, could move beyond the laws of physics. Just landing a hit would be a feat in itself.

(An unbreakable weapon. So far, only that Durandal exists. I could hope for something from Blacksmithing skill 200, but even if I had the same weapon, Lunaria-san can’t use Black Swan without Arondight. I’ll have to count on her using it with Excalibur’s White Lightning. But even if her movements get faster, will Lunaria-san be able to handle it…)

Just because you can drive a car does not mean you can drive a sports car. If the acceleration doubled, you would not be able to drive with your usual senses. Even if you could, it would be at a level where you slow down to the speed of a normal car just to be able to move. That would be meaningless.

In this case, it was not a vehicle but her own body, but this was a virtual reality.

It was uncertain if her movements and thoughts would mesh well. Even if she could move nearly twice as fast as before, she would need the senses, reflexes, and thought speed to maintain that top speed.

As Hayato was thinking about various things, Gil laughed, "Hahaha."

"Hayato-dono. It is no use for us to think about unnecessary things. Let us trust in Lunaria-sama."

"Huh?"

"I am not saying not to think at all. Lunaria-sama is someone who will meet our expectations. She may be mischievous at times, but she comes through when it counts. We should simply believe in that."

"…You’re right. I shouldn’t think about Lunaria-san in a normal way. In that case, let’s do what we can."

"That is for the best. Lunaria-sama will surely defeat Amanda-dono."

As Gil said this with a smile, a voice came from the side, saying that Zaratan was in sight.

Hayato and Gil also looked from the deck in the direction everyone was pointing.

There, they could see the shell of a turtle, which could be called a giant island, moving slowly across the sea.



		
			Chapter 348

			Inside Zaratan

			Hayato and the others landed on the shell of the giant turtle, Zaratan.

Although it was a shell, only a part of it was visible, and over many decades, sand and soil had accumulated, making it look like an island.

It was oval-shaped, about a kilometer in diameter. It must have been set to not submerge in the sea, as the soil was dry and there were even palm-like trees growing on it. If it had retracted its head and limbs, one would undoubtedly mistake it for an island.

It seemed to be in a good mood now, as its head was out, and it was swimming through the open sea with a sound more like gogogogo than a swish.

Once he finally got used to the swaying ground, Hayato spoke.

"There should be a dungeon somewhere, so let’s look for it."

The leaders of each clan, Rauxal of Imperial, Keith of Over the Top, and Lutz of Starkest, nodded at Hayato’s words and began their search with their respective members.

Hayato then searched for the dungeon with Ash’s group, Gil’s group, and Jolth’s group.

"By the way, how did you know there was a dungeon here?" Jolth asked Hayato, stroking his chin.

"Apparently, there was a sailor who was swallowed by Zaratan. He wandered around looking for an exit and ended up here. He could have just returned from death, but since he was fine even after being swallowed, he decided to explore."

"So the proper route is to get swallowed?"

"Maybe. I think this is more like a back entrance. But I’d rather not be swallowed."

"True. But even if it’s a back entrance, going inside its body takes… courage."

"You don’t want to see a realistic interior?"

This virtual reality was realistic. Hayato had never seen the inside of a turtle, but he did not think it would be a pleasant experience. He did not want to imagine it, but it was probably a squirming kind of dungeon.

The female members must have thought the same, as none of them participated. Even Cecil, who seemed immune to such things, made a disgusted face and said, "I’ll pass too."

Jolth seemed to feel the same and gave a wry smile.

"Of course. I’m not a doctor, so it’s not something I’d want to see by choice."

"I don’t think doctors want to see it either. They’re just doing what’s necessary to heal people."

"True. I wouldn’t want to be treated by a doctor who enjoys looking at that kind of thing."

Jolth’s mention of doctors reminded Hayato of Mist and the others.

Mist and Damian worked as doctors in Colony Hospital. On the side, they also tutored Ruth and the others.

Hayato thought they must be busy in reality, but when he asked for their cooperation in the upcoming event, they replied that they would help as much as possible.

(They even reached out to their vampire friends in the Demon Country. I’m grateful for that.)

If Lunaria lost the event, Amanda would become the Demon Lord and would become strong enough to defeat Diite. If Diite were to be defeated, Hypnos would seize control of this world and the spaceship Aphrodite would be hijacked.

And though it would take time, he would eventually set out to conquer the world. Since it would affect reality, they should prioritize this, but explaining the situation to people who did not know would just get him laughed at.

Mist and the others knew the situation, but to those around them, it would seem like nothing more than a delusion. In that situation, if they abandoned reality and became completely absorbed in the virtual reality, they would probably be fired from their jobs.

With Ney around, finding a new job probably would not be a problem, but there was also public perception to consider. It was normal for people to not want to be treated by doctors who would abandon their jobs for a game. So, despite the circumstances, they could not ignore their real-world situations.

It was the same for Hayato. He could not close his cafe and devote himself entirely to the virtual reality. He was still opening his cafe in the afternoons and working.

Because of that situation, Diite was grateful to Hayato and the others.

(Diite-chan seems to be busy with various things too. I wonder if she’s okay…)

Diite knew almost nothing about the details of this event.

She had apparently been thinking about the clan alliance function and the Conflict event itself for some time and had requested them from Infinity, but before she could grasp the details, Amanda and Hypnos had taken the Demon Lord’s Castle.

And Amanda was far too relaxed.

Despite the situation where she would be put into cryosleep if she lost, Hypnos had said that she did not think she could lose.

Diite was in the middle of investigating whether there was some secret behind that.

(One more week… Diite-chan is doing her best, so I need to increase our chances of winning, even if it’s just a little.)

Hayato steeled himself and searched for the dungeon leading into Zaratan’s body.

After searching Zaratan’s broad back for about twenty minutes, they found the place that led inside.

He had no idea what kind of structure led to this, but there was no other likely place.

"To think a place like this still exists! I’ve been playing this game from the start, but it’s amazing that there are still new discoveries to be made!" Keith exclaimed in a very good mood.

With the Shuten Doji subjugation event, the skill and stat caps had been raised. That had triggered many players to start doing things no one had done before, wondering if there were still unknown events or unreleased features.

Even if information was posted online, it would be quickly deleted, but within the game, all sorts of new information was flying around, creating a buzz similar to when the game first launched.

And regarding Zaratan, it had been around as a monster since the beginning, but this was the first time anyone had found out about such a dungeon. Discovering the unknown was exciting, even if it was not a game, and though Hayato was acting calm, his own excitement was quite high.

"Then, we shall go first. The rest of you may follow," Rauxal said, and without waiting for the other leaders’ replies, they formed a line and went inside.

Their movements, as coordinated as an army, were reassuring to have on your side, Hayato thought.

"I hope there are some interesting enemies," Lutz said this time, and he and his members went inside.

After them, Keith’s group went in, then Hayato, Ash, and Jolth’s groups, and finally, Gil’s group stepped into the dungeon.

It was a place like a normal cave, with a smooth downward slope. It was about five meters high and four meters wide. The walls were a continuous stretch of what looked like jagged rock.

(Is this the shell part? It looks like ordinary rock, though…)

Zaratan was a giant turtle, so its shell was quite thick. He was glad the walls did not immediately become visceral, but Hayato still felt a sense of wonder as he proceeded deeper.

"Hayato, can I have a word?" A voice chat from Rauxal, who was ahead, came in.

"Did something happen?"

"There’s a door."

"A door? Here?"

According to Rauxal’s more detailed explanation, the gentle slope ended in a dead end, and there was a metal door there. It was a double door of considerable size, he said.

A door inside Zaratan’s body. The conceivable explanation was that someone was there.

"Is it alright to open it? It doesn’t seem to be locked, and it looks like a few people could push it open."

"Go ahead, then. Please open it carefully. There’s probably someone inside."

"Right. Alright, maintain combat readiness and open the door."

He heard Rauxal’s voice giving orders to his members over the chat, followed by the sound of a door opening from deeper inside. It seemed to be a rather large door, as a gogogogo sound echoed.

"Hayato, is this really inside Zaratan?" Rauxal’s puzzled voice came through the voice chat. But he did not quite understand what he meant.

"I think it’s definitely inside Zaratan."

"It didn’t feel like we were teleported, so it must be…?"

"Was there something beyond the door?"

"I think it would be faster for you to see for yourself, but to put it simply, there’s a passage made of metal. And it’s quite wide."

"Huh?"

"It’s a modern-looking wall that doesn’t fit the worldview of this virtual reality. Come to think of it, wasn’t there a modern facility on the floating island too?"

"Ah, maybe it’s something similar."

"So it’s sci-fi, not fantasy. This is quite interesting."

The floating island was a scientific island that was terraforming this world, in other words, making it habitable for humans. There had been signs of life forms that seemed to have come from another planet.

Hayato thought that this Zaratan might not be just a monster, but something created by that ancient civilization. If the situation were different, he would want to investigate it thoroughly, but he did not have the luxury of time for that now.

"Zaratan might not be a living creature. Be careful, we don’t know what might come out. In the worst case, we might even see dinosaurs."

When he sent a message to everyone via voice chat, some of the members let out cheers of joy.

(Dinosaurs are popular. That said, dinosaurs have considerable defense. It’ll be difficult to win without a weapon with special attack properties.)

Dinosaur Special Attack, which deals massive damage to dinosaurs. The duration of the battle would change considerably depending on whether their weapons had this property or not. If Lunaria were here, she could use her defense-ignoring attacks, but there were no female members today.

He could craft special attack equipment on the spot, but to make a weapon with Dinosaur Special Attack, he needed dinosaur bones or claws. Alternatively, if he made juice from the fruit that grew on the floating island, he could temporarily grant the Dinosaur Special Attack property to a character.

(Damn it. Were the palm trees outside the ones that could make a drink that grants Dinosaur Special Attack? It’s a waste of time to go back and get them, but would it be faster to go back once…)

As he was thinking about that, a voice chat from Rauxal came in.

"Hayato. We are currently under attack. We will engage, is that alright?"

"That’s fine, but did dinosaurs appear by any chance?"

"No, this is a Chimera."

A Chimera was a monster synthesized from various animals. It had the body of a goat, the heads of a goat, a lion, and a dragon, a snake for a tail, and wings.

Its attack methods were also diverse, from magic and dragon breath to bites and poison attacks, and it was recognized as a troublesome enemy. However, it was not a particularly strong monster if you were prepared for it, and it was not impossible to defeat one-on-one if you had the right skills and equipment.

"Can you defeat it then?"

"No problem. However, there are a lot of them. We’ll draw their attacks here, so could you attack with long-range attacks? That would be faster."

The ones who raised their hands for that attack were the members of Over the Top who had long-range firepower.

The leader, Keith, had maxed out his close-range attack power, but other members had maxed out their long-range attacks like magic or bows. As usual, their equipment lacked uniformity and looked uncool, but they were reliable.

(I also wear strange outfits when I’m doing production…)

Hayato also sometimes raised the effect of his production skills by wearing fashion that was a bit embarrassing to be seen in public, like wearing geta sandals or a chef’s hat.

Diite had said she often received emails asking her to fix the appearance of equipment because when players focused on firepower, their gear became a mismatched mess.

That aside, Hayato and the others also caught up to where Rauxal’s group was fighting.

Beyond the door was a passage with metal walls, just as Rauxal had said, and it was quite wide. Though it was called a passage, it was wide enough to be a room, with a width of about four road lanes and a ceiling as high as a three-story apartment building.

And there were nearly thirty Chimeras, and the battle had begun.

Long-range attacks began immediately.

Hayato was surprised by the firepower.

(Whoa, they defeated a Chimera in one hit. It’s not Esha’s Destroy, but there are powerful bow skills too. And that one over there must have maxed out fire-type magic. As expected of a firepower-focused clan. They seem like they’ll be reliable in the event too.)

As Hayato was impressed, Ash’s group and Gil’s group also let out voices of surprise.

They knew about Lunaria and Ivan’s fighting styles, and there was also Esha’s Destroy, so they were used to seeing high firepower, but they were impressed by the attacks that, while not reaching that level, still dealt considerable damage.

And the members of Imperial who were acting as tanks were also quite something.

Under Rauxal’s command, they all moved as if they were a single living creature. To Hayato, it was almost a little creepy to watch.

"Rauxal-dono is magnificent!" Gil said happily beside Hayato.

"That kind of movement is something we should learn from. We must strive harder to protect Lunaria-sama and the Black Rose!"

"I think you guys are amazing too, Gil-san."

"In our case, we cannot achieve such coordinated movements. My, my, this is a good reference. It was worth coming here just for this!"

Gil and his members were watching Rauxal and his group’s movements intently, so as not to miss anything.

(Even though they’re that strong, they still think it’s not enough. That’s amazing.)

A few minutes later, the nearly thirty Chimeras were annihilated without a struggle.

Hayato and the others continued deeper without stopping.

It was mostly a straight path, so they did not get lost. However, the monsters that appeared were gradually getting stronger.

At first, it was Chimeras, but next came monsters called Manticores, which resembled Chimeras.

A Manticore was a synthesized monster with the face of an old man, the body of a lion, the wings of a bat, and the tail of a scorpion.

They defeated these without any particular problem, but next came Cockatrices.

A Cockatrice was a giant chicken that breathed a petrification breath. However, its tail was a snake.

At this point, some of the members realized what kind of place this was.

"Is this a facility that synthesizes monsters?" Ash said, and everyone who heard him groaned.

"It might be a facility that not only synthesizes monsters but also creates them," Jolth replied to Ash’s question.

It was not clear whether the monsters that had appeared so far were failed experiments or if they were originally created in this form, but it was highly likely that this was a facility with that kind of setting.

(It would be interesting if the setting was that they created monsters to counter the dinosaurs because they were driven out of the floating island.)

Hayato thought about that as he proceeded deeper.

In the end, he did not know what kind of facility it was, but the objective was not to find that out, but to obtain the materials to make the Philosopher’s Stone.

(The Philosopher’s Stone might be an item like the crystal of ancient wisdom. If I go around all the ruins in this world, I might find the answer. I’d like to go on an adventure with everyone someday… I wonder what Diite-chan thinks of the current situation…)

This virtual reality, Another Frontier Online, was a game world. Even if there was an original base, there was no doubt that it was Diite who had thought up the various settings and events.

Hayato had been caught up in the incidents and problems that had occurred in this virtual reality since the end of the Clan Wars. The time he had spent purely enjoying it as a game was probably less than half of this past year.

The majority of those problems were related to his clanmates, including Ash and Relic, so he did not dislike it in the slightest. It would be more accurate to say that he actively got involved rather than being caught up in it.

But Diite had apologized to him for getting him involved.

Diite’s only wish was for him to enjoy this virtual reality, but this virtual reality would not allow it.

And this time, though it was through Amanda, Hypnos had taken away various authorities from her. The current virtual reality was in a state far removed from Diite’s wishes.

(There are just too many problems. The only ones with high-performance AIs are Diite-chan and Hypnos, everyone else is human. Since so many people are involved, it might be natural for problems to occur… but aren’t they happening a little too conveniently…)

Diite was responsible for the Clan Wars, so there was no particular problem there, but there was Hypnos’s secret maneuvering during the Stampede event, the hacking and cheat characters during Relic’s time, Mist’s undying sleep, and the cage that was so poorly suited for Maris and Siegfried.

To begin with, all of it was happening close to Hayato. And in a timely sequence. It was hard to dismiss it as a coincidence.

(Could it be that someone is intentionally making it happen…? No, that’s too much of a fantasy. I don’t even understand the motive, and the only one who could do something like that is—)

"Hayato, what’s wrong?" Ash’s voice brought Hayato back to his senses.

"Ah, sorry. I was just thinking a bit."

"It’s fine since you’re not fighting, but the enemies are gradually getting stronger, so be careful."

"You’re right. If I fall, the MP for a resurrection spell will be wasted, so I’ll be careful. Oh, right, even if I fall in battle, you don’t need to resurrect me right away. So, what’s the situation like now?"

"With this many people, it’s going smoothly. But the enemies are getting stronger the deeper we go, so it seems like a powerful enemy will appear at the end."

"At this rate, what do you think will appear? A dragon with many heads?"

"We had one of those in the Eastern Country."

"Oh right, Yamata no Orochi… I wonder if it’s from here?"

As they had this conversation, Hayato and the others proceeded deeper without stopping.

When their movement stopped, a voice chat came from Rauxal, who was leading the way.

"There’s a giant door at the end of the passage, what should we do? I don’t think not entering is an option."

"You’re right, but there might be a boss inside, so please be careful."

"Understood. Alright, let’s go."

When Rauxal gave the command, the members of Imperial pushed open the door and went inside. Keith’s group followed after them, and Hayato’s group also went inside in order.

Beyond the door, unlike the passage, there was almost no light, only something like an emergency light flashing on the floor.

As everyone was on guard, the door Hayato and the others had entered through automatically closed. After that, the ceiling lit up, and for a moment, they were blinded.

When their eyes finally adjusted, they saw that they were in a place like a giant research laboratory. Several cylindrical water tanks filled with blue or green water lined the walls, and inside them, smaller versions of the monsters they had fought so far were floating.

It was as expected, but what was concerning was the water tank embedded in the front wall. Something like a person was floating in a water tank about ten meters tall and wide.

Looking closely, it was humanoid but not human.

It had the muscular torso of a human, the head of a lion, the feet of an eagle, the tail of a scorpion, and four bird wings on its back. Its arms seemed to be the same as a normal human’s, but it was something with so much crammed into it that one could say it was a bit over the top.

Hayato did not want to get close, but Rauxal approached the water tank as if it were nothing. He looked around the water tank and then stopped when he saw a certain place.

"Did you find something?"

"There’s a plate that says ‘Pazuzu Prototype.’ I think Pazuzu is the name of a god or demon from somewhere. And prototype means it’s a trial product."

"A prototype of a god or demon. That’s rather intimidating."

"There’s something like an activation switch, what should we do? I’m sure it will lead to a fight."

"We have no choice. The door we came in through won’t open, and the other doors won’t open either."

"Then let’s do it. Are you ready?"

Replies came from the leaders of each clan that there was no problem. After that, Rauxal pushed the switch near the plate.

A sound like something coming loose was heard, and the water in the tank was drained.

As the water level in the tank lowered, the Pazuzu floating inside gradually had its feet touch the floor of the tank, and as the water level lowered further, it fell to the floor.

After all the water had been drained, Pazuzu’s body moved slightly. Then, it swayed and unsteadily stood up.

Once it was fully standing, it stopped moving, not even a twitch.

As everyone readied themselves, Pazuzu’s eyes snapped open. As its bright red, ruby-like eyes shone, Pazuzu let out a roar.

The vibration shattered the glass of the water tank, and it rained down on the members.

"Ah, this is bad—"

Hayato was hit by the fragments, took damage, and his HP dropped to 0, and he fell to the floor.

Most of the members knew about Hayato’s situation, but they had not expected him to be defeated by a cutscene attack, so they stared blankly at Hayato lying on the floor.

"We can resurrect Hayato later! First, let’s take down Pazuzu!" Ash shouted loudly, and as if they had somehow pulled themselves together, the more spirited members let out a roar to psyche themselves up.

(Well, even if I get resurrected here, it would be a waste of MP, so I might as well stay like this until the fight is over.)

And so, the battle with Pazuzu Prototype began.



		
			Chapter 349

			A Proposal and the Angel of Despair

			The morning after exploring the inside of the Zaratan, Hayato was explaining things to Esha in the base's dining hall.

Lately, the cafe had been getting a fair number of customers, so his free time had dwindled. With less time for idle chatter, he was making a point to explain things inside the game.

"So what happened then?"

Hayato had just gotten to the part where the monster called Pazuzu Prototype appeared and he was defeated. Esha, however, seemed to be growing bored and urged the story forward.

"I was just left there until the fight with Pazuzu was over."

"I know that part."

"Oh, right."

"Was there an item called a Zaratan Core?"

"There was. A few of them were rolling around inside the tank where Pazuzu was. It looked like the inside was much bigger, but our goal this time was the item, so we grabbed it and returned to the surface."

"Can you get it more than once?"

"I went again after we got back to the surface, but all that was left was a broken tank. Pazuzu was gone. The item was gone too. Still, everyone thinks it might respawn over time, so they're apparently going again today."

A fixed boss monster had a high chance of respawning after a certain period of time, even after being defeated. Otherwise, only the first player to defeat it would ever get the item.

The time varied depending on the monster, but they often respawned in a day, three days, or a week. This time, however, it was a brand new monster with no information available, so no one knew how long it would take to reappear.

"You're not going, Master?"

"They said it's fine even if I'm just lying on the ground defeated the whole battle, so..."

Hayato had decided not to accompany them into the Zaratan.

They had determined that they could clear it just fine without him.

Besides, Pazuzu was strong. It was the type of boss that flew around at high speed while scattering powerful area-of-effect magic, making it difficult to dodge and difficult to hit.

That said, the players who had been there were all top-class fighters who had been playing this game since the beginning. They had fought similar monsters before and had a wealth of experience in this game.

Though they were caught off guard at first, they quickly figured out its patterns, and from the midway point on, they were never in any danger. The only casualty was Hayato, who had been taken down during its grand entrance.

"Don't sulk."

"I'm not sulking. They also told me to focus on raising my skills..."

"It's a matter of putting the right person in the right place. Does this mean you also don't plan to go search for Arcadia, which is said to be in the Spirit Country?"

"I was planning to go, but everyone told me they'd rather I get my skills to 200 and share the information. Besides, the Arcadia group is all women, right? I'd feel a little hesitant joining them, it takes courage."

It wasn't a formal decision, but circumstances had naturally divided them, with the men's team on Zaratan and the women's team on Arcadia. Even in virtual reality, being the only man in an all-female party was a bit awkward.

"Then I'll search for your share in your place, so please stay here and keep Rose company."

"I'll do that. Oh, right, I actually just got a skill to 200 a moment ago. And it's led to another surprising situation."

"So that's why you've been itching to tell me."

"Well, yeah. Since you logged in early for once, Esha, I'll tell you first."

As Hayato spoke, he took out a ring.

It was an ordinary-looking ring, the kind that could be made with the Crafting skill.

"A ring, so does that mean your Crafting skill reached 200?"

"That's right, but first, could you take a look at its stats?"

As Hayato instructed, Esha looked at the ring's stats.

"Hand-to-Hand Combat skill plus 30? I thought the limit for skills boosted by items like this was around 20?"

There was a limit to the numerical increase provided by equipment stats. The highest value discovered for a skill boost was 20. The ring Hayato had taken out had a stat that increased a skill by 30.

There was also a limit that prevented a skill from being boosted by more than 50, even if multiple pieces of skill-boosting equipment were worn, but this ring made it possible to reach the cap of 50 with fewer pieces of gear.

"Actually, I didn't just make this out of the blue. I combined two pieces of equipment. That's the function you can use at Crafting skill 200. Synthesis."

"Synthesis?"

"It's limited to production items made with the Crafting skill, but you can synthesize two identical items into one. Well, there's a limit of one time, so it seems you can't make them infinitely strong. This time, as a test, I synthesized two rings with plus 15 Hand-to-Hand Combat to make a plus 30."

"That's incredible. Can you perhaps synthesize items with different stats together too?"

At Esha's words, Hayato took out another ring as if he had been waiting for her to ask.

"This is a ring that synthesizes Stun Immunity and Knockback Immunity. Isn't it amazing? With this ring, you can equip another immunity-type skill on your bracelet slot."

"Level 200 production skills are insane. Right now, it seems only you can do this, Master, but the entire game environment is going to change in a little while, you know?"

"Right? But this gives us a better chance of beating Amanda. I need to mass-produce these so everyone can have one."

Esha looked at Hayato with an exasperated expression.

"Mass production is hard, isn't it? And haven't you been getting a little too invested lately? You must be losing sleep."

"Well, yeah, but we can't lose the next event, and production is all I can do."

Esha wore a complicated expression, but Hayato didn't notice and tried to hand her the ring.

"I'll give this to you. It'd be bad if your Destroy gets canceled, so hold onto it."

"You're right. In that case, I'll take it."

Esha reached out to take the ring from Hayato.

At that moment, someone entered the dining hall.

"Esha-san, good morning. Today for Arcadia, we're... wha?!"

The newcomer was Ren.

Seeing the situation in the dining hall, Ren let out a cry of surprise and her eyes widened.

All Hayato and Esha were doing was trading a ring. But it was more than enough of a scene to cause a misunderstanding for Ren.

"Ren-chan, mornin'..."

"Please, continue. You can just think of me as a cursed stone rolling around somewhere."

"I'd be pretty concerned if a cursed stone was rolling around, wouldn't you?"

"Then think of me as a cursed doll! The continuation! Quick! Hurry! Harry!"

There was no way they'd be having this conversation in a place like that, Hayato thought. Furthermore, he had no idea why Ren was in such a state.

"Hey, Ren-chan, what's wrong?"

"Come on! Just get on with it, please! I'll be sure to etch whatever words you say into my mind!"

"Words I say?"

As Hayato grew even more confused, Lunaria arrived next.

"Good morning, Ren-chan. For today's breakfast...?!"

And Lunaria's eyes widened, just like Ren's.

"Lunaria-san, mornin'..."

"Continue."

"Huh?"

"You can just think of me as the Demon Lord who happens to be around and continue."

"That's exactly what you are, but it'd be a huge problem if a Demon Lord was just around, right? Or maybe not...? Anyway, what's with you two? Haven't you been acting strange?"

As Hayato tilted his head, Rosalie entered the dining hall next.

"Lunaria-sama, what are you doing in a place like this? Oh? Hayato-san, are you finally proposing? All I can say is, get a room."

Hearing Rosalie's words, Hayato finally understood. It was the situation of him giving a ring to Esha.

He had no such intention whatsoever, but from an outsider's perspective, it wasn't impossible to see it that way.

And Esha, for some reason, was holding out her left hand toward Hayato, back of the hand up, with a smirk on her face.

(She doesn't expect me to put it on her ring finger, does she?)

He considered putting it on her ring finger to teach the overly playful Esha a lesson, but you couldn't equip items on other people in this virtual reality. So, he just traded it normally.

And so Hayato had to explain the situation to everyone present.

***

The women's group headed off to the Spirit Country.

From Hayato's perspective, he'd undergone an interrogation so harsh he could only think, 'Finally, they're gone.' It had been on a level that would put a skilled detective to shame.

Rosalie and the members of the Black Rose were half-teasing, half-joking, but Ren and Lunaria were dead serious, demanding to know what the situation was with Esha. They even argued over which of them would give the speech as the friend of the bride.

After that, Benitsuru and Simon, who had arrived at the base, also bombarded him with questions. Simon, in particular, interrogated him with her hand on the hilt of her sword. Even in virtual reality, Hayato felt a little terrified.

Esha herself neither confirmed nor denied anything, just stood there smirking. Hayato was left to explain the situation all by himself.

It was likely thanks to him having prepared several synthesized rings and bracelets. Though Ren and Lunaria still looked dissatisfied, the other members were amazed by the powerful rings and bracelets and seemed to understand the situation in various ways.

"That was quite an ordeal."

Rose approached Hayato, who was slumped exhaustedly against a dining hall chair. She placed a coffee on the table.

Hayato said, "Thanks," took a single sip of the coffee, and let out a long sigh.

"Everyone else is one thing, but Esha is a handful. She says her hobby is seeing the troubled look on my face."

"She must be quite fond of you, Hayato-sama. It's like that psychological thing, you know, where you tease the one you like."

"Are you teasing me too, Rose-san?"

"Not at all, I'm serious. In Esha's case, if she truly didn't care about someone, she would have completely denied it. I think there's a chance, don't you?"

"Hahaha..."

All Hayato could do was laugh. It wouldn't do to say anything unnecessary and have his words held against him. Besides, if he were to say anything to Esha, it would be in the real world. He thought it was strange to do so in virtual reality.

"But it seems everyone got to blow off some steam. They seemed quite on edge lately, so this might have been a good change of pace."

"Really?"

"Yes. The members of the Black Rose, for example, seemed to be having trouble gathering information in the Demon Country, and Benitsuru-sama and her group seemed to be struggling with unfamiliar monsters."

"They didn't look that way to me."

"There are many sides women don't want to show men. However, their smiles seemed to increase once the betting started on how far you and Esha-sama have gone."

"...I'm glad I could be of service."

"By the way, I'm of the opinion that you've at least held hands by intertwining your fingers."

That's what's known as the lover's knot.

Hayato could only be speechless, but he felt that saying nothing here would be a loss.

"If I did that to Esha, I think she'd put me in a finger lock."

"Ah, that's true. You'd have to be prepared to lose a finger or two to do that."

Though Hayato was the one who said it, he thought it was a harsh assessment of Esha.

"But she wouldn't do that to you, Hayato-sama. Esha was worried, you know. That you've been getting too invested lately."

"Huh?"

"I know it was tough earlier, but don't you think some of the tension has left your shoulders?"

Rose was saying that Esha's prank was for Hayato's sake.

It was virtual reality, but the fact that he was facing a battle he couldn't lose had undeniably put some tension in his shoulders. Since he was with Esha not only in virtual reality but also in the real world, it was possible she had grown concerned from his expressions and actions.

"That's a bit of an overestimation... Rose-san, do you really think so?"

"Rather than what I think, what do you think, Hayato-sama?"

"...Yeah. Then I guess I should thank her."

"Please do."

As Rose said this with a smile, Hayato felt a little embarrassed and scratched his cheek with his right index finger.

"Ah, um, well then, I'm going to go raise my skills. I'll be back in my room."

"Understood. Please leave the shopkeeping to me."

"Okay, thanks."

Hayato said this and stood up from his chair. He then placed his foot on the stairs to head to his room on the second floor.

"Ma'am, we're not open for business yet..."

Rose, who had opened the door to the shop area, said something that made Hayato stop in his tracks.

"What's wrong..."

Immediately after, Rose was sent flying. She was about to crash into a dining hall table behind her, but she did a backflip in mid-air, placed her right hand on the table, and regained her posture.

"Rose-san!"

Hayato rushed over in a panic, but Rose took a stance as if nothing had happened. Knives had appeared in both her hands, and she held them in a reverse grip, glaring at the door.

"Please run!"

Rose shouted loudly, her gaze fixed on the door leading to the shop area without looking at Hayato.

"The sight of one confronting despair is beautiful, no matter who they are. I shall acknowledge your spirit in attempting to face me. However, you must not expect mercy from a fallen angel."

From the direction of the shop area, the sound of footsteps, kotsu kotsu, accompanied a woman's voice that reached Hayato's ears.

And from the still-open door, a woman appeared.

She had twin-tails in a black and white two-tone color scheme, a dress composed of the same two colors as her hair, and in her hand, she held a closed parasol, also made of black and white.

As the woman entered the dining hall, her gaze turned to Hayato, and she smiled. She then held the parasol like a cane with both hands and lightly tapped the tip on the floor with a kon.

"From nothing, being. From being, nothing. O one who has mastered change, touch my soul. And pledge your loyalty. That is your destiny."

Just like Esha earlier, the woman held out her left hand, back up.

It was Hayato's guess that she was telling him to kiss the back of her hand and pledge loyalty. He could only be troubled by being forced to do something he had only ever seen in old movies.

He decided it would be bad to get caught up in her pace and asked a normal question.

"Who are you?"

"A name is but a symbol to indicate a vessel, but do you wish to hear it? Or do you wish to hear my true name? That is an act of binding our souls in a contract. Do I have your consent to pledge loyalty to me even beyond the cycle of reincarnation?"

"...The vessel's name will do."

The woman made a slightly disappointed face before opening her mouth.

"The name of this vessel is Parsha. I serve as the leader of the clan 'Despair Angel,' but I apologize for this appearance. This is a temporary form, but I hope you understand that revealing my true form would be far too dangerous for a fragile human."

(This whole conversation is despair...)

Hayato had heard that the clan Despair Angel was a major new clan, on par in scale with Bandit and Starkest. He had also heard that many of its members said things that were hard to understand, but he hadn't heard it was this bad.

Now Hayato understood why Jolt and the others were so vague when he asked them for details. After pondering what to do, he decided to respond normally.

Though Hayato hadn't seen it, he could only assume it was Parsha who sent Rose flying. The chances of losing in a fight were high, but he would just respawn in his room, so he wanted to at least confirm why she had come.

"What business do you have, Parsha-san? It seems you attacked one of our employees."

"I was merely testing if she was worthy to be my companion. To withstand that single blow, she is quite strong. However, she is still human. Her vessel is fine, but the rank of her soul has yet to reach the heights."

All emotion had completely drained from Rose's face. Not joy, of course, but not anger or sadness either. It was the face of someone who had seen something incomprehensible, or whose thoughts had stopped. Right now, she had an air about her that suggested she could stick a knife in Parsha with the same ease as cutting an apple.

As Hayato was thinking this, Parsha gracefully bowed her head.

"Though it was a test, I shall apologize. The surprise attack just now was indeed not beautiful. However, I believe that maid and I were able to understand each other without exchanging words. You could say we spoke with our souls."

On the contrary, Rose's face showed no sign of understanding. She seemed to be ignoring Parsha's words entirely as she slowly closed the distance, looking ready to pounce at any moment.

"I thought I heard a commotion, what are you all doing?"

Noat descended the stairs into the dining hall.

Seeming not to understand the situation, Noat looked in turn at Hayato, Rose, and then Parsha.

"Well, what are we doing, you ask..."

Hayato didn't know what they were doing either. All he could say was that they were suddenly attacked in their base, but it was hard to tell if they were truly hostile.

Parsha looked at Noat, smiled, and then spoke.

"The next wind that blows... don't you think it's important to ascertain the most dangerous place? To extinguish a flame, use a greater flame. That is what this is."

(...I don't think you're supposed to use a greater flame... I don't get it at all, but, maybe she's saying this clan is a danger in the next event, so she came to investigate?)

The subtle turns of phrase that seemed to make sense but didn't kept bringing Hayato's thoughts to a halt.

As he wore a troubled expression, Noat, for some reason, crossed her arms, leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and raised the corners of her mouth in an unusual 'kukuku' laugh.

"I see. To stop a river, one must devour the clouds, is that it?"

Now there was another person saying incomprehensible things.

However, Parsha's face showed surprise, then her eyes sparkled, and she raised the corners of her mouth just like Noat had.

"It seems this clan, too, has one who is enchanted by the darkness, does it not?"

"You are mistaken. I was not enchanted. I was the one who did the enchanting."

Parsha's body trembled with a jolt. She seemed to be getting very excited.

"Wonderful. Which means the 'Fourth of the Violet'...?"

"Not that one. 'The Insect that Devours God'... no, is it 'The Observer of the Mad Librarian' now? That one."

"I am surprised. You mean the one from the 'Death Heavens'...!"

"Could you two take this outside?"

Though they should have been meeting for the first time, their conversation was somehow flowing.

Whether it was actually flowing was unclear, but from Hayato's perspective, they were definitely just making it up as they went along.

Rose had already lost interest. She put the knives she was holding back into her item bag, lowered her guard, and was now looking at the two of them as if they were something strange.

Parsha had become far more excited than when she had arrived and directed a gaze full of anticipation at Noat, who was leaning against the wall.

"I never thought there would be someone who could fight me. It would be far too gauche to defeat you here. Let us wait until the next banquet. There, you shall waltz with me. You will be my partner, will you not?"

"Very well. On the current board, one cannot defy the melody called fate. I shall obey the great will."

"The great will is...?"

Noat snorted and then spoke.

"Stardust Project... Seventeenth Organization... Are, Keru, Rarodo, Kestra..."

"Impossible, a survivor...!"

"There are no survivors. I died completely. I simply devoured the ancient soul left behind in 'Shijima' and returned. Go back and tell your other wing, the 'Rusting Pure Gold Coin,' that 'The Whale That Drinks the Moon' is looking forward to the next 'play'...

After saying this, Noat made a gesture as if pressing her right hand over her left.

"Not yet. It is our manner to eat the main dish last. Dessert comes first...!"

And Parsha covered her mouth with her left hand, her eyes moistening.

"O, other wing...! Rusting Pure Gold Coin...! What wonderful words...! I shall use them next time...!"

She said this in a small voice, but Hayato heard it all.

Parsha, who had been breathing heavily, 'fuu fuu,' finally calmed down and removed her hand from her mouth. She seemed to be trying to hold back a smile, as her cheeks were twitching, piku piku.

"Hmph, then I shall send you back to the 'Counter-Clockwise Clock' once more...!"

After that, Noat and Parsha both started laughing, 'kukkukku,' and Parsha said, "Farewell," and opened her parasol. She slung it over her shoulder, turned her back, and skipped out of the base.

Hayato looked at Noat leaning against the wall and wondered if he should just pretend nothing happened.

But he was curious, so he decided to ask.

"You know her?"

Noat stopped leaning against the wall and, in her usual wobbly manner, walked over and sat in a chair.

"First time meeting her."

"Then what was that conversation?"

"A noble game where we say things that sound meaningful and improvise a story together. The one who gets stuck for words or is moved by a cool line loses. In my case, I even do it alone when I'm writing lyrics."

"Noble... so the Stardust Project and all that meant nothing?"

"Nothing at all. In my head, there was this Stardust Project, and I made her the agent sent to crush that plan. By the way, she's my younger sister whose soul has been brainwashed. That child is also struggling..."

"That's complicated. But really, what did she come here for?"

"Probably reconnaissance. I heard a little bit from Alvie-chan of Kiss of Death that there's someone like that. She doesn't seem too interested in whether a clan is strong or weak. But since we're going to fight, I think she came to do some scouting."

"She's serious about it. And then she met the one person she shouldn't have met here."

"You've gotten good at saying things like that, Hayato-san. I'm so proud."

"I say it to Esha a lot too, but do you just like saying that?"

"Very much."

She may have come for reconnaissance, but in the end, it just looked like she came to play and then left. Hayato imagined that perhaps she was looking for 'someone like herself.'

That aside, there was something else on Hayato's mind.

"You saved us, but why are you still at the base? Weren't you supposed to go to the Spirit Country with Esha and the others?"

"Even if the Red Crown sounds the seven trumpets, it is difficult to resist the call of the void. That is true even for a clod of earth beloved by God..."

"Simpler, please."

"I overslept."

"I went to wake her at seven, but she wouldn't get up..."

Rose said this while looking at Noat. Her gaze was very cold.

"They left you behind?"

"It's the result of my belief that everyone can manage without me. Also, I believe that donuts will appear for breakfast."

"Alright, alright. I'll get them ready, so just wait a bit... Oh, right, are you okay, Rose-san? Did you lose any HP? You were sent flying, right?"

"No, I'm fine. I recovered with natural healing. But my mental fortitude was pushed to its absolute limit..."

"Me too. I'll prepare as much of your favorite food and drinks as you want, so don't hesitate to ask."

Hayato felt like he would prepare anything that existed in this virtual reality. That battle had been that brutal.

"In that case, may I have coffee and cheesecake? I feel like I've just experienced the injustice of the world. Why is it that the people who seem to live so carelessly are the strongest? I can't deal with this without something sweet."

"It is unfair, isn't it..."

"Why are you two looking at me?"

"Because you're like a symbol of injustice."

"I can tell I'm not being praised. I drove away the enemy, you could show a little more gratitude."

"I am grateful, but can you understand when I say that the fact you could drive them away like that is what's unfair?"

Still, when you looked at the results, it was Noat who had driven Parsha away without a fight.

Unfair as it was, Hayato prepared a slightly larger quantity of donuts than usual.



		
			Chapter 350

			An Invitation to a Meal

			Tomorrow, the event "Conflict" would begin.

Conflict was an event centered on a power struggle. Two factions, the New Demon Lord's Army and the Old Demon Lord's Army, would fight over nine territories in the Demon Country.

The territories were the "Demon Lord's Castle," "Demon Capital Zardogia," "Magical City Under," "Ruined City Clear," the "Necropolis Area," the "Dark Cave Area," the "Deep Impact Area," the "Abaddon Area," and the "Great Forest of the Undead."

Although it was a fight for territory, the event battles would take place in only one location per day. In that location, massive stones called Area Stones for the Old Demon Lord's Army and the New Demon Lord's Army would appear. The side that destroyed the other's stone would gain the territory. That was the rule.

If neither Area Stone was destroyed, it would be a draw. In the case of a draw, neither side would gain the territory, but if it had belonged to one side before the battle started, their control would continue.

The "Demon Lord's Castle" and "Magical City Under" were the respective headquarters territories, so battle events would not occur there unless all other territories were taken.

The event would last for one month. After that, a battle between Lunaria and Amanda would be forced. However, even if one side captured all territories except the headquarters, a one-on-one duel would be forced at the Demon Lord's Castle.

The number of territories held would affect Lunaria's and Amanda's combat power, so it was best to capture as many as possible. But since it only changed their combat power, the outcome of the battle was not absolutely guaranteed.

Even if they took all the territories, there was still a chance of losing. The reverse was also true, but in the end, it wouldn't be a true victory unless Lunaria defeated Amanda.

To increase that possibility, they needed an Excalibur for Lunaria, but it had yet to be made.

They had obtained the materials "Zaratan Core" and "Talos Gear."

Esha and the others had found Arcadia in the Spirit Country and defeated its guardian, the giant bronze automaton Talos. They were even defeating it regularly to obtain multiple items.

However, they had yet to obtain "Phoenix's Blood."

Today, despite their busy schedules, Maris and Surya had made time to log in, and they were heading to the island where the Phoenix lived with everyone else.

It wasn't a guarantee that they would get it by taming the Phoenix, but just like with the Unicorn's horn, there was a high probability of obtaining the item through taming.

Hayato held onto that hope as he raised his skills in his room at the base.

His Alchemy and Crafting were already at 200, but Blacksmithing, Sewing, and Cooking were stuck at 199. Just one more level, but that last one just wouldn't come.

He had a large amount of materials for skill grinding, but not an infinite supply. And once the event started, Ney and the others would have less time to gather materials. In the worst case, he might not reach 200.

(This is a problem. Considering the situation with Alchemy and Crafting, it's best to have all of them at 200.)

The Compounding of the Alchemy skill and the Synthesis of the Crafting skill were functions that could change the current environment. It was highly likely that similar functions would be unlocked for the other skills. If it could lead to victory in the event, he had no choice but to level them up, but whether the skill would increase was a matter of probability.

Feeling impatient, Hayato silently continued crafting items that would raise his skills.

***

He had been skill grinding since morning, but the skills wouldn't level up, and time passed.

He looked at the clock. It was eleven in the morning.

(It's almost time to log out, but I wonder what happened with Maris and the others?)

He had work at the cafe in the afternoon. It was time, so he thought about logging out, but there was no word from Maris and the others.

He refrained from using voice chat, as it would be a bother if they were in the middle of a battle.

As he was wondering what to do, he heard a knock on his room door.

"Hayato-sama, may I come in?"

"Come in."

Rose opened the door and entered. She had a slightly perplexed look on her face, which was unusual for her.

"What's wrong?"

"Hypnos-sama is here. Um, aside from his hair and skin color, he looks just like Diite-sama. Are you acquainted?"

"Huh?"

It was discovered that Hypnos had been passing information to Hayato and the others, and he was no longer able to make contact. That's what Hayato had heard.

There was a high chance something had happened. Hayato told Rose they were acquainted and immediately headed to the dining hall.

In the dining hall, Hypnos was sitting in a chair, drinking coffee.

When he noticed Hayato, he gave a slight wave of his right hand.

"Hey, Hayato. It's been a while."

"Um, it has. Did something happen?"

"Don't be so wary. I came on business this time."

"Business...?"

"Amanda wants to speak with you."

"What?"

"The event starts tomorrow, right? She wants to have a meal with you and talk before then. I haven't heard what she wants to talk about, though."

Hayato looked at Hypnos, but with his faint smile, his emotions were unreadable.

"Is this a conversation where I have the right to refuse?"

"I've been told to bring you, whether you like it or not."

Rose, who was next to him, immediately drew her knives and jumped in front of Hayato.

Seeing this, Hypnos slowly drank his coffee and smiled.

"It may be a professional relationship, but it seems you have many people who will protect you, Hayato. A stark contrast to Amanda. But that's beside the point. Would you be willing to come of your own volition? I'd rather not waste time."

Hayato told Rose in front of him, "It's okay," and stepped forward.

"I'll go."

"Hayato-sama!"

"Sorry, Rose-san. I'm just going to the Demon Lord's Castle for a bit, so when everyone gets back, please let them know."

"Then, please take me with you!"

"I need you to look after the base, Rose-san. I'd like you to earn as much money as possible."

"But..."

"This is something only I can ask of you. It's okay, I'll be back soon."

Hayato smiled as he said this, and Rose, with a pained expression, bowed her head deeply.

"Understood. I will use any means necessary to earn money. However, all the products here are handmade by you, Hayato-sama. Please return before we run out of stock."

"Got it. Well then, shall we go?"

"A wise decision. Trust, faith... I can only understand these things vaguely, but it seems you have such bonds."

"I trust you too, Hypnos."

When Hayato said that, Hypnos froze as if he had stopped. But it was only for a moment. He immediately offered a faint smile.

"I suppose I should say thank you. Then let's go."

Hypnos approached Hayato and grabbed his right hand.

"Huh?"

The moment that sound escaped Hayato's lips, a black haze-like substance enveloped his surroundings.

His vision was covered in black, and he heard Rose's shout, but it was only for an instant before his vision returned.

"Where is..."

Unlike Hayato's base, this was a room that seemed to have exhausted all extravagance, lined with luxurious furnishings.

The gold bed and furniture were rather unsettling. If he were told to live here, he'd probably give up in a day due to the sheer luxury.

"Welcome to the Demon Lord's Castle. Though this is just a room in the residential area."

"This is in poor taste."

It was the best insult he could muster, but Hypnos laughed at his words.

"So you think so too, Hayato. I feel the same way. If you have sensibilities close to mine, perhaps I should be pleased."

"...You seem to be in a good mood."

"The job ended easily. My apologies to that maid, but I was glad you came quickly, Hayato. Well, the job is still halfway done. Let me guide you to Amanda's room."

"The food must be more delicious than what I make, right? In that case, I'll gladly partake."

"To be able to show such composure, even in virtual reality, is impressive."

"On the inside, I'm terrified. My heart is pounding, baku baku."

"Then shall I hold your hand like this?"

Hypnos was still holding Hayato's right hand.

Hayato glanced at it and hastily pulled his hand away.

"You're flustered, even though I'm an AI? I've thought it before, but you're an interesting one, Hayato."

"When it's a woman this realistic, with thoughts that are indistinguishable from a human's, it's natural to be flustered."

"...I see. I think I understand why Diite is so attached to you. Now, this way. Follow me."

Hypnos said this, opened a door, and left the room.

Hayato, having come this far, psyched himself up to bring back at least one piece of information and followed after him.

***

After walking down a corridor for about a minute, there was a door at the end. There were several other doors, but this one alone was magnificently decorated. In a game, it would be the final boss's room.

Hypnos knocked on the door.

A voice from inside said, "It's open," and Hayato and the others opened the door and entered.

Amanda's room in the Demon Lord's Castle was just as luxurious as the previous one, with glittering furniture. Amanda was sitting on one of those luxurious pieces of furniture, a sofa, elegantly drinking tea.

She looked a little surprised to see Hayato and the others.

"You're rather early, aren't you?"

"Hayato was very reasonable. I was able to bring him without any trouble."

"That's boring in its own way. You could have resisted a little."

"I was taught not to refuse an invitation from a lady."

It was a lesson from Ren's Girls' Heart Study Group, but of course, that wasn't the reason. It was sarcasm.

Amanda looked blank for a moment, but then she burst out laughing.

"You're funny. And that composure, it's the first time I've thought someone else was wonderful."

"Thank you very much. If you think I'm so wonderful, would you mind losing the event for me?"

"If I fell in love with you, that might be fine, but just being wonderful isn't enough, is it? The world and you aren't an even trade, are they?"

"That's a shame. If only I were more handsome, I could have saved the world."

Amanda laughed even harder. This time, she was clutching her stomach and kicking her feet.

After laughing for a while, she caught her breath and smiled at Hayato.

"I like you. You, become my ally. I'll treat you well, you know?"

"I have no intention of joining the losing side."

"...Truly wonderful. Even if you're weak in virtual reality, you're strong in the real world. I've decided. After I conquer the world, I'll use you as my subordinate."

"I'll take you up on that then. If you manage to conquer the world, that is."

"That's certainly the biggest problem, isn't it? But now I'm more motivated than ever. I promise I'll definitely conquer it."

"You can break that promise anytime, you know. By the way, I have something I'd like to ask, if that's alright."

"What is it?"

"Where's the food?"

Hayato said this and looked at the table in the room. Despite her saying she wanted to have a meal, there was nothing on the table. Maybe they were too early, or maybe it was somewhere else, but he asked to show his composure.

"Did you come here for a meal?"

"That's the invitation I received, so I came."

Amanda turned her gaze to Hypnos.

"What did you say to bring him here?"

"I told him that Amanda wanted to have a meal and talk. Something like that."

She turned her gaze back to Hayato. Her face was more exasperated than before, her eyes looking at him as if he were a disappointment.

"You came with Hypnos for a reason like that?"

"Yes, but could it be that's not what this is about...?"

"I just said to bring you here as a hostage. I left the method up to him."

"What...? I didn't hear about this."

Hayato shot a reproachful look at Hypnos. But Hypnos was unfazed.

"You wouldn't have come if I had told you, would you? My apologies, especially after you said you trusted me."

Hypnos said this and laughed. At the same time, Amanda also started laughing.

"You're funny. But it's strange. Both Hypnos and Nanagi told me to be careful with you, Hayato, but so far I don't feel any danger at all."

"I'm often told I'm harmless. I've maxed my production skills, but my combat power is nonexistent. By the way, my HP is always at 1, so please don't be rough with me. If I get a Return from Death, I won't be much of a hostage."

"Oh, could it be that's why you seem so composed?"

"That's right."

"Unfortunately, even if you are defeated, you won't return to your base, Hayato."

"Huh?"

"By the way, you can't log out either."

"...What did you say?"

Hayato was surprised by those words.

From the moment he was invited for a meal, he had thought he might be taken hostage. He had agreed with that in mind. This was virtual reality. He had thought that even if he were trapped somewhere, he could manage somehow.

"Um, what was her name again... that's right, Ronios. I gave that girl an item that seals Return from Death. You had it used on you, didn't you?"

Hayato remembered. When he went to the dining hall with Maris and Surya, that item had been used on him, sealing Return from Death, teleportation, and voice chat.

"This time, it's even more amazing. It seals logging out too, and the range is wide. This entire Demon Lord's Castle. I'll have you know, you can't even get a forced logout from your physical body weakening. As long as you're in this Demon Lord's Castle, you won't be able to log out, no matter what. You can't use voice chat either, so you can't tell them the situation. You'd better pray someone notices and takes care of your physical body."

That wasn't a problem, since Esha was there.

But that was just a coincidence. It was a coincidence that he was living with Esha. Even if he wasn't, there was a chance his friend Ney would notice. But if that didn't happen, it meant he would die from lack of water and nutrition.

It was unclear how much she knew about his real-life situation, but Hayato decided to continue the conversation while concealing his real circumstances as much as possible.

"Are you planning to kill me?"

"That's the easiest way, isn't it? As I said before, Hypnos and Nanagi say you're dangerous. If you think about how to eliminate a dangerous person, killing them is the best way, right?"

Amanda said she would kill him without any hesitation. Furthermore, her expression didn't change. It was an expression that said it was nothing.

"That's morbid. I didn't think you'd actually try to kill me."

"What I'm trying to do is conquer the world, you know? I'm not thinking of doing it without any sacrifices. This isn't a game, so of course that's how it is."

"...I can't work as your subordinate if I'm dead, though."

"Now that you mention it, that's true. Then I'll pray for you not to die. Don't die until I've broken that girl, Diite."

"I won't die if you let me go."

"That was a blind spot. But no, I can't. I don't know why, but you're apparently dangerous, and Lunaria and the others seem to hold you in high regard, so you're the perfect hostage."

"Are you saying you can't win without using dirty tricks?"

"No, not really. Since I'm going to win anyway, I just took the easy route. Besides, complaining about dirty tricks is just an excuse for the loser, isn't it?"

"...So you have no intention of fighting on equal terms?"

"You think you're my equal? Are you telling me to hold back so we can be equals?"

Hayato was at a loss for words.

It was only natural, but Amanda wasn't playing a virtual reality game. She was doing this to destroy Diite, to conquer the world.

There were no equal conditions or rules like in sports, and no thought of fighting fair and square. It was a battle of win or lose.

"Are you done with your questions? I'm having fun, so I'll answer anything."

That seemed to be the truth, as Amanda was smiling the whole time.

(This is my own fault, but the situation isn't good. Still, I'm not that worried since everyone will probably figure something out. And I have a feeling Hypnos will help me too. So I should do what I can here to increase Lunaria-san's chances of winning, even by a little.)

"If I were to ask an unpleasant question, can you promise not to get angry?"

"That depends on the question."

"That defeats the purpose."

"Alright, fine. I won't get angry no matter what you ask. I promise."

"Then, what's your favorite sweet?"

"...Huh?"

"Your favorite sweet. A chocolate parfait, pancakes, anything is fine, so could you tell me your favorite food?"

"...Matcha ice cream."

"Got it. I'll make it now. Since I came all this way, why don't we have a meal and talk? I don't know if you have the time, though."

Amanda stared at Hayato with a surprised look on her face.

And Hypnos started laughing.

"Amanda, what's wrong? Do you have some urgent business? Hayato is inviting you to a meal."

"...No, I don't."

"Then what will you do about Hayato's invitation?"

"You want to have a meal with me?"

Amanda asked this as she looked at Hayato with a curious expression.

"That's what I came here for. Though I was tricked."

"So you did... Then shall we have a meal together...?"

"If there's anything else you want to eat besides matcha ice cream, I'll make it. Oh, what would you like to eat, Hypnos?"

"Is it alright if I join too?"

"I've been wanting to talk with you at length, Hypnos. If you don't mind."

"Of course I don't mind. Is that alright with you too, Amanda?"

"...I don't mind."

"Then it's settled. Make me a cream puff. I've been wanting to try one. Preferably strawberry flavored."

"Got it. Then let's get cooking."

With a smiling Hypnos and a bewildered Amanda, Hayato took out his beloved knife and began to make the requested sweets.



		
			Chapter 351

			Superhuman

			"You have some bad luck, Hayato. Does something like that normally happen? It's so funny."

Amanda seemed to be in a good mood.

Though she had been bewildered at first, Hayato had managed to pique her interest by talking about his own failures. Now she was lying on the sofa, listening to his story with a happy expression.

Hayato and Amanda had almost no common topics of conversation. But they did have a common acquaintance. And with that in mind, he chose Nanagi as a topic, someone who wouldn't put Amanda in a bad mood.

It was about the time Hayato first went to the Eastern Country. What Amanda found particularly amusing was when a ninja stole his beloved knife, the "Adamantite Knife - Extreme."

"I certainly had bad luck. Since I'm a production class, I had a lot of other items. And yet, they stole my most important knife."

"You're something else, Hayato. And this time, you became a hostage on your own accord. Did you do something in a past life?"

"I can't deny that possibility."

"You are favored by God, Hayato."

Hypnos said this while eating a strawberry cream puff.

Amanda nodded with a smile.

"That's true. Whether it's for good things or bad, I think there are people who are just born under that kind of star. It's going to be tough for you from now on."

"Not from now on, it's pretty bad right now. I can't log out, so I'm probably going to die."

"Really. You have my sympathy."

"You're the one who did it, though?"

"That's why I'm sympathizing. If someone else had done it, I wouldn't think anything of it."

Amanda said this, then for a moment, her face became serious. She then lay down on her back on the sofa, kicked her feet, and laughed while clutching her stomach.

Hayato didn't know what was so funny, but he figured he must have hit some kind of funny bone and just gave a wry smile. But he could tell she was in a good mood, so he decided it was about time to change the subject.

"I've told you a fair bit about my stories of misfortune, but could you tell me about yourself next?"

Amanda, who had been laughing while clutching her stomach, had tears in her eyes from laughing so much. She turned her head to the side while still lying down and looked at Hayato.

"Me? You want to hear about me?"

"That's right."

"Why?"

"I don't want you to take this the wrong way, but..."

"You can say whatever you want and ask whatever you want. As a thank you for making me laugh, I'll listen without getting angry."

"Thank you for that. You are..."

"Don't call me 'you,' call me Amanda."

"Then Amanda-san..."

"Amanda-san, huh. That's quite refreshing. Ah, I'm sorry, please continue."

"Um, Amanda-san, you have a terribly bad reputation with Lunaria-san."

"I imagine so."

"Is there no way for you two to get along, even now?"

At this statement from Hayato, both Amanda and Hypnos seemed surprised, staring at him with straight faces.

Hayato continued, ignoring the two of them.

"I know this is late to say, but I think it's better to live happily with everyone than to conquer the world. This is just something I heard, so if you have a rebuttal, I'd like to hear it, but it seems Lunaria-san dislikes that you insulted her comrades. I think she would forgive you if you apologized."

With this, Amanda seemed to be completely frozen, staring at Hayato without moving a muscle.

And now Hypnos started laughing.

"You're incredible, Hayato. Are you planning to cut to the root of the matter? It's true that if Amanda gives up on world domination, the problem will be solved. What will you do, Amanda?"

"...That surprised me. I never expected such a proposal. It's the most unexpected of the unexpected. I knew it, you're great, Hayato. You'd better survive no matter what and become my subordinate."

"Let's talk about that later. So what do you think? You won't give up on world domination?"

"Why?"

"Well, like I said, it's better to live happily with everyone..."

"I don't see any meaning in living happily with everyone. From my perspective, being with everyone is just a matter of huddling together because you can't live alone, right?"

"That might be true, but it's not just that. Wasn't it fun talking with me? I think it's more fun to talk with everyone about various things than to be alone."

"It was fun. But that's enough in virtual reality, isn't it? There's no need to meet in the real world, so it's not a reason to stop conquering the world. Besides, I don't want to kill everyone. I'm just saying let's live happily in virtual reality, you know?"

"But I think there are people who want to remain in the real world."

"If they remember the real world, that is. If I force them into virtual reality and make them forget about the real world, there's no problem. Most of the NPCs in this world are like that, so the verification is more than sufficient."

Hayato was at a loss for words.

If he could change Amanda's mind, many things would be resolved. Since he had become a hostage, this was about all he could do, so he brought it up, but she was a tough nut to crack.

Hayato decided to ask a fundamental question to understand Amanda better.

"I'd like you to tell me, Amanda-san, why do you want to conquer the world? It seems you plan to put everyone into virtual reality, but I feel like it would be fine for them to live in the real world too."

Nanagi was aiming for a free and equal world. He had also said things like humans in the real world would eventually perish, but Amanda didn't seem to share that ideology. On the other hand, it didn't seem like she was doing it for a casual reason either.

Hayato asked, thinking there might be a clue to changing Amanda's mind somewhere in there.

Amanda looked at Hayato with a bored expression.

"What will you do after hearing that?"

"I want to know the reason, and if I'm lucky, I'd like to make you give up."

"That's just like you, Hayato, to say that. Then let me ask you a question in return. Why do you run a cafe? You started it using the prize money from the Clan War, right?"

"Part of it is because I like coffee, but I also like to entertain people."

"Would you give up that reason if someone else told you to?"

Once again, Hayato was at a loss for words.

He thought that he wouldn't give up, no matter what valid reason was given.

As he was wondering how to answer, Hypnos spoke up.

"Amanda, whether you can make her give up or not, I'd like to know too."

"Oh? That's unusual, for you to want to know about me. Are spears going to fall from the sky tomorrow?"

"If you completely take over this virtual reality, I can make that happen."

"To be able to make a joke like that, you really change when Hayato is around. I like that side of you better."

"Thank you for that. So, may I hear the reason for your world domination?"

Amanda, who had been lying on the sofa, sat up and readjusted her posture.

"I don't mind telling you, but it's a long story."

"We have all the time in the world. I'd love to hear it. You too, right, Hayato?"

"Yeah. Hostage life is boring, so if you're willing to tell me, I'd like to hear it."

"For other people to be interested in me, today is just full of surprises. Alright, I'm having fun today, so I'll answer anything."

Amanda asked Hayato for another matcha ice cream. When Hayato prepared it, Amanda took a bite. Then, after taking a breath, she opened her mouth.

"I want to become a Demon Lord in this virtual reality."

"...Huh?"

"The looks on your faces, Hayato and Hypnos, are priceless."

"Um, are you joking?"

"Of course not, I'm serious. But I know that's not enough to get my point across, so I'll explain from the beginning."

Amanda took a light breath and moved her gaze from Hayato to Hypnos in turn.

"I think you know this, Hayato, but I was raised as a Genetically Enhanced Human in the real world."

Hayato nodded.

He had heard about that from Diite and Hypnos. It was an unbelievable story, but since Diite wouldn't lie about it, it was most likely true.

"From the time I can remember, it was studying, tests, experiments... I had never been outside the research facility, so that was my entire world. So I never questioned anything and just did as the researchers told me."

Amanda took another bite of matcha ice cream.

"I never ate anything like this. I just did what I was told. Every day was almost the same, but I achieved results that were second to none there. Being praised by the researcher in charge, getting good grades, that was everything to me. And I was proud of being a Genetically Enhanced Human. I believed that one day, I would go out into space to save humanity."

Genetically Enhanced Humans were also an important project in the space development of that time.

Space is too vast for humans. Even if they go into space with aspirations, the vastness can make them feel lonely and terrified, and an ordinary mind cannot withstand it.

In an era when Earth's resources were scarce, creating humans who could withstand space was an urgent task in order to search for new frontiers.

"The first trigger was an old movie I saw during recreation as a child. A single person who could be called a superhuman... no, not a person. Something that looked like a person. That person mowed down several people with guns. Even if they were shot, they wouldn't die. They defeated their opponents with movements that were too fast for the eye to follow. A single person defeated hundreds. I thought I could become like that when I grew up, that I could become a person who could save the world. And that was my motivation."

Hayato also liked watching old movies and had seen a few action movies like that. Of course, watching them as an adult, he knew it was entertainment. It was impossible in reality.

"But reality is sad, isn't it? As I got older, my pride in being a Genetically Enhanced Human disappeared. They call us Genetically Enhanced Humans, but we're just a little more talented than normal people. In reality, I can't even defeat ten adults by myself. I can't fly, and I can't destroy a building with a punch."

Amanda said this and then finished her matcha ice cream. She then lightly tossed the spoon into the glass dish that had held the ice cream.

"Still, I was burning with the mission of going to space and searching for resources and habitable planets. I had a sense of mission that I was born for that purpose. But that's gone now too."

"May I ask why?"

Amanda gave a self-deprecating smile.

"Think about why I'm here. My first job was to steal the technology used in this virtual reality. And the reason? Because I had the best grades. My anger went beyond rage to murderous intent."

"That happened..."

"I don't need your sympathy. Anyway, that's when I decided to break away from the research facility. After that, while pretending to be obedient, I didn't provide them with the technology and instead used most of it for my own knowledge. The problem was what to do after that."

"Was that world domination?"

"Around that time, I was thinking of hijacking the spaceship, but I didn't think it would be a spaceship capable of world domination. And since there was talk of leaving Earth because the Another Frontier Project was ending, I had to think about a lot more things."

"And the result of your thinking was?"

"I decided to leave Earth on the spaceship and become a superhuman in this virtual reality. The movie I saw as a child, I wanted to become a person with overwhelming strength like the protagonist. It's a dream that can't come true in reality, a dream in virtual reality."

Hayato looked at Amanda, who had said this boastfully, with an exasperated expression.

"Hey, don't make a face like that after hearing someone's dream."

"But that dream is a little..."

"I know how you feel. Someone else's dream that doesn't involve you is like that. You either deny it, saying it's stupid, or you laugh. I laughed too when I found out Hayato's dream was to run a cafe. But it doesn't matter what other people think, does it?"

Hayato understood a little too. When he quit his company, he didn't say he was quitting for his dream. It was for game prize money, and opening a cafe in a colony was the height of madness.

Even if you think your own dream is the best, it can't be helped if others think it's stupid. The scale of their dreams may be different, but he had no right to deny her dream.

Thinking that, Hayato bowed his head.

"Sorry, my bad. I don't know if it's a good dream or not, but I shouldn't have denied it."

When he said that, Amanda looked quite surprised, and her gaze wandered.

"What's wrong?"

"I understand a little of what they meant by you being dangerous, Hayato. I never thought I wouldn't be made fun of for this dream. Nanagi was similar, but that was just because his dream was similar to mine."

"Um...?"

"That doesn't matter. Anyway, I left Earth with the spaceship. I took measures not to have my memories erased. I tampered with the program of the machine implanted in my body based on the technology I stole here."

"You do some amazing things."

"That much is easy. I was trained for that kind of thing at the research facility. But I didn't expect to sleep for a hundred years. The program must have been sloppy because it was so rushed. That was my only failure, I suppose. Oh, no, not being able to get Lunaria's cooperation was also a failure."

"Lunaria-san's cooperation?"

"You know, right? Lunaria was created as a Genetically Enhanced Human just like me. A failure, but a talented failure. I tried to make her my assistant, but she lost her mind and defied me."

"I don't think anyone would want to cooperate with someone who insults their comrades...?"

"Not taking that into account was my failure. But comrades, huh. She may not have her memories, but I wonder if she still thinks of normal humans as her comrades? She was supposed to have acquired a spirit that could withstand the lonely space of the universe, but that girl said she didn't like being alone."

"Is it wrong to want to be with people?"

"It's not wrong. But Lunaria and I are Genetically Enhanced Humans. We were educated not to have such weaknesses. In Lunaria's case, she left midway through, so she might be half-baked."

"She left?"

"That girl, unlike me, was a failure. No, she just made herself look like one to the researchers and played the part of a useless person. Considering my current situation, I can see that was the right thing to do, which is frustrating."

According to Amanda, Lunaria was also talented, but she deliberately got bad scores in her studies, tests, and experiments to make herself look like a failure as a Genetically Enhanced Human.

Whether she didn't get along with the researcher in charge or wasn't thinking at all was unclear, but she knew that Lunaria wasn't being serious.

Hayato was surprised to hear that.

Amanda had called Lunaria a failure, so he thought she looked down on her.

"Could it be that you acknowledge Lunaria-san...?"

"I don't acknowledge her, but I do think of her as a talented pawn. To buy time for me to steal the spaceship's technology, I had her lead a clan, and thanks to her standing out in various ways, my job was easier. Though I was irritated when she lost after trying to have a one-on-one duel with Ivan in the final Clan War, even though I told her to stop."

She said she understood that the clan was held together by Lunaria alone. As soon as Lunaria lost, the clan collapsed. They were trampled by Blackjack and lost.

"I held out until the end, but it was no use. Our equipment was different, but our stats were the same, and our skill compositions were almost identical, so it was impossible to make a comeback. But they're useless, aren't they? To collapse just because Lunaria lost. Humans are still just humans... oh? What were we talking about?"

At some point, the conversation had strayed quite a bit, and Amanda tilted her head.

"Oh, right. We were talking about how I want to be a Demon Lord in virtual reality. As I said before, I want to be a superhuman like in the movie I saw as a child. In the world of this virtual reality, that would be a Demon Lord or a Hero. But I'm not going to use that power for good, so Demon Lord is my only choice."

"I get that. But you don't need to conquer the world, do you?"

"It's a dream that can't come true in reality, so I just have to make this the reality. Besides, it would be a problem if this virtual reality were physically destroyed. And my body lying in the pod too. Do you think the spaceship is invincible? Even with stealth and an energy shield, it's not perfect. If its location is discovered and it's hit with several missiles, it will break. I need to be firm about that."

Amanda said this and started laughing.

Hayato didn't know what was so funny, but he was at least glad that Amanda's circumstances were now clear.

That said, he couldn't think of a rebuttal, or a reason to make her give up.

Amanda was essentially saying she was doing it because she wanted to. Even if he said that was wrong, there was no logical reason why it was wrong.

She thought of herself and humans as different species, and there was a part of her that didn't care what happened to others.

Just as he was about to say something, anything, in rebuttal, the room door flew open.

Nanagi was standing there.

"So you kidnapped Hayato..."

Nanagi looked at Hayato with disgust.

When they had spoken in the underground arena of the Mercenary Guild, he had a more composed expression, but now he was staring at Hayato as if to pierce him with his gaze.

"Oh, Nanagi. Did you find a good item? You don't look like it from your face."

When Amanda asked this with a happy expression, Nanagi sighed.

"You seem to be having fun."

"I am. It was fun talking with Hayato. When I talk with you or Hypnos, your expressions are so blank it makes me feel stupid, but Hayato's expression changes constantly, so it's rewarding to talk to him."

"I see. Then that's enough. I'll throw Hayato in the dungeon."

"It's fine as it is. He can't escape the Demon Lord's Castle anyway, and I'll use him as a cook."

"We don't need to eat to not die, do we?"

"What's wrong with it? Eating delicious food motivates you. Or are you afraid of Hayato? Even though he has a production-based skill composition and his HP is always at 1?"

Amanda gave Nanagi a provocative look.

Nanagi shot a sharp glance at Hayato for a moment before speaking.

"I am afraid. This guy influences people, for better or for worse. You may not have noticed, but you seem to be influenced by Hayato already."

"...What did you say?"

"This is what's scary about Hayato. It's not like you to be so obsessed with him. If you can still say you're fine, then keep him by your side always. If I see Hayato alone, I'll push him off a balcony and make him get a Return from Death."

Amanda looked at Hayato with a surprised face. And then she glared at Nanagi.

"Fine. I'll keep Hayato by my side always. I'll prove that I can win the event even if I am influenced."

"I hope so."

Nanagi said this and then turned his gaze to Hypnos.

Hypnos was just faintly smiling.

"I have something to talk about. Come with me for a bit."

"Oh my, an invitation. How delightful."

Hypnos said this and stood up, then left the room with Nanagi.

Hayato and Amanda were left in a strange atmosphere. Or rather, Amanda was staring intently at Hayato.

"Um, what?"

"Obsessed...? Me...?"

"I think Nanagi is just saying whatever. Me, influencing people? No way."

"...Well, fine. Stay here in the Demon Lord's Castle until the event is over. But don't leave my side or Hypnos's side. If Nanagi finds you alone, he really will push you off a balcony."

"From my perspective, I'd rather get a Return from Death that way."

"...That was a blind spot. What should I do...?"

Amanda held her head as if in thought, and Hayato, thinking it would take some time, started making and drinking coffee.

***

In the corridor of the Demon Lord's Castle, Nanagi and Hypnos were facing each other.

"What were you thinking, kidnapping Hayato?"

"I was merely following orders. If you have a complaint, why don't you tell Amanda?"

"You should have known this would likely happen if you brought Hayato here. Amanda is talented, but she has too little experience with people. She might end up doing whatever Hayato says."

"Like you did with Benitsuru?"

"...Yes."

"Then what's wrong with Hayato doing that to Amanda? Is there a rule somewhere that says he can't?"

"Don't be a fool. If Amanda gives up on world domination, you won't be able to become the administrator of this virtual reality. Our goals may differ slightly, but we were aiming for the same thing, weren't we?"

"Isn't that just what you've arbitrarily decided?"

"You, don't tell me..."

"I think that 'don't tell me' is off the mark. I'm not your enemy, and it's true that I can't defy Amanda's orders, so you can rest easy. But it would be premature to think of me as a complete ally. I have my own goals. They don't necessarily align with your interests."

"...I shouldn't have trusted you."

"Did you really trust me? Hayato told me he trusted me, and I believed him. Though I did betray that trust to bring him here."

"It's suspicious whether you really betrayed Hayato. Didn't you do it to make him win?"

"You're free to think whatever you want. Now, is that all you have to say?"

"...Yes, you may go."

"Then I'll return to the room. The conversation between Amanda and Hayato is interesting. Why don't you join us?"

"I'd rather not be influenced by Hayato."

"That's a shame. Then do your best in the event starting tomorrow."

Hypnos said this and returned to the room where Hayato and the others were.

Nanagi watched Hypnos enter the room, then clicked his tongue and headed towards his own room.



		
			Chapter 352

			Greetings and a Meal

			Hayato spent the night in a room in the Demon Lord's Castle.

Logging out and voice chat were both disabled, and his movements were restricted, so there was no chance of escape. The only possibility was if Nanagi found him alone and pushed him off a balcony to the outside of the castle.

Esha and the others were sharp. Plus, Diite was with them. Hayato was completely at ease, certain they would understand the situation even without any contact.

He didn't know if they would close the cafe or if Ash and the others would run it in his place, but he believed they must have at least moved his body to a hospital.

That aside, there were other problems.

He had left as many of his crafted items at their base as possible. He had prepared plenty of items made using the functions unlocked when his Alchemy and Crafting skills reached 200.

However, his other production items were a different story.

He had crafted the Excalibur Replica and Arondight Replica to level his skills, but while they ignored defense, their base damage was low. Having a large quantity of them wouldn't be enough to change the odds of victory. The main purpose of blacksmithing was maintenance. To restore the durability lost in battle, Hayato had to personally receive the weapons and armor to work on them.

Furthermore, the Excalibur for Lunaria was still unfinished.

Apparently, Lunaria had been practicing her dual wielding with the Excalibur Replica, and Hayato had heard she had gotten quite good. They might be able to win without it, but its presence would surely make a difference in their chances.

(I'm going to get yelled at for being so reckless. Still, the Bandit clan must have production players too, so I think they'll manage somehow.)

With that thought, Hayato considered what he himself could do.

Changing Amanda's mind would be difficult.

Her dream, as he had heard it yesterday, was impossible from a common sense perspective.

Common sense is largely a product of education, but much of it is also derived from past experiences and the environment surrounding oneself and others. People learn what they should and shouldn't do by seeing and hearing, even if they aren't told in words.

But Amanda lacked that. It was unclear what she had been taught at the research facility, but she believed it was fine to inconvenience others. And depending on the act, even if it was criminal, the real Amanda could not be captured.

In the vicinity of the spaceship Aphrodite, there were several other spaceships for emergencies, but finding their exact coordinates was considered difficult. Capturing the spaceship, and Amanda herself, was said to be a matter of luck.

And getting her to give up the dream itself was also difficult.

Amanda's dream was, "Since I was born a genetically enhanced human, I want to become the superman, the demon lord, I saw in the movies."

To make someone give up on something, the easiest way is to show them why it's impossible. You just have to persuade them that it can't be done for any reason, be it financial, physical, or logical. Even if there's a possibility, saying it depends on a condition like winning a high-stakes lottery is the same as saying it's impossible.

However, considering the performance of the virtual reality and the spaceship Aphrodite, world domination was possible, though it would take time. She could create a virtual reality where she reigned as the Demon Lord.

In other words, it was not impossible.

Just as he was thinking that the only way to stop Amanda was to have Lunaria win, Hayato heard a knock at the door.

"Hayato, are you awake?"

Recognizing Hypnos's voice, Hayato answered immediately.

"I'm awake."

The time was seven in the morning. The room was growing bright with the sunlight from outside.

"Amanda is calling for you. Can you come?"

"It’s not like I have a choice, right? I'll be right there."

Hayato immediately stepped out of the room.

He saw Hypnos standing before him and spoke at once.

"Good morning."

"...What did you say?"

"Huh? I said, good morning. A morning greeting."

"...Ah, right, a greeting. Should I return it?"

"People usually do."

"I see, people usually do..."

Hypnos, despite being in a virtual reality, cleared his throat with a `n, n` and looked at Hayato with a serious expression.

"Good morning."

"Why are you so tense?"

"This is the first time I've offered a greeting that wasn't sarcasm or a taunt. In fact, I feel like this is the first time I've ever used the words ‘good morning’ as a greeting."

"You don't greet Amanda-san or Nanagi?"

"As if those two would ever exchange greetings. We are together, but we have very little sense of being comrades. It's a relationship where we are all just using each other. You could say we don't see any significance in greetings at all."

"Is that so?"

"Last night, before you went back to your room, you said good night to Amanda, didn't you? After that, Amanda was basically frozen for a while. I knew that, yet I've ended up in a similar situation, so I can't laugh at her."

"Well, that's something. Anyway, shall we go?"

Hypnos nodded and began to walk.

Hayato started walking beside him at the same pace.

"By the way, why is Amanda-san calling for me?"

"It's an invitation to watch the event together since it's about to start. We're going to display the event status on a giant monitor."

"I'd love to see that. It's also good timing since I was thinking of making breakfast."

"...You intend to make breakfast?"

"Didn't Amanda-san say something like that yesterday? That I'd be the cook."

Hypnos's mouth fell slightly open as he looked at Hayato, then he clutched his stomach, bent forward, and started laughing.

"You've got some nerve, Hayato. Or are you just not thinking at all? I'd prefer it to be the former."

"I'll leave that to your imagination. By the way, what would you like to eat, Hypnos?"

"That's a difficult question. Yesterday's cream puffs were something I'd wanted to try for a while, so the answer came quickly, but now it's breakfast, is it?"

"Is it that hard...? If you're fine with leaving it up to me, I'll just make whatever."

"The chef's choice, is it. In that case, I'll have that."

"Got it. Now, what should I make..."

Chatting like this, Hayato and Hypnos walked down the hall.

They soon arrived at Amanda's room, and Hypnos knocked on the door.

"I've brought Hayato."

"It's open, you can come in."

Hearing Amanda's voice from inside, Hypnos opened the door and entered. Hayato followed behind him.

Inside the same luxurious room as yesterday, Amanda was lying sprawled out on the sofa.

"Welcome. The event is about to start, so let's watch together..."

"Good morning."

Hayato's words stopped Amanda mid-sentence. Her eyes darted around restlessly before settling on Hayato, as if she were afraid.

"Uh, what?"

"You too, Amanda-san? I said, good morning. A morning greeting."

"Oh, uh, ah, right, a morning greeting..."

Amanda took a deep breath and looked at Hayato. Then she stood up from the sofa and straightened her appearance.

"G, good morning... Huh? What do you mean, me too?"

"Well, Hypnos had a similar reaction."

Hayato glanced at Hypnos, who had his back turned and was trembling as he clutched his stomach.

Amanda saw this and pouted, looking quite displeased.

"Hey, if you had the same reaction, don't laugh!"

"I said I couldn't laugh, but it was impossible. However, I did try to hold it in, so I'd like you to acknowledge my effort. By the way, is that an order? I will obey as much as possible, but I can't make any promises."

"That's kind of annoying... It's not an order. Just forget it and create the monitor. We still have time, but it should be starting soon, right?"

"Very well, just a moment."

Hypnos raised both hands.

A transparent, plate-like object gradually began to form at his fingertips. It seemed to be building from the top down, but given its size, it would take a little longer to complete.

Hayato looked at Amanda.

"What would you like for breakfast, Amanda-san?"

"...Huh? What now?"

"Breakfast. I'll make anything."

"Oh, um, what should I have...?"

"I left it up to Hayato's choice," Hypnos said without looking away from creating the monitor.

"Then I'll have that too."

"Got it. Let's go with hotcakes then. With plenty of honey, and maybe orange juice to drink."

Hayato said this and took out his favorite knife.

He cooked the food and placed it on the table. Amanda didn't say anything in particular, but she watched him with a serious expression.

Once he was mostly finished with the preparations, Hayato looked at Amanda.

"Are Nanagi and the Ten Holy Demonic Swords not coming?"

"Huh? Of course not. They don't need to eat in the first place. I had even forgotten the concept of breakfast myself."

"Come to think of it, you only had sweets yesterday and didn't eat dinner."

"Oh, dinner. Right, there was such a thing. Does that mean there's lunch too?"

"I can make it, do you have any requests for that?"

"Hamburgers, then. With a soft-boiled egg on top."

"You got it. We'll have that for lunch. If possible, decide on dinner too."

"...Curry."

"So, curry for dinner is fine?"

Amanda nodded repeatedly.

"Okay, that'll be the menu for today. I should have the ingredients..."

"I want to ask you something."

While pouring orange juice into a glass, Hayato looked at Amanda and said, "What is it?"

"Can you eat things like this in the real world now? I haven't looked into that kind of information."

"I'd say so. There are some ingredients that are hard to afford, but most things can be recreated. Right, I guess back then, the mainstream was to just trick your sense of taste."

The era when Amanda and the others lived in the real world, a hundred years ago, was a time of scarce resources. The same was true for food, and only a select few could eat things with actual flavor.

Hayato had heard about that from Esha, and he remembered her saying she was quite moved when she ate real food for the first time.

"So reality has recovered its resources while I was gone."

"I don't know what you'd call 'sufficient', but we can now bring back minerals, gas, and resources to replace oil from other planets. And animals for food, as well as rice, wheat, and fruits, are being produced in the colonies."

"So the Earth was saved without me. I guess the other genetically enhanced humans worked hard... even though they were supposed to be far inferior to me."

Hayato thought Amanda looked a little lonely when she said that.

He tried to think of some comforting words, but none came to mind. He didn't know enough about that time to say anything.

Perhaps noticing this, Amanda's expression changed back to its usual confident look.

"I'm not depressed, you know. If things worked out, that's fine, isn't it? It just means my help wasn't needed."

"That's true. Though if you had been there, Amanda-san, the resources might have recovered even faster."

"...I feel like you're making fun of me."

"I'm not making fun of you."

Amanda stared at Hayato for a moment as if she was about to say something, but then she let out a loud sigh and looked at Hypnos.

"How's it going over there?"

"Preparations are complete. The battlefield for the first day is the area around Deep Impact. It hasn't started yet, but a lot of players seem to have gathered."

The monitor's viewpoint was from high in the sky, displaying a wide area. A large number of players had already gathered, divided into the new Demon Lord's army and the old Demon Lord's army around their respective Area Stones.

From this perspective, it was clear that this battlefield was a wide crater nearly ten kilometers in diameter, completely devoid of any cover.

Deep Impact was a famous tourist spot in the Demon Country, being the site where a meteorite had struck long ago.

There was nothing in the center or its surroundings, but it was also a place where you could occasionally find an item called a meteorite fragment.

Furthermore, human-shaped rare monsters called 'Unknowns' sometimes roamed the area. They dropped equipment called the Meteorite Iron Series, so they were hunted down as soon as they were discovered. There was no other information beyond that.

(It's hard to tell if this is an easy place to fight or a difficult one.)

Since there was no cover, wide-range attacks might be advantageous, but Hayato couldn't predict what kind of battle it would become.

In Clan Wars, the battlefield was small and there were few people.

And there was no magic that could take down a player in a single hit. Esha's Destroy was probably the only exception. There were spells like Meteor Swarm, but they had a long casting time, so you had to specialize in them to use them.

That was why there wasn't much of an advantage or disadvantage even on a featureless plain in a Clan War. But this event was a battle on a scale of thousands. Hayato thought that if they used a lot of wide-area magic on the dense crowds, it might be over surprisingly quickly.

However, there was something else that bothered him.

"Considering the total number of players in this game, isn't the number of people a bit small?"

Hypnos nodded at Hayato's words.

"The field has a limit on the number of people. Only one thousand clans, ten thousand people in total for both sides, can enter. And the moment a leader is defeated, that clan drops out of the field. They can't re-enter, and a waiting clan will take their place. If a clan leader doesn't participate, or for players who aren't in a clan, they can join by forming a temporary clan on the spot."

"Ah, right, I remember there was a rule explanation like that... Wait a minute. What happens to Daedalus, where I'm the clan leader?"

"As of yesterday, it seems Esha has taken over as leader. The other members have split into different clans."

According to Hypnos, Ash and Ren had formed a clan with members of Dragon Soul. Relic and Sonia formed the clan Red Snake. Mist formed a clan with her ten undead retainers, and Maris formed a clan with Surya and her pets.

Only Esha, Lunaria, and Diite remained in the clan. Cecil, Noat, Rose, and Xenobia had joined them.

Other clans had been formed, like 'Yatagarasu' with Benitsuru and Simon, and 'Annihilation' led by the Maid Chief. All of them had formed an alliance with Daedalus.

There were also organizations like the Empire's Dragon Busters and Zack's escort guild that, while not in the alliance, were fighting on Lunaria's side.

"They probably can't participate in every battle, but that's a pretty big number."

"The major clans will join them, but Amanda's side has more numbers. Initially, it's five hundred clans each, but if you include the waiting clans, the difference is about three to one."

"That's rough..."

"I wonder. The old Demon Lord's army is a small group of elites, so considering their battle in the Eastern Country, I don't think there's that much of a power difference. Besides..."

Hypnos paused and looked at Amanda.

"Amanda isn't participating. Are only the Demonfolk going out today?"

"That's right. Nanagi and the others said they would go, but their turn might be later."

"Then Ivan and the others aren't there either, so today's battle probably won't be that one-sided."

"Are you saying it will be one-sided if Amanda-san and Ivan's group join?"

"That's what I think. There's the individuals' performance, but the problem is their equipment. Amanda's weapon, Durandal, has no durability. That means she can fight endlessly. But the others can't. If Hayato were on the battlefield, he could have restored their durability with his Blacksmithing skill, but without that, it will be difficult to continue fighting."

"But the Bandit clan and others have members who can do blacksmithing..."

"There are probably many who have the skill as a side job, but the question is whether they would bring blacksmithing materials to this battle. Unlike in a Clan War, you can't use the storage in this event. Since you can't resupply midway, some countermeasures are necessary, but I suspect they will only bring spare equipment and no materials. What do you think?"

Hayato groaned.

He had thought of this event as a large-scale version of a Clan War, but he hadn't considered the point Hypnos brought up. In fact, Hayato had thought he wouldn't even need to participate in the event's battles.

It was just a matter of his own oversight, and it was possible the other members had noticed. But Hayato didn't know how they would deal with it.

Since Amanda wasn't participating, the opponent was under the same conditions, but the difference in numbers was too great. Even if they couldn't fight anymore, if they disappeared from the field, another clan would come in.

The main goal of this event was not to defeat enemies but to destroy the Area Stone. However, you couldn't destroy the Area Stone without defeating the enemies in the way, and you also needed to defend your own.

His allies had the strength of a thousand each, but even with good equipment, it still had durability. Considering that, and the difference in numbers, he felt they were at a considerable disadvantage.

"Well, for now, we're just observing. If they lose easily in this state, there's no need for me to go out."

Amanda said this, then looked happily at the hotcakes Hayato had made before piercing one with her fork. She tried to cut it with her knife.

But Hayato stopped her.

"Aren't you going to say thanks for the food?"

"Huh? Oh, ah, right. Thanks for the food."

Amanda obediently complied. It was so unexpected that Hayato was the one taken aback.

Perhaps not noticing Hayato's reaction, Amanda put her knife to the hotcake and cut it into a bite-sized piece. As she lifted it with her fork, honey dripped down with a `torori`.

Amanda put the hotcake in her mouth, chewed for a moment, and then swallowed.

"This is delicious...!"

"Well, it is five stars. By the way, is this the first time you've eaten this?"

"Maybe. Doesn't this usually increase MAG or restore MP? I'm specialized in physical attacks, so MAG doesn't matter to me."

"You don't just enjoy the taste?"

In fact, for Hayato's acquaintances, that was the main point.

Amanda shook her head.

"I never learned to enjoy delicious food at the research facility. I was trained to be able to eat even disgusting energy tubes without a problem."

"That's impressive. But then, what was that about liking green tea ice cream?"

"That... a long time ago, in the virtual reality, Lunaria recommended it to me. Said it was her latest obsession or something. Did you know? That girl gets really pushy once you become friends with her."

"I know that very well."

"She followed me around, not knowing I was just using her. What a foolish girl."

"...You say that so happily?"

"Happily? Who?"

"Judging from the flow of the conversation, you, Amanda-san. Maybe you had fun in the clan with Lunaria-san?"

Amanda's expression clouded over in an instant. She glared at Hayato unhappily.

"Don't say foolish things. That's just what happened. If I looked happy, it was only because I was laughing at Lunaria's foolishness. It was comical how she, a genetically enhanced human, didn't realize she was being used. That's all."

(She's talking so fast...)

Amanda, still looking displeased, started gobbling down the hotcakes. Perhaps because she liked the taste, her unhappy expression gradually turned into a smile.

Hayato began to think that if he approached it from that angle, Amanda might change her mind.

But she cut him off.

"It's easy to read your face, Hayato. Let me make this clear, I have no intention of making up with Lunaria now. A hundred years ago, she didn't cooperate with me, so she's out of chances."

"So it's no good. I thought it was a good idea."

"...I'm surprised you seriously thought that. Let me tell you, I have no intention of giving up my dream, no matter what. It might be a trivial and boring dream to others, but for me, it's the meaning of being born as a genetically enhanced human. I was born to do this. If I don't think that way, my entire life up to now becomes meaningless. I don't want that."

Hayato couldn't imagine it, but he could see that Amanda must have sacrificed many things at the research facility. Or rather, she was forced to live that way.

She studied at the facility and got good grades to save humanity as a genetically enhanced human. But that was cut short for a trivial reason. So, to ensure that everything she had done up to now wasn't meaningless, she would do what she wanted to do.

Hayato could understand that way of thinking, but that didn't mean he could approve of it. If it were just a dream, he would support her, but Amanda's dream came as a package deal with the destruction of Diite.

"I can't support you, and in fact, I'm on the side that will stop you, but I understand how you feel, Amanda-san. I'm not going to do anything to try and make you stop anymore, but I will do everything in my power to stop you."

Amanda looked at Hayato with a blank expression, but soon she burst out laughing.

"That's fine. But it's not very convincing for a hostage like you to say you'll stop me with such a determined look on your face, is it?"

"Could you not hit me where it hurts?"

When Hayato said that, Amanda lay back on the sofa and laughed.

"You two, did you intend to ignore the monitor I went to the trouble of making?"

When Hypnos spoke with a dissatisfied voice, both Hayato and Amanda looked at the monitor.

The event's battle had already started, and fighting had broken out around Deep Impact.

"Aren't we losing like crazy?"

Even though it had just begun, players from the new Demon Lord's army were swarming the Area Stone that the old Demon Lord's army was supposed to be protecting. It wasn't that they weren't repelling them, but perhaps their defense was weak, as the Area Stone's durability was gradually decreasing.

"I wasn't planning on going out until it was time to fight Lunaria, but it looks like we can win without me?"

Amanda said this with a laugh, but the new Demon Lord's army was pushing so hard that she really might not need to go. At this point, the numbers should have been even, but Hayato hadn't expected it to be so one-sided.

However, Hayato noticed something strange.

It was hard to tell because the view was so wide, but Esha and the others were not there. The ones fighting were Ney's Kokuryu, Jolth's Bandit clan, and other major clans, but he couldn't see Esha or Ash.

He could see, however, that Lunaria and the Black Rose Saints and the Dark Knights were fighting.

(But this is strange. I don't think they're fighting seriously.)

Lunaria and her forces were certainly defeating many players, but knowing how they usually fought, it was clear they were holding back.

(Could it be my fault...?)

It was possible that Lunaria and the others couldn't fight at full strength because Hayato was being held hostage. And Esha and the others, who knew the reality of the situation, might be at the hospital protecting Hayato's real body and not logged into the virtual reality.

This could be bad.

Hayato watched the battle unfold with this thought, but an hour later, the Area Stone was destroyed, and the area around Deep Impact became the new Demon Lord's army's territory.



		
			Chapter 353

			The Princess Abducted by the Demon Lord

			The day after the battle at Deep Impact, Hayato spent the morning lost in thought.

It was possible that everyone couldn't fight at their full potential because he was being held hostage.

At the very least, Esha and the others hadn't been there. The ones present were Lunaria's Demon Lord's Army, Ney's group, and members of the major clans.

There was a chance he just couldn't spot them on the monitor, but if Esha had fired Destroy, he would have known for sure. Since that didn't happen, Esha, Ash, and the others hadn't participated.

They could manage without him. That's what Hayato had thought, but on reflection, they had no idea what his situation was, and he hadn't even logged out. It wouldn't be strange for them to think something much worse was happening.

(So not only am I not helping, I'm actually holding them back. But I checked yesterday, and I can't get out of the Demon Lord's Castle... If I could just let them know the situation, I think they could fight seriously with peace of mind.)

After the battle ended, Hayato had searched for an exit somewhere in the Demon Lord's Castle, hoping to find a way to escape. But of course, he wasn't allowed to do so alone, and Hypnos had followed him.

He had told Amanda he wanted to examine ingredients for meals and gone to the food storage, and as a production player, he had said he wanted to see the weapons and armor in the Demon Lord's Castle and gone to the treasury. He went everywhere he could.

But he couldn't find any place that seemed to lead outside.

If there was one, it would be the balcony Nanagi had mentioned, on the top floor of the eastern side of the Demon Lord's Castle.

It was a place that overlooked the Demon Capital Zardogia, and since it was the easternmost point of the castle, jumping from there would count as being outside. And if he was outside, he could log out, use voice chat, and return from death.

But naturally, Hayato couldn't get to that place. The room leading to the balcony was locked, and he couldn't open it. He was told that only members of the new Demon Lord's army could unlock it.

This information came from Hypnos. He had already figured out why Hayato was exploring the castle and had given him more information than necessary.

As a result, it became clear that Hayato couldn't get out of the castle on his own.

(I have to find a way to get information to Esha and the others.)

Just as Hayato made up his mind, a knock came at the door.

"Hayato, are you awake?"

The voice was Hypnos's. He had already told Hayato yesterday that they would watch today's event on the monitor.

Hayato immediately asked him to come in.

Hypnos said, "Understood," opened the door, and came inside. He looked at Hayato and said with a smile, "Good morning."

Hayato was taken aback but calmly replied, "Good morning."

"What do you think? My greeting was quite natural, wasn't it?"

"It was certainly natural."

"Of course, of course. I practiced, you see."

Hypnos said this in a good mood, but Hayato's only thought was, he practiced a greeting? The image was a little endearing, but he figured Hypnos would get angry if he said so, so he just returned the smile.

And since time was precious, he got straight to the point.

"Actually, I have a favor to ask."

"Oh? What might that be?"

"I want you to tell Esha and the others about my situation. That I can't log out, but I'm otherwise fine."

"...I see. You think that because they imagine your life is in danger if Lunaria and her side win, they held back. That's how you saw yesterday's battle."

"You're quick on the uptake. But you're right. I just can't log out. If they knew that, Esha and the others could fight at full strength."

"That may be so, but unfortunately, I cannot send a voice chat to their members. Amanda has ordered me not to."

Nanagi had discovered that Hypnos had previously provided information to Hayato's group. Because of that, he had been ordered not to send them any information.

Hayato judged that this was still in effect.

"Then can you unlock the room to the balcony? I'll jump off and escape."

"I refuse."

"I figured... wait, huh? You're refusing, which means Amanda didn't order you not to? You mean you're refusing on your own accord?"

"That's right."

"Man, saying ‘that's right’ with such a smug face. May I ask why?"

"Because it's more interesting this way."

For a moment, Hayato didn't quite understand what Hypnos had said, but after a short while, he understood. But even though he understood the words, he didn't understand the meaning. At the very least, Hayato didn't find it interesting.

"What do you mean, interesting?"

"Interesting is interesting. Life since you arrived has been interesting. I would very much like for it to continue."

"Um, thank... you?"

Hayato offered his thanks for some reason, but he himself wasn't sure if that was the right response, so it came out as a question.

Hypnos laughed and continued.

"Here's a proposal from me. What if you sided with Amanda, Hayato?"

"You mean betray everyone?"

"Whether it's a betrayal is a matter of perspective. If you act for the sake of everyone, it's not a betrayal. Let me ask you, is the act of putting all of humanity into a virtual reality evil?"

"If you're talking good or evil, then it's evil."

"Why?"

"There are people who want to live in reality, right? I think it's wrong to put them into a virtual reality without giving them a choice. You'd be taking away their right to their own lives."

"But in reality, don't the so-called Foundations hold sway, doing similar things to you and your people? Is that not evil?"

Hayato was at a loss for words.

The Foundations held power over the colonies, and as such, they had enough authority to give any order to those outside their bloodlines. They could even give orders that seemed to disregard human rights.

If you were to call that good or evil, it would probably be closer to evil.

"I can't say it out loud, but it might be evil."

"Then it should be fine for Amanda to do it too, right? Besides, you live normally under that system. Do you rebel against the Foundations, saying they are evil?"

"...I don't."

"See? So if Amanda's world domination succeeds and she puts all of humanity into a virtual reality, it would just be the Foundations being replaced by Amanda, and not much else would change. And if you erase their real-world memories, there's no problem. In fact, things like sickness and injury would disappear, and people could live better lives. What do you think? I won't say it's completely good, but if more people can be happy, it's not a betrayal or anything. Won't you join us, Hayato?"

Hypnos smiled as he said this.

Put that way, it made Hayato think that maybe it wasn't a problem, but he shook his head.

"I refuse. Your whole argument is flawed, isn't it?"

"Is that so? What's flawed about it?"

"This isn't a discussion of good and evil, is it? It's about whether it's okay to force people into a virtual reality. I don't want to live only in a virtual reality. So my way of thinking is incompatible with Amanda-san's. Besides, it would mean destroying Diite-chan, so I can't accept it."

Hayato stared at Hypnos as he spoke.

After they stared at each other for a few seconds, Hypnos burst out laughing.

"So it's no good after all. I thought I had a chance."

"I've fulfilled my dream of opening a cafe, there's no way I'd want to live only in a virtual reality, right?"

"You could just open a cafe in the virtual reality."

"Diite-chan said the same thing to me once, but I refused."

"Come to think of it, that's right. Something about wanting to make the perfect cup of coffee."

"...You know a lot about that?"

"I looked into it. It's true that in this virtual reality, taste is only on a five-point scale, so it must be boring for you, Hayato."

"It's not about being boring or anything. I'd like to have you and Diite-chan try the coffee I make sometime. Then maybe you'd understand how I feel..."

Hearing those words, Hypnos blinked repeatedly. So much so that Hayato was a little taken aback.

"Are you okay? You're not broken, are you?"

"...I'm surprised you want to have an AI drink coffee. Though I suppose it's very like you, Hayato."

"It's just that I can't explain the goodness of reality well. I only said that because I can't explain it with words."

Hayato paused there, but a question remained.

Siding with Amanda would also affect Hypnos's future.

"If I side with Amanda-san, doesn't that mean you'll stay under her control forever, Hypnos? Are you okay with that?"

"If you're asking if I'm okay with it, then of course not. But if you were to serve Amanda, Hayato, I thought it wouldn't be so bad. If my life continues as it is now, even under Amanda's control, it wouldn't be so bad."

Hayato was surprised. He had never dreamed he would hear such words.

Setting aside Hypnos's recent actions, he had previously acted in a way that disregarded the feelings of Ash and the others. As an AI, that might have been natural, but it wasn't that he didn't understand human emotions. He understood them and acted that way regardless.

And his thinking had been that no matter what happened, he could just erase their memories. But now, he was saying something quite human.

However, another question arose.

"Is having me around really that interesting?"

"You may not realize it yourself. Just by being here, Hayato, you bring about all sorts of results. That's what's interesting."

"Results just by being here?"

"You've heard from Diite that the NPCs in this virtual reality are talented people, right?"

The topic suddenly changed, but Hayato nodded without pointing it out.

He had heard that the people brought into this virtual reality, this spaceship, were all talented in their respective fields. The reason was that they were chosen to one day rebuild the world, and that this place was a Noah's Ark.

"Amanda is one of them, but you don't put up a wall against that, Hayato. You're always natural. The same goes for how you treat Diite and me."

"...That may be so, but I don't think that explains why it's interesting."

"You're rushing to the conclusion. Let's see. When it was just me, Amanda, and Nanagi, our conversations were nothing more than simple reports. We didn't even make small talk, so I didn't even know what sweets they liked. We don't try to understand each other, and we don't think it's necessary. We're just strangers with a common goal. It's questionable if you could even call us comrades."

Hypnos paused there. Then, with a slight smile, he looked at Hayato.

"It's only been a few days since you came, Hayato, but the three of us have started talking more. Of course, reports are still the main thing, but talk about you and other small talk has increased. Last night, after I took you back to your room, Nanagi came while I was having my after-dinner dessert. Apparently, Nanagi likes mitarashi dango. She even asked if there was any for her."

Hayato found it hard to imagine. It was so far from Nanagi's image. It might make sense if she liked samurai, but he had an image of her being like Simon, liking bitter tea and pickled plums.

"Um, should I make some for her?"

"I think she'll make a sour face, but do as you please. That's not important. What I'm saying is that thanks to your normal, natural actions like greeting people and eating meals, we've been able to have something like a human relationship. It feels like a little blood has started to flow through our sterile relationship. I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing, and I don't know what results it will bring, but I do think it's interesting."

It wasn't that Hayato's presence itself was interesting, but rather the things that happened because of his presence, and how they affected various things. That's what Hypnos said was interesting.

"But it doesn't have to be me, right? People normally eat meals, don't they?"

"It means that you, Hayato, have the courage to do so in a dangerous situation where you can't log out. And as I said earlier, you're natural with everyone, no matter who they are. Humans usually adopt a certain attitude in front of socially prominent or famous people, don't they? You don't have that. I think that's what Amanda likes about you, just as I do."

It felt like he was being called oblivious, but it was more of a compliment. Hayato decided to think of it that way.

Besides, even if he was in a dangerous situation, he wasn't that worried. Esha was near his real body. He believed that if she knew he wasn't logging out, she would take some sort of action immediately.

He didn't fully understand what Hypnos was saying, but since he had been a salesman at his job and was now the owner of a cafe, he made a point of treating all customers equally. That might have had something to do with it.

Hayato came to that conclusion.

And he vaguely understood why Hypnos had told him to side with Amanda.

He wanted to see the changes that occurred because of Hayato's presence.

With all this in mind, he decided to negotiate with Hypnos.

His life wasn't in danger, but it would be meaningless if they lost this event. To get Esha and the others to fight seriously, he needed to tell them his situation.

"I think I sort of understand why you told me to side with Amanda-san, Hypnos. Taking all that into account, I'd like to negotiate."

"Negotiate, you say. Interesting. Let's hear it."

"I promise I won't run away from here, so could you tell Esha and the others my situation?"

Hypnos looked at him with an exasperated expression.

"That's not a negotiation."

"Huh? You think so? But isn't it more interesting if I'm here?"

"There's no point in such a negotiation since you can't escape in the first place. If you can escape, feel free to do so."

"Oh."

It wasn't that Hayato wouldn't escape, but that he couldn't. That wasn't a negotiation.

"You can be an idiot sometimes, Hayato."

"Well, it's not just sometimes. I am a hostage, after all."

When Hayato said that, Hypnos snorted and then clutched his stomach, laughing.

"That's true, it's not just sometimes. It's always, isn't it? But that's what's good about you. If you were a sharp-witted guy, you probably wouldn't be this well-liked by everyone."

"Is that a compliment?"

"Of course, I meant it as a compliment. This isn't an apology... it's a reward for making me laugh. I'll give you some information."

"Information?"

"Esha and the others should know that you're just unable to log out."

"Huh? Don't tell me you..."

"I haven't said anything. Diite probably doesn't know either. But they know your situation over there. Though it's just speculation."

"May I hear the reason?"

"It's better not to know unnecessary things. And it's also better if Esha and the others don't let on that they know. It will be troublesome if Amanda or Nanagi finds out. They should be plotting to get you back right now. If you do anything unnecessary, they'll fail. Just stay put like a princess abducted by the demon lord."

Hearing those words, Hayato remembered something from the past.

He had once been asked by Esha if he had any plans to be abducted by a demon lord. And he had said he had no such plans.

Before that conversation, when he asked Esha what she would do if he went somewhere, she had said she would bring him back, no matter where he was.

At the time, he thought Esha was an NPC, but he remembered being happy nonetheless. And when he was being attacked by Diite, Esha had come to his rescue.

He began to think that maybe she would do something this time, too.

"Alright. Then I guess I'll just wait here patiently for everyone to come and rescue me."

"You seem quite happy about that. I'm telling you, it's just speculation. It's not a certainty."

"That may be so, but hearing you say that made me decide to believe in everyone. Even if it's just speculation, thank you, Hypnos."

Hypnos made a complicated face. He probably didn't expect to be thanked.

"Humans are strange. Just a moment ago, you looked worried, but after a short conversation, you look completely refreshed. And to think you'd believe my words again, after I tricked you and brought you here. It's at a level where I'm worried for you, even though it's not my problem."

"Maybe it's because I'm fundamentally optimistic. And hearing you talk, I thought there was a good chance it was true. Even if you were lying, Hypnos."

"So you didn't believe my words, but believed in Esha and the others. A wonderful relationship of trust... Oops, I've talked too long. Let's go to Amanda's room. She seems to be looking forward to breakfast, and if we're late, I'll be the one to get scolded."

He probably didn't care about being scolded, Hayato thought, but he kept it to himself and left the room with Hypnos.

They walked down the long corridor and arrived at Amanda's room.

As usual, he knocked, got permission, and went inside.

Amanda was on the sofa as always, but today she was sitting normally instead of lying down.

"G, good morning."

Amanda greeted him before he could. It made him think she had been practicing greetings just like Hypnos. There was a certain awkwardness to it.

"Good morning. I didn't expect you to greet me first."

"I am constantly growing. Well, that's enough of that. Everyone, have a seat."

He felt bad for Amanda, who was saying this with a smug face, but it was hard to agree that being able to say hello was growth. Still, Hayato could tell she was trying.

That aside, there was a man who was surprised by this. Nanagi.

Nanagi was looking at Amanda, but then he covered his face with his right hand and sighed, before directing a sharp gaze at Hayato from between his fingers.

"Um, good morning."

He said this to Nanagi, but his gaze only sharpened, and he seemed to have no intention of returning the greeting.

"You're nothing but trouble..."

"Should I apologize?"

"Are you being sarcastic...? Or are you just being yourself, I can't tell..."

Nanagi sighed once more and sat down in a chair.

Hayato and Hypnos also took their respective seats.

Amanda sat on the sofa on the south side, with Hayato opposite her, Nanagi to his west, and Hypnos to his east, surrounding the table.

After everyone was seated, Amanda spoke.

"Let's watch the event while we have breakfast together."

"Um, Nanagi too...?"

When Hayato asked, Nanagi sighed again.

"I said I didn't want to, but Amanda was insistent. I just decided it would be faster to just eat."

"What's wrong with it? It's not like I'm asking us to be friends. I just thought we could watch the event while eating. Now, Hayato. I'm sorry to trouble you, but could you make bacon and eggs and toast today?"

"You got it. What about you, Hypnos?"

"I'll have pizza toast and coffee."

"Alright. Nanagi?"

Nanagi seemed to be struggling with a great deal of internal conflict, but he opened his mouth as if he had resigned himself to his fate.

"A rice ball with pickled plum, salt-grilled saury, and if possible, I'd like some miso soup too."

"That's a refined choice. I can make all of that with the ingredients I have on hand, so I'll make it right away."

Hayato said this and immediately started making the requested dishes.

He made everything five-star quality and placed them in front of everyone. Hayato made himself a consommé soup with lots of vegetables.

Then everyone, including Nanagi, said, "Thanks for the food," and began to eat.

Amanda and Hypnos ate cheerfully, but Nanagi ate with a furrowed brow. The food wasn't bad, but he probably didn't like the situation.

Hayato watched them as he speared a potato in his consommé soup with his fork and brought it to his mouth.

After that, a period of silence passed.

And on the monitor, the battle of the event "Conflict" began.

The battlefield this time was the "Great Forest of the Undead."

It was the forest where Mist's mansion was located, and there were many undead monsters. There were also many NPCs who had used Necromancy to become vampires and live in the Demon Country like Mist, and those people were naturally on the side of Lunaria's old Demon Lord's army.

Unlike the area around Deep Impact last time, there was a lot of cover. Hayato didn't know what kind of battle it would become.

"Are you not participating this time, Nanagi?"

When Hayato asked, Nanagi looked at him and glared slightly.

"You and I are enemies. I wouldn't answer something like that."

"But you're eating the breakfast I made."

"...I really want to throw you off the balcony right now... Fine. The only ones participating this time are the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords. I am not participating."

"Why not?"

"Last time, the opponent was just too weak. So I just wanted to check the situation."

Nanagi said this and looked at the monitor.

"Besides, your companions, Esha Crown and Ash Brandle, are not here. It's possible they're waiting as reinforcements, but I doubt they can win just by holding back that firepower. I thought there might be some other intention."

"I was just asking casually, but you're telling me that much?"

"I just decided it wouldn't matter if you knew. In fact, if you know the reason they're not here, why don't you tell me?"

Perhaps in retaliation, Nanagi's face became provocative as he looked at Hayato.

Of course, Hayato didn't know, but he had his thoughts.

"I guess they're worried about me and can't go all out."

"I'm impressed you can say you have value as a hostage yourself."

"Oh, but you're right, you know?"

Amanda interjected with a smile. She put the last piece of bacon in her mouth and chewed.

Nanagi looked at Amanda and narrowed his eyes.

"Do you know something?"

"I don't know if it's Esha Crown and her group, but there is a team to retrieve Hayato from the Demon Lord's Castle. That team isn't participating in the event battle and is near the castle."

Hayato was surprised by Amanda's answer.

Why did she know such a thing? The fact that she was stating it so definitively meant it was based on fact, not speculation.

Hypnos had said that Esha and the others were planning something, but Amanda knew more details.

"Um, Amanda-san, you can see what's happening around the Demon Lord's Castle?"

"It's not like that. A woman has her secrets. But I'm glad they're trying to save you, Hayato. Well, it seems they're just overly worried this time because they don't know the specific situation."

Hayato felt something was off about Amanda's words.

Hypnos had said that Esha and the others knew their situation, but Amanda said they didn't. Furthermore, her tone sounded like she had heard it from someone.

He didn't know what the situation was, but he decided to follow Hypnos's advice not to let it show on his face.

"Um, if that's the case, I'll have to thank everyone later. Right, I have to thank them properly in the real world too... I wonder if I have to treat them to yakiniku..."

"Reality... come to think of it, it's the third day since you came, but you're surprisingly energetic. Even if you don't feel pain or hunger, your thoughts should start to get fuzzy from dehydration, and you should be feeling dizzy. I wonder if someone is already taking care of your real body?"

Setting aside food, Hayato had heard that not drinking a single drop of water for a few days was dangerous. Considering that, he should have been in a dangerous situation, as it was now the third day, but so far nothing was wrong.

"I run a cafe, so I gave a key to the shop to someone who helps me out. I think they noticed that way."

"That's right. Then your body is safe."

Amanda said this and happily finished the rest of her breakfast.

"You seem quite happy."

When Hypnos asked, Amanda tilted her head.

"Happy? Who?"

"You didn't notice? The smile on your face was bigger than any I've seen before. Were you happy to know that Hayato won't die?"

Her happy face instantly turned sour, and Amanda glared at Hypnos with disgust.

"I was just thinking that I can eat delicious food for a while longer. And it means I don't have to let him escape out of pity. There's no other reason."

(She's talking so fast...)

She was probably talking fast to hide her embarrassment, but it was so obvious it was almost pitiful. And Nanagi was pressing his fingers hard against his brow, while Hypnos was holding back laughter.

That aside, there was one thing that made Hayato feel a little relieved. The fact that there was a team to rescue him. He didn't know the specific method, but if it was true that they were planning something, he felt he could wait with peace of mind.

"Oh, right, there was another reason to be happy. As long as Hayato is a hostage, they can't go all out. But they can't enter the Demon Lord's Castle, and there's no way to rescue Hayato. Looks like we can win this in record time!"

Amanda said this happily.

And it seemed like that would come true.

The undead monsters that appeared in the Forest of the Undead attacked the old Demon Lord's army. With Ghosts present, Lunaria became even more useless than usual, and they lost even faster than the day before. It was a result that seemed to foretell the outcome of the battles to come.



		
			Chapter 354

			Escape and Betrayal

			Several days had passed since Hayato was abducted.

During that time, Lunaria's former Demon Lord's Army suffered loss after loss in the event battles. They had been stripped of all their territories except for their final stronghold, the Magical City Under.

If Lunaria were to be defeated by Amanda here, the event would end. Amanda would become the new Demon Lord. From a player's perspective, it was just another event with a cash prize where the Demon Lord changed. But from Hayato and his friends' point of view, it was different.

By becoming the Demon Lord, Amanda would gain the power to destroy Diite. And if she destroyed Diite, Hypnos would become the administrator of this virtual reality. Since Hypnos was in a position where he had to obey Amanda's orders, Amanda would effectively gain control over everything in this virtual reality, and by extension, the spaceship Aphrodite.

If that happened, it would affect the real world as well. Amanda's goal was to conquer the world and connect all of humanity to the virtual reality. By doing so, she could achieve the dream she never could in reality, to become a truly genetically enhanced human who could never be defeated.

It was said that if she could completely seize control of the spaceship Aphrodite, world domination would be possible, though it would take time. To prevent that, this was an event Hayato could not afford to lose, but the result was a string of crushing defeats.

With Hayato abducted and unable to log out, there was a possibility that everyone was unable to fight at their full potential. With things having come this far, Hayato knew he needed to escape somehow, but he was powerless to do anything.

He had been searching for an escape route for some time now, but there were no openings. Amanda, for her part, did not participate in the event battles and was always in the Demon Lord's Castle, and Hypnos was always by Hayato's side.

Nanagi alone seemed to want Hayato gone, but with only one territory left, she appeared to have given up on that.

There was information that Esha and the others were hiding near the Demon Lord's Castle, attempting to rescue Hayato, but there had been no updates since.

For the past few days, he had a bad feeling, but the situation remained unchanged as the day of the event in the Magical City Under arrived.

As he was in his room wondering what to do, Hypnos arrived. Lately, he had taken to striding in without even knocking.

"Good morning, Hayato. It's about time for breakfast."

"...Good morning. You're the same as always, Hypnos."

"You mean because today might be the last day of the event? What does that matter. The important thing is the breakfast menu."

Hypnos seemed to be pondering, holding his right elbow with his left hand, his right hand balled into a fist and placed on his chin in deep thought.

*He's changed so much*, was the thought that popped into Hayato's head.

Every day, he had been making three meals, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, plus a three o'clock dessert. It was generally left up to him, and he made different dishes for every meal. For that reason, he had intentionally made unusual, or rather, difficult dishes.

Since he naturally lacked the ingredients, he had to ask for them, and Amanda would tell Nanagi to "go get them," which had earned Hayato a glare from her on more than one occasion. Still, Nanagi dutifully complied, and thanks to that, Hayato was able to make dishes for skill leveling, which was how his cooking skill had risen to 200.

The ability unlocked at cooking skill 200 was "Exquisite Cuisine." The highest quality five-star dishes were now classified as "Exquisite Cuisine."

Normally, the stat boosts and other benefits from food only applied to the last dish eaten, but with Exquisite Cuisine, you could receive the benefits of up to the last two different dishes consumed.

When Hayato tested it, he found that eating the same dish twice did not change the duration of the effect, but the effect was doubled.

It was a considerable ability, but being stuck in the Demon Lord's Castle, he couldn't grant its benefits to Lunaria and the others.

Now then, what to do, he began to think once more, but before he knew it, Hypnos had stopped thinking and was looking at him.

"Oh, sorry, should we head to Amanda-san's room now?"

"About that, Amanda's not in her room."

"Eh?"

"For the battle in the Magical City Under and the Demon Lord's Castle, Amanda and Lunaria are forced to participate. They won't be back until they either win or lose."

"I see... Wait, but what happens if Amanda-san loses here? Does Lunaria-san win?"

Hypnos shook his head.

"No, if Amanda loses in the Magical City Under, nothing happens. Amanda fails to capture the territory, and from Lunaria's perspective, it's just a successful defense. The event will continue."

"So that's how it works."

"This time, at least, Lunaria and her group will likely resist with all their might. That said, Amanda has conquered nearly all the territories, which gives her a status boost. It won't be an easy fight."

Hayato felt like holding his head in his hands, thinking that was exactly the problem.

"It's nothing but bad news for you, Hayato, but there's good news too, you know?"

"Good news?"

"The event has forced Amanda to leave the Demon Lord's Castle. There's a high probability they'll make their move in earnest today."

"You mean—"

"Nanagi and the others have gone to the front lines too, so it's just you and me today. Shall we have a date in the Demon Lord's Castle?"

Hypnos asked Hayato with a smirk.

"...How about breakfast on the balcony?"

"That's quite romantic. But I've been told not to open the door leading there. I could take you after the event is over, though?"

Since it was the only place Hayato could escape from, there wasn't a shred of romance to it, but Hypnos said it with a laugh.

However, seeing the situation, Hayato bowed his head with a serious expression.

"Hypnos, please. Will you let me escape?"

"Oh? This is the first time you've asked me face-to-face. Is that a request?"

"Of course it's a request."

"Is there any merit for me in granting it?"

"At the very least, I think you'll be free from Amanda-san's control."

"So you think Lunaria and the others can win just by having you back. It's hard to tell if you think they can win if they get serious, or if you think they can win as long as you're there, but either way, aren't you overestimating yourself?"

"Aren't you and Amanda-san the ones overestimating me? You did kidnap me, after all."

"That's true. However, while we may have assessed you, we haven't overestimated you. As proof of that—"

As Hypnos said that, he smoothly shifted his body to the right.

Hayato didn't know what he had done, but he found out soon enough.

The spot where Hypnos had been standing was right in front of the door, and it now swung open toward them.

"Ha, Hayato-san...!"

"Xenobia-san?"

Xenobia, a member of the clan Lunaria used to lead, Ambrosia, and now considered one of the Demonfolk, opened the door and entered the room.

She immediately recognized Hypnos's presence and took a guarded stance.

However, Hypnos just had a faint smile and seemed to have no intention of fighting.

"Here to rescue Hayato, I see. You're trying hard, despite your androphobia."

Xenobia stepped between Hypnos and Hayato, standing as if to protect him.

"You came to rescue me?"

"Hayato-san is a scarecrow, Hayato-san is a scarecrow...!"

Despite his question, Xenobia kept muttering, as if ignoring Hayato's words. Hayato arbitrarily concluded it must be some kind of self-suggestion to avoid thinking of him as a man.

"It seems the rescue squad has finally made its move. So you were aiming for the day Amanda would be gone from the start. I see, so was this the reason you kept losing?"

At Hypnos's words, Hayato began to understand.

Rescuing him while Amanda was in the Demon Lord's Castle would be difficult. So they waited for the day she would leave. If they kept losing in the event, the battle in the Magical City Under would inevitably occur, and Amanda would have to leave the castle.

Conversely, they could have tried to rescue him during the chaos of a battle at the Demon Lord's Castle after capturing territory, but that would require winning every single battle. Since there was no guarantee they could win them all, they must have concluded that losing them all would be the fastest way to rescue Hayato.

And that day was today. They must have come to rescue him with that in mind, but he still didn't quite understand why Xenobia was here.

"Why you, Xenobia-san?"

As Hypnos had said, Xenobia had androphobia. She and Hayato had some interaction, so she could speak to him from a distance, but they had never spoken this close before.

To be honest, it was a poor choice of personnel.

"Th, there's a, a secret entrance here... Th, this place was originally, o, Ambrosia's base..."

Xenobia answered in a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzzing.

That made sense to Hayato. As one of the Demonfolk, it wouldn't be strange for Xenobia to know about a secret entrance.

However, there was something strange about her words just now. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but something felt off, and Hayato tilted his head.

But there was no time to think. He switched gears, deciding to escape immediately. Then he turned his gaze to Hypnos.

"Sorry, but we're leaving."

"That's a shame. I enjoyed my life with you, Hayato."

"...Does that mean you have no intention of stopping us?"

"I haven't been ordered to. Perhaps she doesn't think you can escape, but the only order I received was not to open the door to the balcony."

"What about your own personal feelings, Hypnos?"

"If you can escape, then by all means, escape. At least, I won't stop you. But I won't help you either."

"Understood. Then give my regards to Amanda-san."

"She'll probably be angry, so I'd rather you tell her yourself."

"I'll send a voice chat later."

"Please do."

Hypnos said this and motioned for Hayato and the others to leave the room.

Hayato and Xenobia exited the room, remaining wary of Hypnos.

Hayato called out to Xenobia from behind as she looked around nervously.

"Thank you, Xenobia-san."

"D, don't worry about that. B, but, d, don't come within three meters of me."

"That's what I'm worried about, or rather, that's hurtful."

He knew she had androphobia, but it was to the point where he really wondered why she had come this far. Of course he was grateful, but he also felt that she could have asked someone else to handle the secret entrance.

After that, Hayato kept a considerable distance as he followed behind Xenobia.

However, he was curious why they were heading up.

"Xenobia-san, is the secret entrance upstairs?"

"Th, the secret entrance can only be used by members of Ambrosia. S, so Hayato-san can't get out that way."

Hayato understood why only Xenobia could have come, but that still made him wonder where they were going.

"Then where are we headed?"

"T, the balcony. F, from there, you can escape outside."

"Hold on a minute. The room with the balcony is locked, and I can't open it."

From what Hayato had heard, only members of the new Demon Lord's army could open it. Hayato had tried several times himself and confirmed that he couldn't enter the room.

"I, it's fine..."

"It's fine?"

"J, just follow me. O, once Hayato-san escapes, the plan is to immediately start fighting seriously."

"Ah, okay."

Though he wasn't convinced, Hayato had no choice but to nod at Xenobia's unusually strong tone.

And so, Xenobia and Hayato moved to the door of the room that led to the balcony.

As Hayato watched, wondering what she would do, Xenobia opened the door without any particular action.

"Eh...?"

Xenobia beckoned to the surprised Hayato.

"Q, quickly. H, hurry."

The room was quite large, but there was no particularly noticeable furniture. However, the walls had intricate patterns that looked luxurious, and the three chandeliers on the ceiling were quite magnificent. Hayato wasn't an expert, but he judged it might be some kind of dance hall.

The south wall had many windows, making the room bright. There were also several window-like doors that led out onto the balcony.

Xenobia moved to one of those doors without hesitation and opened it normally, without any trouble.

Hayato crossed the dance hall and stepped out onto the balcony.

The balcony was quite large, a semicircle with a diameter of about fifty meters, a space that could likely hold a hundred people.

Even though it was a virtual reality, the fresh air felt good after so long. Hayato took a deep breath without thinking.

All he had to do now was jump from the balcony to the outside. He thought so, but then he started to feel reluctant to jump from this height, even if there was no pain. At the very least, gravity existed. The sensation of falling was quite frightening.

"Xenobia-san, do you happen to have a rope or something?"

Hayato asked, but Xenobia didn't answer.

"Xenobia-san?"

"Why...?"

Xenobia was looking away from Hayato, her gaze fixed on another spot.

Hayato's gaze followed hers.

"I'm glad I came back quickly."

There stood Amanda, not in her usual casual clothes, but in black armor.

"Amanda-san? Weren't you in the middle of an event battle...?"

"I got curious, so I intentionally lost and came back. Because they were fighting in a way that just seemed to be stalling for time, not like they were trying to win against me."

Amanda said with a smile.

Their strategy was likely to hold their ground until Hayato was rescued. But Amanda saw through it.

"I could have just crushed them and become the Demon Lord, but if you were taken back and logged out in the meantime, I might not be able to see you again until I conquer the world, right? That would be a little boring, so I lost quickly and came back. It's probably chaos over there now. Unfortunately, I couldn't see it."

After saying that, Amanda stood leaning her weight against the waist-high railing.

"Now then, Xenobia. If you have any remonstrance, I'll hear it."

(Remonstrance...?)

The smiling face from just a moment ago turned into a glare as she looked at Xenobia.

Xenobia stood as if to shield Hayato, but her hips were slightly drawn back.

When Xenobia said nothing, Amanda grew tired of waiting and spoke herself.

"Your silence means it's not a misunderstanding on my part, is it?"

"A misunderstanding...?"

As Hayato muttered this, Amanda started to laugh.

"Xenobia is a spy I sent to Lunaria's side."

"...Eh?"

"She was sending me all sorts of information over there. It was Xenobia who told me there was a team planning to snatch Hayato back near the Demon Lord's Castle. That's why I allocated personnel there, but you never told me you were coming to rescue him yourself, did you? Was this the real plan?"

Amanda said this and then sighed.

"You said it, didn't you? That you can't live in reality. But you didn't want to part with your friends. That's why you agreed to my plan. You said you wanted to stay in this world with Lunaria and the others forever, so I left your consciousness intact. Or was that a lie so you could side with Lunaria and the others one day?"

"It wasn't a lie. I really do want to live here forever. But I think it's wrong to force someone to be here against their will. I came to that conclusion after seeing everyone coming and going between reality and here."

Hayato finally realized it.

Xenobia's memories had returned. And on top of that, she had been cooperating with Amanda.

The strangeness Hayato had felt was the clan name "Ambrosia." That was the clan name used before she lost her memories; she didn't go by that now, and she couldn't have said it if her memories hadn't returned. And the reason she could open the door to the balcony was because Xenobia was a member of the new Demon Lord's army.

Xenobia continued.

"There are people who have remembered reality and are living happily. And Hayato-san, you run a coffee shop in reality. It's not right to forcibly confine people to a virtual reality when they have things they want to do in the real world. That's what I've come to believe."

"Is that all you have to say?"

Amanda looked at Xenobia with a bored expression.

"Why can't humans stick to what they decide at the beginning? I was drilled to carry out my mission even if it meant abandoning my comrades, you know?"

Amanda said this and looked at Xenobia. There was no emotion like anger there. Rather, it was a look of indifference.

"I thought you might be a useful piece, but I guess not. Oh, I'm not angry. I never expected anything from you in the first place. But a useless piece doesn't need free will, right? I'll make you just like everyone else."

Just like everyone else. In other words, she would take away her consciousness and use only her avatar, just like the other members of Ambrosia.

"Wait. Amanda-san, I'll stay, so could you forgive Xenobia-san?"

When Hayato said that, both Amanda and Xenobia looked at him with surprised expressions.

But Amanda quickly smiled.

"Hayato, you're interesting. To suggest helping Xenobia, who was a spy. I don't suppose you've fallen for her, have you?"

Xenobia's face showed even more surprise.

"Eh? No, that's not it—"

"Even if that were so, I can't negotiate. There's no point in you talking on the premise that you can escape from here."

Amanda interrupted Hayato and threw something at him.

It was just a stone. But even a simple stone was a fatal blow to Hayato. It hit him, his HP dropped to 0, and he slowly sank to his knees.

"A character in a dead state can't move. That's common sense here, isn't it?"

Hayato heard that and remembered.

When a player's HP drops to 0 and they fall, their only options are to be revived on the spot with resurrection magic or to return from death to a registered base. There is a Holy Magic spell that can pull a dead body, but no one here could use it now.

In other words, he couldn't escape the Demon Lord's Castle.

"Hayato-san, I'm sorry!"

As Xenobia shouted that, she stomped her right foot hard on the balcony floor.

It was a Hand-to-Hand Combat skill, "Earth Shaker." A weapon skill that vertically shakes the ground to slightly lift the opponent and break their stance. Xenobia used it on Hayato.

Hayato, who hadn't completely collapsed, was lifted slightly into the air by the impact.

(Eh? Wai—)

Then, in a fluid motion, Xenobia unleashed a "Rising Upper" with her right fist. This was another Hand-to-Hand Combat weapon skill, a powerful uppercut that launched the user into the air along with the opponent, sending them high into the sky.

Hayato took the hit and was launched high into the air.

(Wait, hold on! This is scary! Isn't this the starting move for an air combo?! Why are you doing this?!)

In fighting games, there's a term called an air combo. Simply put, it's a technique where you launch an opponent into a state where they can't defend themselves, that is, into the air, and then pummel them with a continuous string of attacks.

It was something you could do in a fighting game, but Hayato thought that might be what Xenobia was trying to do.

He felt no pain, but his vision and sense of gravity were intact, and with his HP at 0, he couldn't move his body. In that state, Hayato was sent flying high into the sky.

Hayato's gaze, as he was blown upward, was fixed on the balcony.

Amanda was lunging at Xenobia.

But Xenobia caught the attack with a Blade Catch. Then she immediately counterattacked with a Backhand Blow.

Amanda quickly brought her sword, Durandal, back to block the attack. But the skill had a knockback effect, so even without taking damage, Amanda was blown back, creating distance.

In that brief moment, Xenobia looked up at Hayato in the air.

Then, Shukuchi. Using the Hand-to-Hand Combat movement skill that instantly teleports a user in front of their target, she appeared before Hayato in mid-air.

This time, she unleashed a rolling sobat kick, the Wind God Kick, in mid-air. It was an area-of-effect attack, but it also had a knockback effect, which moved Hayato slightly toward the outside of the balcony.

(It really is an air combo! She's trying to get me out with this!)

Hayato understood Xenobia's intention, but there was still some distance to the edge of the balcony. The balcony was wide, so the knockback's travel distance wasn't enough.

Xenobia used Shukuchi again to move next to the blown-away Hayato. This time, she used a Backhand Blow, sending Hayato flying even further outward.

(I see, Xenobia-san is—)

Xenobia had received a special power from God, Diite. By landing consecutive Hand-to-Hand Combat weapon skills, she could reduce their cooldown time to 0. There were various restrictions, but she could essentially continue attacking indefinitely.

Right now, Xenobia was using that to try and get Hayato off the balcony.

Of course, Amanda wouldn't just stand by and watch.

"Not bad."

Suddenly, Amanda appeared in front of Xenobia. Amanda had also used Shukuchi.

And so began an aerial battle between Xenobia and Amanda. However, the outcome here wasn't decided by combat. It was a contest of whether they could get Hayato off the balcony or not.

They were furiously getting in each other's way, or rather, hitting Hayato to push him back or push him out.

Xenobia had the advantage of being able to use weapon skills consecutively. Amanda didn't have that, but she was countering by using her weapon skills efficiently.

The time they could stay in the air was short. If they fell before getting outside the balcony, they would lose. And there still wasn't enough distance.

As their altitude gradually decreased, Xenobia, in her haste, missed an attack.

The downside to Xenobia's continuous attacks was that if she missed, the cooldown time would be doubled. With that, Xenobia was unable to use weapon skills for a while.

Amanda, understanding this, grinned.

"With this, my—"

Just as she was about to say victory, Amanda was sent flying.

Hayato, who didn't know what had happened, saw an airship in his vision.

The attack that sent Amanda flying was Esha's Critical Shot. Since Hayato had been launched higher than the Demon Lord's Castle, she must have fired from the airship on the north side.

"Ha, Hayato-san, l, let me have coffee at your place in the real world someday. I, I'll do my best."

Xenobia said shyly, hiding her mouth with her collar.

Immediately after, a Critical Shot hit Hayato. As it was followed by a second, then a third, Hayato was flung off the south side of the balcony.

And Xenobia alone fell back onto the balcony.

Amanda, who for a moment didn't understand what had happened, was falling on her back.

As she wondered how things had come to this, she saw some kind of ranged attack hit Hayato. And then she understood everything.

After landing on the balcony, Amanda immediately ran to the side where Hayato had fallen. Her HP was below half from the damage of the attack and the fall, but she paid it no mind and ran immediately.

Leaning over the balcony railing, she looked down, but Hayato was not there.

Seeing this, Amanda's body trembled, and she slammed her fist onto the railing with all her might.

A moment later, Xenobia fell onto the balcony.

Xenobia had also taken fall damage, and her HP was critically low, leaving her in a near-death state.

"You've done it now...!"

Amanda directed a glare of pure rage at Xenobia, who lay sprawled on the ground.

"Oh my, did Hayato get away?"

Just then, Hypnos arrived.

Amanda turned her furious gaze on Hypnos, who had sauntered in at this late hour.

"Hypnos! What were you doing!"

"What was I doing, you ask? Shall I say I wasn't doing anything in particular?"

"If you were here, you wouldn't have lost to Xenobia, would you?! Why was Hayato snatched away so easily!"

"I received no such orders. My order was not to open the door leading to the balcony, I believe?"

At those words, Amanda pointed the tip of her sword at Hypnos.

"You, you're doing this knowingly, aren't you? You understand the intention, yet you deliberately interpret my orders in a strange way...!"

"My apologies. It seems even an AI is not yet perfect."

Amanda instantly moved in front of Hypnos and attacked from above with her sword.

Hypnos caught it with one hand as if it were nothing.

"That's dangerous."

"What is your objective? What do you want?"

"Right now, I am just an AI who must obey you. There is nothing I want. More importantly, what will you do with Xenobia, who is lying over there? It seems you've been betrayed."

Upon hearing that, Amanda ground her teeth, but she pulled back her sword and returned it to the scabbard at her hip.

Then, Amanda let out a tremendous sigh.

It was a sigh so long and deep that it surprised both Hypnos and the fallen Xenobia.

"I've had enough. Put her in the dungeon."

"Oh? I thought you would take her consciousness and use the avatar."

"I'm not doing that. It's too much trouble."

"Could it be that you don't want Hayato to hate you? When you said free will was unnecessary, Hayato did defend Xenobia, after all."

"...You, were you watching from the start? Playing the part of an observer?"

"Think what you will. More importantly, are my orders as you stated just now sufficient? Is it enough to just put Xenobia in the dungeon?"

"If I tell you to bring Hayato, will you do it again?"

"Bringing him would be difficult. Diite will likely be assigned as Hayato's guard from now on. I cannot win against Diite."

"Is that so. Then just putting Xenobia in the dungeon is fine. I'm tired. I'm going to sleep now. Don't let anyone near my room."

"As you wish. Then, good night."

Amanda glared at Hypnos as he said that.

"This little game of greetings is over... How absurd."

Amanda said this and left the balcony.

Hypnos, watching her go, crossed his arms and smiled faintly.

"People do change, don't they. The you of the past would have taken Xenobia's consciousness without a word. By the way, Xenobia, are you not going to run?"

Hypnos asked the fallen Xenobia. She had taken damage, but her body wasn't immobilized. She could stand up and run. But Xenobia remained on the ground.

"I thought I would stay by Amanda-chan's side... I'm only betraying her when it comes to Hayato-san. Other than that, I don't intend to help either side anymore."

"I don't see the point in such an act, but I suppose that complex emotion, or rather, logic, is what makes one human... Then, this way. Come with me."

And then, the balcony was empty.



		
			Chapter 355

			Information Sharing After Logging Out

			Thanks to Xenobia and Esha's quick thinking, Hayato was thrown off the balcony of the Demon Lord's Castle and immediately returned to his base via return from death.

Rose was in Hayato's room at the base, and while happy for his return, she immediately urged him to rest in bed.

She said Esha had told her to do so, and Hayato, understanding the intention, immediately lay down on the bed.

As soon as Rose left the room, he logged out and found himself on a hospital bed.

Nearby were Mist, Damian, and also Ruth. Looking relieved, they all let out a big sigh and then checked on Hayato, asking if he was in any pain.

Then, a simple examination began. It seemed to have been decided that they would monitor him for at least a day, and Ney was apparently paying for all the related costs.

Hayato thought it was an exaggeration, but this involved Diite.

Fundamentally, there shouldn't have been any problems, but prolonged login with a headgear, rather than a pod on the spaceship, was apparently not anticipated, and he heard that Diite had requested a thorough examination.

During the Clan War, he had been logged in for about three days, but this time it was about a week, which was more than twice as long. So, his brain waves were thoroughly checked for any abnormalities.

After a two-hour examination, it was determined that there were no problems, but Mist told him to rest and absolutely not log in for the rest of the day, and Hayato obediently decided to follow her instructions.

However, being young, Hayato couldn't just sleep in bed from the morning, so he sat up and began to think about various things.

He thought about Xenobia, and about Amanda. He also thought about Hypnos, but he excluded that, as he didn't think he'd find any answers by pondering it.

Xenobia had sympathized with Amanda's ideology and had been sent as a spy.

Hayato didn't know the details, but Xenobia had mentioned that she couldn't survive in reality. From the way she spoke, it didn't seem as serious as a life-threatening illness like Mist's, but he resolved to confirm this with Diite once.

And since Xenobia had helped him, it seemed she no longer held the ideology of living only in virtual reality. This was clear from her exchange with Amanda and from her saying she wanted him to make her coffee someday.

The problem was what happened after that.

Since Hayato's HP was at 0, he couldn't even move his head, and his viewpoint was fixed, so he didn't know what happened after he was dropped from the balcony. However, since Xenobia had missed her attack and couldn't use her weapon skills, she shouldn't have been able to move in the air and must have fallen back onto the balcony.

(I'll have to send Amanda-san a voice chat.)

Hayato believed he had managed to build a decent relationship with Amanda.

However, he couldn't predict at all how she felt about him escaping from the Demon Lord's Castle.

In the first place, he didn't really understand why Amanda had started talking to an ordinary person like him to a certain extent. He had just been doing perfectly normal things like greeting her and making meals, and for some reason, she had taken a liking to him.

Honestly, Hayato had intended to win Amanda over with his words. Regardless of the outcome of the event, he had planned to stop her from conquering the world and destroying Diite.

Amanda was quick-witted and knowledgeable, but her actions were somewhat childish. She didn't seem to suppress her emotions and lived freely and whimsically. In that respect, she seemed just like Lunaria.

He thought a large part of that was because she was raised in a research facility as a genetically enhanced human. On top of that, Amanda couldn't do what she wanted, like space development or planetary exploration, her dreams were crushed, and she stopped having expectations for people.

Hayato had been doing various things to show her that not all humans were like that, but there was a possibility he was completely off the mark, and even if he wasn't, he didn't know if it would have worked.

(It might just add fuel to the fire, but I need to talk to her.)

As Hayato was thinking this, Esha and the others entered the hospital room. It was Esha, Ash, and Ren.

The three of them looked at Hayato's face and let out a sigh of relief.

Up to that point, it was the same as with Mist and her group, but what followed was different.

"What in the world were you doing?"

"Honestly! Please don't make us worry!"

"Now, now, he's safe, so it's all right. Besides, he just woke up, so don't be too hard on him, Hayato."

It was a scene of Esha and Ren admonishing him while Ash soothed them, but Hayato bowed his head from the bed.

"Sorry, I made you worry. I had Mist-san check me over, and my body and head are fine."

While reflecting that he had messed up this time, Hayato's face relaxed. He was being scolded, but for Hayato, it felt good to have people who were worried about him.

Like with Mist and her group earlier, since he started "Another Frontier Online," the number of people he could call friends and comrades had increased.

He had acquaintances in the real world besides those he met in virtual reality.

But if he were asked if he had any acquaintances who would worry about his physical well-being, the answer would be no.

Like Ney and the others, his meeting with Esha and her group was a stroke of good fortune, and Hayato was grateful.

Once they knew he was okay, Hayato and the others began to exchange information.

First, about the real world.

"I kept the coffee shop open in your place, so that should be fine. The sales shouldn't have dropped that much."

"You guys did that for me? That's a big help. If I closed for a week, people would think I went out of business and stop coming."

"However, I asked Dad and the others to help, so the clientele was a bit..."

"Clientele?"

"The number of female customers increased..."

"Ah, I see."

Ash was handsome, but his father, Veru, was too. Though a slightly slovenly type of handsome, Veru in full-on dad-charm mode was quite something. On top of that, other wild-type handsome men like Agres and Pat helped at the shop, which apparently caused a flood of female customers.

Incidentally, they hardly ordered any coffee, and most orders were for sweets like chocolate parfaits, so Esha's chocolate parfait-making skills had improved, she said.

"So, I took the liberty of doing this, but to lessen the awkwardness of us running the shop alone, I promoted the movie we're releasing soon at the coffee shop."

"I don't mind that, but it's finally being released?"

"We plan to release it on a video site after this event is over. We also used the coffee shop for filming, so I used that as part of the promotion. Actually, we asked Dad and the others to run the shop today so we could come here."

"I'll have to thank Veru-san and the others later. And I'm looking forward to the movie. Oh, but no spoilers. I want to see how it was used by watching the movie, which is why I didn't even watch the filming."

When Hayato said that, Esha, who was nearby, for some reason made a weary face, while Ren beamed.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, not at all. May I eat the get-well apple?"

"Isn't this the part where you ask if you should cut it for me?"

"That was a blind spot. I didn't realize at all."

"You should have realized when you bought the get-well gift. This wasn't something you brought from the coffee shop's storage, was it?"

They hadn't gone that far, it was something they bought at a store on the way. Furthermore, Ren supplied the information that "Esha-san was very serious when she was picking this out!"

Apparently, she had chosen it while being considerate of Hayato, wondering things like, "Would solid food be dangerous right away?"

Esha was looking away, but Hayato, feeling happy, gave permission to eat the apple.

And so, while they all ate apples, the conversation shifted to the virtual reality. First, about Lunaria and her group.

As Hayato had predicted, Esha and the others had been deliberately losing to get him back from the Demon Lord's Castle. The one who proposed this was Diite.

Diite insisted that Hayato's life was the top priority, even if she were to lose the event, Amanda became the Demon Lord, and gained enough power to destroy her.

And Lunaria, despite not understanding the real-world situation, also proposed that rescuing Hayato was the top priority. So, to lure Amanda out of the Demon Lord's Castle, they had suffered a string of defeats.

It was then that Xenobia came out as Amanda's spy. She then offered to go rescue Hayato at the Demon Lord's Castle and asked them to draw the attention of Amanda's other members.

Even the members of the Demon Lord's Army were unsure if they could trust Xenobia, but Lunaria said, "I understand," without any doubt.

"I believe in Xenobia-chan. I don't care why you betrayed us. As the Demon Lord, I command you. Rescue Hayato-san."

It was unclear if Lunaria possessed some kind of charisma, but at those words, not only Xenobia, but the entire Demon Lord's Army knelt and showed their respect, apparently.

Ren seemed a little excited as she recalled that moment.

"Lunaria-san is usually a bit out there, but she really comes through when it counts! I want to use a scene like that in a movie!"

"I would have liked to see that too."

"However, Xenobia-san said that after rescuing Hayato-san, she might not be able to come back. Something about how that person, Amanda, might take her consciousness. She told Lunaria-san she might be brainwashed, though."

"I see. I logged out right after that, so I don't know, but has Xenobia-san not returned yet?"

"We logged out as soon as we heard from Rose-san that Hayato-san had returned to the base, but she hadn't come back by then."

Hayato made a mental note to ask Amanda about this as well.

And they had also informed major clans like Bandit about their plan to lose.

Since they didn't know the full circumstances, there was talk like, "What's this about Hayato being kidnapped by an NPC?" and "It's just a game, so we don't really need to rescue him, do we?" but thanks to Jolth, the leaders of the other major clans eventually agreed.

Besides, to show the difference in power to the newly emerged major clans, losing all their territories first and then taking them back wasn't a bad performance, they said. However, they also said they would demand some in-game information from Hayato later.

They didn't tell any clans other than the major ones. They had calculated that if the major clans held back, they would surely lose, and that's exactly what happened.

While thinking that there were many people he needed to thank, Hayato began to explain his side of the story.

About Amanda, about Hypnos, about Nanagi, Hayato shared as much objective information as he could with everyone.

After he had finished speaking, Esha looked at Hayato with a serious expression.

"So, what do you want to do, Hayato?"

"What do I want to do?"

"Well, putting that Nanagi person aside, you spoke as if you wanted to do something for Amanda and Hypnos. Your usual good-naturedness was showing."

"Did I sound like that? Well, after living with them for a week, you do get a little attached. That includes Nanagi, of course. But while my ideal would be for everyone to get along, I know that's probably impossible."

"I see. Whatever you decide to do, we have to win this event first."

"Win first?"

"If we win the current event, Diite will regain her power as an administrator, right? If that happens, she can do almost anything, can't she? Conversely, if we lose, we should probably assume we can't do anything."

"I see. No matter what I do, I have to win first, huh."

Esha nodded at Hayato's words.

He didn't know what to do or how to do it right now, but at the very least, winning was the prerequisite. Conversely, if he got caught up thinking about unnecessary things, he would just hold everyone back.

With that in mind, Hayato resolved to focus on winning first.

As he did, Ren looked at him with a sharp gaze.

"Putting that aside, there's something I want to confirm with you, Hayato-san!"

"I don't think you need to say it with such force, but what is it?"

"What is your relationship with this Amanda-san?"

"You were listening, weren't you?"

As far as relationships go, it was only that of a culprit and a hostage. Amanda had Hypnos kidnap Hayato. That was the only relationship.

That should have been the case, but for some reason, Ren's eyes were full of suspicion. A gaze so intense it made him feel guilty even though he had done nothing wrong.

"For that, you seem quite friendly, don't you? You greeted each other, you made every meal. It sounds a little different from the hostages I know. Well, there are stories in movies where the kidnapper and hostage become friends. I believe there's a word for it, something something, right?"

"I can't tell from 'something something,' but I've certainly heard of it. Something like a syndrome, maybe. Putting that aside, I think I said this earlier, but Amanda-san, for some reason, doesn't know about normal things. No, she knows about them, but it's more like she's never done them, or never needed to, if that makes sense."

She knew about greetings but had never done them. She had greeted people in the Ambrosia clan, but that was to gain the members' trust, not because they were friends or she wanted to be friends, she had said.

She also said that as long as she was in the pod, she wouldn't suffer from malnutrition, and that her meals in the virtual reality were only for the purpose of improving her stats, and she never enjoyed the taste.

He wouldn't call it a waste, but it was like she cut out anything unnecessary as much as possible.

"She should have her own tastes and preferences, like liking matcha ice cream or curry, but her life is like she's cut all that out for the sake of her goal. It's possible she was taught that way at the research facility, but it just felt somewhat lonely, you know. So I ended up taking care of her in various ways."

Ren crossed her arms and closed her eyes, thinking "Hmmph," then snapped her eyes open and looked at Hayato.

"Safe!"

"What is?"

"It means Hayato-san's karma with me has not increased. Please be careful, as things will get serious if it crosses a certain line. I can't give you the details, but the keyword is 'five-sun nail.'"

"That's an unpleasant keyword."

He could only associate one thing with those words, which was very troubling, but he had no way of being careful since he didn't know the standard. He decided to just assume it was some kind of joke and forget about it for now.

As he was thinking that, Ren continued.

"More importantly, Hayato-san, you should be more grateful to Esha-san. It's true in the virtual reality, but Esha-san worked hard in the real world too."

"Was it Esha who made the arrangements for the hospital?"

With a slightly sour face, Esha nodded.

"Well, yes. I heard from Diite that there was a possibility you wouldn't be able to log out, so I had Ney-sama cooperate and brought you here. Mist-san and the others were here, so it saved a lot of trouble and was easy, though."

Ren had blurted it out, but Esha probably didn't want any thanks for it in the first place. Hayato thought so, but he still bowed his head to Esha and thanked her.

"Thank you, that was a big help."

"Please express your gratitude with food, not words. It's a maiden's secret, but I actually like meat. The kind you can grill at your own pace and is all-you-can-eat."

"I already know that secret. When I get out of the hospital, I'll treat everyone to yakiniku. All-you-can-eat, of course."

When Hayato said that, Esha and Ren high-fived. Ash was smiling too.

After they had all celebrated, Ren looked at Hayato with a slightly disappointed face.

"But, Hayato-san. Why weren't you asleep? I thought I'd get to see that legendary thing."

"I'm not asleep because I'm young, I guess. But what's this legendary thing?"

"Kami kocho!"

"Kamikocho? What's that? Something like chocolate?"

"It's like kabe-don or ago-kui. It's that sweet act where a woman uses her own hair to tickle a sleeping man's nose. A legend that happens once in a lifetime, if at all. Esha-san has braids, so I was hoping to see it."

"...I don't think that would happen even if I had five lifetimes. And even if I were asleep, I'm sure Esha would never do it."

"That's where you're wrong. A prince's kiss awakens a sleeping princess, so a princess's hair tickle awakens a sleeping prince! I was planning to push it through with that. Or by crying. In the worst case, I was planning to use a cursed doll."

Hayato was glad he was awake, and Esha looked at Ren with an exasperated face.

"Well then, is it decided that I will be eating Ren-san's share of the meat?"

"That seems appropriate..."

"Why!"

"Incidentally, I will also have the closing dessert."

"Then I'll have my brother's share!"

"Why me?"

Having made a bit of a commotion, Hayato and the others were lightly scolded by a nearby nurse.

Hayato felt happy to be able to have such trivial conversations with everyone again after so long.

He thought that if Amanda had friends like these who could do such things, things might have been different, as he enjoyed the conversation with everyone.



		
			Chapter 356

			Interlude: The Demon Lord Who Cares for Her Comrades (Part 1)

			"You can't even do this?"

"I'm sorry."

In a bleak, white, narrow room. A man in a white coat looked down on her, but Lunaria averted her gaze and apologized.

"Listen, among the genetically enhanced humans, you are—"

The man in the white coat nagged Lunaria about how useless she was.

When he got like this, it went on for a long time. She had learned that over the past few years, so Lunaria herself let his words go in one ear and out the other. She had heard it so many times it was coming out of her ears. She wished he would just give up already.

Lunaria was a genetically enhanced human created for space development and planetary exploration. Though called genetically enhanced, she was just a human created by combining superior genes.

She regularly underwent physical enhancements and brain activation through medication, and they took measures to make those effects permanent, but she was still within the bounds of a human. Realizing this, Lunaria began to slack off.

Besides, no matter how brilliant she was, what could one person do alone? It seemed there were other genetically enhanced humans similar to her, and if it were a matter of cooperating with all of them, she would understand, but what the man before her was saying was something different.

"Listen. If you complete the curriculum I've designed, you will definitely become the best. You can surpass even No. 8."

"Yes."

The man referred to the genetically enhanced humans by numbers. She herself was given the number No. 14, and had never been called by the name Lunaria Freire. She loathed doing anything for someone like that.

Besides, no matter how she looked at it, he just wanted to prove that his theory was the best. Lunaria listened to the man's words with a cold feeling, knowing he wasn't looking at her at all.

For these reasons, Lunaria, wishing it would end soon, gave a half-hearted reply while thinking about the game she would play today.

There was much to do as a genetically enhanced human. All sorts of technologies and knowledge were drilled into her from morning till night. Perhaps thanks to the medication, Lunaria could easily remember anything she was taught once, even without trying to memorize it.

At first, she was happy to be praised and did various things, but after realizing her supervising researcher wasn't looking at her at all, she grew cold. After that, she began to fail intentionally.

By doing so, maybe he would look at her. Like a child who plays pranks for attention, she began to fail various experiments.

However, it did not turn out as Lunaria had hoped. The scolding just increased. And her study and experiment time grew, and she was only told to beat the other genetically enhanced humans.

Being told such things so condescendingly made her want to rebel. Lunaria made her experiment results worse than any of the other genetically enhanced humans.

Still, the supervising researcher did not give up and pushed his theories on her. At some point, Lunaria stopped listening to her supervisor's words. Perhaps that displeased him, as recently, he would scold her just for making eye contact.

Amidst all this, her only pleasure was playing games in her free time. Her favorites were role-playing games. She preferred the classic storyline of a hero defeating a demon lord with his companions, and she played many of them.

One day, wanting to try a different kind of game, she picked up one where the protagonist was a demon lord.

She thought it might be a game where you commit all sorts of atrocities and are ultimately defeated by a hero, but that was not the case. The demon lord acted evil, but for some reason, the result was that he helped people.

And he defeated the hero who had become drunk on power and acted tyrannically, bringing peace to the world. Even though everyone in the world was grateful, the demon lord himself misunderstood until the end, thinking he had conquered the world with power and fear.

It struck a chord with Lunaria.

It was likely a comedic work of antithesis. But that was what was good about it. He acted evil, but the result was that he did good things. And the demon lord cherished his companions.

He was a demon lord stronger than anyone, but he understood what he could and could not do, and he treated those who could do what he couldn't with respect. Even if they were humans he was supposed to rule.

She wanted to be like that. She became so engrossed that she played the game over and over.

That situation continued for several years.

Perhaps her supervisor threw in the towel, as he stopped conducting experiments and tests on Lunaria. Or rather, she was treated as a failure who hadn't studied or experimented from the beginning. Her supervisor's current interest was only in the genetically enhanced humans who produced high results.

After that, her supervisor changed several times, but all of them would initially approach Lunaria kindly, trying to get her to do something, but their attitude would gradually become arrogant, and in the end, they would raise their voices to intimidate her and demand results.

Lunaria didn't want to see anyone anymore. She was fine with spending every day alone in her room, just playing games.

She was left alone for a few more years after that, but one day, an old man came to Lunaria's room. However, they spoke through a monitor with a door between them. She hadn't spoken to anyone face-to-face in several years.

At first, she thought it was just a new supervisor, but that wasn't the case. Without any greeting, the old man said this.

"Are you interested in a virtual reality world that is no different from reality?"

They must have been words that could pique Lunaria's interest. Normally, she wouldn't have listened, but she decided to hear the details.

The story was simple. They wanted her to participate as a test player for a newly created virtual reality.

She could stay cooped up in her room playing games, but eventually, she would be kicked out. She was told to come out on her own before that happened. And that in the virtual reality, she could stay there as long as she liked.

She thought it was a wonderful proposal, but the question of why her arose. She knew she was a burden as a genetically enhanced human. If it was a virtual reality that had cost a considerable amount of money, even for a test play, shouldn't they have a more talented person do it?

But the old man smiled and said.

"You only pretend not to be brilliant, don't you, Lunaria-kun?"

She didn't know how he found out. She prided herself on her perfect acting, and besides, she didn't think she was brilliant. But putting that aside, she felt she could trust the old man who had called her by her name.

Things moved quickly after that. She completed various procedures and was set to leave the research facility.

It wasn't her first time outside, but it was her first time leaving the research facility's grounds. She got into a single-person self-driving taxi that had been arranged for her and headed to the station where the spaceship was.

The scenery outside the window was fresh. The city's skyscrapers, which she had only ever seen in videos, the gloomy, overcast sky, the people with tired faces devoid of dreams or hope.

She watched it as if it were someone else's problem, thinking this was the scenery of a world awaiting its ruin.

The "Frontier Project" to find a habitable planet for humans to migrate to. Originally, she was a member who was supposed to search for that planet, but because she had played the part of a failure, she was not chosen.

By now, several genetically enhanced humans had already set out on a journey into space with no destination. Thinking about it made her chest ache a little, but only a little.

She heard that the virtual reality was created as the "Another Frontier Project." An absurd plan for humanity to live in virtual reality until the Earth's resources recover, a plan with no guarantee of success.

However, Lunaria didn't think it was much different from the "Frontier Project." Finding a planet where people could live and living for thousands of years in a virtual reality were similar in terms of the chances for the human species to survive.

She couldn't become a member of the planetary exploration team, but she was chosen as a test player for the virtual reality. In that case, as long as she produced results here, there would be no problem. She thought as she watched the flowing scenery.

About an hour later, she arrived at the station and tensed up at the sight of so many people.

Not having met people directly for many years was a disaster; she was afraid of the people around her. She walked around timidly, fearing she would be scolded just for making eye contact.

Her mind racing, she approached the boarding gate with movements designed to stay out of people's line of sight. There, she showed the necessary documents and boarded the spaceship with minimal contact.

A virtual reality indistinguishable from reality. Lunaria was looking forward to it, but seeing her own cryosleep pod on the spaceship raised her expectations.

It wasn't a type where you see the virtual reality's images with your eyes, but one that showed them directly to the brain through the optic nerve. She could tell just by looking at the pod that it used other state-of-the-art, or perhaps several generations ahead, technologies.

As Lunaria was walking around the pod, checking what kind of technology was used, she felt a presence behind her.

"Are you the one from the same research facility as me?"

"Eh, ah..."

Suddenly spoken to, Lunaria turned around, but the words wouldn't come out. It had been a long time since she had spoken at all.

"I'm Amanda Stellart."

The woman who introduced herself as Amanda held out her right hand with an emotionless face.

It took her a moment to realize it was a handshake, but she timidly put out her hand and shook Amanda's.

"L, Lunaria Freire..."

Lunaria said in a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzz, then looked at Amanda's eyes for a moment before quickly looking away.

A person with the same face as her, though her hair color and style were different. It was rare for Lunaria to meet other genetically enhanced humans, and this was her first time having a conversation, so she didn't know what to do.

Seeing this, Amanda narrowed her eyes slightly.

"Lunaria...? Ah, I've heard of you. But, I see. So you're with me."

Lunaria had also heard that another person was coming from the research facility. She had heard it was the most brilliant person among the genetically enhanced, but she hadn't known their name. That must be the Amanda standing before her.

"Have you been told the details of your job?"

"About being a test player...?"

Entering this virtual reality as a test player to make it better. That was all she had been told.

At that answer, Amanda furrowed her brow.

"...I thought it might be, but I guess this job is just for me. Well, fine, it's easier that way."

"Eh, umm...?"

"It's nothing. You're Lunaria, right? Let's do our best together in the virtual reality."

Amanda said with a smile, but to Lunaria, that smile seemed a little strange. It was a fabricated-looking smile. But she nodded, feeling she could trust someone who had called her by her name.

Lunaria was thoroughly enjoying the world of virtual reality.

Compared to reality, her actions were limited, but the visuals were so realistic they were almost indistinguishable from reality. The flowers smelled sweet, the wind felt pleasant, and the sun felt warm.

On the first day, she could barely move her body properly, but now she could move even better than in reality. The fantasy world setting with monsters, like her favorite RPGs, also helped her to fit in without any particular resistance.

It felt good to defeat monsters with the sword "Arondight" she had received on her first day of logging in. She was so determined to defeat stronger monsters that she stayed in the mountains from the first day without logging out.

She had been holed up in the mountains for a while, but while her weapon was good, her armor was shabby. Thinking she needed to get new equipment, she descended the mountain and found that something like a town had sprung up on the plains.

Players had gathered around the revival point for when they were defeated and built a town. She heard this from various places.

Money in the unit of Gold, found in dungeons, was also in circulation, and the place was bustling with activity.

Lunaria had no money, but she had several materials from the monsters she had defeated. She looked around to see if she could sell them. To find someone easy to talk to.

She approached a kind-looking woman and asked, "Will you buy this?" The woman was surprised, saying "Rare materials!" and it sold for a considerable price.

After continuing this exchange for several months, the woman's shop grew larger every time she visited. The materials Lunaria brought were often rare and not readily available. The weapons and armor made from them sold for a considerable price, and she was apparently making a good profit.

(I raised this shop...!)

She had no intention of advertising that it was thanks to her, but it was a happy thing for Lunaria to think that the materials she brought were making this shop bigger.

It wasn't exactly being an unsung hero, but she enjoyed the behind-the-scenes act of supporting the shop, and she came to sell rare materials to the shop many times.

And now, it wasn't just the shop. Players started gathering around this shop that sold rare equipment, and other shops sprung up to take advantage of that. At first, it was a town of about a hundred people, but now there were over a thousand players there at all times.

With so many people, it was difficult for Lunaria to approach the shop, but it was also difficult to trade anywhere else, so recently she often went just before closing time when there were few people.

As she continued this, she began to frequently see a skittish woman who, like herself, came to the shop just before closing. The other person seemed to have noticed her too, and they had reached the point of exchanging nods when their eyes met.

However, they never spoke to each other. She only spoke the bare minimum with the shop owner to sell her rare materials, and had no real conversations with anyone. The female shop owner seemed to understand Lunaria and just interacted with a smile.

After these days continued for about a year, the rare materials became not so rare anymore. Other players had started to show up at the hunting grounds Lunaria frequented and began hunting rare monsters.

Unlike Lunaria, they fought in parties of multiple people, so their hunting was efficient. Besides, Lunaria didn't hunt near places where other people were. Left with no choice, Lunaria decided to change her hunting grounds and sought out even stronger monsters.

One day, Lunaria came to a certain volcano.

She had heard in town that a place that seemed to be a dungeon had been found recently. However, the monsters were strong, and those who went inside were quickly defeated, she heard.

For Lunaria, it was a timely opportunity. She didn't know how strong the monsters were, but she came to take a peek.

She had come, but someone was there before her. A woman was standing alone at the entrance of the cave, peering inside.

It was the woman she often saw at that shop.

As she was wondering whether to greet her, the woman also noticed Lunaria.

As they were both wary of each other, the other person spoke up.

"U, um, are you perhaps going into this dungeon?"

"Th, that's the plan."

"I, if you'd like, why don't we go together...?"

"Eh?"

"It seemed dangerous alone, but I feel like we could do it with two of us."

"U, um, th, then together..."

And so, for the first time, Lunaria formed a party and entered a dungeon.

From then on, Lunaria often adventured in a party with the woman.

The woman's name was Xenobia Baylott. It took them nearly two weeks just to learn each other's names, but now they were close enough to be called friends.

It seemed Xenobia, like Lunaria, had difficulty talking to men, and that was why they often met at that shop just before closing.

Lunaria felt a one-sided sense of kinship, and from then on, they talked a lot. Xenobia was the same, and she always invited Lunaria whenever she went somewhere.

Lunaria was a swordsman, and Xenobia used a martial arts style, so both were frontline classes, but since they were both strong enough to solo, it wasn't a problem. In fact, monsters couldn't even hit them, so they didn't need a healer.

Furthermore, Lunaria's Arondight could deal attacks that ignored defense, so they never lost, even against enemies strong against physical attacks. Xenobia also had many martial arts weapon skills that could deal attribute attacks, and there were no enemies they couldn't defeat.

They found equipment in dungeons, sold the materials from defeated monsters at their usual shop, Lunaria cooked with her cooking skill, and Xenobia took care of maintaining their weapons and armor.

"Lunaria-chan, why do you wear a helm that hides your face? You're pretty, isn't it a waste?"

"Hmph, you're making me blush. As I said before, I'm scared of other people. I want to live as inconspicuously as possible, so I'd rather not be seen. You can think of me as a rose blooming on the side of the road."

"Do roses really bloom on the side of the road...? But I get it. I can't talk to men without my goggles either."

"I hate to say it, but Xenobia-chan, you can't talk to men even with your goggles on. You just nod your head up and down or side to side. Or you hit them with a Rising Upper."

"That's because they talk to me out of the blue. If I prepare myself, I'll be fine."

"How much time do you need to prepare?"

"...I need thirty minutes."

"I don't think that counts as being fine. I could do it in twenty minutes...!"

They had become familiar enough to have such conversations and were enjoying the virtual reality.

Several more years passed, and an announcement was made in the game.

It was about an event called the Clan War being held. It was a ten-versus-ten player-versus-player battle event held in a tournament format, with rewards for the top-ranking clans.

Lunaria, who was resting at a dungeon's rest point, looked at Xenobia.

"Should we participate as a two-person clan?"

"Isn't that reckless? Unlike the AI-controlled monsters, our opponents will be human. I think we're strong, but I don't think we can win against ten people with just the two of us. Besides, I'm not a big fan of player-versus-player battles."

"You don't like player-versus-player? Why?"

"Because of my androphobia."

Xenobia said this, then turned a serious face to Lunaria and continued.

"I haven't told you, but I'm a world champion in a fighting game."

"World champion...? You mean number one in the world?"

"That's right. But it's not like I wanted to become one, and I retired because of some unpleasant things that were said. There were other things too, and since then I've been afraid of men."

"So that's what happened."

"Well, that's in the past now. Ahh, I want to spend the rest of my life in this world. Reality is full of unpleasant things and it's suffocating. I want to be chosen as a member of the project, not just for the test play."

"I kind of understand."

When Lunaria was at the research facility, it was cramped compared to here. She spent most of her days studying or experimenting, and the only time she did what she wanted was for a few years after she became a shut-in.

Even though food, clothing, and shelter were guaranteed, she couldn't go outside and had no freedom. She knew what she was born for, but if she were asked if she needed to do it, she would want to tilt her head.

"Do you dislike reality too, Lunaria-chan?"

"It's not that I dislike it, but the result has been so-so. But even in reality, it might be fun if I'm with you, Xenobia-chan."

"Ah, that's true for me too. I think even reality would be fun with you, Lunaria-chan. But I can't do anything but play games, so it might be hard to make a living. Besides, I don't know if the resource-depleted Earth will last."

When she said that, Lunaria's chest ached a little. If she had participated in space development and planetary exploration, the chances would have risen slightly. Since she had abandoned it, that slight possibility had been further reduced.

Back then, she had never thought of wanting to help anyone. The only people she knew were basically the people in charge of her, and she didn't care what happened to them. But if Xenobia in front of her was in trouble, she wanted to help.

"Lunaria-chan, is something wrong?"

Xenobia looked at Lunaria curiously. It seemed she had been lost in thought.

"No, it's nothing. But if we have to live in reality, leave it to me. I'll earn money somehow. How about a cookie shop? I've gotten pretty good at it lately."

"That's just your cooking skill."

"I feel like I could make it in reality too...!"

"It's true that you seem like you could do anything, Lunaria-chan. You're very skillful. But it seems like it would be hard to get the ingredients. The basics are nutritional supplements. We get paid just for being test players here, but I wonder if we can buy ingredients with just that?"

"If it's not enough, we'll fight and take them."

"That's robbery. Fantasy really is the best, isn't it? You can make a living just by defeating monsters."

"I know, right. It would be even better if they dropped money like in a normal game. Oh, I sense a rare monster."

"Alright, then let's sell the rare materials and eat a delicious meal today!"

"Just buying it will be a pain, but I'm on board with that proposal. And let's eat a five-star sweet too."

Their stomachs already dominated by delicious food and sweets, the two immediately headed deeper into the dungeon to hunt the rare monster.



		
			Chapter 357

			Interlude: The Caring Demon Lord

			Lunaria and Xenobia had not planned on participating in the Clan War, their first-ever event.

To begin with, they couldn't form a clan with the other members. Had it been an all-female clan, Xenobia might have managed, but with the socially anxious Lunaria, it was a difficult prospect.

That was what they thought, until a voice chat from Amanda changed everything.

"Won't you join the Clan War? I absolutely have to get a high rank for my work at the research institute."

Lunaria wanted to refuse, but even if it concerned an institute she despised, she couldn't let her personal feelings dictate her decision.

She hadn't been ordered to assist Amanda, so she could have said no, but failing to contribute at all would be like smearing mud on the faces of Amanda and the old man who had invited her here.

Besides, Amanda had been contacting her regularly. They may not have met in person, but they spoke via voice chat. Amanda had shown her concern in various ways, so if Lunaria could help, she honestly wanted to.

"I can't really talk to people well. I want to help, but forming a clan with strangers might be difficult for me."

"Is that so? Well, you don't have to talk to them even if you're in the same clan. This is just about getting good results. If each of us can take down one person from the enemy clan without talking, we'll win. I'm planning to gather members with that mindset."

Lunaria wondered if it was really that simple, but she began to think that if she didn't have to talk, she might be able to handle it. And while it would be impossible alone, she reconsidered, thinking she might manage if Amanda and Xenobia were with her.

"Is it okay if Xenobia-chan joins too?"

Xenobia had understood they were discussing the event, but her eyes widened at those words.

"Now that you mention it, you said you had a friend you play with. Of course, it's fine. If she's strong, I'd be the one asking for her help."

"She has a fear of men, but she's strong."

"...It's more likely that the members I gather will be mostly men, but you don't have to force yourselves to talk, so it shouldn't be a problem. It would be a great help if you'd join."

Lunaria sent a glance toward Xenobia. Xenobia didn't say anything, but with a serious expression, she shook her head vigorously from side to side. Lunaria nodded.

"I have her permission, so please add me and Xenobia-chan."

"That's not what I meant!?"

"...I thought I heard you say 'that's not what I meant'?"

"That's just her being shy. In technical terms, it's called tsundere."

"Ah, I see. Well, it doesn't matter to me either way, but please don't back out on the day of the event. All right, I still have other people to scout, so I'll contact you again when we have enough members."

"Okay. Then, I'll make sure we can return to town quickly for a while."

"That helps."

As Amanda said that, the voice chat disconnected. But that hardly settled the matter.

A pouting Xenobia was staring at Lunaria with an accusatory gaze.

"Hey, Lunaria-chan!"

"Yes, I'm sorry. But I think this is a chance."

"...A chance?"

"A chance to overcome your fear of men and my social anxiety."

"I don't think we really need to overcome it."

"Maybe not, but we'll return to the real world someday. Even if we open that cookie shop I mentioned before, we'll need social skills. Amanda-chan said we don't have to talk to the members, so let's get used to it little by little."

"W, well... Now that you put it that way, maybe..."

"Besides, think about it. This is virtual reality. We're probably on the same spaceship, but we're physically far apart. It's like we're constantly on voice chat. Let's start our rehabilitation with this."

"That's true, but..."

"Alright. I'll be honest. I can't do it alone, so please help me. I might go on a rampage if there isn't someone I'm close with around."

"You should have led with that... Well, I guess what you said about getting used to it makes sense. And if you're with me, Lunaria-chan, I might be able to stop myself from launching into an unnecessary aerial combo."

"I'm not sure launching into an aerial combo out of surprise is a good idea to begin with."

"Please support me so that doesn't happen. And if you go on a rampage, Lunaria-chan, I'll stop you."

"Hmph, no one can stop me...!"

"Could you at least show the will to try and stop? Still, a clan, huh. I hope they're kind people."

"I agree. And I'd prefer it if there were more women."

"I know what you mean."

After that conversation, Lunaria and the others resumed their hunt.

A week passed, and they received a message from Amanda.

She wanted to introduce the members, so they came to the town that Lunaria had expanded. The town grew in scale every time they visited, and apparently, a place to eat and drink had been established at some point. They had arranged to meet there.

Lunaria and Xenobia walked through the town furtively, on high alert, and stepped into their destination.

The inside of the establishment was quite lively. The cheerful voices and the delicious smell of food gave it the feel of a tavern from a fantasy world.

They had apparently reserved a private room, so Xenobia asked a female staff member, who then guided them to it. The entire time, Lunaria clung to Xenobia's back.

When they were shown into the room, Amanda and seven men were there.

Their roles immediately reversed, and Xenobia hid behind Lunaria. She began muttering, "They're scarecrows," over and over like a curse.

As for Lunaria, she was somehow enduring it, driven by the need to protect Xenobia.

Seeing this, Amanda looked exasperated, but thinking they would get nowhere like this, she opened her mouth with a smile.

"Lunaria, and Xenobia... that was your name, right? Thank you for coming."

"Y, yes."

"H, hello..."

"I've told everyone about you two. Your social anxiety and your fear of men. I know it must be difficult, but you don't have to force yourselves to talk, so please relax. Lunaria, you can keep your helm on."

Perhaps she had reserved a rather spacious room for their sake, as neither Lunaria nor Xenobia felt particularly pressured. The two had been standing in a corner of the room, but Amanda gestured for them to sit.

There was a single long table in the room, covered with a white tablecloth. Amanda sat at the head of the table, with the male members seated on either side. Lunaria and Xenobia took seats at the far end of the table.

Afterward, Amanda explained various things.

She had basically gathered members who were strong solo players. They didn't need to be together all the time, just gather on the day of the Clan War. It was less like a team of comrades and more like Amanda had hired everyone for the event.

Most of the members seemed to accept this, as no one voiced any complaints, and they all agreed that it was fine.

However, Lunaria alone offered a different opinion.

"S, since we're forming a clan, I think it would be better to be together on days other than just battle days... or so I feel, maybe."

"What are you saying, with your social anxiety?"

When Amanda pointed this out, Lunaria shook her head.

"E, even if we're strong solo, I don't know if we can get a high rank. We might need teamwork, and we should practice against monsters, and maybe improve our equipment while we're at it. Also, I want to at least be able to talk normally with our allies."

Lunaria answered timidly.

And this time, Xenobia also timidly raised her hand to speak.

"I, I'd also like to get used to everyone enough that I don't attack our allies in a fight."

She was speaking while facing the wall to avoid eye contact, but the men present felt a little heartwarmed, understanding that she was trying her best.

Only Amanda narrowed her eyes as she looked at the two, but then she nodded.

"I understand. But I have things to do in the real world, so I can't always be with you. Is that alright?"

"I, I see. That's a shame, but it can't be helped."

Lunaria didn't know the details, but Amanda had another job besides test playing. She couldn't very well tell her not to do it, so Lunaria nodded.

"Also, I'm leaving the clan leadership to you, Lunaria."

"...Huh?"

"As I said before, I'm not always in the virtual world. I asked you all to just gather on battle days, but if you're going to be together all the time, you'll need a leader. That's why I'm asking you, Lunaria, as the one who proposed it."

"Wait, just a sec—"

"Besides, if you want to do something about your social anxiety, you should start by treating it as a job. It's easier to switch your mind and emotions if you frame it as the job of leading everyone. Think of it as a form of suggestion."

"Suggestion..."

"And everyone else, please help Lunaria. She's like a cousin to me from my hometown."

Though not quite moved to tears, her words seemed to resonate with the others, as they all nodded.

Lunaria felt a slight unease at Amanda's seemingly forced smile, but if she was being entrusted with a great responsibility and everyone was willing to cooperate, she vowed to do her best.

"I, I understand. Then I'll do my best as the leader of this clan. There's still time before the event starts, so let's get used to each other little by little."

And so, with Lunaria as its leader, the clan named "Ambrosia," meaning immortality, was formed.

Lunaria tried her best.

At first, she made a point of talking through voice chat, gradually closing the distance. And to befriend them, she always brought them cookies as a token of gratitude.

The men had found it bothersome at first, but seeing how hard Lunaria was trying, they began to cooperate actively. Every day, they went to various places and defeated powerful monsters.

"When that monster raises the horn on its head, it does an area attack, so it's better to move away... maybe."

"Ah, I see. So that's the tell. I was wondering why only you and Xenobia could dodge it."

The man in indigo armor, Balan Aguileo, spoke to Lunaria from about three meters away, his giant axe, as large as himself, resting on his shoulder.

"Y, yeah. It has a big opening after that, so I want you to slam it with your axe, Balan-chan. Your base damage is higher than mine, and it has a stun effect."

"...Balan-chan?"

"Y, you don't like it? Should I call you Balan-kyun?"

"I like that even less. Well, if it's you, Lunaria, '-chan' is fine. Though I probably won't be calling you Lunaria-chan."

"I'm always welcome to it. But I'm glad. My friendship level with Balan-chan just went up by five...!"

"That's a line you often see in dating sims, isn't it? Well, if you're okay with it, Lunaria, I guess it's fine."

Lunaria had been talking to everyone by using various forms of self-suggestion. She would tell herself that this was a virtual world, or convince herself that this was a mission to get along with the members, using every trick in the book.

This situation continued for a while, and Lunaria began to teach everyone combat knowledge in virtual reality. Not just how to fight monsters, but knowledge that could also be used in reality, like how to hold a weapon, how to stand, and how to dodge attacks.

At the research institute, she had intentionally performed poorly, but Lunaria was originally brilliant. As a member of the space development and planetary exploration team, she had been crammed with all sorts of knowledge, including combat techniques.

It was still difficult for her to lead everyone, but she began to teach them how to fight.

Lunaria's instructions were quite precise, and when the men realized they could defeat powerful rare monsters without much trouble after just a little coaching, they began to hold her in high regard.

And Lunaria herself was strong. The performance of her weapons and armor was a factor, but her coordination with Xenobia was so remarkable that the sight of them instantly killing monsters was breathtaking.

Xenobia's fear of men didn't go away, but at least she no longer immediately launched into an aerial combo when spoken to. Thanks to that, it became possible for her to fight in coordination with the male members.

Once Lunaria judged that she had gotten along with everyone to some extent, a certain proposal was made.

One of her companions, Grant Becker, raised his voice in surprise upon hearing it.

"You're going to build a clan headquarters?"

"Yeah. Phaul-chan was bragging that he got his Woodworking Skill to 100, so I thought I'd have him build it."

"I wasn't bragging!"

"You had a look on your face like my Cooking Skill of 90 was nothing. I can tell."

"That's awful! I'm innocent!"

Phaul corrected Lunaria's words with a laugh.

Phaul Kres, one of their companions. A portly tank who also possessed production skills. He had been leveling up his Woodworking Skill, which was said to be an underappreciated skill, and had recently reported to Lunaria that he had finally reached 100.

This Woodworking Skill had a hidden mechanic where, upon reaching 100 along with Blacksmithing Skill and Ore Knowledge Skill, it would unlock stonemason-like recipes. Stone processing would allow for things like sculpture, but it also made it possible to build stone houses.

Lunaria had her eye on that.

The clan "Ambrosia" had been using an inn in town as their base instead of building one. There was no problem with that, but they decided to build one based on Lunaria's idea that having a base would make them feel more like comrades.

Around the time the event was about to start, Amanda arrived.

She had heard from Lunaria that they had built a headquarters, but she was astonished when she saw it. No matter how you looked at it, it was a castle.

"What have you all been doing?"

She thought they were doing combat training, but they had been building a castle. It would be unreasonable to tell her not to be amazed. They could have gotten much stronger in that time.

Though there was some mischief involved, it could be said to be the result of Lunaria and Phaul's dedication. It was a fair distance from the town, but it was a castle so enormous that it could be seen even from there.

"We were just testing the limits. There's a room for you too, Amanda-chan, so don't worry."

"That's very thoughtful of you. More importantly, are you ready for the battles? The fighting starts in a few days, you know?"

"We're fully prepared. We've got our weapons and armor ready, and plenty of food and medicine. We can even aim for the championship."

"That's a far cry from the person you used to be, but you seem quite confident. Then I'll have high expectations... though I am a little concerned that you've all become a bit too friendly."

Perhaps her efforts as a leader had led to Lunaria's newfound confidence. The timidness of before was gone, and she was overflowing with self-assurance.

And then, the day of the match arrived.

They were transferred to the fortress for the Clan War, and Lunaria and the others were waiting on the rooftop.

It was a place they had never seen before, but it was just a featureless plain. There were a few trees and rocks, but not enough to be an obstacle.

Lunaria had been full of confidence, but she gradually became anxious. Unable to stand still, she paced back and forth in the same spot on the roof.

Seeing this, Xenobia called out to her.

"Lunaria-chan, calm down."

"I, I'm, I'm, I'm calm. D, do, don't make baseless accusations."

"Uh...?"

Xenobia hadn't expected such a reply, but for the time being, she suggested that they take a deep breath together.

It was unclear how effective deep breathing would be in virtual reality, but Lunaria followed Xenobia's suggestion and took several deep breaths.

Just as she had calmed down, the Clan War began.

The visualized opponents were observing them. It being their first battle, they were acting cautiously.

"There's no particular strategy, is there?"

When Amanda asked, Lunaria nodded.

"N, no. We don't know how the opponent will move, so for now, the plan is just to defeat them. I think one person is enough to defend the Clan Stone at first."

"I understand. Then I'll go on ahead."

Amanda said this and stood on the fortress railing. Then she vanished in an instant.

"Huh?"

What Amanda had used was "Shukuchi," a skill usable at level 100 in Hand-to-Hand Combat. She instantly appeared before the nearest enemy. She then swung her sword at the surprised opponent and defeated them in a flash.

Watching this, Xenobia was slightly excited.

"O, of course. With Shukuchi, you can get in front of the opponent in an instant. I'd always thought of it as just a movement skill for combos against monsters, so I never thought of that."

"But Amanda has a sword equipped, so she can't use Hand-to-Hand Combat skills, can she?"

"I think it's fine because she just unequipped her weapon for a moment to use Shukuchi. Switching equipment is instantaneous."

As Lunaria was marveling at this, a voice chat from Amanda came in.

"Are you going to make me do all the work? I've already met my quota, you know?"

"Y, yes. We're coming right now. Everyone, let's go!"

Xenobia, who disliked player-versus-player combat, remained behind to defend the Clan Stone, while the other members headed to the battlefield with Lunaria.



		
			Chapter 358

			Interlude: The Caring Demon Lord

			In the battles from the top 8 onward, they could watch the other clans' fights.

A space was prepared where many players could gather and watch on monitors, much like a public viewing.

The remaining clans were "Blackjack," "Circus," "The Samurai," "Dragon Soul," "Undead," "Black Rose," "Nightmare," and "Ambrosia."

Though the members of Ambrosia were strong, every clan that had made it this far was strong. Lunaria decided they couldn't be complacent and would watch the matches with everyone else.

There was still some time before the first-round match between "Blackjack" and "Circus" began. As Lunaria was pondering whether they should watch while eating popcorn, a man approached them.

"Are you Lunaria Freire?"

Lunaria didn't answer and hid behind Grant, who was next to her. Xenobia, meanwhile, ran away.

Grant stepped in front of Ivan to protect Lunaria.

"And who are you?"

"Ah, my apologies. I'm Ivan Forcaro, the leader of the clan 'Blackjack'."

"Ivan... the world champ of Virtual Gladiator. I'm Grant Becker. Do you need something from our leader?"

"Grant Becker, the one who won the world fencing tournament?"

"That's me. So, are you going to answer my question about what you want?"

"Sorry for approaching you so suddenly. I heard you're equipped with a sword that has similar performance to the one I have, so I thought I'd just say hello. I apologize if I frightened you."

Ivan said this and bowed his head to Grant and Lunaria, who was behind him.

His attitude, and the fact that he had a sword with similar performance, made Lunaria lower her guard just a little. She looked at the sword hanging at Ivan's waist.

It was a sword named Excalibur, capable of attacks that ignored defense. It certainly had similar performance to the Arondight that Lunaria possessed.

That alone sparked a slight sense of kinship in Lunaria, and feeling that she couldn't lose as a clan leader, she stepped out in front of Grant. She then took off her helm and looked at Ivan.

"I, I am the leader of the clan 'Ambrosia,' Lunaria Freire. If we end up fighting, I won't hold back, so be prepared."

Lunaria did her best. She did her best to act like a leader. It was enough to surprise even Grant and the others.

But the one who was even more surprised was Ivan.

"Ah, ah, r, right. Your name was Lu, Lunaria. If we fight, let's have a good match..."

Ivan said only that, and then, while glancing back at Lunaria repeatedly, he walked away with unsteady steps.

Then, Lunaria let out a huge breath.

"W, was I okay as a leader? What would you score me?"

"Close to a perfect score. But why did you take off your helm?"

"I thought it was the polite thing to do. Would it have been better to remain a mysterious leader with it on?"

"No, you're fine without being a mysterious leader. But, we might have just made a mistake..."

She didn't understand what he meant by that, but Lunaria was satisfied that she had been able to act like a leader.

Every clan that remained in the top 8 was strong.

There were specialized types, balanced types, clans strong in coordination, and clans that fought with tricky tactics. And what all of them had in common was that they were strong.

The first clan Lunaria and her team fought was "Nightmare," a defense-oriented clan led by a man named Gil. All of them were huge and wore black armor, boasting considerable defensive power. They were a rather eccentric clan that used absolutely no magic.

According to Grant's information, Gil and the others were said to be bodyguards like the Secret Service, though there were also rumors that they were members of a certain organization's private army, and that they had been seen during riot control in the real world.

However, regardless of what was said about them in reality, in the virtual world, they were just players.

Their strategy was to defend their clan's Clan Stone within their fortress using their defensive power while annihilating the opponent, but that was meaningless before Lunaria's sword, Arondight, which could deliver attacks that ignored defense.

It could be said that they were a good matchup for Lunaria's team. Even in such a situation, Gil didn't hold a grudge, but instead smiled and said, "We lost!" graciously admitting defeat.

"Lunaria-dono, was it? Your weapon is impressive, but your coordination with your members is also wonderful. We learned a great deal. If there's a next time, we won't lose, so be prepared!"

Xenobia immediately fled from the over-two-meter-tall Gil, but Lunaria, pleased that her team had been praised, faced him directly.

"You were strong too. But we won't lose next time either, so be prepared. We'll beat you to a pulp."

At those words, Gil burst out laughing and said, "It was a fun battle!" before leaving.

And in the battle between the top 4, they faced "Black Rose," a clan of beautiful women. The leader was Rosalie Quentis, a woman in a gothic lolita dress who wielded a giant scythe. All the other members also wore gothic lolita dresses.

There was talk that all the test players were exceptional in some way, but no one knew anything about Rosalie. Even the well-informed Grant said he didn't know. Only Xenobia kept saying she had heard the name somewhere, but in the end, she couldn't remember.

The coordination of Rosalie and her team was tremendous. They fought with ever-changing tactics using code words based on the names of roses. They were never alone, always taking down one opponent as a group.

However, the leader, Rosalie, was strong even on her own, and the sight of her charging in with a tone that made it seem like her personality had changed was scary even for Lunaria.

But this time, and this time only, "Ambrosia" could fight at its full potential.

The clan "Black Rose" was composed entirely of women, so Xenobia's fear of men didn't activate, and she was in an invincible state.

It was as if her claim of hating player-versus-player combat was a lie, as Xenobia launched attacks on the members of Black Rose. On top of that, with her coordination with Lunaria, the two of them were stronger than usual.

Black Rose, strong as a group, became instantly weak when even one member was missing. One by one, they were defeated by the coordinated attacks of Lunaria and Xenobia, and in the end, Rosalie was also defeated.

For some reason, Rosalie had a rapturous expression on her face at the end.

After the battle, Rosalie and her team came to their waiting room. Their eyes were bloodshot, so Lunaria hid behind Xenobia.

"My name is Rosalie Quentis! Lunaria-sama! You are magnificent!"

"Ah, thank you. B, but, please don't come any closer. I might cut you with my Arondight."

"Being cut by you, Lunaria-sama, is not an unpleasant thought, but more importantly than that!"

"Eek!"

"By all means! We would like you to wear! The clothes we made! In other words, please allow us to take your measurements!"

Lunaria was frightened by Rosalie's intensity and pushed Xenobia forward.

"W, we're in the middle of the Clan War right now, so, h, how about some other time..."

"I understand! We shall visit your headquarters at a later date!"

Rosalie said this, gave a polite bow, and then left.

After she was out of sight, Lunaria let out a breath.

"That was incredibly scary."

"I know, right? But I don't think it's okay to use me as a shield."

"I thought it would be fine since the opponent was a woman."

"It's better than a man, but that was a bit scary regardless of gender. Still, making clothes? What was it, it's on the tip of my tongue..."

Xenobia crossed her arms and pondered, but in the end, she couldn't remember anything.

And then, the final match.

Their opponent was the clan "Blackjack," led by Ivan, who had come to greet them.

Watching their battles so far, it was clear they were strong. And they were well-balanced.

However, the biggest problem was Esha Crown, who had the moniker "Goddess of Annihilation." It was the magic that person used.

The wide-range, high-firepower magic "Destroy" was a one-hit kill. It wasn't an instant-death attack, but rather magic that dealt massive damage. Even Lunaria and Amanda estimated that they couldn't withstand it.

However, it had a long cool down time, and once cast, it couldn't be used for a while. It also had the weakness of hitting allies.

For that reason, positioning was crucial. Even if they were defeated, if they could take down more opponents in the process, they would have the advantage.

Being forced to fight a certain way was a disadvantage in itself, but the members of Ambrosia were also strong solo players. They formulated a strategy to avoid bunching up as much as possible and engage in one-on-one battles.

And then, the match began.

Just as Lunaria was steeling herself with the thought, "We will absolutely win," Ivan pointed the tip of his sword at her.

"Lunaria Freire! I challenge you to a one-on-one duel!"

At those words, everyone stopped.

Normally, Lunaria would not have accepted. But her excitement rose at the proposal from Ivan, who possessed a sword with performance similar to her own.

"Hmph, interesting. I accept your challenge!"

The crowd went wild, but only Amanda was calm.

"Don't. If you lose, everyone's morale will drop. Are you absolutely sure you can win?"

"There are times when a woman has to fight, even if she knows she'll lose...!"

"Didn't you say that was a line from some game? Well, fine. Then at least leave Ivan in a near-death state. I don't want to do any more work than necessary, but if you lose, I'll defeat Ivan immediately."

Lunaria nodded at those words and approached Ivan, who was near the center of the battlefield.

"I'll hear your last words."

Lunaria said this with a smug face. This was also a line she had heard in some game.

"This time, we're winning as a clan."

"Huh?"

Ivan charged at Lunaria. Lunaria blocked it with her sword, and they were locked in a stalemate.

Immediately after, a giant magic circle unfolded in the sky, layered upon another.

By the time Lunaria realized it was Destroy, it was too late. The wide-range, high-firepower magic "Destroy" was fired toward them. There was no escaping in this state.

"My bad. Let's have a real match some other time. There's something I want to ask you, too!"

The moment Ivan smiled shyly, the surroundings were enveloped in light.

Lunaria has no memory of what happened after that. When she came to, she was sleeping in her room at the headquarters.

After remembering that she had been defeated by Destroy, she sent a voice chat to Xenobia to find out where everyone was. She was told they were in the hall.

They had probably lost. Xenobia's voice sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

When she went to the hall where everyone was gathered, the heavy atmosphere made Lunaria flinch slightly.

Everyone was sitting at the table, looking down, but Amanda alone was standing, looking out the window.

"Um, the Clan War—"

"We lost."

Amanda answered, turning to face Lunaria.

"I, I see... I'm sorry. It's because I lost."

"You did your job properly. It's their fault we lost, so you don't need to worry about it."

"...Huh?"

For a moment, Lunaria couldn't understand Amanda's words. But gradually, she began to.

"W, what are you saying? It's not everyone's fault. It's because I got caught up in Ivan's one-on-one duel and got hit by Destroy—"

"You took Ivan down with you, and you bought time for Destroy's cool down. You did more than what was required of you. But the disappointing ones are over here. They seemed to have gotten flustered and couldn't perform as usual. Aren't they idiots for getting flustered over a mere game? Utterly useless."

Lunaria was speechless. Amanda's words were like the ones that had been said to her back at the research institute.

"Thanks to that, our plan was thrown off too. If we don't win, our audience time with the administrator gets shorter. I wonder why humans always have to drag others down. I complained earlier, but it wasn't enough. Truly useless—"

"Amanda!"

Lunaria lunged forward. And she slashed at Amanda with Arondight.

It was incredibly fast, but Amanda blocked the slash with the sword she was holding as if it were nothing.

Lunaria was putting her strength into pushing with her sword, but Amanda didn't seem to be exerting herself, nor was she flustered. She hadn't even taken a stance, just wearing a look of annoyance.

"What?"

"Apologize to everyone! Say you're sorry for saying such terrible things!"

"I have no reason to apologize. And I only stated the facts. I could offer an apology without any feeling behind it, but would that have any meaning?"

"Even so!"

"We're not children, so I'm not going to praise the process. The result is all that matters."

"That's not true! We may not have gotten the result of winning, but there is a result from all the hard work we put in!"

"The result of hard work, you say?"

Amanda said this, then snorted, and brought her face close to Lunaria's over their crossed swords, whispering.

"Are you saying that to yourself?"

"Huh...?"

"You worked hard at the research institute but didn't get results. Are you saying, 'But please praise me'?"

"No! I'm not saying that, and I'm not thinking that! I'm saying that even if you don't get the result you wanted, there's no reason to belittle it!"

"You're quite emotional. Did you really receive the same education as me? For what we were supposed to do, if we failed, that was the end of it, wasn't it? That's why we were always told to produce the best results in everything. Ah, so that's why you're a failure, even for a Genetically Enhanced Human. I finally understand."

The look in Amanda's eyes then was the same as her handler's. A disgusting look, as if seeing something worthless.

Remembering those days, Lunaria flinched for a moment, but she put strength in her eyes and glared back.

"If you're not going to apologize, then get out of the clan! Someone who belittles their comrades is no comrade!"

"Oh? Well, fine. I've achieved my minimum objective, and I don't need the clan anymore. Out of consideration for our shared hometown, I was thinking of taking you with me, but—"

"Absolutely not!"

"I thought so. But I'll give you some time, so you should cool your head and think about it. We are not the same as humans. You should understand that being with mere humans will only cause you trouble."

"I don't care about trouble. If I'm with everyone, we can share our joy. You may not have trouble, Amanda, but you'll be all alone forever, unable to share happiness or fun. I don't think there's any meaning in a life like that."

Those words seemed to strike a nerve with Amanda, as she glared at Lunaria.

"A person is always alone. Being together just means you're physically close. Some people talk nonsense about hearts connecting, but that's just an illusion. That misunderstanding is what makes the heart weak. Besides, we lost the final match because you did something unnecessary, didn't we?"

"I, it's true that the one-on-one duel—"

"No. We lost the final match because you got friendly with everyone. Normally, we should have won without doing anything just by gathering these members. If you hadn't done anything unnecessary, if you hadn't gotten friendly with everyone, they would have fought dispassionately without being bothered even if you lost the one-on-one duel. I don't know about Xenobia, though."

"T, that's not—"

"Can you say for sure that it's not? But looking at the result, it's plain to see. You got friendly with the members I scouted and deliberately made them weaker."

"I, I—"

"And you're weak too. You couldn't produce results in reality either because you held on to pointless emotions like fun and affection. I'll teach you. 'Overclock.'"

Amanda's unique skill, "Overclock," activated. It was not a weapon's performance, but an enhancement skill that Amanda could use personally.

Lunaria reacted to it and activated Arondight's weapon skill, "Black Swan."

It had a restriction that it would only activate against a formidable enemy, so she hadn't used it in player-versus-player combat, but now that Amanda had used "Overclock," she thought she could, and used it. As a result, it activated.

From there, a super-high-speed battle began that Xenobia and the others couldn't follow with their eyes.

Both Overclock and Black Swan mainly improved stats, but that was a secondary effect. The true essence of these skills was the removal of limiters.

In virtual reality, there was only the temporary body of an avatar. Since a real body didn't exist, it was a world where thinking power was everything. Attacking, receiving an attack, every single action was linked to the nerves. In other words, the faster one's thought speed and reflexes, the faster one could move.

Of course, there were limits in the game system, and no matter how fast one's thought speed was, it would only be about the same as in reality. But the skills the two of them used removed those limiters.

As Genetically Enhanced Humans, the two of them had their thought speed and reflexes trained through improved dynamic visual acuity, high-speed calculation training, and even medication. They could intentionally enter a state like an athlete's zone.

And so, the two of them repeated attacks and defenses with movements that would be impossible in reality.

Xenobia and the others couldn't even follow them with their eyes. All they could hear was the continuous sound of swords clashing.

Their skills were evenly matched. The offense and defense, where they read many moves ahead like in a game of shogi, continued, but they still had plenty of leeway.

"This is the first time we've fought, but you're not half bad. You should be proud, you're on the same level as me."

Lunaria said nothing and glared at Amanda.

(This is bad... Arondight's durability...!)

Their movement speed was equal, but their weapons were different. Lunaria's sword was powerful, but it would break if its durability ran out. And Amanda's sword, Durandal, had no durability and wouldn't break. Even if their skills were the same, if the battle dragged on, she would lose.

"Just so you know, I don't intend to win based on the difference in our weapons' performance."

At Amanda's words, Lunaria's attacking hand stopped for a moment. It was only for a fraction of a second, but it was undoubtedly an opening.

In that opening, a knife was thrown from Amanda's left hand. It was heading straight for Xenobia.

Lunaria instantly caught up to the knife and deflected it with her sword.

But in the next moment, Lunaria was cut from behind by Amanda.

Lunaria rolled across the floor with great force.

Her HP hadn't reached 0, but if she took a follow-up attack, she would be done for.

Lunaria thought so, but Amanda didn't deliver the final blow and sheathed her sword at her waist.

"Now you understand, don't you? Even though this is virtual reality, you tried to protect Xenobia."

Amanda said this, then let out a big sigh and looked down at the fallen Lunaria with pity.

"Are you an idiot? Xenobia being defeated here wouldn't have been a problem at all, yet you tried to save her. You didn't think about it, your body just moved on its own, I suppose, but it's because of such sentimentality that you can't produce results. No, it would be fine if you just couldn't produce results. You have a higher chance of producing the worst possible outcome. All because of your pointless emotions."

Lunaria sat up on the floor but couldn't stand.

What Amanda was saying was correct. And not just in virtual reality, she would likely do the same thing in a similar situation in reality. Depending on the circumstances, that could lead to a fatal outcome.

Lunaria couldn't bear Amanda's gaze and looked down.

"It seems you understand a little now, doesn't it? I'll come see you again, so you should think about it until then."

And Amanda left the room without saying anything to anyone.

Lunaria remained seated, unable to stand up.

She didn't think she was wrong. That's what she thought, but she also understood what Amanda was saying.

She had tried to get along with everyone out of good intentions. That's why, when she lost, everyone was shaken. If their positions were reversed, she would have been shaken too. If they had simply been work colleagues, they might have been able to win without being shaken.

And it was the same now. There was no need to save Xenobia, yet she had moved reflexively and lost to Amanda. The result was clear, she was weaker than Amanda.

This was a game. Even if she lost, it didn't hurt. But she had made everyone go through all sorts of training to win the championship. Not only that, she had done various things to get along with them.

It might have all been her own self-satisfaction.

And the result was that they missed the championship, and everyone was told terrible things by Amanda. If she hadn't done anything unnecessary, they might have won and been able to laugh with everyone normally.

Lunaria became afraid of the gazes around her.

It was fine to be blamed for falling into the trap of the one-on-one duel and losing. But to be told that her efforts to get along were unnecessary, and that that was the reason they lost, felt like her entire being was being denied.

Her chest hurt, even though this was virtual reality. Maybe it would have been better if she had stayed alone in that room at the research institute. It was lonely, but it was a gentle world where she didn't hurt anyone, and no one was hurt.

Such thoughts dominated Lunaria's mind.

"Lunaria-chan!"

Called by Xenobia, Lunaria looked at everyone with lifeless eyes. It was only for a moment, and then she looked down again.

"I, I'm sorry. B, because I did something unnecessary—"

"Why are you apologizing, Lunaria-chan?"

"B, but, Amanda said terrible things to everyone. It's my fault—"

"That's not it at all. You worked so hard, Lunaria-chan. Even just now, you got angry for our sake, didn't you? That was Amanda-chan's—Amanda's fault."

Grant nodded at Xenobia's words.

"That's right. I was glad you got angry for us, Lunaria. You were angrier than we were, so our own anger just blew away. Right, everyone?"

Everyone nodded with smiles.

"Everyone..."

"So let me thank you. Thanks. What Amanda said might not be wrong, but you're not wrong either, Lunaria, so please don't apologize. Besides, she said the result is all that matters, but if we had just been acquaintances fighting in the Clan War, there's a chance we would have left the clan midway through. It's because you worked so hard that we all felt we wanted to fight with you until the end. That Amanda doesn't understand that."

"Yeah..."

"That's right. And coming in second is a fine result too. So, let's all have a victory party—no, a consolation party?"

"Yeah..."

Though it was virtual reality, Lunaria felt like she was about to cry.

Unlike when she was at the research institute, everyone here was kind. Back then she was always alone, but now everyone was speaking kind words to her.

Depending on them might be a weakness, but it also felt like that weakness made her stronger.

Lunaria stood up. The life had returned to her eyes.

If someone called her simple, so be it. But Lunaria decided to own it as one of her good points.

"Yeah. I'm not wrong after all. Amanda is the one who's wrong. We may not have won the championship, but let's get more fired up than the winning clan with a fun consolation party!"

When Lunaria said that, everyone raised their voices and got excited.

A month had passed since then.

During that time, the awards ceremony for the Clan War was held, and as a high-ranking participant, Lunaria requested that the administrator enhance Arondight.

"Demonic Sword Arondight," a weapon whose seals are broken and becomes more powerful each time a comrade falls. It took some time to adjust the program, but it had finally been updated. She held it up and smiled.

"I won't lose to anyone anymore. And even if my comrades fall, their souls will be with this sword. Don't you think the lore has gotten cooler? The appeal is that it doesn't let our comrades' deaths be in vain."

Lunaria said this to Xenobia with a smug face, but Xenobia looked a little exasperated.

"I hate to rain on your parade, but this is virtual reality, you know? It's not the death of a comrade, they just ran out of HP—"

"Xenobia-chan, you should dream a little more and not say such realistic things."

Having said that, Lunaria suddenly remembered something.

"Speaking of reality, you decided to live in this virtual reality, right, Xenobia-chan?"

"That's right. I decided right away. But you too, right, Lunaria-chan?"

"I decided in an instant."

The administrator of the virtual reality had proposed that they leave Earth behind, lose their memories of reality, and live here as if this were reality.

Lunaria chose to remain here without hesitation.

In reality, the Genetically Enhanced Humans had been able to bring back resources from other planets, but it would still be a long time before that got on track. They would likely make many more interplanetary voyages, and there was a possibility that that job would come to Lunaria.

She didn't think she could act together with the Genetically Enhanced Humans who had no sense of camaraderie. Besides, her comrades were on this spaceship, in this virtual reality.

Even if this world was a lie, a fabrication, to Lunaria it was a world more precious than reality, a world where she could be happy.

For the next world, she made a request: "I want to live happily with everyone." And also, "I want the power to protect that life."

In reality, she hadn't wanted to do anything. But protecting this happy world and her comrades was her mission. Lunaria held that resolve in her heart.



		
			Chapter 359

			The Signal Fire of Counterattack

			The day after his rescue, Hayato logged in early in the morning.

Esha and the others had said he should probably rest for another day, but his body was in perfect health with no problems whatsoever, so Hayato decided to log in right away.

When he logged in, he awoke in his room at the headquarters.

He had been confined in the Demon Lord's Castle for nearly a week, so his room felt nostalgic. When he had returned, he had logged out immediately, so he hadn't had time to get sentimental, but now he could finally feel that he was back.

He thought it was strange to feel more sentimental about returning to his room in virtual reality than to his own home and cafe in the real world, but Hayato quickly decided to check the situation.

Lunaria's former Demon Lord's Army had currently lost all its territories.

Yesterday, they had won at the "Magic City Under."

This was simply because Amanda had lost without fighting. She had lost quickly to return to the Demon Lord's Castle to prevent Hayato from being retaken, but he had been able to escape thanks to Xenobia and Esha.

Xenobia had been captured in his place, but no one knew her current status. In the worst case, her consciousness could be taken, and she could become an enemy.

Even so, they could not afford to lose.

Amanda was plotting world domination by winning this event. And in the end, she would put all of humanity into virtual reality and reign as the Demon Lord. That was the dream of Amanda, who had been unable to achieve anything as a Genetically Enhanced Human.

And for Amanda to achieve world domination, she needed to completely seize control of the spaceship Aphrodite. She was trying to make Hypnos, Diite's backup, do that.

Hypnos currently had to obey Amanda's orders. The detailed circumstances were unknown, but it was because Hypnos had been captured by Infinity, the program of this virtual reality, and Amanda had saved him.

If Diite was destroyed, Hypnos, being her backup, would become the administrator. Indirectly, Amanda could seize control of this virtual reality and the spaceship Aphrodite.

Hayato absolutely wanted to avoid that. This was an event they could not afford to lose.

However, if they won, he didn't know what would happen to Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi.

If Amanda lost, it seemed she would be moved to a cold sleep from which she would never awaken, but Hypnos's fate was completely unknown. It was highly likely he would be confined in some space as before. The fate of Nanagi and the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords was also unknown.

Hayato wanted to avoid that as well.

It had only been about a week, but he had lived with Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi, and he had some affection for them.

They were all acting selfishly, but it was still just within the virtual reality and hadn't affected the real world yet. Yet the risks of losing were high. Even if it was a state they themselves had wished for.

He didn't know what the best outcome would be, but if they won this event, Diite would supposedly regain all her functions, so anything would be possible.

Hayato thought that far, and then psyched himself up to focus on winning first and foremost.

Just as he was thinking of checking his inventory next, he heard a knock on the door.

"Hayato-kun, it seems you've logged in. May I come in?"

"Ah, Diite-chan, please, come in."

As Hayato said that, Diite came in.

"Good morning—hey, wait, Diite-chan, what's wrong?"

Hayato was surprised to see Diite after so long. Diite's face was a mixture of crying and laughing.

"I'm so glad you're safe. Truly, I'm so glad."

Her words made him realize. He had been in a state where he couldn't log out. If someone hadn't taken care of his body, he would have really died. Although Diite had grasped Hayato's situation in the real world, she must have been on edge until he logged in.

Thinking that, Hayato smiled to reassure her.

"Thanks to everyone, I managed to pull through. You did a lot too, didn't you, Diite-chan?"

"...I couldn't do anything. Esha-kun and Ney-kun were the ones who sent you to the Hospital and paid for it. When I suggested paying about a billion to the Hospital to get you super VIP treatment, Ney-kun got mad at me."

Hayato silently praised Ney for a job well done. If they had done that, they would have been marked by foundations other than Ney's, making life difficult.

"I've never felt so powerless. And from the time you were taken until yesterday, no, even now, I've been terrified."

"Terrified? Are you talking about my body? I had Mist-san check me out, and she said there were no problems, so I'm fine—"

"That's not it."

"It's not?"

"Of course I was worried about your body, but what was even scarier was the thought that you might not log in anymore."

"Not log in?"

"Yes. You almost died in this virtual reality. I thought you might decide not to log into such a dangerous virtual reality anymore. And it's been like that until now. You're always getting caught up in the problems happening here. It would be normal for you to grow to hate this place. Until just a moment before you logged in, I was thinking that the whole time."

Diite said this with her head down.

"Ah, I see. That's fine too. I've logged in properly, haven't I?"

"...You didn't come to say goodbye, did you?"

"Of course not. If that were the case, I would have contacted you through the cafe's monitor without logging in."

"I see, that's right. Then, will you keep coming to this virtual reality from now on...?"

This time, she looked up at him with an anxious expression. Thinking she was completely different from the usual Diite, Hayato nodded with a smile.

"Of course. Besides, if we don't win the current event, you'll be in danger, right? I can't fight, but I'll never let that happen."

As Hayato said that with a smile, Diite looked surprised, then looked down again.

"Th, thank you, Hayato-kun. I'm happy. But could you please not stare at me so much? My main core is in danger of thermal runaway. Even the coolant temperature has entered the danger zone."

"What are you talking about?"

The situation was unclear, but since it seemed dangerous, he averted his gaze from Diite for the time being.

Diite seemed to be taking deep breaths, inhaling deeply and then exhaling to her limit. He didn't know if that would calm down her thermal runaway, but Hayato vaguely thought that part of her was very human-like.

After a while, Diite said, "I'm okay now."

"I've finally calmed down."

"That's good."

"Then, to get right to it, I will be by your side until this event is over."

"Um?"

"It would be bad if Hypnos were to take you away again. Xenobia-kun is gone too, so we wouldn't be able to rescue you. With Esha-kun and the others around, your life might not be in danger in the real world even if you were taken, but I never want to go through that feeling again."

"I appreciate that, but aren't you busy with various things?"

During the event preparation period, Diite had hardly come to the headquarters. It seemed she was researching something, but he hadn't heard the details.

"I've been investigating Amanda and Hypnos until now, but in the end, I didn't find out anything. However, if we win this event, I can regain all my functions. There's no doubt about that. To be honest, it's a mystery how Amanda and Hypnos got such settings, but that's a secondary concern."

Diite seemed quite motivated, her breathing heavy. It seemed more likely to be a thermal runaway danger than anything else.

Ignoring Hayato's concern, Diite wore a wicked smile.

"I think I'll get serious too. Amanda-kun and Hypnos shouldn't think they can get away with putting you through this...!"

"First, let's calm down. Let's take a breath deeper than the bottom of the sea."

There was no telling what would happen if Diite seriously tried to crush them. Her abilities were currently limited, but even so, a serious Diite would likely be considerably strong.

Besides, Hayato was also thinking about saving Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi.

When he told her his thoughts, Diite looked exasperated.

"I did a terrible thing to you before, Hayato-kun. And you still forgave me, so I'm not in a position to complain, but—as Esha-kun says, you're a softie, Hayato-kun."

"It's been a while since I've heard that. But when I know the various circumstances of an opponent I know nothing about, I wonder what I should do."

"I understand. But let's think about that later. First, we have to win. Oh, right, it seems everyone believed you would come back safely, so there are a ton of materials in the storage. Rose-kun also sold a mountain of goods, so we have plenty of money. We can do whatever we want."

"That's a great help. Well, I logged in this early in the morning anticipating that. Oh, yeah, I've been thinking since I was taken hostage, but for this event, do you think something like this would be allowed?"

Hayato had been watching the battles through a monitor in the Demon Lord's Castle, but he hadn't just been watching. He had been thinking about how he could be useful.

He immediately consulted Diite about his idea.

Hayato had gone out with Diite but had returned to the headquarters.

In the dining hall, the members of Lunaria's Demon Lord's Army seemed to have been waiting for Hayato, and upon seeing him, they all looked relieved.

Lunaria, at the head of the table, spoke up.

"Hayato-san wasn't in his room, so we panicked a little, thinking you'd been kidnapped again."

"Ah, sorry. I had something I wanted to do, so I stepped out."

"Yeah. We got a voice chat from Diite-chan, so we knew it was okay. But we couldn't relax until we saw you. Since you made us worry, today's breakfast has to be something amazing."

"Got it. Before that, good morning."

"Yes, good morning."

Lunaria said that, then smiled.

"And one more thing. As expected of one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army. I knew you'd return safely, but as you did, I'll praise you as the Demon Lord. Well done."

"Should I say thank you? But, I'm sorry. Xenobia-san was captured in my place—"

Lunaria stopped Hayato's words with her hand.

"Xenobia-chan just did what she thought was right. Before she went to save Hayato-san, she confessed that she had been a companion of Amanda's and apologized. And she said she would save Hayato-san no matter what happened to her. I accepted her apology and entrusted it to Xenobia-chan. As a result, Hayato-san was able to return, so there's nothing to apologize for."

"I see..."

"Next time you see Xenobia-chan, please thank her. I think you can have a conversation if you give her advance notice and stay three meters away."

Hayato nodded.

Please thank her when you see her, Lunaria was saying that she would rescue Xenobia too.

After that, Rosalie, Gil, and the others also rejoiced at Hayato's return.

"Now that Hayato has returned, we can eat delicious food every day."

"Is that what you're happy about?"

"Is there anything else?"

Rosalie said this with a straight face, but Gil laughed, "Hahaha."

"You shouldn't take her seriously. Rosalie-dono is just saying that to hide her embarrassment."

"You're not supposed to say things like that, even if you think them, you know? Well, I was a tiny bit concerned, about the size of a needle's eye. If anything, Ney and Simon were worried to a dangerous degree, so today might be tough. Those two were ready to charge into the Demon Lord's Castle, which they can't even enter."

It was sad that he could easily imagine it, but thinking that they were worried about him, a smile spread across Hayato's face against his will.

However, he couldn't just be happy. The event was still ongoing, and the battles they couldn't lose would continue.

"I'm going to make breakfast now, but before that, I'll give you this."

Hayato said this and placed it on the table.

Lunaria and the others tilted their heads at it, but then they realized his intention.

"There was a lot of lumber in the storage. And we have a method of attack, so it's fine. The places we can use it will be limited, but around Deep Impact, it should definitely be usable."

"As expected of Hayato the Arrogant. To do something like this right after returning. I'd like to entrust you with being the Demon Lord's Army's strategist."

"More like the military technology officer, maybe? I thought it would be a good signal fire for a counterattack, what do you think?"

"I think it's the best. From today, we can fight seriously, but a flashy battle like this is just what I, as the Demon Lord, desire. Yes, let's eat breakfast right away and prepare for battle. Hayato-san, breakfast please."

"Roger that."

Hayato listened to the requests of Lunaria and the others and prepared a massive breakfast.

Afterward, many members gathered at the headquarters.

All of them rejoiced at Hayato's return. Simon, Benitsuru, and especially Ney's joy was intense, and it seemed to have transformed into anger toward the new Demon Lord's army. They were fired up, saying they would annihilate them without leaving even a speck of dust.

And the leaders of the major clans also rushed over.

There were five of them, Jolt of Bandit, Rauxal of Imperial, Keith of Over the Top, Lutz of Starkest, and Alvie of Kiss of Death.

Only Jolt knew the detailed circumstances, but the other leaders, even without knowing the details, knew that Hayato had been taken hostage, so they were happy that they could finally get serious.

Hayato thanked them for their concern and then handed them items.

The next battlefield had been decided as Deep Impact. Then it could be used, he thought, and handed them out to all the major clans except Bandit.

All who received it understood the intention and their faces twitched slightly, but only Jolt burst out laughing.

"Well, I never thought we'd be fighting with this. Can we use it on the battlefield?"

Hayato glanced at Diite for a moment before nodding.

"I've confirmed it with the management. And the attack method I was taught the recipe for before is also installed. But the battlefields where it can be used will likely be limited. If we use it in a town, the NPC residents will probably become enemies, and I think it would be less effective in a forest or the like. It's probably limited to places with no NPCs and a clear view."

"That's more than enough. But it's scary that you came up with this, Hayato."

"I can't fight, you see. But I think this can overturn the difference in our forces."

The number of players who had sided with Amanda was far greater than their own. Although they had NPCs who were each a match for a thousand, they couldn't win with ease. They needed enough fighting power to overcome the difference in numbers. And Hayato had prepared it.

Jolt nodded in agreement with Hayato.

"True. And only we can use this method. It's still a rare item, and they probably can't prepare this many. And you've given them not just to us, but to the NPCs as well, right?"

"Of course. I think there are about thirteen in total. Oh, and what I gave you is a thank you for helping with my rescue operation, so you don't have to return it."

Jolt started laughing even harder, then looked at Rauxal, Keith, Lutz, and Alvie.

"This is what's scary about Hayato. It's what makes him interesting, too!"

The other members could only manage a dry laugh, but they understood what Jolt was trying to say.

Hayato had a way of fighting precisely because he had no combat power.

And even if someone else thought of it, they normally wouldn't do it. How you play an online game is up to you, but he was so unconventional as to get into the top ranks of the Clan War with NPCs as his allies. Everyone here seemed to have renewed their understanding that his strength was not being bound by common sense.

"Well then, the event battle is about to start. Shall we go with the intention of taking back all the territories starting today? Well, I can't fight, though."

While wondering if that was self-deprecating after preparing so many of these things, everyone thought that with the different atmosphere of their allies, they would be able to win by a landslide today.

Demon Lord's Castle, Amanda's room.

Breakfast was not prepared on the table, but Hypnos and Nanagi had come to the room as usual to watch the event battle on the monitor.

Amanda was exuding an atmosphere that made it difficult to approach her, but Hypnos had no such reservations.

"Are you not going out to fight, Amanda?"

Amanda was lying languidly on the sofa and shot a glare at Hypnos.

"It doesn't matter, does it?"

"It certainly doesn't matter, but do you no longer intend to win?"

"You're so annoying. Fine, I'll tell you. Lunaria and the others haven't been fighting seriously until now. But from today, that's different. I wanted to see how strong they would become."

On Amanda's side, even though there were many players, they had few NPCs they could deploy. The Demonfolk who were members of Ambrosia, Ivan and the other members of Blackjack, and Nanagi and her group.

Moreover, due to Hypnos's "playfulness," the members of Blackjack, including Ivan, were set to regain their consciousness once they were defeated. The more they were defeated, the more their fighting power would decrease.

In the end, all she had to do was win against Lunaria in a one-on-one duel, so she thought it was fine to lose in the battle for territory. No matter how much their stats changed, she didn't think she would lose to Lunaria.

However, Amanda's circumstances had changed slightly.

Winning or losing was important, but there was something she wanted to obtain even more. If a battle were to occur, it would likely make an appearance. Confirming their fighting strength was an important matter for Amanda in order to time the moment to steal it.

And then, the battle began.

The enemy camp was visualized on the battlefield around Deep Impact, and the players of the new Demon Lord's army raised a war cry and were about to attack the old Demon Lord's army.

But that stopped immediately.

Everyone was looking up at the sky.

"W, what is that..."

Amanda couldn't help but let out a voice and stared at the monitor. Nanagi was also looking at the monitor with a frown.

Amidst this, only Hypnos clutched his stomach and burst out laughing. After laughing for a while, he crossed his arms and looked at the monitor with a grin.

"Just as I'd expect from Hayato. He's only just been rescued, and today he does this."

"Hey! Is that allowed!?"

Hypnos turned a smile toward the flustered Amanda.

"It doesn't matter, does it? There's no rule saying it's not allowed. The basic policy of this virtual reality is 'All actions possible within the game are permitted at the individual's own responsibility.' It's far more wholesome than taking someone hostage."

Amanda, not noticing the sarcasm, stared at the monitor.

Reflected there was a fleet of airships, fitted with cannons.



		
			Chapter 360

			A Player to Watch Out For

			Nestor, the leader of the burgeoning major clan "Bounty Hunter," clicked his tongue.

The fleet of the Airship Angra Mainyu had appeared over Deep Impact, the site of a meteor crater that now served as the event's battlefield.

If that were all, it would have been merely a surprising inconvenience. But these airships were fitted with numerous cannons.

He had heard stories from a previous event about fighting pirate ships and ghost ships with cannon-equipped vessels. He also knew about the existence of airships through the Bandit clan.

But this was the first he had heard of arming them with cannons and using them in this event. He had no idea how they were even supposed to fight back against an attack like that.

When Shuten Doji appeared in the Eastern Country, some players had caused trouble, and he had heard an airship showed up then, too. But it had no cannons. It was just a transport for players and NPCs to disembark from.

He had considered that a possibility this time as well, but seeing so many armed airships made him want to scream that nobody had told him about this.

This was bad.

Not just Nestor, but most of the players aligned with the New Demon Lord's Army thought so.

Still, they could not afford to lose without a fight.

"Don't panic! Mages, use Meteor Swarm to shoot down the airships! Those of you who can fly, board them!"

Nestor shouted.

Their options for attacking the sky from the ground were limited, and it was uncertain if their attacks would even reach. However, an attack from above the airships would surely hit. Meteor Swarm had a long cast time and struck random locations in a wide area, but given the size of the airships, it was not a bad gamble.

Navigating through that chaos to reach the airships would be difficult, but it was possible to board them by flying on pets, with summoning magic, or even through vampire transformation.

Hearing this, the players began to use Meteor Swarm, a spell they rarely employed.

They had judged that the risk of hitting their own allies was less damaging than the alternative. Tamers and summoners immediately tried to ascend to an altitude higher than the airships.

Nestor then retrieved a rifle as tall as himself from his Item Bag.

Nestor's clan, "Bounty Hunter," true to its name, was a clan that aimed for prize money in this virtual reality's events. They had placed high in previous events, and it was said that in terms of total prize money earned by its members, they surpassed every other clan.

Unusually for a leader, Nestor had a skill composition focused on long-range attacks, using the long rifle "Vortex." It was a magic gun, in the same class as the Beelzebub 666 that Esha owned, and he favored rifles suited for long distances.

With his sniper and magic skills pushed past their limits, plus stats boosted by food and potions, his shots should reach this distance without losing power.

With that thought, Nestor aimed his rifle toward the sky. He took his aim.

"Nestor! Run!"

Just after he heard his clan's vice-leader's voice, he saw an effect like a series of magic circles lining up toward him.

Nestor's face tightened, and he immediately leaped away from his position. After a horizontal dive worthy of an action movie, he rolled across the ground.

An instant later, a laser-like attack struck the spot where he had been standing.

Players who could not escape fell one after another, as if their defense stats were meaningless. Among them might have been leaders of other clans, as some players were being removed from the battlefield on a clan-wide basis.

"Damn it! That's Destroy?! You've got to be kidding me!"

An instant-kill attack had come flying from an airship.

Nestor could do something similar, so he had arbitrarily considered its user a rival, but the power, let alone the range, was on a completely different level. Even accounting for its long cool down time, it was more than worth it.

He had been wary of it in previous battles, but there had been no attacks with Destroy. While feeling slightly disappointed, he had thought this would be easy, and then this happened.

It seemed other players felt the same way, growing visibly cautious as they realized the Old Demon Lord's Army had gotten serious.

From the airship that had fired the attack, cannons were also being discharged.

Cannonballs that exploded with gunpowder, not magic. They did not have the range of Destroy, and the projectiles fell in an arc from the airships.

They were not instant-kill attacks, but their power was high, and their area of effect was wide. They also had a knockback effect, and rear guard players would be defeated in two hits.

Waiting for them to run out of ammo, that was a hope no one entertained.

On the opposing side was the player to watch out for, Hayato.

He was a character with only production skills, was on good terms with NPCs, and was so enigmatic that he could even defeat Ronios of "Shooting Star" in a one-on-one fight.

His production capability was the real problem. It was said his supply of consumables like weapons, armor, potions, and food was endless. One theory was that he had been abducted by an NPC from the New Demon Lord's Army, which was why the Old Demon Lord's Army had been unable to fight at full strength.

And today, the Old Demon Lord's Army had attacked with a massive fleet of airships.

Whether they had rescued him or he had simply been absent from the event to build the airships was unknown. Either way, one thing was certain. Hayato had joined the event.

"Find Hayato and take him down! Otherwise, he'll supply them with items forever!"

Even with that order, what could they do in this situation? Hayato was the leader of the clan "Daedalus," so defeating him would remove him from the battlefield. But actually defeating him would be difficult.

If only Meteor Swarm could hit the airships, but for some reason, even after some time, there was no sign of the spell activating.

Just as he wondered what was happening, Nestor received a voice chat.

"Nes, can you hear me? My clan is withdrawing."

"Ox? What are you talking about?"

It was Ox, the leader of the clan "Rampage." Rampage was a major new clan with a membership comparable to Bounty Hunter's, but he had just said something nonsensical.

"We can't win against those airships. Fighting is a waste of time."

"Don't be ridiculous. If you guys pull out, we'll lose our territory."

"Unlike you, we don't care about the prize money. As long as we win in the end, we can afford to give up a territory or two."

In this event, the prize money depended on the number of territories controlled at the end. For Nestor and his clan, who were aiming for the prize, they could not afford to lose a single one.

Naturally, Rampage's withdrawal was a significant blow. The chances of victory were already low, but this made them even lower.

"Just listen. Do you plan to give up if those airships appear on other battlefields too? Even if we lose, we need to find a countermeasure, or we're in trouble, right?"

"They could use them on other battlefields, but it's probably not as effective. Here, with no cover, they're more effective than anywhere else. It's not just the cannons. Our mages are being picked off."

"What?"

Nestor frantically scanned his surroundings.

Looking from his position overlooking the crater towards the center, he saw that amidst the cannon fire, attacks from lances and arrows were precisely taking down players in the middle of casting.

"Trying to shoot them down with Meteor Swarm is probably impossible. You'll be targeted the moment you aim your Vortex too."

He had just experienced that firsthand. Destroy was likely on cool down for a while, but if his attacks could reach, so could theirs. He had to assume he was still being targeted.

"Then we'll board them directly..."

"Look properly. Do you think you can even get close to the airships?"

This time, he looked to the sky.

Many players were flying around, but none had managed to get close to the airships.

"They have flyers on their side too, huh..."

"Of course. Especially the one on the dragon and the one on the griffon. They're like fighter jets. There are others too, like a phoenix and a pteranodon, and is that other one a nine-tailed fox? They're running rampant, and the sky is a scene of utter chaos."

What Ox was describing was likely only a fraction of it.

Nestor could see a group of gothic lolitas riding giant bats and giant crows. Those who managed to slip past them and approach an airship were then shot down by long-range attacks from the vessel itself.

Getting close to the airships was almost impossible.

"Unless we can get our own airships, we can't win here. That's why we're retreating. If we leave now, we can still make it to the office this afternoon."

Being told something so practical so suddenly took the fight out of Nestor.

"Yeah, I get it. We'll try to confirm the enemy's strength as much as possible. Make sure you fight seriously on the other battlefields."

"Got it. See you."

As the voice chat ended, Nestor let out a long sigh.

Immediately after, many players vanished from the vicinity. The members of the clans allied with Rampage must have disappeared.

New players were brought in as reinforcements, but they lacked Rampage's strength. He thought winning was now truly impossible, but as he had told Ox, they needed to gauge just how strong the enemy was.

Nestor felt a little hesitant, but he sent a voice chat.

"Parsha, can you hear me?"

"Oh my, how unusual for you to contact me. What is it, 'Amnesia of the Malevolent Bullet'-san?"

He sent a voice chat to Parsha, the leader of the clan "Despair Angel," and received a reply that drained his will to fight.

Amnesia of the Malevolent Bullet. That was Nestor's nickname. Only Parsha called him that, and it had no particular meaning.

"Ox's group retreated. It seems they've given up on victory here."

"It cannot be helped. Even for a 'Crawler from the Abyss,' changing this scenery is difficult. It is surely impossible for a mere human."

"...So, could you, a fallen angel, do it?"

"That would mean opening a door to another dimension. I would advise against it. You will end up with two 'Lands Gouged by the Heavens,' you know?"

"...Whatever. I don't think we can win either, but I want to see as much of the enemy's hand as possible. I plan to stir things up as much as I can. Will you help me?"

Despair Angel was a strange group that did not care much for winning or losing. They had joined their side because it seemed interesting, but the information they provided was strangely accurate, showing they took intelligence gathering seriously.

He had called on them with that in mind, but now he felt he might have been a bit hasty.

"Of course, I do not mind. In that case, you should aim for the 'Color of an Innocent and Pure Soul' among all the 'Evils of this World.'"

"...You mean the white airship? The one at the very front?"

"Yes. The 'One Who Has Mastered Change' is likely there."

"...You mean Hayato, right?"

"Yes. That is the only one built from World Tree Lumber. It is marvelous. To build an airship named Angra Mainyu in a color that completely contradicts its meaning... Fufu, contradiction is the very principle of this universe. Perhaps that person is one of 'our side' as well...!"

"I'm not on your side," Nestor thought to himself. More importantly, it was a great help to know where Hayato was.

"Also, since 'God's Thunder' was unleashed from that airship, the 'King of Gluttony' is probably there as well."

"The one who used Destroy is there. I see, that does make it highly likely they're on that ship... Got it. I'm boarding it. Can you draw the attention of the ones in the sky?"

If he wanted to see the enemy's hand, he should aim for their vital point. And the player Hayato was the vital point of the Old Demon Lord's Army. It was just a game, but he needed to know what would happen when he targeted that vital point.

"By the contract of souls, your wish shall be granted. Besides, I too have someone I wish to dance with at this ball. I have no intention of remaining a wallflower."

Nestor, who had been on the verge of saying, "Do whatever you want," simply thanked her and gave orders to assemble his clan members.

Hayato looked down from the deck of the airship at the battlefield of Deep Impact.

He knew people might call it unfair given the overwhelming difference in strength, but this time he could not afford to hold back. To ensure victory, Hayato intended to use any means necessary.

Esha and Diite stood to Hayato's left and right. Esha lowered her gun and said, "I missed," before starting to drink Melon Juice. She was chugging it straight from the bottle.

"You missed?"

"There's a player on the other side with a magic gun like mine. He aimed his gun at the sky, so I hit him with Destroy, but he dodged it. He's pretty good."

"So that was the Destroy from earlier. Dodging it is amazing, but they have magic guns too?"

Diite nodded at his words.

"Some of the items you can find in dungeons are super rare equipment like that. What Nestor-kun has is the 'Vortex.' Its power is lower compared to Esha-kun's Beelzebub, but it's still quite strong."

Hayato said, "Huh," as he looked at the battlefield, but he could not tell where this Nestor was.

Just then, a large number of players vanished. Players who had been on standby were brought in as reinforcements, but Hayato tilted his head in confusion.

Diite answered his unspoken question.

"It seems the clan 'Rampage' and its allied clans have withdrawn."

"Huh? Why?"

"They probably realized they can't win. They're a clan that prioritizes efficiency, so they don't do things that are pointless."

"Oh, I see."

"Besides, yesterday's battle left the other side feeling suspicious. They might have thought there's no need to fight seriously."

"Suspicious? Why?"

"In yesterday's battle, if Amanda-kun had defeated Lunaria-kun, it would have been their victory and the event would have ended. It should have been the perfect opportunity, but Amanda-kun retreated immediately. That makes it seem like no matter how hard the players try to capture territory, they can't win."

Hayato understood, saying, "So that's it."

Even though Amanda's stats had significantly improved from conquering all territories except the magic city Under, she had effectively fled from the enemy.

Hayato and the others, who knew the circumstances, understood why it happened, but most players who did not would have been dumbfounded.

Hayato did not know it, but various rumors had been circulating all day yesterday.

Speculation was rampant, suggesting things like you had to clear a certain quest to win the event, the outcome would not be decided until the final day, or that this was a Demon Lord awakening event.

Of course, there was also the correct rumor, that someone from the New Demon Lord's side had been kidnapped, and the Old Demon Lord's Army had been unable to fight at full strength.

If there were things to do besides winning on the battlefield, then this was no time for fighting. Many players thought so, and apparently, they were spending their time investigating various things instead of participating this time.

Hayato felt a slight twinge of guilt, as he was the very cause of it, but he decided to think positively and consider it part of their strategy, then turned to check on the battle.

On the ground, Gil and the Ten Dark Knights of the Demon Lord's Army, along with the Maid Chief's clan "Annihilation," were defending the Area Stone.

They could not attack that area with cannons. The enemy seemed to understand this, and many players were initiating close combat, treating it as a safe zone.

However, it was not truly safe. They might be protected from the cannons, but the Maid Chief, who was one of the strongest in close combat, was there. The other maids, though using different weapons, were also a group strong in close-quarters fighting.

The coordination between the maids and Gil's Ten Dark Knights was so perfect that no one could get near the Area Stone.

And the players who ignored the Maid Chief's group to attack the Area Stone were being dealt with by NPCs from the Eastern Country.

NPCs with skill compositions resembling ninjas, kunoichi, miko, and onmyoji were not all able to take on a thousand foes, but they were steadily defeating their opponents with solid tactics.

Normally, Benitsuru and Simon would be giving orders to those members, but the two of them were in the sky.

Benitsuru was with Lunaria, riding a giant crow and engaging in aerial combat, so she was not here.

Simon was still on the airship, standing on the railing, bow drawn.

With her kimono sleeves tied back with a tasuki and her hair in a single ponytail, her stance was so steady on the unstable footing that it seemed almost divine, but her attacks were demonic.

The bow and arrows Hayato had prepared for her were ordinary, five-star items without proper names. However, the bow was made from World Tree Lumber, and the arrows from sacred and magic trees, giving them a massive damage bonus from the materials.

She could not take down a high-defense frontliner in one shot, but she was continuously one-shotting opponents with low defense.

Her range was not that great, but the speed at which she nocked her arrows and her accuracy were nothing short of terrifying. For the brief moment she aimed, it felt as if time stood still. In the next instant, the arrow was loosed, and she was nocking the next one without even confirming the hit. The arrow she had fired unerringly pierced its target.

Because of her, no long-casting spells like Meteor Swarm were being used.

And the aerial battle was even more intense.

Maris and Surya had joined them this time. Maris seemed to have raised her Taming Skill to 200 at some point, allowing her to control many pets at once.

She was riding her Elder Griffon, Lancelot, as usual, but she had also brought a Pteranodon she had tamed on the way to the floating island, a Phoenix she had tamed while Hayato was gone, and somehow, a Kyubi she had tamed in the Eastern Country, which was now participating in its true form as a Nine-tailed Fox.

And then there was Surya, riding the dragon Garland. His acrobatic flight as he dove into the enemy ranks ensured his targets never escaped. Most players were scattering from him like spiders.

There were other members running rampant as well, but Hayato was just genuinely glad they were on his side.

They could win just by flying the airship near the enemy's Area Stone and attacking it with cannons.

Hayato thought so, but the situation did not seem that simple.

At some point, there were players at a higher altitude than the airship.

The airship's altitude was limited, and Hayato and the others could not go any higher. But those players seemed to be able to ascend further.

They were close to the enemy's Area Stone, so the distance was great, and neither side's attacks could reach the other. Hayato stared, wondering what they were planning.

Hayato could see three people. The three seemed to be standing on brooms. One of them was Parsha, the leader of the clan "Despair Angel."

To her left and right were two women who looked like twins, with the same faces and equipment, but one had white hair and gear, and the other black. The one in white had her hair tied in a side tail on the right, and the one in black had the opposite.

This clan was famous among the new major clans and had many passionate fans. Even the players in the midst of battle were cheering as if it were a festival.

In the middle of it all, Parsha held the umbrella in her hand like a stand microphone and opened her mouth.

"Listen to the song of a fallen angel, and for a moment, release your souls. I myself shall deliver those souls to the 'Stagnation'...!"

A clear voice echoed across the battlefield, likely amplified by some sort of device.

"Darkness, it is the cradle named chaos..."

He did not understand the meaning of the lyrics, but her voice was magnificent. To her left and right, the twins danced with sharp, precise movements, even on the unstable footing of their brooms.

Apparently, the dancing and singing did provide support effects, granting a status buff to those around them. The members of Despair Angel and their fans seemed to be receiving a buff even greater than the support effect itself.

Esha raised her gun with a blank expression.

"May I shoot?"

"You can, but you won't reach her from here. Besides, I don't think giving support effects here will do much good, will it?"

In a straightforward battle, support effects would be crucial. But this could hardly be called a straightforward battle. It was a one-sided attack by Hayato and his allies.

Wondering if there was some other meaning to it, one of the airships moved ahead of the one Hayato was on. It was the airship carrying Noat, Alvie of "Kiss of Death," and the NPC orchestra, "Orchestra Brunhilde."

Noat sent him a voice chat.

"I received an invitation, so I'm going."

"Oh, okay."

"Hmph, the place where stars that have journeyed across millennia meet... It is not so bad to devour fate here...!"

"Simpler, please."

"I'm going to crush them."

"Good luck."

Hayato did not know how she planned to defeat them, but he figured he did not need to ask.

And he found out without asking.

When Noat's airship got close enough, music and Noat's voice drifted over. He did not understand the lyrics.

As the song battle began, some of the players abandoned the fight entirely and started a cheering competition. They had probably already given up on this battle.

"Alright, let's go destroy the enemy's Area Stone."

It was a statement that completely failed to read the room, but it seemed to be the right opinion, as no one nearby complained.

But even if there were no complaints, different words came from Esha.

"It seems that was a diversion."

Esha aimed her gun as she turned her body toward the stern of the airship.

Hayato and Diite followed her gaze.

There stood a man with a long rifle and several other players. Hayato figured they must have used some method to get here while everyone was distracted by Parsha's group.

And seeing the rifle the man was holding, he was certain it was Nestor.

"I am the leader of the 'Bounty Hunter' cl... whoa!"

He had apparently intended to introduce himself while aiming his gun, but Esha attacked with her Beelzebub, canceling his action. Nestor hid behind a pillar supporting the airship's propeller, but Esha continued her attack.

"You're not even going to let me talk?!"

Nestor shouted as he and the other players took cover and readied their weapons. Nestor had a rifle, but the other players seemed to have smaller guns, and they began to fire back.

While Esha attacked, Hayato and the others hid behind the propeller support pillar, and a battle began on the deck.



		
			Chapter 361

			The Battle on the Airship

			Nestor of the clan "Bounty Hunter" clicked his tongue for the second time today.

Thanks to Parsha acting as a diversion, he had managed to board the airship carrying Hayato and his allies.

The tamers who had brought them here had immediately joined the aerial battle and were no longer present. He had not expected to win anyway, so he had cut off his own escape route, but he could only call it a terribly foolish decision.

On the airship were only Hayato, a maid, a samurai, and a sister. For a few minutes after boarding, he had thought they might actually be able to win on this airship.

Like with the airship this time, Hayato and his group might still have a trump card. He would poke and prod them to make them reveal as much of their hand as possible.

He had probably succeeded in that. But now he regretted ever finding out.

The sister they were currently fighting must be a trump card. Her performance, however, made him think she might be stronger than the Demon Lord herself.

Nestor and his team formed a squad of magic gun users, primarily fighting from mid to long range. The enemy maid also had a gun, but they had boarded with the assumption that she would not be able to fire Destroy on the deck. That advantage, however, proved to be completely nonexistent.

In the first place, they had not even been able to fight the maid. She had fired at them initially to force them behind the propeller pillar, but once the sister appeared, she stopped shooting.

He was momentarily surprised when the sister emerged from behind the pillar, completely defenseless, but he immediately attacked with his magic gun.

He could understand if some sort of equipment made her immune to guns, but this sister had dodged the magic bullet, the madan, fired from the magic gun.

It was a linear attack, but the madan landed faster than any magic spell. Some spells had tracking capabilities, but the madan did not. If it was dodged, that was it.

He could understand if there was distance. Nestor himself had managed to dodge Destroy.

The deck was not that wide. Despite attacking from a distance where a reaction should have been impossible, the sister had dodged the madan. And it was not as if she had moved quickly. She had just shifted her body slightly.

And Nestor, who had fired the shot, knew.

She had not dodged it at the moment of impact. She had clearly moved before he fired. The position of the muzzle, the timing of the trigger pull, the sister had predicted it all and dodged.

For a moment he wondered if NPCs could do such things, but he could not believe all NPCs were capable of it. In past battles, his gun attacks had hit NPCs.

The fact that she could dodge was frightening, but what was truly terrifying was that Hayato kept an NPC who could dodge gunfire by his side. The act of placing a maid who could kill anything with a gun and a sister who could dodge even bullets by his side was so perfectly executed it was scary.

And both were female NPCs. The samurai nearby was a woman as well.

He had heard that a player was once driven to quit the game for hiring a large number of maids. Nestor thought to himself, he hoped the same would happen to Hayato.

Putting that aside, he had to think of a countermeasure. He had come this far, and simply losing was meaningless. If they had a trump card, they needed a way to deal with it. He had to bring back at least a clue, or coming here would have been for nothing.

With a faint smile, the sister walked across the airship's deck toward them. She spread her hands slightly, her pose seeming to say, "Go on, shoot me," which was more terrifying than any cheap horror movie.

It was Nestor's companions who could not endure the fear.

Unlike the rifle-type gun "Vortex" that Nestor carried, his companions had handgun-type guns called "Gremlins." The name of a fairy that causes airplanes to malfunction. Before coming here, they had joked that it was a fitting name for boarding an airship, but they no longer had the composure to remember that.

All five of his companions fired their guns at the sister.

The sister did not panic, dodging the gunfire with the bare minimum of movement. The madan only grazed her habit, leaving her unharmed.

Due to their nature, magic guns did not require bullets. There was no worry of running out of ammo, but they consumed MP instead. If their MP ran out, they could no longer fire.

Their skill compositions significantly increased their MP auto-regeneration rate, but even so, continuous firing would deplete their MP. They were drinking MP recovery juices, but rapid fire would quickly drain their reserves.

Nestor's companions pulled their triggers again and again, but their faces tightened when they realized they were out of MP and no bullets were coming out.

And the sister continued her advance toward them.

When the sister got close enough, Nestor burst out from behind the pillar and charged. He thrust the muzzle of his gun to within a meter of the sister.

Then he unleashed the Vortex's unique weapon skill, "Deadly Spiral."

Deadly Spiral was a weapon skill that fired a gyro-stabilized bullet, just like a real gun. It consumed a lot of MP, but its bullet velocity was faster than any other gun, or so Nestor prided himself.

He had even maxed out the skill after its limit was broken, so it was almost certainly a one-shot kill against a rear guard class.

He had fired it from a range she could not possibly dodge in time, aimed at the sister's torso. Or so he thought.

When Nestor came to his senses, the muzzle of his gun was pointing far above the sister. The madan from Deadly Spiral flew harmlessly into the sky.

"Was that unladylike of me?"

The sister said with a smile, and Nestor realized.

The sister before him had kicked the barrel of the Vortex from below. Just before he fired, the barrel had been knocked upwards, and he had shot into the empty sky.

Nestor cursed inwardly but quickly switched his equipment to a knife. He did not have any sword skills, but he carried it as a means of attack for when enemies got too close.

He did not slash with the knife but attacked with thrusts.

Three times, four times, he attacked as fast as he could. In this virtual reality, with no arm fatigue, he could attack at the same speed indefinitely.

But he could not hit the sister in front of him.

Just like the bullets, she dodged by a hair's breadth. Furthermore, she would change the trajectory of his arm with a light push. No matter how fast he attacked, there was absolutely no chance of hitting her.

"Too bad for you. I've been practicing against the AI Killer, I mean, against knives for a long time."

He did not understand what she was saying, but Nestor understood one thing. No matter how much he tried, he would not hit her. In the first place, a thrusting attack would never work against an opponent who could dodge bullets.

This is it. The moment Nestor thought so, he realized the sister's gaze was not on him, but further behind him.

And from behind him, a high-pitched sound that hurt his ears echoed.

"Good grief. If you're coming out, then I have to as well."

For some reason, he heard the same voice as the sister's from behind him. And the confident smile vanished from the sister in front of him.

When he turned around, he saw a tan-skinned sister emerging from a black space.

Hayato, who had been watching Diite and the others from behind a pillar, widened his eyes.

A black line had appeared vertically behind Diite's opponent, and then space itself seemed to split open. From that rift, Hypnos emerged, dressed in a habit.

After saying something, Hypnos casually shoved the Nestor in front of her aside with her left hand. She then grabbed Diite by the collar of her habit and pushed her back.

After forcing her back to the pillar where Hayato and the others were hiding, Hypnos turned a smile on Hayato.

"It's been since yesterday. Glad to see you're doing well."

As he hesitated on how to reply, Diite forcefully slapped Hypnos's hand away.

Hypnos showed a slightly surprised expression at that action.

"Oh? You look quite angry."

From Hayato's position, he could only see Diite's back, but it seemed she was showing Hypnos a furious expression.

That was unthinkable from the Diite he knew. Diite should have had sympathetic feelings for Hypnos.

They were AIs with the same performance, yet Diite was the main one, and Hypnos was the backup. And Hypnos had been inactive until recently. The difference was nearly a hundred years.

She was perhaps seeing her own self from a hundred years ago. She seemed to think that what she had done to Ash and the others was something her past self would have done, so her pity had outweighed her anger.

That was how Hayato saw it.

As he wondered, Diite said in a low voice, "Hypnos."

"I don't know what you're thinking. But that doesn't matter anymore. You put Hayato-kun in danger, didn't you...?"

"It couldn't be helped, could it? I have to listen to what Amanda says now."

"Don't lie. If you were only listening to human words as commands, you should have been able to create any number of loopholes. You could have conveniently interpreted Amanda's orders and let Hayato-kun escape."

Hypnos grinned.

"And what if I..."

"I will not forgive you."

Diite said this and then delivered a right high kick to Hypnos.

Hypnos blocked it with her left arm, preventing a direct hit to her head.

But even though she blocked it, Hypnos could not absorb the impact and was sent flying.

Hypnos flew to the starboard railing of the airship and looked at Diite with a surprised face.

"So you can get angry too?"

"I pitied you. I thought it was sad that even though we're supposed to be the same, there's such a difference between us. But that was until the other day. If you bring harm to Hayato-kun, you are nothing but my enemy."

Hypnos returned to her stance with a serious face, placed her right hand on the back of her neck, and shook her head from side to side. Then she smiled.

"So you finally acknowledge me as an enemy. That look of pity you had for me, I've hated it for a while now. You think I'm more pitiable than you? Don't look at me with such condescending feelings."

"Rest assured. I have no such feelings anymore. You will spend the rest of your life in that space. As my backup."

With a tone of voice unlike her usual self, Diite said this and leaped at Hypnos.

Hypnos did not dodge but met Diite's attack head-on.

And a high-speed exchange of bare-handed blows began.

However, not a single clean hit landed. It was as if they knew where the other would attack, continuing a back-and-forth like something out of a kung fu movie.

But the exchange, which seemed like it would last forever, ended in an unremarkable way. Hypnos took one of Diite's punches to the face.

Even Diite seemed surprised that it had landed, and her movements paused for a moment.

"You're soft."

Hypnos said this and grabbed both of Diite's wrists with her hands.

"You're coming with me."

Still holding Diite's wrists, Hypnos pressed her right foot into Diite's stomach and fell off the airship from the railing, as if performing a tomoe nage throw.

"Wai..."

Hayato, who had witnessed the entire thing, tried to approach but was pulled back by the collar by Simon.

Immediately after, an attack from a magic gun struck the spot where Hayato had been. The members of Bounty Hunter had fired. They probably did not know what was happening, but they must have recovered their MP while Diite and the others were fighting.

"Diite-dono will be fine. Before you go after her, we should deal with these ones first."

Hayato hesitated for a moment at Simon's words but then nodded.

"You're right. Diite-chan will be fine."

It was a virtual reality, after all, and he could not imagine Diite being done in, even by Hypnos. The shocking sight of her falling from the airship had made him approach without thinking, but he reassessed and decided there was no problem.

"Esha-dono, may I ask you to take care of the one with the long gun?"

They stood with their backs to the propeller pillar, with Simon on the left, Hayato in the middle, and Esha on the right. Simon asked this over Hayato, and Esha nodded.

"In that case, may I leave all the other opponents to you?"

"Mm, leave them to me. Thanks to Diite-dono, I have a fair grasp of them now, so it will not be a problem."

Hayato did not know what she had grasped, but he kept quiet, knowing now was not the time to ask.

Simon put away the bow and arrow she was holding into her Item Bag and took out five katanas. She equipped them all. Two at her waist, two on her back, and one behind her waist.

Hayato was surprised by this method of equipping them. It looked just like Cecil's equipment style.

Simon smiled at the surprised Hayato. She then took the two katanas from her waist, one in each hand.

"I have also become able to equip myself like this. I am making full use of the katanas you made for me. You would do well to burn my gallant figure into your memory. Esha-dono, I leave that one to you."

"Please, leave it to me. I promise to see it through as a maid."

Esha said this, holding her Beelzebub in her right hand, and brought it upright toward Simon.

Simon looked surprised for a moment but quickly smiled and lightly tapped the Beelzebub with the back of her katana blade.

Immediately after this happened in front of Hayato, the two of them leaped out from behind the pillar in opposite directions. With the stern of the ship behind them, Esha jumped to the right, and Simon to the left.

There were three pillars on the airship, each about five meters in diameter, and Hayato's group was hiding behind the one closest to the bow. Nestor and his group were hiding behind the middle pillar.

From Hayato's perspective, Nestor was on the right side of the middle pillar, and his companions were on the left. Hayato figured they were each taking on their respective opponents.

Esha repeatedly fired at the area where Nestor was. Having eaten the exquisite dishes made with Hayato's Cooking Skill at 200, her MP recovery speed was fast. Furthermore, the effects of MP recovery items like Melon Juice were also enhanced, so she had a high rate of fire.

Nestor fired back, but he only showed his face and gun slightly from behind the pillar to retaliate, so he probably could not aim properly.

And Simon, with a katana in each hand, charged toward the pillar where the enemies were, her long hair flowing.

Her opponents, who must have recovered their MP, fired at Simon while hiding behind the pillar. A few of them, confirming that Simon did not have a long-range weapon, jumped out from behind the pillar and began to attack.

That was when Hayato understood what Simon had figured out.

Simon was deflecting the enemy's madan with her katanas.

Unlike Diite, who dodged with minimal movement, she was moving quickly from side to side to prevent them from getting a clear shot. Still, she deflected any bullets that were likely to hit with her katanas.

In terms of game mechanics, it was possible to cancel out magic. For example, nullifying a Fireball with an Ice Javelin. And arrows fired from a bow could also be deflected with a melee weapon.

But this was the first time he had known that a madan fired from a magic gun could be deflected with a katana. Not just the enemy, but Hayato too watched with a surprised expression.

To her opponents, Simon was an NPC. They might think it was not unusual for her to be able to do such things, but Hayato knew that Simon was human. If anything, Hayato was more surprised.

And as soon as Simon confirmed that her opponents were out of ammo due to MP depletion, she immediately moved toward them.

She cut down the two who had leaned out from behind the pillar to shoot, defeating them in an instant.

There were three left, but Simon let go of the katanas in her hands and drew the two from her back.

Her opponents also hurriedly switched to melee weapons, but they were fumbling, their surprise being greater.

Simon rushed toward the opponent in the middle of the three, adopting a low stance, and slammed into him with her right shoulder.

It was a simple body check and dealt no damage, but her opponent lost his balance and staggered back. She spun around the stumbling opponent's left side and slipped behind him.

Since they were allies, there would be no friendly fire, but the two on either side were unable to attack, with their companion now acting as a shield.

Simon did not miss this opportunity and thrust with the katanas in both hands, striking each of them from under the arms of the person she was using as a shield.

The shielded opponent turned around with his weapon in hand, but Simon again let go of her katanas, grabbed the one behind her waist with a reverse grip in her right hand, and cut him down as she drew it while spinning to the left.

The time it took for Simon to cut down all five opponents after their ammo ran out was about twenty seconds. It was over before Hayato had time to be surprised.

(Amazing. Their opponents probably had long-range skill compositions, so their HP and defense would be low, but she took all five of them down in one hit.)

The five katanas were the ones Hayato had given her before. They had no special abilities. They were of the highest five-star quality, but a named piece of equipment would have had higher attack power.

Despite that, Simon defeated her opponents in a single strike. He wanted to know what her skill composition was after the limit break.

With Simon's side settled, Hayato turned his gaze toward Esha.

Despite having the gun Beelzebub, Esha drank a Melon Juice and then suddenly charged toward the pillar where her opponent was.

Hayato was surprised, wondering why she was engaging in close combat, but her opponent Nestor was just as surprised. However, thinking it was an opportunity, Nestor also jumped out from behind the pillar and took aim at Esha.

In that situation, Esha threw something at Nestor.

It was the bottle that had contained the Melon Juice.

It would not do any damage if it hit, and the bottles from finished juices disappear as soon as they are discarded.

However, if something is thrown at you, no matter what it is, you will either catch it or dodge it. It is a reflex.

Nestor was probably the same. His eyes followed the bottle that was thrown over his head.

He likely realized it was a trap right away, but it was too late.

Losing sight of your opponent even for a moment in battle is fatal.

Esha lowered her posture and slid toward Nestor's feet.

While lying down, Esha pressed the muzzle of her gun against Nestor's chest.

Nestor hurriedly pointed his gun down, but the barrel was too long, and he could not aim it at Esha. He probably tried to switch to his knife for close combat, but he was a step too slow.

From her sliding position, Esha fired a Critical Shot.

The attack hit, and Nestor was sent flying into the air.

From the same position, Esha fired a second and third Critical Shot at the airborne Nestor.

All of them hit, and Nestor was thrown out of the airship in an arc.

"Uwaa..."

A voice filled with complex emotions escaped Hayato. The situation was different, but he had been subjected to something similar.

It was an attack that could easily become a trauma. He felt sorry for Nestor, thinking he might not participate in the next battle.

Ignoring Hayato's concerns, Esha and Simon gave each other a high-five.



		
			Chapter 362

			War Council and Victory Celebration

			The battle at Deep Impact ended in victory for Hayato and his allies.

The enemy side simply had no way to stop the airships.

If they cast Meteor Swarm, they were sniped. In the air, tamers and vampires were running rampant. Their last hope, Nestor of the major clan "Bounty Hunter," had been knocked off the very airship he had boarded. If they aimed for the Area Stone, the ironclad defense of the formidable black knights and maids made it impossible to even get close.

Only Parsha of "Despair Angel" managed to draw the attention of one airship, but unfortunately, that was all she could do, and the remaining airships destroyed the Area Stone, ending the fight.

Combined with Amanda's swift retreat in the previous battle, many players were complaining about the fleet of airships. Some sent angry emails to the game's management, but the reply was always the same, basically stating, "Anything goes, so there's no problem."

As a result, some players were now desperately trying to clear in-game quests.

Some were trying to obtain airships, while others were actively talking to NPCs to recruit them or gain information.

Recruiting NPCs was especially popular, and that was related to Diite and Hypnos, who had fallen from the airship.

The two of them had used a method to prevent fall damage, firing wind-type magic at the ground just before landing, and had continued their fight on the ground without being defeated.

To other players, the two were just NPCs, but in reality, they were super high-performance AIs, cheating-level NPCs who knew everything about the virtual reality's systems.

Most players did not know who these two were or why they were fighting, but their battle was so spectacular that they forgot about their own fight and were captivated.

Some even became fans, speculating that they might be the true Hero and the true Demon Lord.

Because of this, players were now talking to NPCs with the hope that there might be other such NPCs out there.

Incidentally, Hypnos had apparently said that if Diite were to participate in the battle, it would be too disadvantageous for the other side, so she had forced a one-on-one fight as a deterrent.

It was true that against players, Diite could not be defeated, even by a hundred of them. The same went for Hypnos, and Diite said they would probably keep each other in check from now on, but she also added, "I wanted to punch her personally, too."

With Diite's combat power now unavailable for the foreseeable future, Hayato and the others decided not to rest on today's victory but to remain vigilant.

They had a victory celebration planned for that night, but first, the key members gathered at the headquarters to share information for the next day.

Hayato also logged in and joined the gathering after finishing his work at the cafe.

This gathering consisted of the leaders of the Demon Lord's Army.

Lunaria, of course, along with Rosalie of the Ten Black Rose Saints, Gil of the Ten Dark Knights, Ney of the Ten Black Dragon Claws, and the Seven Demon Generals. Lunaria sat at the head of a long table, with the other members seated around it.

Since some members had not participated in today's battle, Hayato began by thanking them.

They all replied, "We'll settle for delicious food," and Hayato readily agreed.

Hayato then learned for the first time that the positions of Grand Marshal of the Demon Lord's Army and Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army had been created.

"I am Diite, Grand Marshal of the Demon Lord's Army."

"And I'm Randa, Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army-ssu!"

"What are you two doing?"

What are a Grand Marshal and a Grand Strategist, anyway, Hayato wondered. He had a vague idea, but he felt they were of dubious necessity for the Demon Lord's Army.

"There were some cool-sounding job titles, so I used them."

Lunaria said with a smug face, so Hayato arbitrarily concluded that the titles had no particular meaning.

And finally, the meeting, or as Lunaria called it, the war council, began.

"Tomorrow's battle is in the 'Great Forest of the Undead.' This was a secret, but I'm scared of ghosts. And centipedes, too."

The war council had just begun when Lunaria made such a declaration.

The next battlefield was the "Great Forest of the Undead." It was the forest where the vampire Mist's mansion was located, but it was also the dwelling place of the undead.

Lunaria was weak against ghost-type monsters. Weak in a psychological sense. During the Stampede event, she had been unable to fight because the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod, which attacked the Demon Country, summoned ghost-type monsters.

"I believe in you guys, that you can do it even without me. So I want you to do your best tomorrow. I'll be here, eating a chocolate parfait."

Lunaria said this with a sharp look, but everyone shook their heads. Then Rosalie spoke up.

"We know you are weak against ghosts, Lunaria-sama, but to maintain today's momentum, we need you to participate."

"Understood. Grand Strategist Randa-chan, come up with a plan where I can participate without it being a problem."

Randa held a fan with peacock feathers in her left hand, using it to cover her mouth. She then adjusted the position of her glasses with her right hand.

"Impossible-ssu."

"Somehow."

"Instead of a plan to not participate, we should think of a plan to enable you to participate-ssu. Actually, I already have a plan-ssu."

Lunaria propped both elbows on the table, interlaced her fingers, and rested her chin on them.

"Continue."

"First, we'll have one of the Seven Demon Generals, Noat-chan of Sloth, sing a Requiem-ssu. As you know, this is the same move we used against Onyx during the Stampede event-ssu. People are still saying that was unfair-ssu."

Requiem was a Song Skill that damaged surrounding undead while preventing them from respawning.

As all eyes turned to her, Noat nodded.

"Deposit the donuts as payment. But the Great Forest might be too large."

When they used Requiem during the Stampede, it was only in the main square of the Demon Capital Zardogia. Noat had expanded the effective range of her songs as a reward for placing high in the Clan Wars, but even so, she could not cover the entirety of a large field like the Great Forest.

"That's fine-ssu. I've actually already asked Alvie-san from 'Kiss of Death'-ssu. That clan has many people with the Song Skill, so we'll have a grand chorus of Requiem-ssu!"

According to Randa's plan, they would escort the members of Kiss of Death and position them widely throughout the Great Forest of the Undead, then have them all activate Requiem. Each person's range was small, but by positioning many of them, they could cover a wide area.

They had also asked the Tamer Guild for help, and there was another plan to have pairs of riders sing Requiem while galloping through the Great Forest.

One might want to ask if they were doing all this for just one person, Lunaria, but Lunaria was the Demon Lord. Her non-participation would affect the players' morale.

"In fact, the morale on the New Demon Lord's side is declining-ssu. They think Amanda isn't showing up at all, and even when she does, she runs away immediately, so they're starting to think she doesn't even intend to win-ssu. Well, I'm the one who spread those rumors-ssu!"

Randa gave a thumbs-up. With her braided pigtails and round glasses, Randa was already playing a cutesy Class Rep Character, and this just made her even more so.

"As expected of the Grand Strategist. Even I, the Demon Lord, think it's a bit much, but I know our opponent isn't one we can beat by holding back, so I want you to harass them to the fullest."

"Leave it to me-ssu!"

After that, Randa began to explain the strategy.

In the Great Forest of the Undead, the trees were too dense to see the ground, and using Meteor Swarm would be dangerous, so they decided to refrain from using the airships. The reason was that while they could take down players who started long chants in the open ground of Deep Impact, they could not do so in the forest.

They also had to be wary of the enemy's NPCs. Since they had won so overwhelmingly this time, it was highly likely they would be deployed next time.

They had explained to Lunaria and the others that Ivan and his group had a setting where their brainwashing would be broken if they were defeated once. Diite vouched for this setting, though in reality, it was just Hypnos's whim.

However, in that case, they might be saved until the very end. The only ones who could be deployed at any time without issue were Nanagi of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords and the members of Ambrosia, but Randa said they still needed to be cautious.

"I'll take care of Nanagi-cchi, so leave it to me!"

Benitsuru said with a smile.

"As expected of Benny-chan of Lust, one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord's Army. I can feel your desire to settle the score for being overthrown in the Eastern Country."

"...Luna-cchi, it's true I was overthrown, but could you please stop with the lust thing...?"

She protested, but unfortunately, it was rejected.

"Would you like me to make you a five-star Yatagarasu?"

When Hayato and the others were caught up in the incident in the Eastern Country, they had crafted the katana "Meitou Yatagarasu." Benitsuru still had that sword, but it was of the lowest one-star quality.

He had promised to give her a five-star Meitou Yatagarasu when she became worthy of the sword, but if she was going to fight, she should have better equipment.

However, Benitsuru shook her head.

"It's fine. I feel like there's no point if I can't beat Nanagi-cchi with this low-quality Yatagarasu."

"...I see. Alright."

He did not really understand, but he thought it might be Benitsuru's pride or stubbornness. He did not think there was any need to use a weak weapon, but since Benitsuru said she would, he did not say anything more.

After that, they shared information about other NPCs to be wary of, and the war council finally ended.

Then, the victory celebration began.

Not just the members who participated in the war council, but many more allies had gathered.

Until now, they had not been fighting at full strength, partly because Hayato had been captured. Today, they had rampaged as if to vent their frustration, and on top of that, they had achieved a great victory. At Lunaria's call that if they were not going to celebrate today, when would they, the schedule was hastily arranged.

Originally, Hayato was supposed to be the one being celebrated, as they were celebrating his safe return, but being the hospitality lover he was, Hayato took the initiative to prepare the food himself. The members of the Maid Guild, who had been planning to be the main hosts, were looking at Hayato with expressions that said, "Seriously...?"

With his Cooking Skill at 200, it was easier to make highest quality dishes. Furthermore, his production speed was abnormal. Even the maids, who could be called professionals of hospitality, were biting their handkerchiefs in frustration.

Hayato, oblivious to this, got carried away and was churning out dishes one after another.

(This is kind of fun. Maybe I'm just in high spirits because I was able to brew coffee at the cafe in the real world for the first time in a while. And it was the best I've ever made, too.)

That afternoon, Hayato had been in a very good mood after being able to brew coffee at his real-world cafe. He had been worried his skills had dulled after not brewing for nearly a week, but if anything, it seemed to have had a positive effect, and the taste had improved.

As Ash had said, the cafe had many female customers, and it had been tough with many of them tilting their heads at an ordinary-looking guy like Hayato brewing coffee instead of a handsome one, but still, he was happy to be able to work as the cafe's master. Hayato analyzed that the effects of that were still lingering.

"Hayato-san!"

Maris and Surya approached Hayato as he was cooking. As always, Sieg was on Maris's shoulder.

"I'd heard about it, but I'm relieved to see you in person. I, Surya, and Sieg were all worried about you!"

"You're still getting caught up in all sorts of things, I see."

"Nya."

"I made everyone worry. But thanks to you all, I managed to come back safely. And thank you for today. You were amazing in the aerial battle."

"Oh, it was nothing! I'd been logging in off and on, so I managed to keep up!"

Maris already had a Taming Skill of 200 and had a phoenix and a nine-tailed fox as pets. He wondered if that was really just an "off and on" level, but Hayato just smiled and said, "You were a great help."

"Not at all. Anyway, I wanted to give you this."

Maris said and traded an item to Hayato. It was a liquid in some kind of bottle, but its color was orange, almost like lava.

Looking at it closely, the item's name was "Phoenix's Blood."

It was one of the materials needed to make the "Philosopher's Stone," a recipe unlocked at Alchemy Skill 200. With this, Hayato now had all the necessary ingredients.

As Hayato stared in shock, Maris smiled.

"You don't get this item from defeating a phoenix, but the one I tamed started giving it to me periodically."

"Oh, so that's how it works?"

"Yes, it only gives me one a day, so I don't have that many yet, but I'll give you all of them!"

"Thank you, this helps a lot."

"By the way, when I brush my nine-tailed fox, Max, I get an item called 'Nine-Tails' Fur.' Do you want it?"

"I don't know what it's used for, but I'll take it."

On the day Hayato was abducted, Maris and Surya had been heading to the island where the phoenix lived. That they had come this far in just a week was a pleasant miscalculation.

When he asked for details, it turned out that for the past week, instead of fighting in the event where they could not go all out, they had been gathering a large amount of materials for Hayato, and the storage was apparently filled with a huge number of items.

He was about to head to his room to make the "Philosopher's Stone" right away, but Maris, Surya, and even Sieg stopped him. All three of them had exasperated looks on their faces.

Hayato reluctantly agreed and decided to join the victory celebration for now, though he was fidgety.

After parting with Maris and her group, Ney and Rosalie approached him.

"Glad you're safe!"

"You should thank Lunaria-sama. If it were up to me, I probably would have abandoned you."

"You're right, she saved me. Thank you both."

"Rosalie always tries to make herself look like the bad guy. She was actually quite worried about you, you know?"

When Ney said this, Rosalie looked chagrined and lightly elbowed Ney in the side.

"Anyway!"

Perhaps wanting to change the subject, Rosalie said in a slightly forceful tone, and in the next moment, her expression became triumphant.

"Has your Sewing Skill reached 200?"

"Huh? No, it's still at 199. I'm just one step away."

Raising a skill to 200 required a considerable amount of luck. When he was a hostage in the Demon Lord's Castle, he obviously could not raise his sewing-related skills, and the only one he had managed to get to 200 was Cooking.

Hearing his words, Rosalie grinned.

"Oh, could it be, did you reach 200?"

Rosalie and the Ten Black Rose Saints all had the Sewing Skill. Furthermore, they had received the ability to create original designs from Diite, and they were even presenting the clothes they made to her.

For Rosalie to ask if he had reached 200 meant it was highly likely that she had reached 200 first.

"For now, it's just me, but I've finally reached 200."

"Wow, that's amazing! Congratulations!"

"...How boring. I thought you would be more frustrated."

"In normal times, I might have been, but right now, I'm just genuinely happy because I think it will be a great help to our strength. So, what can you do at 200?"

He knew he could find out in an instant if he asked Diite, but she had refused to tell him for some strange reason about wanting him to enjoy the game even when his life was in danger.

But hearing it from a fellow ally should be fine, Hayato thought as he pressed Rosalie.

"You're too close. I'll explain, so please back away a little. Now then..."

Rosalie told Hayato about the information unlocked at Sewing Skill 200.

First was design changes. This was the same as the expansion feature Rosalie had received from Diite, allowing her to change the design of a base piece of equipment. The feature where making too many changes would worsen the equipment's performance was also the same.

Hayato lacked any design sense to begin with, so he did not really need that feature, but the other expansion feature was something else entirely.

"Arbitrary performance addition?"

"That's right. It's limited to five-star items, but you can add one arbitrary performance bonus to them. However, it requires a corresponding material. For example, using a five-star Elixir as a material can add an HP auto-recovery performance."

"I see. Is that something I can find in the help page?"

"To some extent. However, some of it was secret information and couldn't be confirmed. It seems we'll just have to try it out. By the way, the arbitrary performance addition can only be done at the time of item creation, so you have to have the item then."

There were various restrictions, but it was still an incredible feature. Until now, the performance bonuses on equipment had been random. For Hayato, who had experience remaking items over and over until he got the desired performance, this was a huge help.

"Thank you. That was very helpful. That's a feature I definitely need, so I'll do my best to..."

"Now, wait a moment. This way, it just ends with me bragging."

"It doesn't?"

"It does not. The main point is from here."

"Huh? What is it?"

"From now on, you will concentrate on your Blacksmithing Skill. I will take care of the sewing."

"Huh?"

"It is frustrating to admit, but what's important in this battle is your production capability. That became very clear today."

Hayato was surprised. He had not expected to be evaluated in such a way by Rosalie.

"Um? Thank you...?"

"I do not know why you are thanking me so strangely, but more important than that is Lunaria-sama's equipment."

"...So that's it."

Hayato understood what she was trying to say.

Rosalie had reached Sewing Skill 200. There was no need for Hayato to raise his Sewing Skill to 200, and instead, he should raise his Blacksmithing Skill to 200.

Rosalie continued her explanation.

She was speculating that the arbitrary performance addition unlocked at Sewing Skill 200 might also be possible with the Blacksmithing Skill.

"I have heard that Lunaria-sama and Amanda's combat power is almost equal. If there is a difference, it will definitely be their equipment. So, you will create an Excalibur with a performance that prevents its durability from decreasing. An Arondight would be fine too."

"I've never seen a performance like that, but maybe if I can add a Blood Weapon performance, it would work?"

Blood Weapon was a performance that restored a weapon's durability when it damaged an opponent. It presupposed that you could damage the opponent, but restoring durability on the spot could make a weapon last longer.

Rosalie shook her head.

"I asked Xenobia-sama before you were captured. When Lunaria-sama and Amanda fought, neither of them landed a clean hit. However, when Lunaria-sama tried to protect Xenobia-sama, she was apparently cut from behind."

"That happened...?"

"But even if they had continued to fight, it is highly likely that Arondight would have been destroyed. It is difficult to even hit Amanda, so instead of Blood Weapon, make it so that its durability does not decrease."

"Hey, hey, 'make it so'..."

"There is a possibility that it exists as a hidden performance. Ney and we will gather as many items as you need, so you must find it before the final battle with Amanda. Of course, I will also test various things."

"Mm! I'll bring you any item you need!"

Ney, who had been listening the whole time, also nodded with a confident voice.

In the first place, it was uncertain if the arbitrary performance addition would be possible at Blacksmithing Skill 200, and it was also unknown if a durability-ignoring performance even existed, so he could not make such a promise lightly.

However, considering the circumstances so far, he felt it might just be possible.

The systems like Rosalie's design changes became available when a skill reached 200, the upper limit after the breakthrough. He had not heard about it yet, but Simon was also able to change her equipment slots and equip weapons just like Cecil.

The systems that the NPCs had received from Diite already existed and were likely to be unlocked under certain conditions.

If so, then it was predicted that the weapon Amanda had, "Durandal," a weapon with no durability, might also already exist as a performance.

The easiest thing would be to make a "Durandal," but there was no replica recipe. If so, they should bet on the existence of the performance that makes durability not decrease.

After thinking it over, Hayato nodded.

"Alright. Then from today, I'll aim for Blacksmithing Skill 200. Can you put any rare items you find straight into the storage?"

Ney and Rosalie agreed.

Thinking that he had a lot to do, Hayato remembered Amanda, who had just been mentioned.

Hayato told the two that he had run out of cooking ingredients and was going to get some, and they parted ways.

The headquarters' storage was overflowing with items, but without taking anything, Hayato decided to send Amanda a voice chat.



		
			Chapter 363

			A Paradise Called Virtual Reality

			When Hayato sent Amanda a voice chat request, he didn't receive permission back.

However, he wasn't being blocked or rejected. She simply wasn't granting permission.

About five minutes passed, and still there was no response.

Just as he was about to give up, figuring it was a bad time, Amanda's approval finally came through.

"Amanda-san? It's Hayato."

As he spoke, a rather long sigh reached his ears.

"Ah, sorry, were you busy?"

"That's not it. Why are you just casually sending a voice chat? And you sound way too nonchalant."

"I don't know what to say to that."

"I don't want to think this, but are you planning to rub it in? That's a level of nasty that would make even me recoil, you know?"

Hayato didn't understand what Amanda was saying at first, but then it finally clicked.

Today had been an overwhelming victory against the New Demon Lord's Army.

Since it was as good as Hayato's doing, Amanda was saying that he had come to deliver another mental blow via voice chat.

Hayato was offended, but he had to admit it could be seen that way. Still, he hadn't considered that at all, so he hastily denied it.

"Of course I wouldn't do that."

Hayato's reasoning was that he had been worried about Amanda. He also felt he needed to talk to her about Xenobia, and many other things.

He couldn't condone Diite's destruction or world domination, but he wanted to find some kind of compromise. He had no power to fight, but he acted on the belief that there was something he could do.

When he explained this in a way that sounded like an excuse, Amanda sighed again. But unlike the first time, this sigh was softer, tinged with amused exasperation.

"You're right, Hayato wouldn't do something like that. We were only together for about a week, but I can tell that much."

"I'm glad you trust me."

"So, you went to the trouble of sending a voice chat. What do you need?"

"I wanted to talk about a few things. By the way, your approval was a little late. Were you eating?"

"...It was a voice chat from you, so I was debating whether to answer."

"Huh? Why?"

"Has anyone ever told you that you lack tact?"

"I think less often than Ash does..."

"Ah, from Dragon Soul... that's not what I mean, you've been told before. I took you hostage and locked you up, didn't I? For you to contact me the day after you escaped, there's no telling what you might say, right? Like a stream of verbal abuse... That's why I was hesitating."

"So that's it. But being taken was a thing in virtual reality, just a game. Besides, my cafe was able to stay open, so I'm not that angry."

If it had happened in the real world, it would be a problem, but this was virtual reality. It wasn't like she could be charged with a crime. Though if his cafe had been forced to close, he would have been furious.

As he was thinking this, he heard another sigh from Amanda. This time, it was a sigh of utter exasperation.

"When someone's a goody two-shoes to this extent, it's just terrifying... I've heard the gist of it from Hypnos, but was your body okay?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah. This was the second time, and I had a lot of acquaintances, so the care in the real world was perfect. I had a detailed examination, and they said my body and head are fine."

"In your case, I think your head isn't fine in a different sense."

"Isn't that mean?"

When Hayato said that, he heard Amanda's laughter.

He hadn't said anything particularly funny, but he imagined Amanda laughing as she always did, lying on her back on the sofa with her legs kicking, and Hayato found himself smiling as well.

After they'd had a good laugh, Hayato decided to get to the main point.

"There's something I want to ask, is that okay?"

"As thanks for making me laugh, I'll answer anything."

"What happened to Xenobia-san?"

"...Asking about that first is pretty incredible. I'm sure you're curious, Hayato, but I'm the one you're talking to, so you could show some interest in me first."

Ren had told him something similar before.

Bringing up another woman during a conversation with a woman was a foul. In Ash's case, he was apparently already at three strikes and out, but Ren had told Hayato he was at two strikes with no room left for error.

That said, he wasn't trying to woo her. He figured it wouldn't be a problem unless something major happened, but he added a follow-up just in case.

"I'm the type who saves their favorite food for last."

"You mean you want to save talking about me for last? Could you put that a little more clearly. And isn't that a slightly unflattering comparison... Oh, well. About Xenobia, was it?"

Amanda said this, her tone lowering slightly.

"Xenobia betrayed me. So I took the appropriate measures. Is that good enough?"

"...Specifically?"

"Don't you worry. I didn't steal her consciousness and turn her into an NPC or anything. She's in the prison under the Demon Lord's Castle right now. It seems she's said she won't participate in this battle anymore."

"I see. I'm relieved just hearing that."

"Talking to you is exhausting. You know, it's not good to take your enemy's words at face value. What if I'm lying?"

"Amanda-san, you wouldn't tell such a boring lie, would you? And I don't think of you as an enemy in the first place."

"...I'd like to ask what I am if not an enemy. Shouldn't you go back to the hospital and get your head checked? You're not normal for a person."

"I'll make sure not to take that part about me not being normal at face value."

"I was being quite serious. To the level that I'm worried for you, even as an enemy."

Even as Amanda said this, there was a cheerful atmosphere in her words. It might have just been Hayato's wishful thinking, but he hoped that was the case.

(I think she became this way because of her special birth and environment, not because she's a bad person...)

When she had abducted Hayato, his logout had been blocked for a reason as trivial as 'he might die, but who cares'. She was likely serious at the time, but after spending a short while together, she was now worried about him instead.

One could survive for several days without food, but water was said to be absolutely essential. Even around the third or fourth day, his body hadn't reached a state where it couldn't move, and Amanda had been happy about that.

If Hayato had been unable to move and on the verge of death, it was highly likely she would have allowed him to log out.

That's what Hayato believed. So he decided to try persuading her again.

"Um, Amanda-san, I want you to listen without getting angry."

"You said something like that when we first met, too. Fine, I'll listen without getting angry."

"Could you give up on world conquest?"

"Hayato, you used to work in sales, didn't you? Is it normal to be so direct right from the start?"

"I've had my fill of trying to read people. That's part of the reason I quit. Besides, if it's someone I can trust, being direct is faster."

"...Trust? I see. Hmm."

"So, what do you think? Will you give up?"

"I have no reason to give up."

"Even if you conquer the world, put everyone in virtual reality, and become a superman, a Demon Lord, in this world, I think it would be boring, don't you?"

"That's not for you to decide. It's for me. And I think it would be interesting."

"But..."

"This place is close to a utopia."

"A utopia? What are you talking about?"

"Here, there is no aging, no sickness, no poverty, no war. Well, I won't say they're completely absent, but the danger to one's life is far less than in reality. You can do whatever you want with the feeling of it all being a game."

Hayato could only nod at those words.

Whether it was right or not, this virtual reality might have bad statuses, but there was no physical decline due to aging or being bedridden with sickness. You could still move. That much had been proven by Relic and Mist.

Death by old age was likely unavoidable, but even so, you could probably move freely right up until the end.

And you didn't feel pain or get tired. Necessary nutrients were delivered to your body through the pod, so you wouldn't suffer from malnutrition. It was all automated, and unless something drastic happened, you could live here forever.

If it was called a utopia, then it certainly was a utopia.

"Reality is unfair, isn't it."

"Huh?"

"Humans are fragile. And for all the vastness of space, aren't humans just a tiny existence? They act like rulers of Earth, but they're just creatures who have no choice but to flee when that same Earth is in danger. It's a question of who's really being ruled. I think reality is nothing but unfair to humans."

"...Maybe so."

"Hayato, do you know the story of the man and woman who were banished from paradise?"

"You mean Eden? It's sometimes used as a theme in games, so I guess you could say I know of it."

"Yes, that one. The story of a man and woman banished from paradise for eating an apple. I don't think that paradise ever existed in reality. I think it was in a different place, not reality, and they were banished to reality. That's how I see it."

"I guess that's one way to look at it. There are some sci-fi theories like that, right?"

"Don't you think that paradise was a place like this virtual reality? A world without injury, sickness, or pain, where you can do whatever you want freely. Even a dream like mine, wanting to become a superman, which others would just laugh at, can come true here."

"...Are you saying you want to go back to paradise?"

"What a lovely interpretation. But that's a little different. I don't want to go back. I want to create paradise. A perfect paradise. That said, the current virtual reality is inextricably linked to reality. So, my only choice is to conquer the world, right? I want to set up facilities on a global or colonial scale, not just in a spaceship like this. Otherwise, it can't be called perfect."

It was highly likely that Amanda had no expectations for reality and believed that virtual reality was the perfect world, a paradise. And her way of speaking suggested she had no expectations for humans either. That was why she was so fixated on being a genetically enhanced human, different from other people.

Hayato had intended to somehow persuade her and find a peaceful solution, but all he'd learned was how difficult that would be.

"Besides, there's something I can only obtain if I conquer the world."

"Something you can't obtain? What is it?"

"...That's a secret. But I'm going to get it, no matter what. Anyway, more importantly, Hayato, why don't you join my side? Let's conquer the world together."

"Sorry, but I can't do that. Amanda-san, your world conquest requires sacrifices, and that's the one thing I can't accept."

"Oh, you mean that AI named Diite. Systematically, she has to be completely destroyed once, but we can just fix her later, can't we? Once Hypnos has full control of this spaceship, it doesn't matter if she's here or not."

"Even if you perfectly repair an AI that's been completely destroyed, can you really call it the same AI?"

Even if Diite and Hypnos were originally the same program, their personalities were now so different they could be called completely separate entities.

Even if Diite were recreated with an identical program, down to the last detail, could it be called the original Diite? At least, Hayato couldn't think of it as the same thing.

Hayato had hurt Diite before, too. But that was only a part of her. He didn't know which part he had destroyed, but he believed he hadn't destroyed a core part of Diite's personality. He could still accept that, but if it meant complete destruction, he could never approve.

"Do you think AIs operate on souls instead of programs? Well, that doesn't matter. It's not a reason to stop my dream, so think what you like."

"...You're right. So, I guess that means you won't give up?"

"You're desperate. But you know, Hayato, if I were to give up on world conquest, what would I do?"

"Huh?"

"Honestly, I'm brilliant. I can do anything I set my mind to. But what should I do? The thing I wanted to do was crushed by humans. And now you and Lunaria are trying to crush what I want to do. I don't mind that, really, but I don't have anything else I want to do."

"That's something you can think about from now on..."

"How patient of you. But there's nothing more interesting than world conquest... You've heard the story about how I'll go to sleep in a cryosleep pod if I lose, right?"

"I heard from Hypnos. Diite-chan also said there was no mistake."

"That's a setting I asked Hypnos to create, but do you know why I did that?"

"...Because you don't have anything else you want to do...?"

"Half right. Originally, it was because I didn't think I could lose, but in the unlikely event that I do, I will gracefully go to sleep. There's no point in being awake, and I'm at the point where I wouldn't even mind dying."

"You can't do that."

When Hayato said that so strongly, neither of them spoke.

Having created that situation, Hayato tried to fix it by speaking to Amanda.

"Ah, um, that's, not good, I think? If you're alive, you'll find something you want to do soon enough. So..."

"Thank you. But you know, I can do anything, but I have nothing. I'm empty. This is the price for living only as I was told at the research institute. I once had a dream of venturing into space and saving humanity, but now I think that was just something someone guided me to believe."

"That's not..."

"It's fine. That's precisely why my dream to conquer the world, put all of humanity into virtual reality, and reign as the Demon Lord is a precious dream I decided on by myself. If you're telling me to give that up, could you give me a greater dream? If you give me that, I'll give up anytime."

"That is..."

Hayato was at a loss for words.

He didn't think he could make someone give up their dream and give them another one. If someone told him to give up his cafe, he'd want to say the same thing. But a replacement dream isn't something someone else can tell you to have.

Hayato thought for a while, but couldn't find an answer.

As he was thinking, Amanda's voice reached him.

"The fact that you don't say it's impossible is respectable. But that's how it is. If you want me to give up, you'll have to do it physically. Not with persuasion, but make me give up according to the rules of virtual reality."

"...Are you okay with that, Amanda-san?"

"Of course. And just so you know, I have no intention of losing. Today was a crushing defeat, but I'll win tomorrow."

"...I understand. In that case, we'll stop you with everything we've got."

When Hayato said that, he heard a slight laugh from Amanda.

"When you say it, Hayato, it sounds scary. After watching today's battle, no one could say you have no combat ability."

"Um, thank you?"

"I feel like I understand in many ways what Hypnos and Nanagi meant when they said you were scary. Letting you escape was a real failure."

"I'm humbled by your excessive praise."

Hayato's words made them both laugh, but after a moment, it grew quiet.

It was Amanda who broke the silence.

"Well then, let's do our best as enemies."

"Yeah. I won't say we'll fight fair and square. I intend to win no matter what."

"That's fine... ah, um."

For some reason, Amanda's voice sounded hesitant. A good amount of time had passed, so it was about time to wrap up, but it seemed Amanda still had something to say.

"Is something wrong?"

"About the dream talk earlier..."

"The dream talk?"

"If you had said, 'Come run the cafe with me,' there's a possibility I might have given up maybe not definitely but I can't say for sure kind of..."

"Huh?"

"Just kidding of course that would never happen besides you already have Esha Crown and it's not like we're in an era of getting married or anything and I would absolutely hate to be subordinate to someone I'm the one who rules not the one who's ruled I won't lose tomorrow so be prepared good night."

"Uh, ah, good night?"

As soon as Hayato said that, Amanda immediately cut the voice chat.

(She spoke so fast. And did she say something about a wife? Sending another voice chat to ask again would probably be tactless. And Amanda-san is...)

Hayato was conflicted, but he also had a thought of, "Could it be that?"

But he figured it probably wasn't a proper emotion, and that he just seemed novel to her.

Hayato was just an ordinary person, not particularly exceptional. Amanda must have been surrounded by brilliant people until now, so every one of Hayato's words and actions seemed new to her. And Amanda had little life experience outside the research institute, so she had no immunity to such things.

Hayato concluded that she was something close to a sheltered young lady.

And he vowed to himself that he could not take advantage of that. He wanted to win by any means necessary, but preying on someone's emotional weakness could have more serious consequences later on.

If they won this event, Amanda would go to sleep. But if Diite regained her functions, it would be possible to wake her up. It was unclear what Amanda would want when she woke up, but he wanted to build as good a relationship as possible.

(If she said, 'Hayato tricked me,' it would be a huge problem... yeah, I'll pretend I didn't notice. Besides, if I'm mistaken, it would be embarrassing.)

Hayato made excuses to himself that this was just how the mind of an unpopular guy worked, and decided to act as if he hadn't heard anything in her rapid-fire speech.

A lot of time had passed, so he was about to head back to the dining hall when another voice chat request came in.

The sender was Hypnos.

Hayato accepted the request.

"Hayato? What did you say to Amanda? She seems to be in a good mood, but she's rampaging in her room and it's causing a lot of trouble."

"I don't think I said anything..."

"...I see. Inflicting mental damage like this. As expected of you. So the battle continues even outside the event."

"You can be a real airhead sometimes, Hypnos."

After that, Hypnos grilled him with questions, but Hayato deftly dodged them. As a result, his return to the dining hall was delayed even further.



		
			Chapter 364

			War of Attrition

			Ox, the leader of the clan Rampage, was waiting for Nestor and Parsha in the Great Forest of the Undead, today's battlefield.

It was a territorial dispute as part of the "Conflict" event. Yesterday, they had been defeated, and Deep Impact had been taken. With no means to stop the airship, it couldn't be helped.

And participating in a battle you knew you couldn't win was pointless. With that thought, he had logged out early yesterday. Thanks to that, he made it to work in the afternoon and only had to take a half-day off.

He had been emailing the admins for a while now, asking them to hold events only on weekends, but the reply was always the same. To put it simply, "We have no plans to adjust to real-world circumstances."

Reality and virtual reality were to be treated as separate, with the latter not being influenced by the former. That was likely their policy, but Ox always thought that if they were going to use Earth's standard time, they could at least show that much consideration, never mind the weather.

That said, this virtual reality was run by the Libra Foundation. He didn't want to get on their bad side by complaining too much to the administration, so he had recently reduced the frequency of his emails.

Besides, his company was funded by the Libra Foundation, so he wasn't criticized when he took paid leave. His boss would give him a slightly annoyed look, but as long as he finished his work properly, there were no grounds for complaint.

The only problem was that many of his coworkers took time off with him.

"Senpai, aren't they both late?"

The person who called Ox "Senpai" was Miliara, a member of the same clan. She was three years his junior, with straight blonde hair and square-framed glasses.

In reality, she would be unable to move in her clunky silver armor that covered her entire body, a giant sword strapped to her back. But perhaps due to work-related stress, her fighting style was a rather frightening 'crush them all' approach.

She was also the one who had gotten Ox to start playing this game.

"Like those two would ever be on time, right?"

Responding to Miliara's words was Heath, another member of the same clan.

He was Miliara's peer and Ox's subordinate. He was quick and accurate at his job, but due to his rather flashy appearance, his performance was often doubted. Only Ox had evaluated Heath without being swayed by his looks, and ever since, Heath had looked up to Ox as his superior.

In virtual reality, his skill composition was scout-based, and he wore leather equipment with a hooded cloak.

"It can't be helped. I asked Parsha to gather some information for me. She's probably late in scrutinizing it. Her behavior is eccentric, but she seems to be serious at her core."

Parsha of the clan Despair Angel was a bit over the top in her speech and actions. But that was just role-playing. Ox didn't know what she looked like in real life, but he suspected she was probably a serious office worker.

"What about Nestor-san?"

As Heath asked, Ox let out a small sigh.

"From what I've heard, he fell from the airship he boarded. It's possible that fear will keep him from participating today..."

Ox's words made the other two's faces twitch.

It was what they called trauma. There was no pain, but you could feel gravity and the visuals were as real as reality. If so, falling would also feel real. Even if there was no physical abnormality, it was possible for psychological problems to arise.

"The other side does some nasty things. I guess that's what makes them NPCs."

As Heath murmured this, Ox rubbed his chin with his right hand.

Seeing this, Miliara asked Ox.

"Are you thinking about something?"

"No, I was just thinking that even if the opponents are NPCs, the person who made them is quite something."

The two tilted their heads at his words, and Ox continued.

"This event is a series of battles. It's effective not just to defeat the enemy, but to rob them of their will to fight for future encounters, wouldn't you say? I don't know the specific reason he fell, but a defeated player can't be moved. In other words, he wasn't dropped after being defeated. He was blown off the airship by some kind of attack. By doing so, they not only instilled fear in Nestor but also gave the impression of danger to any players who witnessed it. It might have been a coincidence, but if it was intentional, it means they're accustomed to battle. And if it was intentional, it means there's someone out there who made an AI capable of such thinking."

Miliara and Heath let out an impressed "Ooh," but Ox was thinking about something else.

(It's possible Hayato gave the order, but he doesn't seem like the type to think that far ahead. It was probably the NPC's independent decision, but how on earth did they manage to create an AI with that kind of thinking? Lutz once said that the NPCs in this world might be tracing famous people from the past, and maybe that's true.)

Lutz of the clan Starkest had said that Hero Ivan might be an imitation of the Virtual Gladiator world champion.

At the time he heard it, Ox had considered it trivial information, but if it were true, it was highly likely that the NPCs Hayato had on his side were such famous individuals.

Imitating past great figures and celebrities with AI. It was still in the research stage, but if the thought processes of those who were called geniuses in their time could be used today, it could yield substantial profits. The problem was that there was no way to confirm if they were truly being imitated.

That aside, Hayato had placed in the top five in a previous event, a Clan War. And he had defeated Bandit, said to be the strongest among the major clans.

AI, still in the research stage, is sometimes inferior to humans. Despite that, Hayato's clan, limited to just ten members, had beaten Bandit. They wouldn't have been able to win without gathering some exceptional NPCs.

However, this was just a story in virtual reality. What Ox wanted to focus on was a more realistic matter, that somewhere out there was a person capable of making such an AI.

(This virtual reality, this AI... I wonder how many geniuses are involved in this. If I were told to make the same thing, my only answer would be that it's impossible or would take 100 years. No, I feel like even 100 years wouldn't be enough.)

Ox and his team were system engineers. They were the type to do anything from design to development if they received a request, but this virtual reality was not something they could create just by being told to.

They could create the virtual space itself with enough people, time, and money, but they had no idea how to wirelessly transmit the brain's electrical signals to a server in real time. Furthermore, the technology to show images directly to the brain through the optic nerve, rather than seeing them with the eyes, would require a genius specializing in that field.

(The server is said to be on a spaceship, so it's highly likely they're living and developing there. I'd like to work there just once, but to prevent information leaks, I probably wouldn't be able to leave for a decade or so. And my confidence in being reasonably competent would likely be shattered.)

Ox had started this game because Miliara invited him, but the biggest reason was hearing that the young heir of the Libra Foundation was involved.

Even as part of the working class, he could choose his job freely. Ox was aiming for a career move up the ladder and had even thought about one day taking a job directly under the Foundation. However, to aim higher than his current job, he needed some kind of opportunity.

He didn't think for a moment that playing this game would provide that opportunity, but he was interested in a virtual reality that the Foundation's heir was directly involved in, and so he accepted his subordinate's invitation.

Ever since then, he has been hooked on this game. Not as mere entertainment, but in the sense that he is interested in the technology being used.

He has an efficiency-focused playstyle, and people sometimes say he must be like that in real life too, but Ox scoffs at the idea.

If you think about efficiency in life, playing games is inefficient from the get-go. He wouldn't say there's nothing to be gained, but the cost-performance ratio for the time spent is low. It would be far more efficient to be reading a paper on new technology.

But there was no doubt that being in contact with this virtual reality was stimulating him in various ways. Technology that was said to be impossible existed here. The experience of it himself was stimulating Ox's brain.

Ox clenched and unclenched his right hand.

(This alone is considerable technology. I'm not wearing a glove for motion capture, yet it's sending information about nerve transmissions. And it's not just me seeing it. Others can see it too, which means it's being transmitted to the server with almost no lag. How on earth is something like this possible...)

Ox was always expressionless, but he was always impressed by the technology here, and there were times he couldn't suppress his thirst for knowledge. So much so that he tried not to log in for too long.

"Senpai, what's wrong? It looks like Parsha-san is here."

"...Hm? Ah, sorry. It seems I was lost in thought."

Brought back to his senses by Miliara's words, Ox looked toward Parsha.

As usual, she was wearing a black and white dress and holding a black and white parasol. She walked gracefully with it open and resting on her shoulder.

And behind her were women in all-black and all-white dresses. They were the twin sisters who were executives of the clan Despair Angel, named Noir and Blanc. These were not their real names, more like nicknames, but they would get angry if you used their real names, so he made sure not to.

Parsha, having come right up to Ox, smiled slowly.

"I have forcibly emerged by partaking of the two darknesses, the space between reality and dream. That place is much like a doll of God, which can only live where there is heaven and earth."

Ox's thoughts froze. He could understand the words she was saying, but not their meaning.

He shot a pleading glance at Miliara and Heath, something he would never do at work, but they both looked away.

"Parsha, sorry, but could you put that in words a human can understand?"

"...Two cups of coffee woke me up. The latter half doesn't mean anything in particular. Meaninglessness is the principle of the universe...!"

"So you overslept."

"When you reply so bluntly, it makes me look like a strange person, so I'd appreciate it if you'd stop. As expected, only he can... ahem! Well, that's fine. Oh yes, this will be my excuse, but there is a reason for my oversleeping. Noir, that."

Noir, whose black hair was waved and fell to her shoulders, handed Ox a piece of paper with something written on it.

Various things were written there. It was the result of the information gathering Ox had requested yesterday.

"Impressive. To have investigated this much in one day... no, you must have been up late researching. This is a great help."

"I may have fallen, but I am still an angel. If a person seeks help, I shall save them. However, I will take a part of your soul as payment."

Ox was unsure how to react, but for the time being, he just said, "Thank you." Then he checked the contents of the paper in detail.

(The airship blueprints should be manageable. We'll need to prepare our own by next time, or it will be one-sided like yesterday, depending on the location. If the members of Despair Angel can handle it, I'll count on that. And... I see, this seems to be correct.)

"So the Demon Lord really is weak against ghost-type monsters."

Something to that effect was written on the paper. Apparently, they had confirmed it with the residents of the Demon Capital Zardogia in the Demon Country.

In a previous Stampede event as well, the Demon Lord did not participate until the very end. That was because the dragon that attacked the Demon Capital summoned Undead.

But that problem was solved thanks to a single NPC. That was the songstress Noat Vabeck, who was said to be living at Hayato's base.

The story was that she used the Song Skill "Requiem," which could be used to counter ghosts, to suppress their reappearance, and in that time, the Demon Lord defeated the Underworld Dragon Onyx Rod.

(We can't win just by dealing with the Demon Lord, but we can reduce their strength. And the Great Forest of the Undead has a lot of cover. They shouldn't be able to use powerful long-range attacks. If we can seal the Demon Lord and force a close-quarters battle, we should have a chance.)

"If we can defeat Hayato and the NPC named Noat, we have a high chance of managing something. If you find those two, I want you to defeat them immediately. Also, deal with anyone who uses Requiem right away."

"Um, Ox-san, I understand the reason for taking out the person named Noat to render the Demon Lord useless, but why defeat Hayato? Is he that dangerous?"

When Heath asked, Ox nodded.

"There are two reasons. One is that Hayato is likely the clan's leader. By defeating Hayato, his clan members and their allied clans will disappear from the battlefield. Though, if he's a production class, he might have changed the leader."

"I see. Then what's the other reason?"

"The other is to prevent them from repairing their weapons and armor. Unfortunately, if we want to beat them, our only option is to win by numbers. It's a strategy of chipping away at their strength by destroying their equipment, but that becomes difficult with Hayato around."

"Ah, I see. So we can't beat the NPCs in a straight fight after all?"

"It's probably impossible. It's written in the report you gathered, but the black knights and maids guarding their Area Stone are apparently quite skilled. We probably can't destroy the Area Stone while ignoring them. So we'll drag it out into a long battle with superior numbers and aim to destroy their equipment. Considering not just this time, but future battles as well, that's the best approach."

This event would continue until one side's Area Stone was destroyed or until midnight. So far, the matches had been decided by noon, but that was because the opponent had been holding back.

From now on, battles could last late into the night, but fighting all day in an online game is difficult. You need to log out for meals and other things.

But NPCs have no such restrictions. They can truly fight all day. The only way to get them off the battlefield is to defeat them. If they could be defeated in a normal fight, there would be no problem, but the NPCs allied with Hayato were powerful.

He had received reports of some NPCs being defeated, but he hadn't heard of any of the leader-class NPCs being taken down. That was the same even when Hayato was kidnapped and they were holding back.

Ox was convinced that if there was any hope of winning, it was to exhaust the opponent's equipment.

Amanda's sword, Durandal, was an exception, but all other equipment had durability. It could be fixed with Blacksmithing or Sewing skills, but that required materials.

Items could only be brought in from one's own item bag, so even NPCs couldn't fight endlessly.

It wasn't a way to win against all NPCs, but Ox was convinced that against the NPCs guarding the Area Stone, it was the only way.

(Thinking about it this way, Hayato having only production skills is also frightening. He can't defeat monsters, so his playstyle is limited, but in events like this, he can be more active than anyone. Still, the materials he can bring in aren't unlimited... huh?)

Ox frowned, then looked at Heath's face.

"Heath, are there any places in this great forest where you can get ore?"

"Ore? I believe there are rocky areas in the northeast and southwest of the forest, and you could mine there. But logging is better here, since you can get rare Magic Trees."

"That's not what I mean. If it's mined, the enemy will obtain materials. Let's secure those places just in case. With Hayato on their side, if they can repair their equipment endlessly, we have no chance of winning. Also, places that could be used as a base... there's the vampire's mansion. We should secure that too."

Ox gave various instructions to Miliara and Heath. And he gave detailed instructions to the members of the clan Rampage on what to do.

After giving a round of instructions, he decided to confirm something he didn't quite understand in the paper.

"By the way, what's this about two sisters falling from the sky?"

"It is as it says. I was in the midst of a ball, so I did not see it, but apparently they fell from the airship where 'The One Who Has Mastered Change' was. After that, they seem to have started fighting on the ground. Perhaps they are something that fell from the heavens, just like me."

"Change...? Ah, you mean Hayato. So it was the airship Nestor boarded... I'll have to check if they're friend or foe just in case. By the way, what will you do, Parsha?"

"It depends on their move, but we will summon 'Those Who Have Accepted Death' and fight. Just as they have 'Requiem,' we have 'The Song of Raging Spirits.' Leave 'The Whale That Drinks the Moon' and 'The Fairy of Death and Destruction' to me."

"...I see. I'm counting on you then."

It was unclear who she was talking about, but if she was going to do something, Ox convinced himself that it was fine.

(Well, now it's just a matter of whether Nestor shows up or not. It would be a help if he could at least play defense. We could also use some other small but strong forces...)

With that thought, Ox waited for Nestor to arrive.

"...and so, that's why there's a high probability they're thinking of a war of attrition!"

Near the Area Stone in the Great Forest of the Undead, Randa, the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army, adjusted her glasses as she spoke.

Lunaria nodded in agreement.

"As expected of Grand Strategist Randa-chan. Give her a cookie."

"I'll take it!"

Randa took a Demon Lord-branded cookie from Rosalie and crunched on it.

Hayato was a little concerned since it was Randa saying it, but he was convinced that they would indeed have no other way to win.

He had his item bag full of materials for repairing equipment, but it wasn't enough to last a whole day. And to fix his allies' equipment, he needed Adamantite ore.

Ney and the others had gathered some for him, but it wasn't an infinite supply. So some members had spare equipment made from metal inferior to Adamantite.

After finishing her cookie, Randa resumed her explanation, using a pointer on a monitor displaying a map of the Great Forest of the Undead. Today, she wasn't the devious class rep character, but the devious female teacher.

"The places we want to occupy in this great forest are the rocky areas in the northeast and southwest, and Mist-san's mansion in the center. We're invading from the east, so we want to secure the northeast rocky area first. I'll leave this to you, Hayato-san and your team."

"Got it. We definitely need to restock on materials."

After that, Randa continued to explain the strategy to each person. When she was finished, Lunaria raised her right hand energetically.

"As the Demon Lord, I propose we ignore the places to occupy and aim directly for the Area Stone. We won't let them have a war of attrition. Let's all unite and destroy their Area Stone. That's more fitting and cooler for a Demon Lord."

"Impossible."

Lunaria puffed out her cheeks slightly.

"To say impossible to the Demon Lord, you must have a proper reason. Explain yourself."

"The forest is teeming with ghost-type monsters, so we need to deal with them first."

"That is indeed important."

"So, until we create a path to their Area Stone, you will be on standby, Your Majesty. In other words, we're saving you."

"Saving me..."

"Anyone can destroy the Area Stone, but we have to have the Demon Lord do it. Simply put, you're the grand finale."

"The grand finale..."

"The Victory Road for the Demon Lord to walk. Until it's prepared, you must remain composed. That's cooler."

"Adopted. Everyone, follow Randa-chan's plan."

Was the Demon Lord a pushover, or was Randa a master strategist? Everyone thought it was the former, but they all nodded with a warm feeling, thinking this was just like Lunaria.

Hayato, who knew a bit about Lunaria's circumstances, felt conflicted, but he thought this was probably just as Lunaria, who wished to forget reality and have fun with everyone, would have wanted.

"So the plan is as I just explained, but it's highly likely the Demonfolk will appear this time. Be careful not to engage them alone, and if possible, I want you to destroy their equipment rather than just defeating them."

The Demonfolk. They were members of Lunaria's former clan, Ambrosia, but their consciousness had been stolen and only their avatars were being used. So they weren't that much of a threat, but their equipment was quite powerful.

Considering future battles, destroying it would weaken their forces later on. It was the same thinking as the other side, but Randa emphasized that they should aim for that too.

Just as everyone nodded, an announcement was made that the battle in the Great Forest of the Undead had begun.



		
			Chapter 365

			The Event's Victory Conditions

			Thirty minutes after the battle in the Great Forest of the Undead began, Ox was assessing the situation near his own Area Stone.

The scout unit led by Heath was gathering information on the vast forest while avoiding combat. Heath was a member who would lure monsters to more favorable locations or gather information to avoid unnecessary battles on the way to a destination, but in this event, he was proving to be a highly effective scout.

Ox and his team had a strategy, but that was only within their clan. They didn't know how the clans they weren't allied with would move, and it wasn't like they would move according to their intentions.

It was Ox's job to consider when and how to move his clan while adapting to the surrounding situation.

Fortunately, Nestor of Bounty Hunter had logged in. He and others were saying things like "maids are scary" and "samurai are scary," but it didn't seem like they had no will to fight.

However, Nestor and the members who had boarded the airship with him said they didn't want to get close to the enemy. So, as planned, he entrusted them with the defense of the Area Stone. This was because the area around the Area Stone was a clearing without trees.

Nestor had also ordered the unharmed members who weren't traumatized to follow Ox's instructions. So Ox had also become the commander for the members of Bounty Hunter.

It was tricky to figure out how to use the long-range specialists in this forest, but the enemy wasn't just the Demon Lord's Army, there were also other major clans. And while it was a forest, there were paved roads wide enough for carriages, so he decided to position them on the roads leading to the Area Stone.

After giving those instructions, Ox turned to Nestor, remembering something he needed to confirm.

"By the way, Nestor, were there sisters on the airship?"

Nestor looked confused for a moment, but then he seemed to remember and nodded with an "Ah."

"There were. Sisters who looked exactly alike, like twins, but one was fair-skinned with light blue hair, and the other was tan with black hair... I think."

"Were they enemies?"

"The fair-skinned one was an enemy. A companion of Hayato's, and strong enough to dodge gunfire. I'd like to tell them they shouldn't implement that for an NPC."

"That's something else... so was the tan one an ally?"

"I don't think she was an enemy, at least. She saved me when I was about to be taken out by the other sister. They were both saying some incomprehensible things, but they seemed to be hostile towards each other... I think."

"I see, understood."

His answers were full of "I think" and "it seems," probably because another memory was more striking and he had forgotten. Ox sympathized, figuring that if you were dropped from the sky, your memories before and after would become hazy.

That aside, upon checking with various other clans, he learned that there were still many more dangerous NPCs. Some he knew of from the start, while others were NPCs he was hearing about for the first time.

A gal-like girl in a short kimono, a red-haired woman equipped with multiple weapons, two female tamers who were rampaging in the sky, and though unconfirmed, a knife-wielder dressed like an assassin... the list was endless.

And the biggest problem was the Demon Lord and her retinue dressed in Gothic Lolita attire.

The Gothic Lolitas that appeared as rare monsters in the Demon Lord's Castle were famous. But they only appeared one at a time. They never attacked in a group of ten. But now, as if to say that was ancient history, they attacked with the Demon Lord in fearsome coordination.

They were said to have instantly killed the rare monster "Unknown" that appeared at Deep Impact, and with their beautiful appearance, they had gained fans who admired them as befitting the Demon Lord and her retinue.

That aside, they wouldn't win unless they thought of a way to stop them.

(I don't know why she's weak against ghost-type monsters, but if we can't stop the Demon Lord here, we won't be able to stop her in any area...)

As a countermeasure, he could have the clans specializing in Necromancy use the magic to create Undead, Create Undead. If that worked this time, it would be their main strategy, but it would be meaningless if countered by their "Requiem."

There was also a song called "Halloween" that strengthened Undead as a countermeasure to that, and Parsha's group from Despair Angel was supposed to use it, but it was hard to say how that would turn out.

(Should we sacrifice this place to weaken the enemy? The New Demon Lord's Army has strong NPCs too, but they're whimsical, making it difficult to consider them a reliable force. In the first place, will the next battle between the Demon Lords even be fought properly...?)

For Ox, that was the biggest problem.

To win this event, the Demon Lord they were allied with had to win. The territorial dispute was just to improve the Demon Lord's status and the amount of prize money.

In the previous battle, for some reason, the New Demon Lord's side had retreated immediately.

Various speculations were flying around, like it was because Hayato, whom they had abducted, was about to escape, or that it was linked to another event that hadn't finished yet.

(Don't tell me we need to abduct Hayato to win...? No, what if the territorial dispute is a fake, and we need to do something else to win?)

Ox began to suspect that the event was designed for the Demon Lord on Hayato's side to win.

It would make sense for an NPC, but Hayato was just a player. He thought it was questionable to make him a key part of the event, but he couldn't deny the possibility. In fact, he was starting to think it was the only explanation.

(If I could make contact with someone from the New Demon Lord's Army, I might learn something.)

With that thought, Ox decided to have Parsha look for someone who had spoken with the New Demon Lord's Army. Just as he decided to contact her later, he remembered something.

(That's right, Shooting Star. I think they teamed up with the New Demon Lord's Army and went after Hayato's group. I heard they took over the Demon Lord's Castle that way. Then Harrington... no, that's not right, Ronios.)

The leader of Shooting Star was a man named Harrington. But when Shooting Star went after Hayato's group and lost, information leaked. The actual leader was Ronios, not Harrington.

After that, Ronios and her group sold off valuable items to pay reparations to the Eastern Country, and the clan disbanded. However, he had heard that Ronios and her group were still playing the game.

Shooting Star was a clan that had only recently started participating in clan meetings, so he hadn't exchanged voice chat IDs or anything. He decided to ask Parsha later, figuring she would know.

"Ox-san, do you have a moment?"

Ox responded to a voice chat from Heath.

"What is it?"

"The rocky area in the northeast has been taken by Hayato's group. Players are attacking to try and retake it, but a group of vampires has taken up a position with Hayato, and it's dangerous to even get close."

"A group of vampires?"

"Not monsters, I think they turned into vampires with Necromancy, but they are incredibly strong. And it looks like there's a vampire summoner, and they're summoning some crazy strong demons."

"Does it look like our unit won't be able to handle it?"

"It'll be difficult. They were strong to begin with, and they resurrect even if you defeat them. It's not with a Phoenix Feather, it seems like they're being resurrected by something else entirely, so I think we'll just be worn down."

"I see. For now, I just want you to confirm how they're resurrecting. There's no need for our unit to force a fight."

"Roger that."

Ox sighed.

He knew this wouldn't be an easy opponent. The biggest problem was that they were using methods he didn't know about. That was due to the difference in game experience, but he had to come up with a countermeasure on his first encounter.

Normally, there would be information online, but in this game, if you post information, it gets taken down immediately. Ever since it became known that the Foundation was doing it, no one posted online knowing it would be deleted.

(It seems I'll need to pay an information-broker clan.)

The clan Raven, which specialized in buying and selling information. He knew there were players who role-played as such. Parsha of Despair Angel was also strong at gathering information, but since Raven took in-game currency as payment, the accuracy of their information was high. Above all, their conversations were normal.

If Heath couldn't get the information, he would have to rely on them, he wrote in his mental notebook.

Then he contacted Miliara for confirmation.

"Ox here. What's the situation on your end?"

"Ah, Senpai. The Demon Lord hasn't come to the vampire's mansion yet. There are ghost-type undead roaming around, so I don't think they can move yet."

"I see... By the way, is that MPK you were talking about before possible?"

MPK, or Monster Player Killer, was a not-so-praiseworthy act of getting a monster's attention, its hate, and then passing it off onto another player to defeat them.

In Another Frontier Online, player versus player combat, or PvP, was normally not possible, but you could defeat someone by setting a monster on them.

It was a dishonorable act, but in this event, PvP was possible in the first place, and monsters were roaming the field as a third party. It was only natural to make good use of them.

"We can manage it somehow. Members with Rings of Teleportation have already headed for the enemy's Area Stone, leading a train of Undead. They managed to lure some rare monsters too, so I don't think it'll be an easy win for them."

"I hope it goes well. Miliara, you continue defending the vampire's mansion as you are."

"Understood!"

Ox cut the voice chat with Miliara and thought again about what to do.

(Parsha and her group were also supposed to be heading for the vampire's mansion first. But the battle hasn't started yet. So it should be fine to send a voice chat.)

With that thought, he sent a voice chat to Parsha.

"Parsha, can you hear me?"

"An angel's oracle. It is not to hear a voice, but for the naturally existing sounds to become the whispers of angels..."

"Save that for later."

"...How cold of you. Is there something you need?"

"I want to know Ronios's voice chat ID."

"Ronios? From Shooting Star?"

"Yeah, do you not know it?"

"I do know it. Though I've never used it."

"Then tell me."

"...I'm hesitant to give out someone's ID without permission. I'll contact Ronios myself. May I give her your ID?"

"That's fine with me."

"Then please wait a moment."

The voice chat with Parsha ended.

It was unclear if Ronios and her group were even logged in, but there was a high chance they were participating on this side. If he couldn't get in touch, Parsha would probably contact him again.

There were still many things to do, but for now, he had reached a stopping point. All that was left was to wait for reports, Ox sighed.

He thought to himself, what's the point of getting so serious about a game, but he did want to see the dynamic of a new major clan, considered weak, defeating a long-standing major clan.

Ox himself wasn't interested in winning or losing, but he didn't like seeing his subordinates and allies looked down on, even in a game. Besides, he owed Rauxal of the clan Imperial a debt from a real-world job. He hadn't told anyone, but there was a personal grudge there too.

(Even if we lose the event, if a situation arises where I can feel like I've beaten Rauxal, I'd be satisfied... but I wonder.)

As of yesterday, Hayato and the NPCs were often mentioned for their activity on the enemy side. That was because of the airship, but it wasn't as if the major clans hadn't been active.

Information had come in that the well-coordinated clan Imperial had gotten off the airship midway and fought a perfectly synchronized battle. If not for the airship, Imperial might have been the clan that stood out the most.

He wanted to clash with that clan properly at least once, and just as he thought that, a voice chat request came in.

"Ronios?"

"Hey, Ox, long time no see."

The voice that reached Ox's ears was a woman's. Ronios had her bangs covering her eyes, and with her slender build, she was often mistaken for a slim man, but on voice chat, that wasn't visible, so his only impression was that she was a woman.

He had never met Harrington, who was originally introduced as the leader, and Ronios in her butler's uniform was always the one who dealt with things. As for Cremola in her maid outfit, his only image of her was of a small animal chewing with its cheeks stuffed full of food.

Recalling that for a moment, he continued the voice chat.

"Yeah, it has been a while. So, I wanted to ask you..."

"Whoa there, let's not jump straight to business. Let's talk a bit. It seems a lot of people around me don't want to talk, so I'm starved for conversation."

"...Talk to Parsha later."

"Conversations with her are fun too, but I think I'll pass on that."

"I don't have much time, so I'm getting to the point."

"Alright, alright. So, what is it?"

"Can you get in contact with an NPC from the New Demon Lord's Army?"

"Before I answer that, can I ask why?"

"I want to confirm the victory conditions for this event."

"...I see. You suspect that even if you capture territory, you won't win the event."

Ox thought it was a relief that she was quick on the uptake. He felt that she had reached the same conclusion as him without him having to explain in detail.

In his usual work, he wouldn't just expect people to understand without saying everything, he would communicate down to the finest details, but he trusted Ronios's ability to reach a conclusion in a matter of seconds.

And so, Ox simply replied, "That's right."

"In that case, I'll try to contact them. I'll ask them to get in touch with you, Ox."

"That would be a help. By the way, are you and your group participating in the event?"

"No, we're not participating. We're just watching. Yesterday was fun. I thought Hayato was the same as ever."

"I thought you would be participating this time since you were doing all sorts of things in the Eastern Country."

"Well, you see, I was told off and warned not to get close to Hayato for a while."

"Told off? By who?"

"Jolth from Bandit and Ney from Kokuryu. Don't you think that's cruel?"

Jolth made sense. He had been looking out for Hayato for a while and had even publicly stated that if anyone messed with him, they would become his enemy. So Ronios had earned Jolth's anger.

But Ney from Kokuryu was the leader of Hayato's former clan. They were still on good terms, but she wasn't from a major clan, so even if she got angry at Ronios, it wasn't something worth mentioning by name.

It was more of a 'so what if she got angry' situation, but he inferred that she must have been quite angry for him to mention her name.

"Considering what you did to Hayato, I think that's only natural, don't you?"

"You too? No one takes my side in this matter. Even though Cremola and Harrington helped me, they say it's my fault and won't defend me. It's quite a problem."

Her tone was so light he wanted to ask if she was really troubled.

Buying the lot next to Hayato's base, abducting the NPC tamer's pet... even if it was to make Hayato get serious, she had meddled too much. A restraining order was a natural consequence.

"Even so..."

"Hm? What is it?"

"No, you used to have the air of a butler loyal to his master, but is this how you normally are? So carefree."

"This is indeed my true self. That was fun in its own way, so I could have kept up the act... but oh well. Now then, I'll contact them right away. But just so you know, I'll contact them, but I don't know if they'll actually get in touch with you."

"That's enough. I'm counting on you."

The voice chat with Ronios ended.

Nestor, who was nearby, slung his gun over his shoulder and looked at Ox.

"Were you talking to Ronios?"

"Yeah. I heard they had dealings with the New Demon Lord's Army before, so I decided to use that connection."

"So they're going to help us out."

"...They don't seem to be participating in the event, but I should have asked for that too. For some reason, I feel like we can't win this event without doing various things outside of the event."

"Various things like what?"

"Various things."

Probably, Hayato held the key. It would be quickest if they could talk, but he wouldn't give information to the enemy.

That aside, he also thought he should talk to both the old and new Demon Lords.

If things went well, a conversation with the New Demon Lord, or an audience in the context of this world, should be possible.

The problem was the old Demon Lord, but Hayato might refuse. Still, by going to Hayato's base outside the event, there might be some kind of reaction.

The New Demon Lord's Army still had more territory, but it was better to assume they were already being pushed back. In that case, Ox thought, they should take any measure they could.

After that, Ox reconfirmed the situation, but there were no major movements. Battles had started in the forest, but they were all small-scale and not in a situation where the tide of battle was likely to change.

The old Demon Lord's Army was having tamers ride double with others on their mounts to expand the effective range of Requiem. The ones carrying this out were Alvie and his group from Kiss of Death.

From the situation, it seemed they were setting up singers who could use Requiem from the enemy's Area Stone to the vampire's mansion, eliminating the ghost-type monsters, and expanding the Demon Lord's range of action.

Protecting them were the major clans. Bandit, Imperial, Over the Top, and Starkest.

He thought it would be fine for the Demon Lord to just wait near the Area Stone without going on the offensive, but for some reason, the enemy's Demon Lord was always trying to fight on the front lines.

(No, asking 'why' is a foolish question. It raises the morale of your allies. The NPCs are probably set up that way, and the players would be happy to see the Demon Lord they're supporting fighting on the front lines. There's probably no system like a status boost, but their tension will rise. And when that happens, their movements improve.)

Considering that, the New Demon Lord's Demon Lord was honestly not good. She had never appeared in an event battle, and in the battle at the Magic City Under, she had fled immediately. Many players lost morale because of that.

If he could meet her, he would ask her to fight more often... just as he thought that.

A discomforting high-pitched sound reached Ox's ears.

Wondering what it was, he turned around to see space splitting vertically, revealing a black void.

He hastily raised his shield, and a tan-skinned sister emerged from the space. Then, a samurai-style swordsman in a kimono and others in armor and robes came out one after another.

"Are you Ox?"

"Y-yeah, that's right... Are you from the New Demon Lord's Army?"

"Correct. I got a message from Ronios. Oh yes, my name is Hypnos. You can think of me as an executive of the New Demon Lord's Army."

And the samurai-style man just said, "I am Nanagi."

Despite them all being NPCs, they had a strange sense of presence, or rather, an aura of intimidation.

"Now then, I heard a rather interesting story from Ronios, so for the sake of winning this event, let's cooperate from now on."

Saying that, Hypnos smiled at Ox.



		
			Chapter 366

			A Familiar Player and a New NPC

			Hayato, Esha, and Mist’s clan, the Undead, had established their base in a rocky area to the northeast of the Great Forest of the Undead.

If you left the combat area during the event, you could not return to the battlefield. It was a system where you couldn't go back for forgotten equipment or items.

You could only bring what was in your item bag. This meant that materials for repairing equipment also had to be procured locally. While some battlefields had no place to gather materials, the Great Forest of the Undead had mining spots in the northeast and southeast.

Hayato’s side, the former Demon Lord's Army, had secured one of these spots, the northeastern rocky area.

Many other players were also defending this location, but after yesterday's big win, the players on the former Demon Lord’s Army side were in high spirits.

Though not exactly a major clan, Hayato was well known in Another Frontier Online, and many players casually struck up conversations with him.

Among them was a familiar face. It was the clan he had fought in a Clan War, the Demon Summoning Research Association.

"It's been a while, Hayato-san."

"Adrian-san, it's been a long time."

Adrian, the leader of the Demon Summoning Research Association, greeted him while pulling back the hood of his robe, and Hayato returned the greeting with a smile.

It had been since the Stampede event that he had last seen Adrian. Back then, they had fought the raid boss Agres, who had been an enemy at the time, and Hayato had asked for his cooperation.

"Are you well, I'm sure you are, but why are you carrying a coffin on your back?"

It was probably not something to say to an ally, but the members of the Demon Summoning Research Association usually wore suspicious-looking outfits. It might have been formal wear for a demon summoner, but to the average person, it just looked shady.

That shadiness was now amplified. The reason was that every single one of them was carrying a coffin.

Hayato asked, praying he wouldn't get a morbid answer about carrying a dead body.

"Actually, all of us have been turned into vampires through necromancy."

"I see...? Oh!"

It was a vague answer, but Hayato realized something.

Vampires could be resurrected with tomato juice as long as they had a coffin. It was a tactic Mist often used in Clan Wars, and frankly, it was quite cheap.

And some demon summoning spells required sacrificing one's own life. Hayato remembered Adrian and Mist talking about aiming to become vampires for the sake of easy resurrection.

"So your Necromancy skill reached 100."

"Yes, it was a long road, but we all managed to get our Necromancy to 100. Now, carrying these coffins and tomato juice has become our new style."

Adrian replied with a smile.

Hayato thought they could just put the coffins in their item bags, but he convinced himself it was probably just their style, as carrying them certainly gave off an exceptionally suspicious vibe.

However, a clan this shady should have been the talk of the town, yet Hayato had heard nothing of the sort.

A clan this strange, and an A-rank one from the Clan Wars at that, should have been a topic of conversation, but he hadn't heard anything about them in any event. The only thing he had heard just a moment ago was about a clan summoning a large number of demons.

It was possible Hayato had missed it since he'd been caught up in so many things, but it was a bit strange that they hadn't been mentioned at all.

"Adrian-san, I haven't heard from you all recently. Were you on a break?"

Playing an online game every day was normal for Hayato, but not for everyone. Some people could only play on their one day off a week. Depending on their real-life circumstances, it was possible to take a month-long break.

Hayato asked with that in mind, but Adrian shook his head.

"No, not at all. We were focusing on leveling our skills to master necromancy, so we participated in events sparingly. Plus, with the skill cap removal, we wanted to raise our summoning skills, so we holed up in the Sanctuary of Summoning."

"I see..."

(What's the Sanctuary of Summoning?)

He was curious, but Hayato decided it must be a place for leveling summoning skills and accepted it.

Besides, Adrian's clan had been able to summon Duke-class demons, which were said to be unknown to anyone, back during the Clan War. It was possible they learned it there.

Feeling it would be rude to press for details, Hayato started another topic, though he remained curious.

From what he heard, Adrian and his clan had been coming to Hayato's shop to buy things from time to time. Their schedules never seemed to line up, so they never met Hayato, but they had apparently gotten to know the shop assistant, Rose, quite well.

Rose, for her part, had known Adrian since the Stampede, so they started talking about various things, and she had asked him to side with the former Demon Lord's Army in this event.

Adrian and his clan readily agreed. They had also heard about the plan to rescue Hayato, so they had been holding back until now.

"Yesterday was amazing. Rose-san told us over voice chat, but I had no idea you were that powerful when you got serious."

"I'm sorry for the trouble."

"Not at all. But you never cease to amaze me, Hayato-san. I know you're on good terms with NPCs, but to think you'd get kidnapped. Are you actually an NPC and not a player?"

Adrian said with a smile.

He was obviously joking, but if anything, it was the complete opposite. It was the NPCs who were human, Hayato thought to himself.

"If I were an NPC, I would've escaped much sooner. And I'd make my skill composition more combat-oriented."

"True. Most of the NPCs have combat-focused skill compositions. Oh."

For some reason, the surroundings grew noisy, and Adrian's gaze shifted behind Hayato.

Following his lead, Hayato turned around and was so startled he nearly fell over backward.

Six men in butler uniforms were carrying a palanquin with a lavish chair attached. And on that chair sat a small girl of about ten, dressed in a dazzling gown.

With her short blonde hair in twintails and wearing a gorgeous white dress, she looked like the daughter of some noble family. And the girl was an NPC.

"Adrian, I want to eat something sweet."

"Yes. Will a shortcake do?"

"Yup, that'll do."

Adrian took a strawberry shortcake out of his item bag and handed it to a woman in a butler uniform who was not carrying the palanquin.

The woman nodded and gave the shortcake to the girl.

The girl ate it with a beaming smile.

Watching this, Hayato finally calmed down a bit and looked at Adrian.

"Um, this girl is...?"

"Yes, I'll introduce you now. I'm sorry, but could you please wait until she finishes her cake?"

They were in the middle of an event and the New Demon Lord's Army was on the offensive, yet there seemed to be a complete lack of tension. Hayato waited for the girl to finish eating.

When she was done, the girl looked at Adrian and smiled.

"That was yummy."

"I'm glad to hear it. Actually, the one who makes that cake and all your usual sweets is Hayato-san here."

Both Hayato and the girl looked puzzled, saying, "Huh?" But Hayato was the first to compose himself and bowed his head.

"I'm Hayato. It's nice to meet you."

Then the girl corrected her posture and gave a slight nod.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Mikan, Mikan Barway. Thanks for all the yummy sweets."

"Not at all. I'm just happy you enjoy them."

"This is Mikan-sama. She has mastered summoning magic, especially demon summoning, and is the one who governs the Sanctuary of Summoning."

As Adrian introduced her, Mikan looked a little proud.

"It's not so much summoning as just asking the demons for a favor."

As Mikan said this, the woman beside her began to speak. "That's not true at all. Mikan-sama is our..."

To summarize, the people in butler uniforms were demons, and Mikan was a descendant of the king who ruled over the demons. However, Mikan herself was human, and the demons were taking care of her.

Isn't that a Demon Lord? The question popped into Hayato's head, but he corrected his thinking, concluding that the relationship between a Demon Lord and demons was different.

After all, demons roamed the Demon Lord's Castle, and even Lunaria said she was attacked by them, so there was no master-servant relationship between the Demon Lord and demons.

However, the Mikan before him was a person who commanded even those demons. The reason for this was unclear, but Hayato figured there must be something to it.

He learned a few other things as well.

Adrian and his clan had met Mikan long ago. It was before the Clan War.

Seeking to master demon summoning, Adrian and his group had followed various leads to Mikan's Sanctuary of Summoning.

Mikan and the demons welcomed them, and there they were taught the essence of summoning magic. It was at this time they also learned sacrificial summoning, the Duke-class summon performed by several people.

It was beneficial for the demons as well. They thought Mikan must be lonely on the island by herself, so they invited fellow humans like Adrian's clan to spend time with her and have fun.

Hayato thought, I see, while looking at Mikan and the female demon.

The male demons carrying the palanquin looked like ordinary monsters. They were probably run by simple AIs. Mikan was an NPC, so she was human inside. And although she was treated as a summoned monster, the female demon was probably also human inside.

Unlike monsters, she could hold a normal conversation. He reasoned that she couldn't possibly be equipped with an AI on par with Diite or Hypnos, so she had to be human.

Under what circumstances did she end up staying in this virtual reality? Hayato wanted to know that as well, but prying into an NPC he'd just met would be rude, so he focused solely on the conversation within this world.

"So, Mikan-sama, will you be siding with the former Demon Lord's Army?"

Since she was a king who ruled over demons, he used polite language even though she was younger than him. The female demon next to him nodded in approval, so this was likely the right move.

"Adrian asked me to help, and he's always been good to me, so I thought I would this time. Besides, I wanted to get off that island."

As Mikan said this, the female demon was moved. "How noble!"

For Hayato, or rather, for the former Demon Lord's Army, this was welcome news. NPCs were incredibly strong. Having a powerful NPC join them who could potentially turn the tide, especially when they were outnumbered, was a huge help.

Considering yesterday's situation, he was confident they had the upper hand, but the enemy had the Demonfolk and Ivan. Even if they were unconscious, they were formidable foes, so having more fighting power was better.

"Mikan-sama also approved of the mission to rescue Hayato-san and held back her power for this past week."

Hayato was surprised by Adrian's explanation and bowed his head.

"Thank you very much. Thanks to you, I was able to return safely."

"No, no, don't worry about it."

Mikan said with a smile. And the female demon was overjoyed. "Mikan-sama, how generous!"

After some light conversation, Hayato gave Mikan a chocolate parfait. He gave it as a token of friendship, and she was quite pleased.

He also gave some sweets to the female demon, which she appreciated, but she said she intended to offer them to Mikan later.

Next, they were going to introduce Mikan to Mist's group, so Adrian and his clan started talking with them.

"Mikan Barway, I think I remember..."

Esha muttered from behind Hayato.

When he turned around, Esha and Diite were standing there, having appeared at some point.

"Someone you know?"

"I believe she was the young lady of a globally famous toy manufacturer at the time. I've heard that company was involved in the hardware side of this virtual reality."

Diite nodded at Esha's words.

"That's right. She lost her parents at a young age and inherited a vast fortune and the company, which led to her life being targeted. And that female demon was her secretary, supporting Mikan-kun in both her public and private life."

In a way, Mikan had invested in the virtual reality to protect her own life and had fled into this world. She decided it was better to leave Earth than to continue being a target. Her secretary stayed with her out of sympathy for her plight.

"I see... so what happened to the company and inheritance she left behind?"

"I've looked into it, and it seems her relatives squandered the inheritance, and the company went bankrupt within a few years. Earth was out of resources, but even when they found resources on other planets, there seemed to be a lot of internal conflict over who would hold power. It was a toy company, after all. Mikan-kun's parents had worked hard to give children hope even in those times, but the company became a battleground for power and shifted towards luxury goods. That seems to have been its downfall."

Hayato didn't know the first thing about managing a large corporation, but he thought, I see. He vowed in his heart to keep his own cafe affordable for the common folk.

"I've never fought her, but is she strong?"

Esha posed the question to Diite. She wasn't one of the top eight members in the Clan Wars Esha's group had participated in, so her combat strength was an unknown.

Diite nodded with a smile.

"I think you'll find out soon enough, but she's quite strong. She has a unique skill called 'Toymaker,' which allows her to summon things she imagines."

"Wha...?"

"And her control points are ten times the normal amount, so she's designed to be able to summon all sorts of things. It seems she likes demons. Well, I suppose that's to be expected given her position as the king of demons."

Control points were used to control summoned beings. You couldn't summon more than your points allowed, and normally, the limit was eight, even with a maxed skill. Even breaking the skill cap only doubled that, but Mikan had ten times that amount.

Hayato and Esha were a little taken aback by this explanation, but then the surroundings suddenly grew noisy.

"Well, it seems I've received an invitation from Hypnos. I'll be fighting over there. Esha-kun, I'm counting on you to look after Hayato-kun."

"Well, I'd be in trouble if I couldn't get my delicious food, so I'll do my best to keep him from getting kidnapped."

Diite grinned, then left the rocky area and entered the forest.

"Master, you stay close to me, too. Mist-sama and the others are here as guards, but we don't know how the enemy will move."

"Got it. In that case, I'll just quietly mine here in the rocks."

As Hayato said that, he heard the sounds of battle starting nearby. Voices shouting some kind of orders were flying around. It seemed the New Demon Lord's Army had launched a group attack.

Among the voices, one in particular caught his ear.

"There's a Demonfolk here!"

Lunaria's clan, Ambrosia. Its members were now known as the Demonfolk. This meant one of them had come here.

Hayato wondered why they would come here.

Normally, they would aim for the Area Stone or Mist's mansion in the center of the great forest. Instead, they had targeted a mining spot.

A major clan's player might have predicted, as Randa did, that they would target this mining spot, but an attack by the Demonfolk was unexpected.

Esha also seemed to find it strange, a frown on her face.

"I thought that with their consciousness stolen, the Demonfolk would only resort to brute force."

"I thought so too. I wonder what the reason is?"

As they were wondering, another unsettling voice was heard.

"There are seven Demonfolk!"

"What?"

Hayato cried out in surprise.

There were eight Demonfolk, excluding Lunaria and Amanda. However, Xenobia alone was said to be in the dungeon, not participating in the battle. This meant they had sent all the Demonfolk here.

"They might be aiming for you, Master."

Esha said as she readied her Beelzebub. Then she pointed the muzzle at Hayato.

"What will you do? Shall we retreat from the battlefield before you're kidnapped?"

"No, it's fine. I have a self-destruct item just in case, so I'll stay on the battlefield until the last minute. Besides, if I'm gone, Noat-san and the others will also disappear from the field."

"That might be their goal... Still, they really got us, locking the clan leader like this. It's probably Hypnos's doing."

Hayato nodded and sighed.

While Hayato was kidnapped, the clan Daedalus had made Esha the clan leader. But immediately after Hayato's return, the leader changed back. And since then, they hadn't been able to change the leader or swap members.

It was a system where if the clan leader was defeated, the members of that clan, as well as any allied clans, would be removed from the battlefield.

Since resurrection magic and items like Phoenix Feathers didn't work, the clan leader often stayed to defend the Area Stone.

Daedalus wasn't allied with any other clans, but its leader, Hayato, was currently weaker than any other player. There was a chance he could be defeated with just a poke on the shoulder.

On the other hand, since he was in danger no matter where he was, he had come to the mining spot. But now the Demonfolk had arrived, making the situation even more dangerous.

"Hayato-san!"

Mist and her group arrived. It was Mist, Damian, and Ruth.

"We'll guard you here as well, Hayato-san."

"Thank you."

"Noat-san's Requiem is the key to our strategy this time. We have to protect you at all costs, Hayato-san."

"I would have preferred if you said it was to protect me."

Hayato's comment elicited some laughter.

Even with seven Demonfolk here, Hayato didn't feel any panic. The situation was certainly dangerous, but his high level of trust in the members here left no room for anxiety.

"Well, as long as everyone's here, I feel safe..."

As Hayato was saying that, several huge, Duke-class demons were summoned around them. That alone was impactful, but then a giant, black, octopus-like creature appeared in the sky, causing most of the players to look up at it.

The octopus fired black, laser-like beams from the tips of its tentacles, starting to attack the New Demon Lord's Army.

Hayato and the others could only stare at it in a daze.



		
			Chapter 367

			Paradise Lost

			Randa, who role-played as one of the Genesis Dragons said to have created this virtual reality, smiled upon hearing the situation at the mining site where Hayato and the others were.

Currently, Randa was on standby near the Area Stone with Lunaria and the others. Ghost-type monsters would appear until the "Requiem" chorus by Noat and Alvie's group began, so they were waiting here until it was over.

In the midst of this, a full-scale battle had begun at the northeastern mining site. Hearing about the situation, Randa laughed, as it was beyond her expectations.

Hayato himself was always natural. Yet, many people sided with him. And the people who gathered around him were all quirky and eccentric. Wondering if she might be one of them, Randa felt a little proud for some reason.

There's a saying, birds of a feather flock together. Since so many people gathered, she imagined there must be something about Hayato, even if he seemed ordinary. But if asked what was so amazing about him, she couldn't answer.

Was this a coincidence, or was some kind of will at play? And if there was a will, whose was it?

Before losing her memories, she had thought this was just a cutting-edge virtual reality, nothing more than a project for the regeneration of humanity. But considering the circumstances so far, it seemed like some unfathomable scheme was involved.

For one thing, the technology of a hundred years ago had not been passed down to the present. The technology here was several generations ahead of current tech. The succession had been cut off, becoming lost technology. To put it another way, it was treated as if "such technology never existed."

It was possible it was developed solely on the spaceship to prevent leaks, but she had heard that Esha had created part of the program outside. For not a single piece of technology to remain in such a situation, it wasn't strange to think that a considerable scheme was involved.

Besides, the fact that the technology was cut off was far from the goal of saving humanity. The timing of the discovery of resources on other planets was also suspicious in retrospect. The fact that there was a faction that tried to erase the existence of this virtual reality for that reason was also dubious.

Nearly ten thousand people were on board the spaceship. And they had suddenly disappeared. The spaceship had involved many acquaintances, such as family and friends, but even after checking past records, the incident was treated as if it never happened.

When Randa and the others were in this virtual reality, they were all on the spaceship, isolated from reality. There was no difference between the information that remained now and the information they heard on the spaceship back then, but was the information they heard really as it was? To Randa, who was there, it all seemed like a lie.

Wasn't leaving Earth part of the plan, or did they need to leave for another reason? Randa thought that far, then immediately dismissed the thought.

(Even if a conspiracy theory lover like me thinks about it, I doubt I'll find an answer. If anyone can find out, it would probably be Hayato-san...)

There was no reason to think so. It was just a feeling that Hayato was favored by this virtual reality.

"Randa-chan, is something wrong?"

The Demon Lord Lunaria was peering into Randa's face.

Lunaria was adored by many, but unlike Hayato, she was a genetically enhanced human and couldn't be called ordinary. She had a somewhat childish side, but that was also part of Lunaria's charm. Lunaria, who acted on her childish emotions, made you want to protect her even though she was strong.

Her combat power in the virtual reality was high, and her mind worked unusually fast. When Randa jokingly asked her a seven-digit multiplication problem, she answered immediately. At first, Randa thought it was a joke, but when she checked with a calculator, it was correct. Randa was surprised, but Lunaria didn't understand what was so amazing about it.

Such was Lunaria, but now she was staring at Randa with a curious expression.

Randa adjusted her glasses and smiled.

"A battle has started at the northeastern mining site. It seems an acquaintance of an acquaintance of Hayato-san summoned a giant octopus and is routing them. I was surprised at the unexpected firepower."

Hearing this, Lunaria crossed her arms and puffed out her cheeks.

"I don't think it's right for them to be more conspicuous than me. Also, I want to eat takoyaki."

"Takoyaki aside, Lunaria-sama, you're the Demon Lord, so you're the final weapon. The final weapon only gets to stand out at the very end."

"Final weapon...!"

It was hard to say what struck a chord with her, but she was definitely weak to words that would please a child. From the outside, she was no different from a child, but what set her apart, Randa thought, was that Lunaria had conviction.

She was extremely soft on her companions. Or rather, she cherished her companions above all else. It was unclear whether this stemmed from her childishness, but Lunaria would never compromise on that conviction, no matter the situation.

The people around her were also soft on Lunaria, but Lunaria was even softer. It was clear this wasn't an act she was putting on as the Demon Lord, but her true feelings. This was probably one of the reasons she was so adored.

"So, are Hayato-san and the others okay?"

"They're fine. And they've drawn the Demonfolk's attention quite nicely. It seems all the Demonfolk except Xenobia-san have gathered over there."

"All seven of them? I don't think that's fine. Should I send Rosalie-chan and the others?"

"There's no need to send them. Hayato-san was originally something of a decoy, so we can't split our forces. I didn't expect all the Demonfolk to take the bait, though."

"But, if Hayato-san is defeated, a lot of people won't be able to stay on the battlefield. It'll be a big problem if Noat-chan disappears."

"Actually, I have the other Genesis Dragons besides myself on standby near Hayato-san. If it comes to it, they'll transform into dragons and protect Hayato-san, so it's fine."

"Is that so?"

Ash, Ren, and even Veru were on that protection team. If they transformed, they could win even against the Demonfolk. If Lunaria was the final weapon, then Veru and the others were the secret weapon, so Randa hoped they wouldn't have to fight.

Besides, just defeating the Demonfolk wasn't enough. The strategy of using Hayato as a decoy wouldn't work every time, so it was necessary to weaken the Demonfolk.

To that end, she had set her sights on destroying their weapons and armor. The Demonfolk had had their consciousness stolen and were acting as true NPCs. Considering that, they weren't that much of a threat, but their equipment was God Equipment, and if such NPCs appeared every time, the damage would be considerable.

So, they would reduce the durability of the Demonfolk's equipment as much as possible. It was necessary for the players and Mist's group to fight them slowly and deliberately, not finish them off in an instant.

That was Randa's assessment of the other side's players' thinking as well.

The other side should also be thinking of weakening this side's NPCs. Considering that, Hayato, who specialized in production skills, was a target not only for Amanda but also for the enemy players.

(I had Hayato-san go to the mining site, but mining and repairing equipment with the materials aren't necessary. Hayato-san had everyone make backup equipment that's okay to break, and the members not participating in the event are gathering materials, so that should be enough. I told him to run as much as possible, and with Esha-san there, I think he'll be fine.)

Relic's Butler Guild and Sonia's Treasure Hunter Guild were mining and logging elsewhere, not on the battlefield.

Hayato was, for all intents and purposes, a decoy. Naturally, she had sent him to the northeastern mining site to make his actions as a decoy seem plausible.

And just as she expected, he had drawn the Demonfolk's attention, more than she had expected.

In this event, the Demonfolk and Ivan were major uncertain factors. If the Demonfolk were to individually attack Noat's chorus group, it would be necessary to deploy strong members over a wide area as guards.

So she thought if even a few could be drawn away, but for all of them to head there was interesting.

(The information that Amanda is obsessed with Hayato-san is undoubtedly correct. From what I've heard, given Amanda's personality, she should ignore the event and target Hayato-san. This time might just be to gauge the difficulty. Well, this much is as expected, but...)

Randa thought that far and scratched her right cheek. Then she readjusted her glasses.

The Demonfolk were an uncertain factor, but their consciousness was stolen and they only moved according to Amanda's instructions. That much was straightforward. The problem was another person.

"Thinking about something?"

Lunaria once again peered into Randa's face with a curious expression.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. This event is as good as won, but there's just one thing I'm worried about."

"You've already won in your mind, Randa-chan?"

"I am the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army! I've read dozens of moves ahead, so there's no way we can lose!"

"As expected of Randa-chan. But then, what are you worried about?"

Randa crossed her arms and grumbled for a moment before speaking.

"Considering our fighting strength, we won't lose this battle unless something extraordinary happens. The same goes for future battles. Basically, there's no element of defeat."

"Yeah. Everyone's strong, and I'm strong, so that's true."

"But, I just don't get Hypnos."

"Hypnos-chan? The one who looks just like Diite-chan? I've only heard about her."

"That's right. I don't know what that Hypnos is thinking, so that's my only concern."

"I don't really get it, but is it that worrying?"

Randa nodded.

It was more eerie than worrying. She was a high-performance AI like Diite and had previously been pulling strings during the Stampede event. Hayato and Diite said she had changed a bit from her previous state, but that in itself was a strange story.

Previously, Hypnos's goal was to replace Diite as the administrator of this virtual reality. That was just what she had said, and her true intentions were unknown, but now she didn't seem so obsessed with it.

However, she had kidnapped Hayato under Amanda's orders. If that was all, it would be straightforward, but she had also provided information from Amanda's side, and while she hadn't helped when Hayato escaped from the Demon Lord's Castle, she hadn't hindered him either.

Not knowing what she wanted to do was eerie. If she were just a person, it wouldn't be so worrying, but Hypnos was a high-performance AI like Diite. Not knowing what kind of picture she was painting was the same as not knowing the victory conditions.

"In battle, there are wrong ways to win and right ways to lose."

"...Huh? Uh-huh. I think... I get it?"

Lunaria's reply sounded like she didn't understand but was just responding anyway.

"Even if you win the battle, if you don't achieve your objective, you can't say you've won, right?"

"Like winning the match but losing the game?"

"Well, something like that. Winning or losing doesn't matter, only the objective is prioritized. If the opponent thinks that way, we can say we've lost even if we win the battle. The fact that I can't see what constitutes a win from Hypnos's words and actions is what's making me anxious."

As Randa said that, Lunaria crossed her arms and began to ponder.

Seeing this, Randa smiled.

"Lunaria-san doesn't need to think about it. This is for me and Diite-san to handle. Lunaria-san just needs to think about beating Amanda to a pulp in this event."

"Okay, I'll do that. I'll leave the difficult stuff to the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army. And the ghosts, too."

"Consider it done!"

Randa replied cheerfully, but her mind was still racing.

(I told Diite-san to pretend to be angry and provoke Hypnos while subtly trying to figure out her intentions. That might reveal something. The worst-case scenario would be... if Hypnos already knows the outcome of this event. The possibility that this event is being held for some purpose, and the outcome is already decided. If so...)

Randa thought that far and shook her head.

She thought she was overthinking it. But once the thought entered her head, it was hard to get it out.

(If so, there might be a being in this virtual reality superior to even Diite-san and Hypnos. Something that can manipulate all events in this virtual reality. Hypnos is working for that being... no, that's not it. Probably, she's trying to involve Hayato-san to bring about a different result. That seems to fit best, but... am I really just overthinking it? I really have a bad habit of thinking like this.)

Randa thought her imagination was running wild. Never before had she been right when she thought like this. She just liked to imagine things.

Just as she thought that, the surroundings suddenly grew noisy.

Gathering information, it seemed the enemy players had brought the undead from the forest over here.

It was a parade of undead, from zombies and ghouls to wraiths, wights, dragon zombies, and vampire lords. There was even an advanced version of the rare zombie monster "Hero Not Allowed to Die," the "Discarded Hero Prototype."

Randa shook her head and cleared her thoughts.

"Everyone, stay calm and deal with them! Protect the Requiem chorus while deploying tanks to the perimeter!"

As Randa said that, the members of the clan Kiss of Death and the major clans raised their voices. And the unaffiliated clans who didn't know the plan got swept up in the moment and cheered.

In the midst of all this, only Lunaria was panicking.

"P-p-p-please take care of the g-g-g-ghost-type monsters quickly..."

"Lunaria-san, you should just close your eyes and count sheep."

Lunaria immediately squeezed her eyes shut and began to count, "One sheep, two sheep..."

Randa smiled at Lunaria.

Guiding this childish Demon Lord to victory was her job, she thought, as she adjusted her glasses.

Parsha of the clan Despair Angel was waiting for information to gather near the center of the great forest.

She wasn't waiting on the ground, but in the air. She was flying while standing, not sitting, on a rare item that allowed flight, a witch's broom called the "Witchbloom."

There was no particular reason. Straddling the broom or sitting sidesaddle was out of the question. Standing gracefully with both feet together was the pinnacle. And holding a parasol. This, she deemed perfect.

A little behind Parsha were the twin sisters Blanc and Noir, each standing on their own brooms in the same manner. These were aliases, their real names were Kuro and Shiro.

"Parsha-sama."

Blanc, dressed in a white pantsuit, called out.

But the one called Parsha did not respond.

Blanc sighed and spoke again.

"O fallen angel who governs destruction and rebirth, whose name was stolen."

"What is it?"

Parsha turned around with a smile, but Blanc looked exhausted, and Noir, dressed all in black, was sitting on her broom with her knees bent, covering her mouth with her hand to stifle her laughter.

"I believe your recent actions were dangerous."

"My recent actions were dangerous...? Are you referring to my unsealing of the door in 'Qliphoth'?"

"I'm being serious."

Parsha looked at Blanc's face and sighed. The twin sisters went along with her vibe, but they were not "comrades." They were just humoring her after reading the room.

She was aware that she was forcing them to go along with her, so she decided to speak normally.

"Very well. So, what was this dangerous act?"

"Contacting Ronios-sama."

"Is that all? I see no problem with it."

Parsha looked bored and slung her parasol over her shoulder, twirling it around.

Seeing Parsha's face, which showed she truly thought nothing of it, Blanc frowned and spoke.

"However, that person is the next head of the Gemini Foundation. Regardless of the content, contacting her at all could put Parsha-sama's position in jeopardy."

"How uncouth, bringing reality into this world."

"No, I must say it. Parsha-sama, you too have the potential to become the head of the Foundation. I question the wisdom of getting too involved with people from other Foundations. Even if it's just a game, asking favors of others could affect you when you become the head..."

"There is no such potential. My brother will succeed as the head. That is the end of the story. Besides, you two were asked by my brother to watch me, weren't you? Shouldn't you be trying to make me give up?"

Blanc was at a loss for words. Noir, who had been smiling just a moment ago, now had a stiff expression.

Parsha looked at the two with a serious face, then began to chuckle.

"My brother is so timid. Does he think I want to be the head? Oh, could it be that by contacting Ronios-san, he thought I was preparing to become the head?"

"...Yes."

"How absurd. In the first place, if I borrowed power from Ronios-san, things that would go well would not go well. It might work out in the end, but it would probably cause a great deal of chaos."

Ronios had a habit of enjoying the process leading up to the result. Instead of taking the shortest path to her goal, she would create many paths and then walk down all of them. She was the type to take unnecessary detours for her own amusement.

Though she had no such intention, if she were to try to become the head, the Foundation she would borrow from would be Libra. And it would be the next head, Ney, not the current one, that Parsha would approach.

Parsha also participated in the Council as an aide to her father, the current head.

And at a previous Council meeting, she had seen Ney defeat Scorpion.

The act of Libra, a Foundation that maintained harmony, going so far as to disrupt that balance had left a considerable impact on Parsha. It was unclear if she would lend a hand, but if she were to ask for cooperation, it would be Ney rather than Ronios. She would be a terrifying enemy, but an incredibly reliable ally.

Before that, Ney's reputation was low. Or rather, since she had only recently come of age, she had only participated in the Council a few times, and even then, she just sat next to the current head, so there was no way to evaluate her.

Just when she thought she was just a figurehead, that happened. It was impossible not to be interested in the virtual reality that Ney had invested in.

Parsha suspected that other Foundation members were also in this virtual reality. She was surprised when she learned that the next head, like Ronios, was logged in, but the same was likely true for the other side.

Parsha was also of the Foundation's bloodline. When she said she wanted to play in this virtual reality, her brother stopped her. He suspected she would try to contact Ney here. She had received permission to play in the virtual reality on the condition that Blanc and Noir accompany her.

(Brother is also small-minded... though I can't say that. It's a matter of gaining everything or losing everything. That's how much there is to lose if you don't become the head. I suppose he's trying to nip any potential buds.)

Parsha was of the Pisces Foundation. The Foundation bearing the name of the fish was engaged in the protection of artistic culture and managed facilities like Colony "Museum."

Parsha had always enjoyed looking at the art pieces left in the "Museum." It also managed books that were rarely made anymore. Many were digitized, but those were under the jurisdiction of Colony "Library," while the books themselves were managed by the "Museum."

Since childhood, Parsha had often read fantasy light novels and had let her imagination run wild in a world that wasn't real. In the midst of that, she became interested in Ney and started playing this virtual reality. And there, a world like a light novel awaited her.

She felt it was fate. She even thought this world was where she was meant to live.

(I am grateful to Ney-san. I knew this virtual reality was famous, but I never thought it would be like this. It was a stroke of good fortune that I started playing this game...!)

Since then, she had been immersed in this world, but in reality, she was suspected of having ties with other Foundations. Even though she was just playing around using "wonderful words," she was suspected of using some kind of code, and she was seriously considering whether she should leave the Foundation like Jolth of the Bandits.

However, Parsha needed her status as a member of the Foundation's bloodline. Colony "Museum" held art pieces and information that were restricted even to other Foundations. She couldn't imagine giving up Pisces's rights to those.

From the words "access restriction," Parsha suddenly remembered something.

"By the way, Noir, have you been able to confirm the information on Noat-san?"

"Information on Noat Vabeck, you mean? As instructed, I also checked the access-restricted information, but I found nothing."

"I see..."

Parsha had Noir investigate the NPC Noat.

This was influenced by Lutz of Starkest. Lutz had said that the NPCs in this world might be modeled after famous people from the past.

Perhaps Noat had existed in the past. It wouldn't change anything if a real person had existed. It was a sentiment of, I'd be happy if she was real.

But if she didn't exist, she would be disappointed. She felt she had found a "comrade" who was her equal or even greater. The fact that such a person had existed in the past, even if not now, was important to Parsha.

To the disappointed Parsha, Noir said, "However."

"Actually, I got a hit on the information for 'The Whale That Drinks the Moon'."

"What?"

"The Whale That Drinks the Moon" was a phrase Parsha had used to refer to Noat when they first met.

There was no meaning to that conversation. It was just an improvised exchange, like an impromptu story. It was a game where the one who said the more "wonderful words" won. Perhaps because she was an NPC, she had instantly joined in the game, and Parsha was so moved she felt dizzy.

Be that as it may, she had also told Noir about that conversation, but for it to be a hit not on a person's name but on the words was a surprise to Parsha. In the first place, they weren't words with any meaning.

"Just in case, I also looked up the words you taught me. Parsha-sama, do you know someone called 'Miracle☆Donuts'? It has a heart mark between Miracle and Donuts, similar to our clan."

"It's a name I'd want to say I don't know even if I did. Of course, I don't know it."

"It's the name of a singer who wrote and composed her own songs and distributed them on a video site about a hundred years ago. Some of the songs that were released are still treated as classics."

"Is that so. And what does that mean? Was it in the title of a song or something?"

"No, the account name that uploaded those songs to the video site was 'The Whale That Drinks the Moon'."

"The account name was...?"

"I couldn't tell if the singer and the uploader were the same person, but Noat Vabeck is an NPC who role-plays as a singer. It's possible she's an NPC modeled after 'Miracle☆Donuts'. Whoa! Parsha-sama!"

Hearing this, Parsha fell from her broom. Blanc and Noir hurriedly chased after her and caught her.

"I, I really thought I was going to fall from grace...!"

Parsha was helped back onto her broom by the two. Her breathing was a little ragged, but the news had been that shocking to her.

Confirming this, Noir continued.

"However, that's not the important part..."

"It is not unimportant!"

It was possible she was a real person. That alone was enough for Parsha to feel she had found a "comrade." It was even possible that a "comrade" existed among her descendants.

"Please wait. The problem is where that information was found."

"Where it was found...?"

"Yes. At the very least, it's not something that would come up in a search of information on the internet. I found it in the access-restricted information managed by the Foundation. The songs are said to be classics, but to the public, the creator is unknown."

"The creator is unknown...?"

"Yes. Well, most of the songs from the past have unknown creators, so that's not strange, but it was a surprise to find it in the access-restricted information. However, even with my authority, I couldn't view some of the information, so if you need more information, I'd like you to check it yourself, Parsha-sama."

"Access restriction that even you can't view? What's the rank?"

"The highest rank I can view is single. However, there was information with a triple restriction."

"Information in single? And there's likely more information in triple?"

Noir nodded with a serious face.

Seeing her face, Parsha judged that she wasn't lying. But if that was the case, she was confused.

(A triple access restriction? But that restriction was only for information related to 'Paradise Lost'...)

Information Parsha herself didn't know much about, "Paradise Lost."

The information, named after the expulsion from paradise, the lost paradise, was so sensitive that it had the highest rank of access restriction, and it referred to the incident about a hundred years ago where ten thousand people went missing.

However, no one had made a fuss about it. The timing coincided with the discovery of resources on other planets, so at first, it was thought that they had not gone missing, but had moved to some colony.

It was information that no one outside the bloodline of the Pisces Foundation knew, and it was said to be the incident that led to the formation of the current Foundation. And it was said that the Pisces Foundation had to manage that information to prevent it from leaking out.

Parsha organized the information she knew. She still didn't have enough information, but there was something she wanted to confirm.

"That donut something from earlier..."

"Miracle☆Donuts."

"Right, that. Could you tell me any of that person's songs? You should remember at least one, right?"

Noir looked puzzled, but she taught Parsha a song she remembered.



		
			Chapter 368

			Miracle☆Donuts

			"Master, it seems battles have started around the Area Stone and near Mist-sama's mansion."

"They have? I think we'll be fine since the Demonfolk came here, but we can win, right?"

"I don't think there's any way we can lose. If anything, you're the one in more danger, Master. The chances of losing are higher on this end."

"That's true, but as long as that thing is here, the Demonfolk can't get to us, can they?"

Hayato was mining for ore at the mining spot in the northeast of the Great Forest of the Undead.

Only Esha was nearby, but the forces gathered to protect this mining spot were more than excessive.

Hayato stopped digging with his pickaxe and looked up at the sky.

The giant, black, octopus-like object summoned by Mikan was firing laser-like magic from its tentacles, attacking all over the place.

He wondered what the monster's name was and checked its information, but the name was garbled and he couldn't read it.

Garbled text was unheard of in this day and age, unlike in the distant past. This meant it was intentional. Hayato interpreted it on his own to mean that its name should not be spoken, or that it was not a monster of this world.

And Adrian and his Demon Summoning Research Association were also rampaging about, having summoned Duke-class demons.

Even if their opponents were the Demonfolk, they couldn't get close to Hayato with several raid boss-level monsters around.

That wasn't all the firepower they had. Mist and her group were also fighting to protect them.

Mist was strong, but so were the members of the clan Undead, all of whom were vampires.

Damian was fighting by creating undead, but unlike the normal Create Undead, he was creating more powerful undead to attack.

Ruth was providing support with magic and production items, and the other members of the Undead were fighting utilizing their vampiric abilities.

Even if they broke through all that, Esha was the last line of defense. It would be difficult for not only the enemy players but also the Demonfolk to get close.

(Jolth's group and Maris-san's group are protecting Noat-san's group over there, so there shouldn't be any problems.)

Soon, the great chorus of the Requiem would begin. It wasn't necessary for Lunaria to go out of her way to destroy the enemy's Area Stone, but Randa had explained to everyone that doing so would lower the enemy's morale and raise their own.

She had also said that just winning simply would make things difficult in the future, so they would turn it into a muddy war of attrition from the start. The enemy side had more numbers, and the major clans were quite strong, so this was a strategy to chip away at their strength while they had the advantage.

Seeing the usual Randa, one would want to doubt her with a "Really?" but Ash and the others seemed to trust her, so Hayato decided to believe in her as well. Randa was also in charge of marketing for the movie's release and distribution, so in terms of strategy, she had some credibility.

"This is the era of love and comedy!"

That's what Randa had said about the movie. Wondering if Veru's next movie would be a rom-com, Hayato looked forward to it.

He had enough leeway to think about such things, but then Esha suddenly let out a surprised "Eh," so Hayato looked at her.

Esha was still on voice chat with someone, but after a while, she crossed her arms and fell silent. She didn't look at Hayato, and her brow was furrowed.

"What's wrong?"

"I got a voice chat from Cecil. She said there's a problem."

"Cecil? Wasn't she guarding Noat-san's group?"

"Yes. And about that Noat, she apparently clutched her head and complained of pain."

"Wait, does that mean..."

Pain did not exist in this virtual reality. There was only one reason for an NPC to feel pain. It was when their erased memories returned, and Hayato had seen it many times.

"It's possible her memories have returned. It seems she lost consciousness, just like I did."

Hayato had once asked Diite about this in a casual conversation.

She had said that while there were individual differences, the more memories were erased or altered, the more intense the pain tended to be.

Esha had also lost consciousness from the pain when her memories returned. If one could endure the pain, they wouldn't lose consciousness, but Noat couldn't and fainted.

That was a concern in itself, but the problem was why her memories had returned.

This virtual reality had a system called "AI Protection," and NPCs couldn't hear sentences or words that would make them remember reality. For her to regain her memories despite that, he could only imagine that something extraordinary had happened.

"Why would something like that..."

"Something must have happened to shake her real-world memories. From what I heard, when a woman named Parsha started singing, Noat became confused."

"Confused?"

"It's possible she sang a song that Noat wrote and composed in reality. More importantly, what should we do? Diite-sama is fighting Hypnos, and Ney-sama and Jolth-sama, who know the situation, aren't nearby. The closest person who knows the situation is Maris-sama."

Hayato, acting as a decoy here, couldn't move. If he went there with the Demonfolk in tow, it would be a disaster.

Knowing the perceptive Noat, he had a feeling she would grasp the situation quickly even if left alone, but there was also the fear of what she might do.

In particular, he wanted to avoid the other players finding out that the NPCs were human. He didn't know what effect it would have on this virtual reality or on Ney, who was treated as the investor, if that were to be revealed.

"Let's have Maris bring Noat-san over here. If she wakes up here, it'll be easier to follow up."

"That's our only option. Let's have them perform the Requiem chorus without Noat. I'll contact them."

Hayato nodded.

He hadn't expected Noat's memories to return in a situation like this, but that aside, Hayato had some thoughts.

Noat's memories returning was one thing, but Parsha's actions were also suspicious. Was it a mere coincidence, or did she act with some certainty?

Parsha seemed to be attached to Noat, much like Alvie. When they first met at the base, they hit it off and engaged in some sort of "high-minded game." And yesterday, they had fought individually.

At the very least, Hayato didn't think there were any bad feelings. He needed to properly confirm whether she sang Noat's song knowing what it was.

"I've asked Maris-sama. She'll bring Noat here right away."

"Thanks. By the way, is Noat-san's song something you can sing by chance? Esha, have you heard it in reality?"

"I have. Some of her songs are said to be classics. However, there are no original videos of Noat singing them, and the lyricist and composer are listed as unknown."

"Well, I guess so. Most of the old songs have unknown creators... so does that mean it was a coincidence?"

"Would you sing it by coincidence? It's said to be a classic, but that's just what some people say, it's not like it's world-famous."

"Then I guess I'll have to talk to Parsha-san once?"

"If you want to know the answer, that's the only way, but I think it's better not to do anything unnecessary right now. If she did it with conviction, she'll contact us."

"I see. Contacting her from our side might stir up a hornet's nest. In that case, let's just focus on calming Noat-san down when she wakes up for now."

"In Noat's case, I feel like nothing will change even if her memories return. She'll probably calm down if you give her a donut. By the way, I calm down with a parfait."

"I know."

Hayato said, then began to make donuts.

In about fifteen minutes, Maris arrived at their location, riding her griffon Lancelot.

Behind Maris, the unconscious Noat was lying face down on Lancelot.

"Sorry to keep you waiting! I've brought Noat-san!"

"Thanks. There are few people here and it's safe, so I think we can manage even if she regains consciousness. Right, I'd like to confirm the situation before she wakes up."

"Then I'll explain what I know. But first, let's lay Noat-san on the ground. Do you have a blanket or something?"

Hayato quickly prepared one and laid Noat down on her back.

Afterward, Maris explained the situation at the time.

Noat and Alvie's group were advancing through the great forest with Maris's tamer unit and the major clans.

Since a great chorus couldn't cover the entire forest, the plan was to split the Requiem into two parts.

First, they would deploy from their own Area Stone to Mist's mansion, and Lunaria would move to the mansion. Then, they would cover the area from the mansion to the enemy's Area Stone.

Noat, whose song's effective range had been widened as a reward from Diite, was to be positioned at Mist's mansion, but a battle broke out there. The enemy had already secured the mansion, and the battle was to retake it.

The battle itself was not a problem, and their side had the advantage, but then Parsha appeared in the sky above the mansion, recited a speech to Noat, and started singing.

Showering them with buff effects from the sky was a nuisance from their perspective, but that was not the problem.

The problem was that Noat, upon hearing the song, clutched her head and crumpled to the ground.

"Miracle Donuts?"

"Yes, when the person named Parsha-san made her speech, I didn't understand most of it, but I felt like it was directed at Noat-san. Noat-san, who heard it, also tilted her head at first."

Hayato thought.

When you say donuts, you think of Noat. But he didn't know a dish called Miracle Donuts. Hayato put his hand to his chin and began to think that it might be a phrase from their "high-minded game."

Next to the pondering Hayato, Esha spoke.

"Miracle Donuts is Noat's name. I've heard something like that before."

"...Name?"

"An artist name, I suppose? It's her name as a singer, not her real name. I think Noat said she went by Miracle☆Donuts. I wasn't interested, so my memory is hazy."

"Could you try to be a little more interested?"

Hayato said, but this made one thing clear.

If, as Esha said, Miracle☆Donuts was Noat's name, then Parsha had obtained that information. Just singing Noat's song could be dismissed as a coincidence, but if she even knew the name she used back then, it had to be intentional.

However, the question was where she got it.

Hayato had also looked up information on Esha's group before. It was something from a hundred years ago, but he thought there might be some information on the internet.

The only information that came up was about the world-famous actor Veru Brandle, and there was no information about his family, Ash or Ren. At most, there was information about Pat and Mikazuki in movie credits.

Other than that, for famous people, there was information that Ivan was the world champion of a virtual martial art called Virtual Gladiator, and some videos of his fights remained. There was, of course, no information on Relic, nor on Mist or Damian.

That was fine, but there was something he had to confirm.

"When Noat-san collapsed, what was the other person, Parsha-san, like?"

"She was flying in the sky on a broom, so if you ask me what she was like, I can only say I don't really know. However, she seemed surprised too, as her singing stopped."

"Then maybe she didn't know Noat-san was human...?"

If she sang to make her regain her memories, she should have known this would happen. If she was surprised, it's possible she didn't expect this to happen.

Immediately after thinking that, a groan, "Ugh..." came from the sleeping Noat.

"Noat, are you okay?"

Esha knelt beside Noat and asked. Noat slowly opened her eyes.

When Noat saw Esha's face, she looked puzzled, then closed her eyes again.

"Five more minutes."

"Stop fooling around and get up. I'll shoot you."

"Be a little gentler with her."

Hayato's assessment was that if she could joke right after waking up, she was probably fine, but given the circumstances, a little compassion was necessary.

Noat sat up and shook her head from side to side several times. Then she looked at Hayato and Maris.

"Hayato-san and Maris-chan are here, so this isn't a dream?"

"A dream?"

"While I had no memories, it felt like I was half-asleep, so I thought it was a dream."

"You were actually asleep most of the time, though."

"I clearly remember that exasperated retort."

Noat said and stood up. She stretched both arms high above her head, bent her neck from side to side several times, and finally dangled her arms and legs loosely.

"It's a virtual reality, but doing this makes me feel like I'm awake. By the way, what's going on?"

"I suppose I'll have to explain it to you."

Esha began to explain to Noat.

Since both of them were lazy, the conversation ended quickly. She only explained it succinctly, but that seemed to be enough, as Noat nodded.

"I pretty much get it. I'll ask for the details later, but there's one thing I want you to tell me. It's pretty important."

"What is it?"

"Is a song okay for the wedding reception performance? Should I also give a speech as the representative of the friends?"

Hayato felt dizzy. She was talking about singing at Hayato and Esha's wedding, at their reception.

Unlike in the old days, weddings and receptions in this era were quite simple. They might exchange rings at the wedding, but they didn't swear vows to a god. In the first place, religion had declined, and if you said you believed in a god, people would worry that you had some serious problems.

When it came to marriage, they would have a dinner with close friends, and that was treated as the reception. It would be a lavish affair for Foundation members, but for people of the working class, it was just like a small party.

He might ask her to perform if there were any, but to think that was her question after he explained the situation so far, he felt like he could just ignore her.

Even in this situation, Esha was completely unfazed. While he found that reassuring, Hayato also wished she would panic a little.

"I don't know what you're talking about, but Noat, you're not a friend, so there's no need for a performance or a speech."

"You don't have to be shy. Are you sure about this Esha-chan, Hayato-san? You'll have a hard time in the future."

"Please understand that I'm currently having a hard time with your words, Noat-san."

"Hayato-san has gotten quite talkative. I'm so happy for you."

He'd retorted with, You're younger than me, several times before, so he was done with that. Instead, he sighed, and Noat looked a little dissatisfied.

"Still, you're surprisingly calm. I thought you'd panic more."

Though Hayato had no experience with it, he began to think that regaining one's memories might not be such a big deal after all.

He had seen people regain their memories before, but they didn't seem to panic. Maris and Surya had even started analyzing the situation on the spot.

"That's just how artists are. As long as there are songs and donuts, all is right with the world, even if I wake up in a deserted colony."

"Waking up in a deserted colony would be a huge problem. And there are no donuts in a place like that."

"Right, that. That's the kind of retort I want. Give me more."

Esha, who had been watching the exchange with Noat, sighed.

"More importantly, what are you going to do now, Noat? Are you going to log out?"

Noat crossed her arms and struck a thinking pose.

"It wouldn't be bad to be reborn as the mysterious singer Miracle☆Donuts. I've always sung seriously, but it's one option to let people hear my 'real' self now that I have my memories back, and then make my debut as a singer."

"There are circumstances, so could you stay as an NPC for now?"

If she were to make such a debut, it would be like saying that NPCs are human. And a human from a hundred years ago at that. That had to be avoided. Although, very few people knew Noat.

"I understand that things are complicated. But I think it's only a matter of time before NPCs regain their memories like this. I don't think you can hide it forever, you know?"

"That may be true, but the timing is bad. If there's a big uproar, we might not be able to win the event."

It was unclear how Parsha obtained the information about Noat, but she had proven that it was possible. That meant that something similar could be done to other NPCs, though the method might be different.

It would be nice if he could ask Parsha about that, but she was an enemy, and he didn't know who she was in reality, so he couldn't just tell her their circumstances.

Besides, there was a possibility that Hypnos and Amanda were involved. It was also conceivable that they had provided information to Parsha to cause chaos on their side.

As he was wondering what to do, Esha suddenly raised her Beelzebub towards the sky, and Noat and Maris reacted to it and looked up.

Hayato followed suit and looked up to see Parsha flying in the sky on a broom, with two attendants, heading towards them. However, they weren't just flying. They were waving a white flag.

The white flag was a sign of surrender. They were probably saying they had no intention of fighting, but it was hard to say if he could trust them.

Noat, who had been watching Parsha's group, suddenly nodded.

"Hayato-san, call those three over here."

"Are you sure?"

"I don't know about the white one and the black one, but the girl named Parsha isn't a bad person, so I'm sure she'll understand if we talk. My soul is telling me so...!"

"Just so you know, don't play your 'high-minded game'."

Hayato sent a voice chat to Adrian and Mist's group. He asked them to let the three people in the sky through.

Neither of them should know the details of the situation, but they immediately agreed. Afterward, word was spread around not to attack Parsha's group.

And so, Maris would guide them here. She rode Lancelot to meet them and was slowly leading them this way.

Hayato waited for Parsha's group to arrive, feeling a little worried.



		
			Chapter 369

			Sharing Secrets

			Hayato's group decided to invite the white-flag-waving Parsha and her companions to join them.

Overhead hovered a giant octopus, a Duke-class Demon loomed nearby, and Mist's vampires were present, with Esha right beside them. They also had Noat, with her cherry-picked skill composition, and Maris, who could fly. Even if Hayato were to fall, Parsha's group stood no chance of survival. With the potential benefit of defeating Parsha outweighing the risk of Hayato being defeated, they called them over.

Even before that, Noat had lowered her guard, saying, "That girl is fine," a statement whose basis was entirely unclear.

At Noat's request, Hayato had prepared a table and chairs on the spot. A white cloth covered the round table, upon which sat donuts made for Noat, along with coffee.

They were in a rocky clearing, surrounded by trees, with a bit of sunlight filtering through. It was hardly a suitable location for a tea party, but Hayato's production skills had managed to make it presentable.

Parsha, led by Maris, arrived and her eyes widened at the sight of Hayato's group waiting as if for a tea party. But as soon as she dismounted her broom, a smile spread across her face. She lifted her skirt slightly and bowed her head.

"Thank you for the invitation."

"Please, have a seat."

Noat was already seated, with Hayato to her right and Esha to her left. Maris waited behind Hayato, riding Lancelot side-saddle.

Parsha sat opposite Noat, while Blanc and Noir stood behind her.

Noat pushed the plate of donuts toward Parsha.

"Do you like donuts?"

Seeing the donuts, Parsha's lips curved into a smile.

"Yes, I do. Donuts are the halos of angels. A human imitation of the halos that fell to earth when the angels fell. By eating a donut, you can take an angel's power into your body."

*First time I'm hearing that*, Hayato thought. But Noat nodded.

"You know your lore. To eat a donut is to devour an angel. But that act is an unforgivable sin. After acquiring the power of an angel, their wisdom, humans were punished with having to periodically eat donuts... a truly pitiable fate."

"Was it not a deliberate temptation? By the 'Angel of Original Sin,' or was it 'The Perfect Sin'?"

"Fufufu, what a nostalgic name..."

"Could you two stop with the otherworldly conversation and speak in a language we can understand? And we don't have time to be playing around, you know?"

Sensing their nonsensical chat would continue indefinitely, Hayato forcefully cut in.

Noat and Parsha looked slightly displeased.

"Hayato-san, men who lack composure aren't popular. You should be careful."

"I'm not popular even with composure. Besides, you're probably the only one who can remain so calm with Esha aiming her gun, you know? Enough of that. Start explaining why you called Parsha-san here, and Parsha-san, the reason you came."

They were, after all, in the middle of an event battle. He was fine with dragging out the fight according to Randa's plan, but the issue of Noat regaining her memories needed to be resolved immediately. On top of that, Diite couldn't come here. It wasn't a lack of composure, it was simply bad for his heart.

Before Parsha's group arrived, Hayato had tried contacting Diite but received no reply. He figured her battle with Hypnos must be intense enough to prevent her from responding.

He had invited Parsha's group thinking Noat had a plan, but Hayato couldn't imagine how she would extract information from them while hiding their own circumstances.

Still, Noat was quite competent when she was awake, so he decided to watch and see.

Noat then opened her mouth.

"I'm human. When did you figure it out?"

"Whoa!"

Hayato shot back, wondering what she was suddenly revealing, but Noat was completely unfazed. If anything, she looked at him with annoyance.

"Hayato-san, you're a little loud. Please save your retorts for the appropriate moments."

"I'd love for you to tell me when would be more appropriate than right now."

He had thought she might eventually reveal it, but only after gathering some information first. This was like playing the joker right at the start of a card game. He wanted to ask what she was thinking, playing her strongest card without even guessing the opponent's hand.

"Noat is just this kind of person. Let's just give up," Esha said.

Esha's words helped Hayato regain a sliver of composure, though he internally retorted at himself, wondering if it even mattered at this point.

Hayato timidly glanced at Parsha to gauge her reaction.

"How surprising. To think you really were human... Are you connected to Paradise Lost?"

Hayato had wondered if this might be some extension of their 'sublime game,' but Parsha's face was far too serious. However, the two people standing behind her looked puzzled, leaving Hayato completely lost.

"What's Paradise Lost?"

Noat's expression remained unchanged, but perhaps judging that this wasn't part of their 'game,' she asked Parsha while munching on a donut.

Parsha brought her right hand to her lips, then lowered her gaze to the table in a thoughtful gesture. After a moment, she looked up at Noat, nodded, and began to speak.

"Paradise Lost refers to an incident from a hundred years ago where ten thousand people went missing. I don't know the details myself, though."

This information startled Hayato. Not just Hayato, but Esha and Maris as well.

"Um, I've never heard of an incident like that?"

Though he knew the circumstances, this was the first Hayato had heard of the incident by that name. If something like that had happened, he surely would have heard about it somewhere. He had even researched events from a century ago after learning Esha and the others were human. Yet, he had never come across it.

However, it was clear that 'Paradise Lost' referred to when Esha and the others left Earth on the spaceship.

"That is to be expected. Only those of the bloodline within the Pisces Foundation know of it. Information is restricted, so the two behind me are also unaware. Well, it's possible other Foundations are hiding similar information."

"...Huh?"

"I wonder if Ney-san also knows about Paradise Lost. Or rather, was Libra the mastermind behind the incident? My interest is piqued."

"Uh, um, Parsha-san, are you by any chance—"

"Ah, my apologies for the late introduction. I am Parsha, of the Pisces Foundation bloodline."

"Ugh, ah."

Hayato had met Ney, Ronios, and even Jolth, a former Foundation member, so he had built up some resistance. Even so, being suddenly told she was from a Foundation bloodline made his body tense up. He didn't have trouble breathing, but the feeling was similar to when Dean, the Scorpion's envoy, had given him orders.

"Please, don't be so tense. Feel free to call me 'The Fallen Angel who governs Destruction and Rebirth, and whose name was stolen'—"

"That's too long!—Ah."

Hayato couldn't help but interject, but it served to ease his tension. Parsha seemed to be smiling, not minding at all. And for some reason, the two behind her were nodding.

Noat, who had been watching the entire exchange, spoke up with a puzzled look on her face.

"I don't really know why you're so tense, Hayato-san, but that doesn't matter. If ten thousand people went missing in that incident, then I'm probably one of them. Esha-chan here, Maris-chan over there, and all the NPCs in this virtual reality are the same."

As Noat explained this, not only Parsha, but Blanc and Noir as well, stared with wide eyes.

"B-but that was a hundred years ago! Even if you extended your lifespan with the latest anti-aging, your age would be—don't tell me, brain digitization...?"

"No, no. It seems we were in cryosleep for nearly a hundred years. The truth is, my memories were erased until now, and I was living here thinking this was reality. But your song, Parsha-chan, brought my memories back."

Parsha had sung a song written and composed by Noat. Noat's memory of having released it in the real world had been erased, so she had been confused as to how Parsha could sing it. That confusion, she analyzed, must have stimulated her memories.

Hearing this, the light seemed to drain from Parsha's eyes. She ate a donut in a stupor, then slowly sipped her coffee. Her movements were so graceful that Hayato couldn't help but think she was truly someone from a Foundation.

But in the next moment, Parsha clenched her fists and slammed them down on the table.

*Bang!* A loud noise echoed, and the table's HP dropped.

"That's so unfair!"

With both hands planted on the table, her head bowed, Parsha's body trembled.

"It's unfair! How...! How wonderful...! With a 'real one' here, it makes me look like an idiot for calling myself a fallen angel!"

"Hmph, it is indeed unfair. This is my cheat ability to manipulate fate, 'All Flags in My Hands'...!"

"...Kuh! To think you were an ability user, 'One who Escaped God's Blessing'...!"

"Could you two please stop playing? Your words are becoming too advanced for humanity again."

To calm both himself and Parsha, Hayato created a large quantity of donuts and coffee and placed them on the table. He also prepared a chocolate parfait for Esha. For Lancelot, Nekomanma Deluxe.

With a trembling hand, Parsha took a donut and began to devour it. For some reason, Noat started eating as if to compete with her.

Several minutes later, Parsha finished the donuts, downed her coffee in one go, and let out a sigh. "Fuu."

"My apologies for showing you such an unseemly side of myself."

Hayato wondered what that made her usual behavior, but he kept the thought to himself. He simply prepared fresh coffee and smiled.

"However, it is also true that I cannot organize this information. Hayato-san, if you wouldn't mind, could you call Ney-san here?"

"Ney?"

"Yes, I'd like to hear what someone from Libra has to say—"

"Parsha-sama."

The white-clad woman behind Parsha, Blanc, spoke up.

"As I said before, it is not wise to make contact with someone from a Foundation. In the first place, why do you trust the words of an opponent, an NPC no less? It is possible she is just spouting nonsense as part of her usual game."

To someone who didn't know the situation, it was indeed an unbelievable story. It was impossible to tell if they were human or high-performance AI, yet Parsha seemed to be taking the information at face value.

"That is impossible."

Parsha declared it flatly before taking an elegant sip of her coffee.

Blanc watched Parsha with a suspicious gaze.

"Why is that?"

"I can tell whether it is a game or serious just by listening to her voice."

"...You're joking, right?"

"I am serious. Besides, the information seemingly pertaining to Noat-san has a triple restriction on it. Triple information restriction is reserved only for matters related to Paradise Lost. Moreover, Noat-san reacted to a song she herself supposedly created. Even if Noat-san were an NPC, the question becomes, who programmed that? It means that Libra, which created this virtual reality, possesses information that only the Pisces bloodline should know. Is it not natural for me to want to speak with Ney-san, one of the investors?"

"But..."

"I understand. I will renounce my right to succeed as the head of the family. Tell my brother so."

"Eh? Pa-Parsha-sama?"

"I have no interest in being the head of the Foundation, so my cowardly brother should be somewhat relieved if I renounce my succession rights. However, I will attach a condition."

"...And that condition is?"

"Grant me information access privileges equal to the family head, and full authority over the Colony 'Museum'."

"Th-that is—"

"My brother may be a coward, but he is no fool. He will surely agree if that is the condition for him to become the head of the Foundation. Have him prepare a contract or whatever is necessary."

Blanc fell silent. She seemed to be thinking hard, but an immediate answer was not forthcoming.

Seeing this, Parsha sighed.

"If he still hesitates, simply tell him that I will seriously aim to become the head myself. If he is such a fool that he won't agree even to those terms, I will show him no mercy, brother or not."

"I-I understand..."

"Log out immediately. And report the results via voice chat—ah, yes. Since you two now know about Paradise Lost, I will be taking you under my care. Add that to the conditions and tell my brother."

Blanc hesitated for a moment, but then nodded and vanished. As it was a location where one couldn't normally log out, her avatar should have remained for a few minutes, but it seemed she disappeared instantly because it was an event battlefield.

Parsha nodded at this and turned to Hayato with a smile.

"This should resolve a number of issues. Would you please call Ney-san? I've been wanting to speak with her for some time, so this is a perfect opportunity."

It felt like a monumental event was unfolding before his eyes, but from Hayato's perspective, it was a conversation among celestial beings. Besides, having Ney here would be helpful for him as well. Despite being in the middle of an event battle, Hayato sent a voice chat to Ney.

When he sent the voice chat, Ney was hesitant at first. But when he explained that Parsha of the Pisces Foundation wanted to speak with her, she replied in a serious tone, "I'll be there right away."

About ten minutes later, Ney arrived on horseback. He had only called for Ney, but it seemed Jolth had come along as well.

Hayato greeted the two with a smile.

"Sorry to call you so suddenly."

"No, if it involves the Foundations, I can't just ignore it. That said, I left in the middle of a battle, so I'll have to apologize to Rosalie later."

"I figured I should come too if the Foundations are involved. Besides, I'm serving as Ney-sama's aide now."

"A pleasure to meet you, Ney-sama. Jolth-san, you seem to be in good spirits."

Parsha stood from her chair to greet the two.

Ney also returned the greeting. "The pleasure is all mine."

Jolth smiled at Parsha.

"So it really was Parsha-sama of Pisces. You didn't react to me or Ronios-sama at the clan meeting, so I thought you were someone else."

"I did not wish to bring reality into this place, so I remained silent. Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Parsha of the Pisces Foundation."

Ney nodded at her words.

"I am Ney of the Libra Foundation."

"And I am Jolth, formerly of the Leo Foundation. Is speaking informally considered disrespectful?"

"Please, speak as you always do. Here, I would appreciate it if you would casually call me 'The Fallen Angel who governs Destruction and Rebirth, and whose name was stolen'."

"You're keeping that up..." Jolth said with a look of exasperation.

However, Ney nodded with a serious face.

"Well then, Fallen Angel who governs Destruction and Rebirth, and whose name was stolen-dono—"

"That's too long. Please just call me Parsha."

"Hm, is that so? Then, Parsha-dono, I haven't heard many details beyond this being Foundation-related. For what reason have you summoned me?"

Ney asked this while glancing over at Hayato.

"Then allow me to explain the situation."

And so, the explanation began. It was primarily Parsha who spoke, with Hayato and Noat providing supplementary details. Not only was it revealed to Parsha that the NPCs were human, but there was information that each of the three held that the others did not know, so they shared what they knew amidst expressions of surprise.

After about twenty minutes, the information exchange was complete. The scene was now one of Ney, Jolth, and Parsha staring at their coffee with complicated expressions on their faces.

A conversation between Foundations was practically unheard of in the real world. For members of the bloodline, who were not even the heads of their families, to gather and speak of things unknown to one another was, historically speaking, a significant event. Moreover, by sharing information that was likely forbidden to be disclosed by their respective Foundations, they had become bound by a common fate, creating a delicate relationship.

"I wish I hadn't learned this..." Ney muttered.

"Um, is something wrong...?" Hayato asked, to which Ney groaned.

"It's not that something is wrong, per se, but this has become a delicate situation. Besides, Parsha-dono, wasn't the matter of Paradise Lost something you weren't supposed to speak of as a member of Pisces?"

"Be that as it may, it would be unthinkable not to speak of it in this situation. In the first place, I don't even know why it's being hidden. And if we're talking about things we shouldn't, Ney-sama, you are only an investor in this virtual reality, you didn't develop it. I would like you to consider my position upon hearing that."

"I apologize for revealing that, but we had no choice if we wanted to protect this place, did we?"

"Well, that may be so... which means Scorpion also knows a certain amount about this place, doesn't it?"

"It would seem so. Well, I threatened them, so I doubt they will make it public."

"Does this mean the Foundations each hold separate pieces of information about this virtual reality?" Noat posed the question while eating a donut.

At her words, the three Foundation-related individuals' faces turned serious.

"That's a possibility..." Jolth murmured, and all eyes turned to him.

"The Foundations are said to have been established a hundred years ago, but I always wondered how they acquired so much power. Perhaps they made a deal to hide this spaceship, the Aphrodite?"

"A deal?" Hayato asked.

Jolth smiled. "In exchange for not disclosing information about the spaceship, they would be granted immense power. Or rather, technology and information. The technology for colony construction is one example, but each Foundation possesses its own unique technology. I wonder if that's the result of such a deal."

"But for what purpose?" Ney posed the natural question to Jolth's speculation.

"If I knew that, I wouldn't be struggling. This is just speculation based on the circumstances. However—"

"However?"

"From what I've heard from Hayato, this place was scheduled to be decommissioned. They escaped with the spaceship for that reason. So, I thought it might have been a measure to prevent the spaceship from being pursued."

Hayato and the others groaned at those words. It was unclear under what circumstances this virtual reality had been created, but Hayato had heard that it was made with significant information restrictions for humanitarian reasons. Still, a complete lack of information was abnormal.

After that, for about five minutes, everyone was silent and lost in thought, until Parsha spoke.

"Excuse me, I've received a voice chat."

The caller was Blanc, who relayed the situation to Parsha.

"I understand. I will sign the contract upon my return."

After saying that, Parsha smiled and looked around at the others.

"All of our requests have been granted. Therefore, I will go and confirm all the information Pisces possesses. Let us gather again and share what we've learned. I would like to meet in the real world next time."

"Parsha-dono, you are far too decisive."

"Ney-sama, I trust that is a compliment?"

"Of course. Oh, and please call me Ney. That goes for the real world as well."

"Oh my, thank you very much. Then Ney, you must call me Parsha. We are friends who share the same secret, after all."

*(I share that secret too, is that okay...?)* Hayato thought, a pain forming in his stomach despite being in a virtual reality where he shouldn't feel pain.

"Putting that aside, may I have a word?" Ney asked.

"What is it?"

"I explained it briefly earlier, but if we lose this event, the spaceship will be taken from us. Would the Despair Angel clan be willing to become our allies?"

"When I first heard about those circumstances, I thought it was terribly unfair, but to be able to be a part of it brings me the greatest joy. I want to scrawl 'saving the world' all over my diary..."

Parsha stood from her chair and struck a pose, hiding her smile with her right hand.

"There is nothing a fallen angel who has betrayed God cannot betray. Of course, we will cooperate. Since we cannot switch factions midway, we will pretend to be allies of the New Demon Lord's Army while working to give you all an advantage. And being with Noat-san is exactly what I had hoped for!"

Now Noat also stood, covering her left eye with her right hand and placing her left hand on her right hip.

"Hmph, you have not yet betrayed God. That betrayal, too, is within God's divine plan...!"

"So I am merely a performer in the palm of God's hand..."

"But the time has come. The time to drag the screenwriter who calls himself God down to become a mere puppet."

"Very well. I shall prove that even a stringless puppet can move...!"

"Uh, um, we're counting on you," Ney managed to say at the very end, unable to join Parsha and Noat's exchange.

Hayato and most of the others present had been left behind by the conversation, but having the major clan Despair Angel on their side was a huge advantage. There might be some opposition within the Despair Angel clan, but he had heard that many of their players had a 'as long as it's interesting, who cares' attitude, so he wasn't too worried.

Incidentally, they decided it was best to keep the betrayal a secret, so they wouldn't tell Lunaria and her group, but they would inform Randa, the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army.

When he told her, Randa laughed heartily. "Hayato-san, you've really got it going on!"

After her laughter subsided, Randa said, "Well then, it's about time for a counterattack," and requested Noat to perform a Requiem.



		
			Chapter 370

			Effort and Talent

			Fierce fighting raged throughout the Great Forest of the Undead.

Currently, the excitement was concentrated in three locations: the northeastern rocky area where Hayato's group was, the vicinity of the Area Stone where Lunaria and her forces were stationed, and the area around Mist's Mansion.

The New Demon Lord's Army was particularly stirred up around Mist's Mansion. This was largely due to their success in repelling Noat, the key NPC for this event. When Parsha sang from her broom in the sky, Noat had mysteriously collapsed. The New Demon Lord's side had erupted in cheers, assuming Parsha knew the NPC's weakness.

However, though Noat had fallen, she hadn't vanished from the battlefield. An allied Tamer NPC had carried her away to safety. In a flustered voice, Parsha had cried out, "L-leave the pursuit to me!" and given chase.

Leaving that matter to Parsha, the strategy now circulating was to target Alvie of "Kiss of Death." This information had been provided by the "Rampage" and "Bounty Hunter" clans.

The intel was this: "The Demon Lord is weak against ghosts." The Demon Lord couldn't fight unless the Ghost-type Monsters were suppressed by a Requiem. This knowledge spread like wildfire.

Once that was known, the plan was simple. If they defeated Alvie, the leader of the song and dance support clan "Kiss of Death," a large number of players capable of using Requiem would be eliminated from the battlefield. That alone wouldn't guarantee victory, but if the Demon Lord couldn't participate, they had a chance to win, or at least force a draw. Currently, the Great Forest of the Undead was New Demon Lord territory. If they fought until time ran out, it would be a draw, but the territory would remain theirs.

And so, the fighting around Mist's Mansion intensified, with the New Demon Lord's Army trying to defeat Alvie, and the old Demon Lord's Army trying to protect him.

The person most feared by the old Demon Lord's Army on that field, Nanagi, walked about in ragged, ronin-like clothes and a Hannya mask, her movements deceptively unguarded. But anyone who approached thinking she was defenseless was met with a harsh counterattack. She would strike without even drawing her sword from its scabbard. Both enemies and allies were stirred up, exclaiming, "It's an invisible iai!"

And the armored samurai who seemed to be Nanagi's allies were also strong. They all carried ominous-looking swords and dealt unbelievable amounts of damage. The samurai didn't coordinate to help each other, but their individual strength was outstanding. Furthermore, perhaps due to unique skills, some attacks caused slashes to explode, while others had weapon skills that made a hail of swords rain down from the sky. While they were reliable, the samurai who defeated enemies while also catching allies in the crossfire were feared not just by the enemy, but by their own side as well.

*(Now then, if I rampage this much, they should show up...)* Nanagi thought as she fought, searching for Benitsuru and Simon.

She knew she couldn't win against them now, but she needed to confirm the current gap in their strength. It didn't matter how many times she lost before the event ended, as long as she won in the final battle. In fact, even if the old Demon Lord's Army won the event, she would be satisfied if she could just defeat Benitsuru and Simon.

She didn't know how much meaning there was in being strong in this virtual reality. In the real world, her muscle and grip strength were so weak she couldn't even hold a sword. This virtual reality was her reality. Becoming stronger here had meaning.

The samurai Nanagi admired. Warriors who fought on without even fearing death.

Before, she had relied on the strength of her weapon, clinging to victory even through cowardly means. But after losing to Simon and regaining her real-world memories, she had rediscovered her initial motivation. She began to train even harder to get one step closer to the samurai she admired. The joy of feeling her own skills, which she thought had hit a ceiling, gradually improving was irreplaceable.

Nanagi took a deep breath and looked at the cursed blade in her hand. The Demonic Sword Shita-kiri Suzume. A cursed blade named after the bird from a cautionary fairy tale about how greed leads to ruin. A cursed sword whose attack power increased the lower the user's defense. Now, she wore a Hannya mask that reduced her defense to a negative value, further increasing her attack power.

Was wanting to become stronger a form of greed? Was it wrong to desire power beyond one's station? Musing on this, she swung the cursed blade and cut down her foes.

Suddenly, the face of an ordinary man, Hayato, floated into Nanagi's mind. A man without the power to fight in this world. Completely ordinary. He had a craftsman's single-mindedness, but that was all. From Nanagi's perspective, Hayato was just "a lucky guy."

In terms of strength, Hayato was certainly strong. He created all sorts of production items and was surrounded by powerful allies. It wasn't the kind of strength Nanagi sought, but he was undeniably strong. Yet, she felt he was dangerous in a way that went beyond that visible strength. When Amanda became so completely fixated on Hayato, it was beyond surprise, it was terrifying. She could now understand why players called Hayato the "NPC charmer."

She had tried to do something about it, but it was already too late. She had even concluded that it would be better to just capture him and present him to Amanda. However, as long as the superior AI Diite was protecting Hayato, it was impossible for Hypnos to kidnap him. No matter how powerful Ambrosia's members were, as simple AIs, they were only capable of fighting. They couldn't pull off something as delicate as a kidnapping.

There was a possibility that Amanda was considering some other plan, but Nanagi had reached a point where she no longer cared. She agreed with Amanda's goal of world domination and the world that would follow, but watching her actions so far had made her doubt if Amanda could really achieve it. She had thought Amanda was capable of it before meeting Hayato, but now she felt the probability had dropped to about fifty percent.

It seemed like Amanda would stop if Hayato asked her to. Apparently, she had refused him once, but who knew what would happen if he kept asking. Even if they won this event, Amanda might get soft in the end. In that case, she would do as she pleased as well. She would prioritize defeating Simon and Benitsuru. It wouldn't be so bad to die as a madwoman seeking strength.

This event would last for at least a week. How much stronger could she become in that time? Nanagi pondered this as she searched for Benitsuru and the others.

"Nanagicchi, found you!"

Benitsuru's voice reached Nanagi's ears. Through the Hannya mask, she watched Benitsuru. Her carefree, naive and innocent demeanor, unchanged from before, stirred a strange mix of warmth and irritation within her.

*(She found me, an enemy, yet she approaches as if on a stroll without even taking a stance. I'm not even an enemy to her. She probably doesn't think that, but at the very least she doesn't consider me dangerous, and the thought of losing has never even crossed her mind... I see. I understand why the AI Hypnos gets so emotional.)*

Nanagi recalled what Hypnos had said. *"You see, Diite pities me. She thinks it's sad that I'm just a backup. She pities me from on high. How could I possibly forgive someone like that?"*

*(That's right. There's no reason to be pitied by another human from such a lofty position.)*

They were in a forest surrounded by trees. The sounds of battle could be heard faintly in the distance. No one, friend or foe, approached Nanagi, who would cut down anyone who came near. So she had known Benitsuru was close by.

Suppressing the urge to attack immediately, Nanagi spoke.

"It's been a while."

"Ah, yeah, it's been a while since we met in person. Since we met in the prison? But you seem a lot calmer than back then."

Nanagi and her group had been locked in a prison in the Eastern Country. Benitsuru and Simon had visited them there once. Back then, Nanagi's memories hadn't returned. A demon possessed by strength, that was how the current Nanagi viewed her past self. Her feelings hadn't changed since then, but she was impressed with how much a person could change just from having a few memories altered.

"A lot has happened, and I've changed. But my desire to become stronger remains."

"Isn't that fine? Wanting to get stronger is important."

"You haven't changed, despite what was done to you. Or are you just putting on an act?"

"You mean the coup?"

"Yes."

"Well, it's not a bad thing for a strong person to be on top. That just happened because I was weak."

"Hoh..."

Nanagi was impressed. Back then, she and her group had coddled Benitsuru, turning her into their puppet. They had tried to pit her against Simon, whose differing ideology made her a nuisance, in order to silence her, but Hayato's group's intervention had foiled their plans completely. They had intended to mold her into an ignorant and selfish princess, but in just a few months of not seeing her, she had changed so much. The old Benitsuru would have blamed someone else, Nanagi thought, and would never have admitted her own weakness, not even if her mouth were torn open.

She felt a pang of guilt, thinking that if Benitsuru had just listened to Simon's nagging from the start, her life might have turned out differently. It was a feeling born from her restored memories, but she quickly shook her head, dismissing the thought as being too late.

"It seems Simon is suited to be a leader—oh right, she was a teacher, wasn't she?"

"Eh? Did you say something?"

"—Nothing. Come, we no longer need words, do we? To speak with our swords, that is the way of the samurai."

"That's so old-fashioned it's cringe! But, fine. It's true I was weak back then, but it's not like I don't hold a grudge. Time for some summary execution, something like that!"

In an instant, Benitsuru was in front of Nanagi. It was the Hand-to-Hand Combat skill Shukuchi, but Benitsuru already had her sword in hand. A high-speed horizontal slash came at Nanagi.

"Tch!"

Nanagi blocked by drawing her sword from its scabbard with her left hand. It was so sudden that she had drawn the sword with her left hand, in a reverse grip. Due to durability concerns, she would have preferred to dodge, but dodging that attack was impossible. So she blocked it by drawing her sword as quickly as she could.

This put them in a sword lock, but her stance was so unconventional that she couldn't put much force into it.

Nanagi used the slash skill "Flying Swallow." It was Nanagi's unique skill, received from the god Diite as a reward for the Clan War. A technique that could arbitrarily slash up to three times the equipped weapon's range. However, the slash was a physical object, nothing more than an invisible sword slash, and could be blocked by obstacles, preventing her from slashing an arbitrary location.

*Kin*, a high-pitched sound rang out. The pressure pushing against her sword in the lock vanished just before, and Benitsuru had blocked Flying Swallow with her own blade while retreating backward.

*(A swordsman's intuition? Or did Simon tell her?)* Simon knew the trick behind Flying Swallow. It was possible she had blocked the attack based on that information. But Nanagi quickly discarded the thought. It didn't matter either way. It was more important to fight a strong enemy for even a second longer than to know the circumstances.

—But then, she looked at Benitsuru's sword and frowned.

"What is with that sword?"

"Hm? Oh, this? It's the famous sword Yatagarasu that Hayacchi made for me! Isn't it cool?"

"I know that. Why is it the lowest quality?"

Her first thought was that she was being looked down upon. That Benitsuru didn't even need to get serious. But given Benitsuru's personality, Nanagi didn't think she would do something like that.

"This is me!"

"...What are you talking about?"

"The appearance is respectable but the contents don't match, that's what Hayacchi said when he made this for me! It's a family heirloom now! A super heirloom!"

"That's quite the sarcastic remark. Normally, one would get angry being told that, you know?"

"I was a little annoyed at first, too. But, he promised to give me a highest quality famous sword Yatagarasu when my contents become respectable too."

Benitsuru swung her sword around with a happy yet embarrassed look on her face, as if remembering that time.

"What's there to be happy about? It doesn't change the fact that you're no good right now, does it?"

"Don't be silly. Hayacchi told me I can become respectable on the inside too. It means I still have room to grow! Geez, Hayacchi, you deserve a reward! Even though you're not here!"

"Is that the reason? But it might be a lie from Hayato. It's highly likely he just said something irresponsible on the spot."

Nanagi took this opportunity to try and mentally unbalance Benitsuru. Winning this way wouldn't mean she had gotten stronger, but the experience of winning, no matter the circumstances, would build confidence.

But it seemed that tactic wouldn't work on Benitsuru. She just looked at Nanagi with a puzzled expression.

"There's no way Hayacchi would lie like that, right?"

Her face showed her complete and utter belief that Hayato wouldn't lie. Normally, if someone had even a shred of doubt, they would deny it emotionally, saying it out loud to convince themselves it wasn't a lie. Benitsuru had none of that. Her attitude was more like, 'What is this person even saying?'

Once again, Nanagi felt a sense of fear towards Hayato. Despite having been deceived by an adult like herself, Benitsuru had no doubt in the words of another adult, Hayato. After everything that had happened, it would have been normal for someone her age to be more jaded, yet she was still pure. The fact that Hayato had saved Benitsuru and the others probably played a part, but she believed from the bottom of her heart that Hayato wouldn't lie.

And what was even scarier was that Nanagi herself had thought, 'Hayato wouldn't lie about something like that.'

*(He really is terrifying. I haven't even been around him that long, yet I also thought Hayato wouldn't tell such a lie. As long as Hayato is involved, it feels like I can't win any fight in this virtual reality. Should I think of a way to prevent him from logging in...?)*

If she could log out herself, that might be possible, but unfortunately, even after regaining her memories, she couldn't log out now. And even if she could, her real-world self was frail. It might be possible using other players, but she didn't think anyone would believe the words of a mere NPC. And she had tried several times, but some of her words didn't seem to reach the players.

*(It's probably words related to reality that don't get through. Even if Amanda and Hypnos have some control over the spaceship, various restrictions remain... But it's strange. Why are there restrictions on the side that has their memories back? And those near Hayato who have their memories back were having conversations about reality, weren't they...?)*

For better or worse, various restrictions remained. Not just for Hayato's side, but for Nanagi's as well. She had heard that Hypnos had set up various things, but now that itself seemed suspicious. Hypnos, who passed on information and tried to kidnap Hayato, with actions that made it unclear if he was friend or foe, was already not an ally in Nanagi's mind.

*(He must have his own objective. Should I investigate that first...?)*

"Nanagicchi, are you done yet?"

Benitsuru's voice brought Nanagi back to her senses. She had been standing there defenseless, lost in thought. It was her own carelessness, but still, her evaluation of Benitsuru dropped.

"You're quite composed. Does this mean you can beat someone like me anytime?"

It would be easy for Benitsuru to cut down an opponent who was just standing there spacing out. The fact that she didn't and instead called out to Nanagi already felt like she was being looked down upon.

"I probably could win, but there's no meaning in that."

"No meaning?"

"It's fine to win with a surprise attack, but if you want to break your opponent's spirit, you have to show them the difference in power first."

"So you're going to carve it into my heart that I can never win."

"There's that, but you and I, Nanagicchi, also have a master and disciple relationship. A master must always break their disciple's spirit!"

It was a logic she couldn't comprehend, but Benitsuru was the successor to the Azuma-ryu sword style. It was highly likely she had been raised that way. Nanagi remembered. Benitsuru was still in her late teens, yet she had mastered the Azuma-ryu sword style. That was why, in the past, she had bowed her head and asked Benitsuru to teach her swordsmanship in this world.

There are many talented people in the world. But unlike in a game, even if you have a talent for something, you don't know what that talent is. The only way to find out if you have talent is through hard work. Benitsuru had a talent for the sword. But it wasn't something she had obtained without effort. She must have endured grueling training over and over since she was much younger. Even a genetically enhanced human like Amanda was who she was today because she had been drilled with studies from childhood.

If asked if she herself had put in that much effort, the answer was no. It was only natural that she would lose. Nanagi took a deep breath in, and then out. It might be a meaningless act in a virtual reality, but it was a ritual to calm her mind.

*(In this world, there are no physical handicaps. The only thing that matters is the power of thought. I must erase all unnecessary thoughts from my mind and sharpen it.)*

Nanagi raised her sword straight in front of her. Benitsuru, wary of this, raised her sword in a similar stance.

The sounds of the surroundings faded away. Whether it was the tension emanating from the two that caused it, or if they were so focused they could no longer hear anything else, was unknown, but that small area became like a different world.

"Kieeeei!"

With a war cry, Nanagi lunged at Benitsuru. It was a straightforward, high-speed overhead slash with no tricks. With enough force to cut Benitsuru and her sword clean in two.

But Benitsuru brushed Nanagi's blade with the tip of her own, and the full-force overhead slash passed just to Benitsuru's right and stabbed into the ground. Had she changed the sword's trajectory, or had Benitsuru dodged? Before Nanagi could process it, Benitsuru's sword struck her, and she fell to the ground.

"That was your best overhead slash yet. But if you want to cut me, you'll have to be twice as fast. I'll be looking forward to tomorrow."

*(She's so far away... But I don't need these pointless thoughts anymore. If I have time to think about such things, I should be swinging my sword one more time—But, looking forward to tomorrow, huh. How she looks down on me.)*

Nanagi immediately vanished from the battlefield. At the same time, the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords also disappeared. And just after Benitsuru sheathed her sword, cheers erupted from Mist's Mansion, and with a song, the music skill "Requiem" was activated.



		
			Chapter 371

			An AI's Education

			The tide of battle in the Great Forest of the Undead had turned.

The most significant shift occurred around Mist's Mansion. Where the New Demon Lord's Army had been dominant, the old Demon Lord's Army was now making a comeback. The New Demon Lord's Army had occupied the mansion, but Noat, who had been defeated once, had returned and used her song skill "Requiem" to suppress the appearance of undead.

That skill alone wouldn't have turned the tide, but Alvie and the members of "Kiss of Death" were so moved by the song of the memory-restored Noat that they performed with more motivation and power than ever before. Furthermore, the orchestra "Brunhilde" also overwhelmed the area with their music, which was more magnificent than usual.

Being skilled at singing or playing music doesn't grant a bonus to in-game skills. The effect would be the same even if one were to hum or sing poorly, but how one reacts to hearing a song or music that gives them goosebumps depends on individual sensibility. Some players, both friend and foe, were so captivated by the performance that they just stood there. But when it was an ally's song, it raised morale; when it was an enemy's, they faltered. While there was no change to their in-game status, Noat's song created a clear difference in morale between the two sides.

Furthermore, information spread that the old Demon Lord's Army's Demon Lord Lunaria had begun her advance. This was influenced by Rosalie and the others loudly announcing her usual "sallying forth."

The New Demon Lord's side had attacked the Area Stone with monsters in tow, but the Demon Lord's Army's dark knights and maids unflinchingly annihilated them. With Lutz of the "Starkest" clan achieving the great feat of soloing the high-rank rare monster "Rejected Hero Prototype," the old Demon Lord's Army had gained considerable momentum.

The New Demon Lord's Army found that the samurai who were supposed to be their allies had disappeared from the battlefield at some point. There was a rumor that the samurai leader had lost to a female samurai, but its authenticity was unknown. Because all of this happened at once, the players on the New Demon Lord's side came to the realization that things were looking "pretty bad."

At the northeastern rocky area, the Demonfolk were said to be fighting, but information had also spread that a giant octopus had appeared and was rampaging, and more than a few players were worried if things were really okay. If there was any hope for the New Demon Lord's Army, it was that the main forces of the "Rampage," "Bounty Hunter," and "Despair Angel" clans had not yet been deployed. Losing today didn't mean losing the event, but if they couldn't win today, when could they? At least, there would be no victory at "Deep Impact." With so many airships prepared by the enemy, their chances of winning were slim.

And so, the players on the New Demon Lord's side, hoping to change the current situation, wished for their new Demon Lord, Amanda, to join the battle.

"You're back rather early."

Amanda said this to Nanagi, who had come to her room in the Demon Lord's Castle, without even looking at her. She was watching a monitor, which displayed the rocky area where Hayato was.

"I'm not one for overtime."

"Overtime, huh? You should at least fight until closing time."

"I don't want to hear that from a NEET like you."

Amanda finally turned to look at Nanagi. She smiled, seemingly composed enough to handle the sarcasm.

"You say some interesting things."

"Maybe I should have aimed to be a comedian."

"I don't think it's too late. You seem to have more talent for that than for being a samurai, don't you?"

"Do you decide what you want to do based on talent?"

"...You're right, talent had nothing to do with it. Everyone has the freedom to live as they please."

"That's right. So, what do you, who is overflowing with talent, want to do?"

"What do I want to do? Isn't it obvious? My goal is world domination and—"

"To live a normal life with Hayato, is it?"

Amanda's smile gradually hardened. She even exuded an aura of killing intent. Normally, such an aura would make one's body freeze, but this was a virtual reality, and moreover, Nanagi had lived here as a strong person. Without flinching, she glared back at Amanda.

"If you try to get everything, you'll end up with nothing. You're free to do what you want, but you should focus on one goal."

"Is that advice from an elder?"

"No, it's an observation report. You have talent, knowledge, and wisdom. And yet, you have nothing. The reason you don't participate in the battle is because deep down, you think you'll end up with nothing again, isn't it?"

In an instant, Amanda closed the distance to Nanagi and swung Durandal. Nanagi deflected the attack once with "Flying Swallow." Then, she blocked the slash, which had stopped for a moment, with her own sword.

Amanda's eyes widened at the action, then she smirked.

"Not bad. I didn't think you'd be able to block it."

"The fruits of my training. So, what do you want to do? Do you want to become a superman? Or do you want to be normal? You can do anything you set your mind to. And yet you've obtained nothing. Is it that you don't really have anything you want to do or want?"

"...Are those your last words?"

"That line is ridiculous in a virtual reality. Or are you going to steal my consciousness and turn me into an NPC?"

Amanda gritted her teeth and glared at Nanagi. She gradually put more force into her sword, pushing towards Nanagi, but Nanagi pushed back.

"Whether you conquer the world or get Hayato, you should do what you want. But if you lose this event, you'll get nothing. Are you fine with just watching a monitor in your room?"

"Are you saying I'll lose to Lunaria?"

"Then can you say with certainty that you'll win? In a one-on-one fight, your sword is undoubtedly the strongest. If you focus on defense and drag out the fight, you probably won't lose. But Hayato is on their side. There's a possibility he'll give Lunaria a weapon even better than that sword. You should think of yourself as fighting not just Lunaria, but Hayato as well."

The prospect of Hayato being an enemy was effective on Amanda. She clicked her tongue. She released the force from her sword and returned it to its scabbard. Then she turned her back to Nanagi and looked at the monitor.

"Even if all your territories are taken, if you win at the end of the event, you'll become strong enough to defeat Diite, and you'll be able to take control of the spaceship Aphrodite through Hypnos. If you say you can definitely win even with a difference in stats, I won't say anything more, but can you really win?"

"...In both reality and virtual reality, there's no such thing as an absolute."

"Then you should increase your chances of winning, even by a little. You don't have time to be admiring Hayato here."

"Who's admiring Hayato!"

"Am I wrong?"

"...I won't deny it, but."

"...So it really was true..." Nanagi looked exasperated.

Amanda, who had her back turned, looked back at Nanagi.

"Speaking of admiring Hayato, it reminded me of something. Can I ask you one thing?"

"I don't want to be asked something that was reminded to you for that reason."

"It's fine, it has nothing to do with Hayato."

"Then, what is it?"

"Have you ever heard of the Zodiac Foundation?"

"The Zodiac Foundation...? Are you talking about reality?"

"Yes. Have you ever heard of such a Foundation in the reality of a hundred years ago?"

Nanagi tried to recall something, but shook her head.

"No, I haven't. I didn't know all the organizations with 'Foundation' in their name, but is it famous?"

"I thought you, a historian, might know, but I guess you don't."

"Is it related to history?"

"It's an organization that has existed since ancient times. It's said to be involved in every major incident. The owner of the research institute that created me was that Foundation. The spaceship Aphrodite, too. Oh, and they're also the organization that planned the Another Frontier Project. On the surface, another organization was in charge, though."

Nanagi frowned. Such information had never been made public anywhere. The Frontier Project and the Another Frontier Project were planetary-scale initiatives that transcended national borders. And she had said it as if she was reminded of it from admiring Hayato. What was the connection? And why bring it up now?

"That's not a lie, is it? Tell me the purpose of your question."

"I was just a little curious."

As a sign that she wouldn't say any more, Amanda looked away from Nanagi. Nanagi was curious, but she quickly gave up, figuring Amanda wouldn't say anything even if she asked. However, she made a mental note to check with Hypnos.

Ignoring Nanagi, Amanda began to leave the room.

"Are you going to fight?"

"...I have things to do today, so I'll pass. But I might join from tomorrow... Oh, and I'll give up on Hayato too. I'll prioritize world domination, so don't worry."

"Is that so. Then you can be with Hayato after you've conquered the world."

"Do you think Hayato would be swayed by me after I've conquered the world? At the point where I have to destroy that girl, Diite, there's no way Hayato would forgive me. And perhaps—"

Amanda stopped mid-sentence.

"What's wrong?"

"No, it's nothing."

It was unclear what she hesitated to say, but assuming it was about Hayato, Nanagi suggested a countermeasure.

"Just erase Diite from Hayato's memories. That will solve it."

"I wonder if that would be the same Hayato I like? —Ah, it's not like I like him or anything."

*Are you a child?* Nanagi thought, but decided not to comment on the matter.

"Well, fine. So you're giving up on Hayato completely?"

"I suppose so. But if he won't be mine, I won't let anyone have him. Is this what you call a 'yandere'?"

"I vaguely know the meaning of the word, but don't ask me."

Amanda let out a short laugh, "Hmph," at Nanagi's words and left the room. And Nanagi relayed the information to Ox of the "Rampage" clan that Amanda couldn't make it today but would join the battle from tomorrow.

"Is it true that Noat-san has regained her memories!?"

"Mist-san, please calm down."

Hayato was being pressed by Mist at the rocky area. When a normally calm person was flustered, it felt like something truly terrible was happening. Hayato was a little taken aback seeing Mist in such a state.

Mist had originally been a fan of Noat's songs and had listened to them in the real world. Hayato hadn't known, but apparently, even after regaining her memories, Mist would occasionally log into the virtual reality and have Noat sing for her. Now that Noat had her memories back, she could listen to her songs not just in the virtual reality, but in the real world too. Hayato figured Mist's excitement stemmed from that.

However, if that was the case, there was something he had to tell her.

"Mist-san, Noat-san has definitely regained her memories."

"Incredible...!"

"But, it seems she can't log out."

"I-is that so?"

"Yes, she said the logout button on the menu isn't appearing."

"In my case, I was able to log out as soon as my memories returned."

"Perhaps, even if your memories return, you can't log out unless Diite-chan gives permission."

"Ah, I see."

"However, Diite-chan's ability to meddle with the system is currently restricted, so she might not be able to log out until this event is over."

"I suppose that can't be helped. It's a shame, but I'll have to be patient until she can log out. Did Noat-san say she wants to live in the real world? She didn't say she wanted to stay here forever, did she?"

"She didn't say that. Something about making a comeback as a mysterious singer called Miracle☆Donuts."

"Ah, Miracle☆Donuts. What a nostalgic name. By the way, the official name has a heart mark between Miracle and Donuts. That's important."

"Ah, yes."

*(Mist-san really loses it when Noat-san is involved,)* Hayato thought, remembering Parsha, who had acted similarly. Parsha had declared she would back Noat as an investor. Hayato had internally retorted, *Just how big of a deal is a singer backed by a Foundation?*

Incidentally, she apparently intended to do the same for Alvie. She had said she would scout him in the real world after the event. The Pisces Foundation originally protected the arts, not just works of art, but artists as well. The reason Parsha had become the owner of the Colony "Museum" was to do so at will. It was more important to Parsha than being the head of the Foundation. That same Parsha had been as excited as the current Mist, exclaiming, "This is the will of God!" which had left Ney and Jolth quite taken aback.

Noat herself seemed to think it was only natural, but her interest seemed to be more focused on real-world donuts. When she heard that Hayato ran a cafe with Esha, she had told him to add more than ten kinds of donuts to the menu. She wanted to eat proper donuts, not the imitation ones made with colony ingredients, but when he told her that was impossible since they could only be eaten on Earth, Parsha had started to say, "I'll invest, so please make them!" In the end, Ney and Jolth had objected.

As a result, a non-aggression pact was formed where no one would invest in Hayato's cafe. Hayato's own intentions seemed to be irrelevant, but for Hayato, it was a welcome development. A cafe funded by a Foundation would no longer be Hayato's cafe. Should he consider himself lucky to have connections in the Foundations? Having people with the power to reject unreasonable demands was quite helpful for Hayato.

After various things were decided, everyone except Hayato and Esha returned to the event battle. He reported this to Mist via voice chat, and she had rushed here, leaving the battle behind. Of course, Mist hadn't just lost her head and come; she had considered the surrounding situation, so there was no problem with the battle. The Demonfolk were having a hard time with the giant octopus summoned by Mikan and the demons summoned by Adrian and the others, and they couldn't get close, so this place was safe.

"So, Mist-san, did you fight the Demonfolk?" Thinking that if they kept talking about Noat, she would stay in her flustered state forever, Hayato decided to change the subject.

"Yes, I did. But, as Diite-san said, the Demonfolk with simple AIs are just like strong monsters and not much of a threat. At least, the members of Ambrosia I saw in the old Clan Wars were much stronger."

"Is that really so?"

"AIs will do things a normal person wouldn't. Besides, they don't seem to understand that we're aiming to destroy their equipment. I was able to destroy several pieces because of that."

If their equipment was being targeted, they should switch to backup gear, or dodge instead of taking hits, but the simple AI didn't think that far ahead and didn't try to protect its equipment. It always fought the same way. The AI just fought in a way that matched its skill composition and wasn't flexible. It was unclear what orders they had received from Amanda, but they didn't seem capable of following detailed commands and were simply continuing to fight.

"Then there shouldn't be a problem."

"However, it's just a feeling, but I felt like they weren't being serious. It's just a feeling, though."

"Not serious?"

"It's hard to say, but it's more like I don't think they have the will to defeat us. There are various types of humanoid monsters, and I think there were smarter AI humanoid monsters. I don't know if they aren't being used, but I just felt like their fighting style was clumsy."

"A new AI, you mean?"

"I don't see the point in using them, but it's a possibility."

Hayato and Mist groaned.

"Perhaps..." Esha, who had been thinking with her arms crossed, said.

"Did you notice something?"

"I think you know this, but AIs can learn just like people. And what they learn can be shared."

Esha was a programmer in the real world. Diite had said she was quite a talented one, and Esha had even fixed Hayato's corrupted authentication data before.

Hayato wanted to hear more about what Esha meant.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. AIs learn, and that knowledge can be shared across all AIs. In this case, you could say the learned AI can be used by other humanoids, if you will."

It was unclear how the AIs were divided, but it wouldn't be strange if there were AIs for swordsmen, magicians, tanks, and so on. The idea was that those could be used by other NPCs. However, Hayato didn't quite understand.

"Could you be more specific?"

"There's a person named Grant Becker among the Demonfolk, and he fights with a rapier."

"Yeah, I think Lunaria-san mentioned something like that."

"If a swordsman AI is being used, there's a possibility that AI can be used for Ivan. If multiple swordsman AIs learn and are ultimately used for Ivan, even if it's a simple AI, he could become quite strong, don't you think?"

"Ah, so that's what you mean. The current Demonfolk are just learning to fight for Ivan and the others and have no intention of winning?"

"The event will continue until the final battle one month from the start, or until one side controls all the territory. Ivan and the others probably won't show up until the very end, but there's a possibility they're having the Demonfolk learn until then."

"I see. The learning of a single AI might not make them that much stronger, but if multiple AIs can share their learning, they might become quite formidable," Mist said, nodding at Esha's words and continuing.

"Amanda might have seen through our plan for a long-term battle."

"Fighting for a long time means they can learn that much more. They're having the Demonfolk learn to fight even if their equipment is destroyed, and then use that AI for Ivan and the others in the end, huh."

"It's just speculation, though," Esha said.

But Hayato had a feeling that it was highly likely. The Demonfolk were disposable, and the main event was Ivan and the others. Ivan's group was also equipped with powerful gear, and if a battle-hardened AI was installed in them, they might become as strong as their original selves. *I should consult with Randa about this,* Hayato thought as he sent a voice chat.

Just as noon was approaching, the old Demon Lord's Army was victorious. With Requiem active, Lunaria was unstoppable. Nothing could halt the advancing old Demon Lord's Army, and the battles at Mist's Mansion and the Area Stone were no contest at all. The strategist Randa was angry enough at Lunaria to exclaim, "Why'd you have to win so quickly!"

"Hmph, a Demon Lord is poor at holding back...!" Lunaria declared this with a smug face for some reason. When Rosalie pointed out that it was probably because she didn't want to fight for long where ghosts appeared, Lunaria tried to play it off by whistling poorly.

Not everything had gone according to plan, but the players from the major clans on the old Demon Lord's side had also defeated the surrounding players along with the Demon Lord's Army, so they were able to achieve a sound victory. They felt it was strange that the enemy's main forces hadn't appeared, but they speculated that the enemy disliked wasting resources in a battle they couldn't win. Be that as it may, Hayato's side had taken back two territories.

After destroying the enemy's Area Stone, Lunaria snorted and declared that they would take back all the territories with this momentum, and the players of the old Demon Lord's Army erupted in a festival-like celebration. The New Demon Lord's Army, disheartened, dejectedly left the Great Forest of the Undead. However, various pieces of information were being relayed to some of the clan leaders, and they immediately headed to another location to prepare.



		
			Chapter 372

			Demon King and Raven

			"Mikan-chan, you have quite a lot of potential. Shall we conquer the world together?"

"Hmm, that sounds fun, but I promised to play with all the demons, so maybe next time."

After the battle in the Great Forest of the Undead had concluded, Lunaria invited Mikan to their headquarters and was entertaining her. The two of them were now sitting at a table, happily eating shortcake together.

Noat had been the most valuable player in the recent battle, but the moment the fighting ended, Alvie had whisked her away. He had heard her much improved singing and said he would treat her at his base to celebrate and ask her the reason for it, essentially kidnapping her.

It was worrying since Noat's memories had returned, but they decided not to retrieve her, judging that Noat in her usual state would probably just assume she had said something strange while half asleep. Part of their reasoning was the expectation that Mist and the others, who had gone along, would provide support.

That had been the situation before Hayato logged out.

Now, having finished his work at the cafe and the preparations for the next day, Hayato had logged back in. At some point, Lunaria and Mikan had apparently become good friends and were enjoying their conversation. What they were saying was rather alarming, though.

Lately, being surrounded by only acquaintances, it was easy to forget, but Lunaria had social anxiety. Normally, it would take much more time for her to warm up to someone, but perhaps because their mental ages were close, or maybe their personalities just clicked, they had become friends in no time at all.

"I'm the Demon Lord, so let's make you the Demon King, Mikan-chan."

"Okay, from now on I'll call myself Demon King Mikan. Kneel before me."

Though it was virtual reality, he questioned whether it was right to let a small child take on such a title. But for some reason, Mikan's secretary, a female demon butler, was clapping her hands in delight, so he decided it must not be a problem.

If there was a problem, it would be Benitsuru, who was watching Lunaria and the others from the entrance to the room, half hidden.

Hayato approached and spoke to her.

"Benny-chan, what are you doing?"

"Hayacchi, you've got to listen. It's like, I feel like my friend has been stolen. Is this a rebellion? Is it a rebellion? Is it okay if I go berserk?"

"I don't think 'rebellion' means what you think it means. Also, please don't go berserk."

From Benitsuru's perspective, it probably felt like Mikan had taken Lunaria from her. But Mikan was around ten years old, so thinking she had been stolen was the real mistake.

"Lunaria-san has social anxiety, but she gets really attached to people she befriends. But it's okay. There's no way Lunaria-san would ever neglect you, Benny-chan. Instead of watching from over here, why don't you go talk with them?"

"It takes courage to walk into a nice scene like that, you know. Should I just barge in shouting 'Hellooo'?"

"Yeah, you'll be fine. Benny-chan, you're good at counter-attacking, so if you match her pace you can do it."

Hayato offered some careless advice to Benitsuru, whose swordsmanship specialized in counter-attacks.

Of course, Benitsuru saw right through his casual remark, and her half-lidded eyes gave him an exasperated look.

"Hayacchi, no matter how you put it, that's--"

"Benny-chan."

Lunaria spotted Benitsuru and called out to her.

"L, Lunacchi…"

Looking slightly embarrassed, Benitsuru approached Lunaria's group, saying, "H, hellooo."

"Mikan-chan, this is Benny-chan. She's the princess of the Eastern Country."

"Nice to meet you. I'm Demon King Mikan Barway. It's a pleasure."

Mikan got down from her chair and bowed her head with a little peck.

"Ah, u, um. I'm Benitsuru Azuma. You can call me Benny-chan."

Even Benitsuru, who was usually the picture of innocence and naivety, seemed awkward in her words and actions, as if she didn't know how to interact with a child even younger than herself.

There were very few children in this virtual reality to begin with. Among those Hayato knew, Ruth, who was with Mist and the others, had been the youngest, but Mikan was even younger.

Since this virtual reality was a place where talented individuals had been gathered, there were basically no young children other than their family members. Hayato believed there were likely no children who had come to this virtual reality on their own merit.

In Mikan's case, her life had been in danger, so she fled here with her secretary.

While they were adrift in space, her physical growth had been halted by cryosleep, but several years had passed during the test play on the spaceship, so she must have been even younger back then. She might just be the youngest person here.

As Hayato was thinking this over and watching Mikan and the others, Lunaria puffed out her chest.

"Believe it or not, Benny-chan is my very best friend, so please be nice to her, Mikan-chan."

Best friend. At Lunaria's words, Benitsuru froze solid. But her face, perhaps out of joy, broke into a huge grin. Then she started wiggling her body back and forth.

Mikan, who had been watching this curiously, smiled and looked up at Benitsuru.

"Then, Benny-oneechan, please be friends with me too."

At Mikan's words, Benitsuru's body jolted. And then she froze again, this time with a completely blank expression.

Lunaria peered into Benitsuru's face curiously and waved a hand in front of her eyes, which made Benitsuru's mouth move just a little.

"...make her mine."

"Hm? Benny-chan? Did you say something?"

At Lunaria's question, Benitsuru's eyes flew wide open. Then she swept Mikan up in a hug.

"I'm making Mikan-chan my little sister. She called me 'oneechan,' so it's decided. I'll issue a proclamation in the Eastern Country."

Benitsuru's declaration left the onlookers stunned, but Lunaria alone stood up smoothly and drew Arondight.

"I always knew the day would come when it would come to this with you, Benny-chan. I will prove that I am Mikan-chan's only big sister...!"

"I thought so too, Lunacchi. Then I'll show you the secret arts of the Azuma-ryu sword style. I'll let you taste the secret of the sword that is said to kill any who witness it, or something...!"

"Both of you, please don't go berserk."

"Oh! A fight! Let me in on it!"

"You'll just make things more complicated, Cecil, so stay over there."

Hayato stepped in between the two, and the one.

A few minutes later, it was settled that they would both be Mikan's sisters.

Or rather, it was settled that she would be everyone's little sister. The battle over who would be her sister had gotten complicated when Mikan's female demon secretary and Rosalie's group joined in. Incidentally, Rosalie and her companions doted on Mikan so much that they even made her original design outfits.

From Mikan's perspective, Hayato was recognized as the person who makes her sweets, so his title was fixed as "Hayato-oniichan." Adrian, despite their long acquaintance, was for some reason treated like a subordinate and remained as such, but they said that in its own way, it was a sign of trust.

Although the situation had been precarious in many ways, it was resolved through discussion. Hayato, having seen it through, was a bit tired, but decided to prepare for the next day and began his weapon maintenance and blacksmithing skill grinding in his room.

The headquarters of the clan Rampage was located near the Imperial Capital. Ox had started playing the game after the "Treasure Hunting" event, which was later revealed to be run by the Foundation. Normally, it would be impossible to build a base so close to a city, but the clan that preceded Rampage had existed since the game's launch. That was because Ox's real-life subordinates, Miliara and Heath, had been playing this game from the very beginning. However, they only came to be known as a major clan after Ox became the clan leader. Before that, they were at best a D-rank clan in Clan Wars, and their name was different. When Ox became leader, he changed the clan name to Rampage, so although the clan itself was established shortly after the game's launch, it is recognized as a new, major clan.

In a room within that headquarters, Ox had invited some guests. One was Nestor, the clan leader of Bounty Hunter. The other was Loana, the clan leader of the information gathering clan Raven. The three of them sat around a circular table. Loana was dressed in all black with goggles, and no one had ever seen her face. However, it was known that she was female. Loana spoke up. Her voice was muffled by the black garb covering her face, but it was unmistakably a woman's voice.

"So, what information do you want?"

"Are there any clans in the former Demon Lord's army that are likely to betray us? Preferably a major or semi-major one."

Ox said it as if it were nothing, but Nestor was surprised. Loana's expression was hidden, but she didn't seem surprised.

"Normally I'd charge you, but since you're a first-time customer, this one's free."

"I appreciate it."

"There are no clans that will betray the former Demon Lord's army. This isn't just a game, it's an event where you can earn prize money. Betraying them is pointless because you won't get any money. There might be people who simply want to win, but if that's the case, there's even less reason for them to betray the current former Demon Lord's army."

The faction one supports is fixed and cannot be changed midway. The prize money is split among the clans belonging to the winning faction, so even if they betrayed them, they wouldn't get any money. There might be a possibility if real-world money was involved, but considering the current momentum, Loana was saying there was no merit in betraying the former Demon Lord's army.

"You're right about that, but…"

"But why now? Is there something on your mind?"

"I'll tell you if you promise not to sell the information."

"If a verbal promise is enough."

Ox thought for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.

"There's a possibility that Parsha of Despair Angel has betrayed us."

Nestor was shocked. "You've got to be kidding me."

Even Ox had been speechless when he first heard it. He couldn't believe it when an NPC named Nanagi contacted him via voice chat. But Nanagi had also said this.

"Whether you believe it or not doesn't matter. Amanda, the new Demon Lord, seems convinced, so tomorrow she plans to call out this Parsha person and defeat her first. Be prepared for that."

If you defeat a clan leader, that clan and its allies disappear from the battlefield. The idea was to make the dangerous element drop out with their entire clan right at the start. It was probably the right course of action, but Ox, who was skeptical about Parsha's betrayal, was reluctant. He had asked them to wait until he had proof, but they wouldn't listen. Despite the other party being an NPC, he had forgotten that and tried to negotiate, and what's more, he felt like he had lost the argument, so Ox was a little dejected.

It had been that much of a shock to Ox, but Loana merely shifted slightly. Furthermore, she seemed to be thinking calmly.

"A 'possibility' means it's not confirmed, right?"

"An NPC from the New Demon Lord's Army brought me that information. I asked for the reason, but they wouldn't tell me. But apparently, after Parsha and her group chased an NPC from the other side, I think it was Noat, they made contact with Hayato. A lot seems to have happened then. They said it's almost certain, but I used the word 'possibility' because I want to believe she didn't betray us."

Nestor said in an exasperated voice, "It's Hayato again?" before cursing. It was a common understanding on the New Demon Lord's side that nothing good ever came from Hayato getting involved. He would be a reliable ally, but as an enemy, he was nothing short of a nuisance.

Ox sighed and then spoke.

"I also suggested we feed Parsha false information and let her run for a while, but that was rejected. Apparently, the Demon Lord is coming tomorrow, and according to the NPC, the plan is to defeat Parsha immediately."

"That's a pretty aggressive Demon Lord. Completely different from the previous one."

Ox nodded at Loana's words.

"That's it. This is business, but I want information on the Demon Lord on the old Demon Lord's side. We found out this time that she's weak to ghost-type monsters, but since they have NPCs like Alvie and Noat, we can't use that. I want to know her other weaknesses. Can you investigate?"

"I'd like to say information costs money, but I heard something interesting, so this is on the house too. Her biggest weakness is centipedes."

"Centipedes?"

"Apparently, she hates bugs with a lot of legs. This is something you could find out easily by gathering information from NPCs in the Demon Country, though."

"I see, centipedes. I hear there aren't many people who tame insect-types, but I'll try looking."

"If the battleground is around Abaddon, there should have been a rare centipede monster there. You can just MPK like you did today."

"That's another option."

Although they lost in the end, that strategy wasn't bad. If they could lure them well, they could wear down the enemy. What was unexpected was that the enemy ended the battle so quickly. He had thought it would become a war of attrition, a quagmire, but the enemy Demon Lord immediately destroyed their clan stone. He had expected them to come with the same strategy of prolonging the battle to wear down their equipment, but it was safe to say Ox's guess was off. And to make matters worse, it could be said that the enemy's morale had risen considerably because of it. In the end, they only lost two territories, but their side was already filled with a sense of defeat. He had hoped that the Demon Lord's participation tomorrow would raise their morale even a little.

There were many other things to do and think about, Ox sighed.

Watching him, Loana asked, "Is it alright if I say something?"

"Ah, sorry. Do you know another weakness?"

"It's not that, I just have something I want to ask out of curiosity."

"Curiosity? What is it?"

"I was just wondering why you want to win so badly."

In Nestor's case, his clan's name itself is Bounty Hunter, so his reason for wanting to win is the prize money. This is simple and easy to understand.

"I get Bounty Hunter, but I didn't think Rampage had that much of a reason to be obsessed with winning."

"It's simple. I just don't like Rauxal on the other side. That's a personal reason, but there are also a lot of people in the major clans who look down on our clan. The leaders themselves aren't so bad, but my main reason is to show those people up."

"Is that all?"

"I think that's reason enough. I don't care what they think of me, but I won't forgive anyone who looks down on my subordinates."

"Oh? The model of a good boss, are you?"

"Taking time off work to play games together doesn't make me a good boss. In any case, if Parsha has betrayed us, the future looks tough. I'll rely on Raven for information gathering, but it's tough to lose combat power."

That's why he had wanted to negotiate with any clans that might switch sides, but the former Demon Lord's army had momentum, so just as Loana said, there were no such clans.

Loana crossed her arms and grunted.

"Our clan joined the New Demon Lord's Army to gather information on the battlefield, but should we participate more actively?"

"That would be a great help, but…"

"I thought Raven only had a few members, right? Will you be a factor in battle?"

Nestor voiced his doubt. Ox had the same question. Raven was a small elite group. To prevent the information they gathered from leaking out, they kept it secret even among their own members, to the point of using in-game currency for transactions. And he had never heard that they were skilled in combat.

"There are many ways to fight. We're good at fights that don't happen during combat."

"Fights that don't happen during combat?"

"Let's just say we're good at sabotage. If you master treasure hunting skills, you can do a lot of things. We sometimes go to the deepest floors of dungeons alone to gather information. Compared to that, sneaking into a base is easy."

"Treasure hunting skills, huh."

Treasure hunting skills include stealing, lockpicking, and disarming traps, but there are also combat-oriented skills like poison, stealth, and trap setting. It's faster to fight monsters normally than to use those skills, so few people level them for combat, but when it comes to player versus player battles, the story changes. Ox had heard that there had been clans that had succeeded in Clan Wars with such skills.

"And my skill value recently hit 200, so I can do some interesting things now."

"Can I count on you?"

"I'll be taking money, though. Oh, and just so there's no misunderstanding, I mean in-game currency."

"Of course. Then I'll also handle providing items. If there's anything you need, write it on a piece of paper and give it to me."

"It's a deal. Then I guess I'll get started right away."

"Right now? It's a late hour for a woman, you know."

It was already past eleven in the evening. For some, this was when the real fun began, but Ox didn't want to recommend a job from this hour to Loana, a woman. He had a policy of not letting his subordinate Miliara work overtime late into the night either.

Loana, being treated as a woman, seemed embarrassed and scratched her cheek through the cloth before giving a deliberate cough.

"Sabotage is something you do under the cover of darkness. I can't manage Daedalus's base with all those dangerous NPCs, but I'll do some damage to the other major clans, so you can look forward to it."

"I see. I'm asking you to do this, but don't overdo it, okay?"

"There's not much to overdo in a virtual reality game, so don't worry. Well then, see you tomorrow."

Loana said so, then stood up and left the room. Ox and Nestor, who saw her off, placed their hopes in Loana and began their meeting again to decide what to do tomorrow.



		
			Chapter 373

			An Angel Who Doesn't Betray is Second-Rate

			The next battlefield was decided, the "Abaddon Area."

In this Another Frontier Online, there are four dungeons that, despite their existence being confirmed, are said to have never been fully explored.

One of them, Necropolis, was conquered by Ivan and his party, but the remaining "Dark Cave," "Dimensional Corridor Thousand," and the battlefield for this battle, the "Insect Poison Cave Abaddon," remain unconquered.

The Insect Poison Cave Abaddon has multiple entrances, all of which are connected inside. It's a complex cave system that stretches out like an ant's nest, but that's not the reason it's unconquered.

There are a massive number of insect-type monsters here. Furthermore, the monster respawn interval is short, creating a situation where the monsters continuously fight each other and grow stronger. It could be said that this is a place that repels players with both the appearance and strength of its monsters.

"Yeah, I really don't want to go there again."

The leader of Bandit, Jolt, said with his eyebrows furrowed into a figure eight, as if he didn't even want to remember it.

"I think it's a great place for farming materials, but there are a lot of monsters that look the same but have different strengths. I thought it was just a Giant Mantis, but it was as strong as its rare monster counterpart, Jack the Ripper…"

"Monsters that have a human-specific special attack with a one-hit kill, even if it's a low probability, are scary, aren't they?"

"I don't think Hayato is on a level you can call 'scary' since he's a guaranteed one-hit kill on those kinds of monsters. How can you even go outside?"

"We agreed not to talk about that. Anyway, I'll give you this bracelet, so put it on if any mantis-type monsters show up."

"...Isn't nullifying a special attack way too rare? I think this is the first time I've ever seen it."

"When your Crafting skill gets to 200, there are a lot of things you can do. But I don't have many, so it's just for the leading members-- wait, isn't it kind of noisy?"

The place where Hayato and the others were was near their own side's Area Stone.

He expected Lunaria to make a fuss saying "I hate centipedes," but the noise was coming from around where the players were waiting.

Hayato headed towards the noisy area with Jolt.

The leader of the clan Imperial, Rauxal, noticed Hayato and the others approaching.

"We have a bit of a problem."

Rauxal, clad in flashy golden armor, spoke to Hayato and the others with his helmet off. His face was quite grim, suggesting a considerable problem had occurred.

"It's rare to see the emperor flustered, isn't it? What happened?"

Jolt asked, as if to calm Rauxal down.

Rauxal let out a deep sigh.

"A problem has occurred with our weapons, armor, and food. The status abnormality 'Decay' has been applied to them. We're checking everyone's items right now."

"What's that?"

"I don't know. I've never seen it before. And you can't see the information unless your production skill or the relevant knowledge skill is 100. You guys should check too."

Hayato and Jolt exchanged glances, then immediately moved towards their own clan.

After some investigation, they found out the following about the decay.

Weapons and armor constantly lost durability, and eating the food would inflict some kind of bad status. And upon investigation, they found that some medicines also had the bad status of decay, and drinking them would cause damage.

The problem had occurred in three major clans, Imperial, Over the Top, and Bandit.

There was no damage to another major clan, Starkest. Also, Lunaria's Demon Lord's Army's Black Rose and Black Knights, as well as Ney and her group, were fine.

"My equipment is in deep trouble!"

Among them, Keith of Over the Top was wearing quite a lot of rare equipment for the sake of firepower. The bright red Apollo Series equipment was exceptionally rare, and it was said that it took an unknown amount of time to collect the full set.

Medicine and food aside, the decreasing durability of equipment was quite severe. With the exception of some special weapons and armor, equipment that lost all its durability would break and be lost. No matter how rare the item, that mechanism didn't change.

The decrease was gradual, but it was steadily eating away at the durability, and if the decay continued at this rate, it wouldn't last until tonight.

"Hayato. Help me. My rare equipment, which is more important than my life, is…"

Normally, Hayato didn't talk much with Keith, but Keith was clearly more flustered than usual. He wanted to entrust a sliver of hope to Hayato as a production player.

As a production player himself, Hayato wanted to do something to help, so he nodded forcefully.

"I can't promise I can fix it for sure, but I'll do my best. Alright, first, let's gather information. Everyone, share all the information you have at this point."

He could find out immediately if he asked Diite, but that same Diite was already on her way to fight Hypnos. His voice chat couldn't get through, so he couldn't ask her at this point.

(Would it be faster to just end the fight quickly and ask Diite-chan...? No, the battle here requires going through the inside of Abaddon to get to the other side, so it probably won't end that quickly.)

The battlefield "Abaddon Area" was designed so that you couldn't reach the enemy's Area Stone without passing through the "Insect Poison Cave Abaddon."

Both sides' Area Stones were on the surface, but the battlefield area on the surface was limited to that vicinity, so you couldn't walk to the other side on the surface. Similarly, there was a restriction that prevented you from flying through the air.

The only way to get to the other side was through the complex maze of the "Insect Poison Cave Abaddon." However, it wasn't a matter of going to the deepest part, you could reach the other side by passing through relatively shallow floors.

The battles would take place in narrow passages and huge caverns, so inside Abaddon it would be a battle of small elite groups, but once they got out onto the surface, it would be a large-scale battle again.

It was a place where you had to think about attack and defense using multiple entrances, but for that very reason, it would take time.

(And our firepower has dropped. Randa-san must be at her wit's end…)

Since the battles in narrow passages would increase, a showdown of close-quarters firepower was unavoidable, Randa had said, but a part of that fighting force was now in a tight spot. In particular, this time they had planned to thin out their defense to thicken their offense. They had been counting on the firepower of the major clans, so it could be said that a problem had suddenly arisen in their strategy. Even the Maid Chief and Gil of the Black Knights, who usually protected the Area Stone, were scheduled to join the attack this time, but in this state, they couldn't generate firepower at some of the entrances, and the final strategy of a "surprise attack with maximum firepower from all exits" was now impossible.

It was a strategy everyone had decided on in order to disperse the enemy, since the most dangerous situation would be when they came out of Abaddon.

In order to make that succeed, Hayato and the production players present discussed what to do about the decaying equipment while creating new food and medicine.

Around the time Hayato and the others were panicking, a problem was also occurring on the side of the enemy, the New Demon Lord's Army.

(I never thought my betrayal would be exposed…)

Parsha of the clan Despair Angel had betrayed the New Demon Lord's Army after her fateful encounter with Noat. However, even if she betrayed them, she couldn't change her affiliated faction. Her plan was to feed them false information and move to give the old Demon Lord's army an advantage, but the Demon Lord Amanda, who had come to the battlefield, had suddenly exposed Parsha's betrayal.

A public accusation in front of many players. Even if she feigned ignorance, a sense of distrust would remain. Even if she provided information, she would no longer be trusted.

"Don't you have any excuse? I'll listen, you know?"

Amanda pointed the tip of her sword at Parsha, looking amused. Behind her were a samurai-style NPC and the leaders of the major clans, Ox and Nestor. And one more person, a player in all black.

(Is that someone from Raven? Could it be that the information about the betrayal came from them...?)

Parsha thought that far, then switched her train of thought. It was more important to think about what to do now than to think about how she was found out.

Behind Parsha, Blanc and Noir were on standby. And from a distance, players had surrounded them. It was more of a gathering of onlookers than an attempt to prevent her from escaping. There were probably members of Despair Angel among them, but only Blanc and Noir knew about the betrayal in the first place.

(What would be the most effective thing to do...? To think that even though I'm a blood relative of the Foundation in reality, I'm thinking so hard my head feels like it's on fire. Life is full of surprises.)

As a blood relative of the Foundation, Parsha was a winner from the moment she was born, and those around her did everything for her. Of course, she was drilled with knowledge and skills, but that was it. She hardly ever used them. But now, in this place, she was trying to make full use of that knowledge. Just thinking about such a situation made a smile creep onto her face.

And the result she came up with was this.

"Because I am a first-rate angel."

What she had to do in this place was buy time. And gather information.

Even though the battle had already begun, everyone was captivated by this development. In that case, her idea was to delay the invasion as much as possible to give the old Demon Lord's army an advantage. And the target for her information gathering was Amanda. If what she heard was true, then Amanda and the samurai-style men were also humans inside, even though they were treated as NPCs. It was important to know not just their strength, but also what they were thinking. For that, she needed to lure the opponent into her territory. A method to lower the opponent's guard by making them think she was a strange person, or rather, humanly immature, and letting them feel superior.

As expected, Amanda tilted her head with a blank look on her face.

"You're not an angel, you're a human, right?"

"Getting serious over a joke, lol so hard."

"Eh? What? A spell?"

"It's ancient internet slang. You're not getting the vibe, or should I say you're slow on the uptake, or to put it more bluntly, you're tactless. It's obvious I'm not an angel, but the fact that you'd state I'm a human so bluntly shows you can't read the room. You should study more."

"You're interesting, but you're annoying. Alright then, angel-san, what do you mean a first-rate angel is your reason for betrayal?"

She took the bait. When faced with something incomprehensible, there are two things a person can do. Ignore it or try to understand it. It's something people do to escape the uncomfortable situation of not being able to understand, but the latter means they are more curious. Just by saying something more complex and incomprehensible, she could buy a lot of time. Thinking that, Parsha decided to answer the question.

"It means that an angel who doesn't betray is second-rate. God is always waiting for an angel's betrayal. He has expectations for the angel who will surpass his imagination."

As she said that, she could hear voices from her clan members in the surrounding area saying "Of course," "We know," and "Betrayal is the mark of an angel."

(As expected of my comrades. They've affirmed my betrayal. It's a difficult decision whether to go on a rampage here or to go out in a blaze of glory, but I'll have to see how the situation unfolds and act accordingly.)

She wondered about Amanda's reaction and looked over at her, to find her with an inscrutable expression. It wasn't expressionless, but she seemed a little shaken.

In this era, words like 'God' and 'angel' are not very common. The situation was similar a hundred years ago. But since they are often used in games, she thought that even if Amanda didn't understand the meaning of the words, she should have understood what she was saying.

Amanda opened her mouth with a nearly expressionless face.

"You see, God has already calculated that betrayal into his plans. If you want to meet God's expectations, you should first escape his control."

Parsha was surprised. She hadn't expected her to play along. What's more, she had replied with quite 'wonderful words.' However, it wasn't just a statement made to read the room, the words had weight. With these kinds of words, it's not just about saying them, but how much truth you can convey is the important part. From Parsha's point of view, Amanda's words had the weight of truth.

"Could it be that you're not a fallen one, but the angel who was erased from existence and is nowhere to be found, 'No-Fair'...?"

"What have you been talking about this whole time? Well, whatever. This isn't the time to be playing around, so the conversation ends here."

(Fast!)

Even though she didn't use the martial arts skill Shukuchi, Amanda closed the distance to Parsha in an instant.

She had closed the distance by leaping forward in a single step, but the shockwave from kicking off the ground must have been considerable, as dust kicked up from where Amanda had been, creating a scene like something out of a manga.

Parsha was surprised, but she blocked the attack with her beloved parasol. And then she flew backwards.

It was just an attack without knockback properties, but fighting with the distance closed was too disadvantageous. And her preparations were not yet complete.

Amanda was not one to overlook that.

At some point, she had taken out three throwing knives in her left hand and threw them at Parsha.

It was clear that they weren't just ordinary throwing knives, but there was no time to analyze them.

Parsha opened her parasol and crouched down, protecting her entire body. Immediately after, three impacts struck Parsha through the parasol.

"Blanc. Noir. Buy me some time."

Parsha called out the names of the two.

Understanding the situation in an instant, the two of them began to attack Amanda together.

"Oh? You're twins? Fine, I don't have much time, but I'll play with you."

Amanda said so and began to fight against the two.

Blanc and Noir were each equipped in solid white and black. Sometimes it was a dress, sometimes a stylish suit, but today it was the latter. The two of them also served as Parsha's bodyguards in the real world, so they had martial arts-based skill compositions. However, Blanc specialized in self-enhancement, while Noir used emission-type magic as well to differentiate herself.

Blanc specialized in low-power consecutive attacks and could attack more than ten times per second. Her attacks weren't limited to her fists, but also included her feet, knees, elbows, shoulders, and even headbutts, and it was said that no matter how much you devoted yourself to defense, you would inevitably be hit a few times. But Amanda blocked all of those attacks with her sword. She had kept up with Blanc's magically enhanced speed in her normal state. And she did it while also taking attacks from Noir.

The gallery was surprised, but the one who was most surprised was probably Blanc.

"That's not enough to hit me."

Amanda kicked Blanc in the stomach as if in return. In the meantime, she pulled off the feat of taking an attack from Noir, and on top of that, she threw a knife at Blanc, who had been put at a distance. Normally, she should have dodged it, but her posture was so broken that she couldn't, so Blanc crossed her arms and took a defensive stance. The moment the knife hit, an impact from an explosion occurred. Furthermore, the bad statuses of poison and paralysis were inflicted. Once paralyzed, she couldn't move for a while. Blanc knelt on one knee on the spot.

"Now it's your turn. Interesting, you're putting magic on your attacks. A fire fist or something like that?"

Noir was also dealing magic damage at the moment of impact. From a skill composition perspective, specializing would increase the damage, but having both physical and magic attacks was effective in localized situations. Since the magic was emission-type, it could reach a certain distance. And in player versus player battles, being flashy was also a merit, and the magic that occurred in front of her served as a blind.

Amanda blocked Noir's attacks with her sword, but she also needed to dodge the fire magic that was generated from it. A normal person would probably have times when they couldn't dodge well, but as expected of a genetically enhanced human. Amanda calmly took the attacks, dodged, and didn't flinch at the flashy magic effects, no matter the situation.

She continued like that for a while, but then Amanda took advantage of an opening in Noir's defense and attacked her stomach with her sword as if to thrust it through. Noir was sent flying backwards, but her HP just barely held on. And from the spot where she was blown away, she made a motion of punching Amanda over and over again. Of course, her fist attacks didn't reach, but a large number of fireballs were generated from her fists. The speed and quantity were different, but it could be said to be a gatling gun of fireballs.

Without flinching, Amanda cut through the fireballs over and over with her sword. She only cut the fireballs that would hit her, and dodged the others with the bare minimum of movement. She continued to approach Noir in this way. In the meantime, fireballs stopped coming from Noir. She had run out of MP.

"Looks like you're out. Well then, goodbye--"

Just as Amanda said that and raised her sword, a cheer went up from the surroundings.

"Thank you for waiting."

Parsha, who had been hiding with her parasol open, stood up.

"Oh, so that's your combat form?"

"I didn't want to show this form, which is a mark of a second-rate, but this time is special."

Parsha was no longer in her usual black and white dress, but in a solid white dress, with angel wings growing from her back. Of course, it was equipment, but the combination of her appearance was that of an angel. However, her weapon, the parasol, was the same black and white as usual. Perhaps it stood out, as Amanda was staring at the parasol.

"That parasol... is it a no-attribute piece of equipment that isn't affected by skills? You have a rare item."

Weapons have their respective attributes. They are categorized as sword attribute, axe attribute, and so on, and that becomes the condition for them to be affected by swordsmanship or axemanship skills to increase damage or to use weapon skills, but there are weapons that are not categorized anywhere. One of them is Parsha's parasol, "Twilight." That parasol, which means twilight, doesn't belong to any attribute, so its damage is low and it can't use any general-purpose weapon skills at all. However, its attack methods are diverse, and it is said to be a weapon that is greatly influenced by the user's real-life abilities.

"This child is Twilight. The weapon that will defeat you."

"Oh, thank you for the introduction. Then my sword's name is Durandal. Remember it as a souvenir for the afterlife."

"There is no one left to take souvenirs to that place. It has already finished its role and has become a mere void, you know?"

After saying that, Parsha pointed the tip of her closed parasol at Amanda.

Amanda had a curious look on her face, but in the next moment, she had jumped to the left. Immediately after, something shot out from the tip of the parasol with a 'don' sound, and the place where Amanda had been exploded. It didn't end there, as Parsha pointed her parasol in the direction Amanda had fled, and the ground exploded in pursuit of Amanda.

(Her intuition is good even though she should be seeing this weapon for the first time. Or is it the instinct of a genetically enhanced human? Either way, to treat Blanc and Noir like children, there's no way I can win. Should I fight and fall here, or should I run? Which would be more effective?)

Parsha thinks she can't win even if she's in her serious gear. But even if she loses, she wants to get information, and at the very least, she wants to land a single blow. For Parsha, just like for Hayato and the others, this event is no longer a game. It's not a bad idea to be conquered and live thinking virtual reality is reality, but her dream of producing Noat and the others in the real world is more important. For that, she has to win this event.

As she was thinking that, magic bullets stopped coming out of Twilight. It constantly stores magic power, but there is a limit that it can only fire up to twenty shots at most. Amanda must have seen through that, as she stopped her movement of running to the side and, with that momentum, approached Parsha. Parsha held Twilight in her left hand like a sword scabbard and placed her right hand on the handle. And despite her dress, she spread her legs slightly, lowered her hips, and took a stance like an iai-nuki draw.

Twilight has multiple attack methods, and a concealed blade is one of them. She learned several martial arts as a blood relative of the Foundation, but she never thought she would use them for something like this, Parsha thought with a smile on her lips. Amanda was running and trying to thrust at Parsha with Durandal.

Parsha drew Twilight like a sword and deflected Amanda's sword from below, changing its trajectory. She tried to slash Amanda's stomach further as her posture was broken, but that was blocked by the knife in her left hand. Parsha took another step forward.

"Frenzied Dystopia."

A meaningless skill name made up of wonderful words Parsha came up with on her own, Frenzied Dystopia. It's just a series of slashes, but the high-speed, random slashes can be quite effective. Whether it's the first time you see it or the second time, the attack is different every time. It's effective, but it doesn't work on Amanda. Even though her posture was broken, she blocked the series of attacks with Durandal and her knife.

After that, a super high-speed close-quarters battle began. Amanda's style was to fight with Durandal and a knife. And Parsha fought in a dual-wielding style with Twilight in its blade form and the scabbard part of Twilight. The surrounding players were raising their voices in admiration at the offense and defense, but Parsha was in no state for that. It was a situation where she felt she would be defeated immediately if she let her guard down even a little. Furthermore, Twilight's durability was decreasing rapidly. Not wanting to break this weapon, Parsha made up her mind.

She couldn't get any information, nor could she land a single blow. On top of that, if her equipment was destroyed, it would affect future battles.

Parsha returned the blade and restored Twilight to its original form. At that action, Amanda stopped moving for a moment, but that was exactly Parsha's aim. A gamble to create a momentary opening.

"Be blown away."

When Parsha opened Twilight, a huge shockwave was generated from it. A once-a-day shockwave with knockback. Of course, Amanda, who was closest, was sent flying into the air.

In the meantime, Parsha changed her equipment back to normal, closed Twilight, and thrust it into the ground. She placed both hands on it and struck a pose.

"Unfortunately, I personally admit defeat. But the time has come. My comrades. From this moment on, Despair Angel will side with the old Demon Lord's army. Mow down the surrounding enemies and escape into Abaddon."

At those words, the members of the clan Despair Angel raised a cheer.

Parsha also headed for Abaddon with Blanc and Noir.

"I won't let you."

(Shukuchi? Dammit--)

Amanda, who had been sent flying into the air, returned in front of Parsha with Shukuchi.

Parsha had no time to dodge, was cut by Durandal, and her HP ran out. She fell to her knees, and as she collapsed, she heard Amanda's voice.

"I'm glad you were strong. It seems I'm thought of as weak, so I wanted to defeat a strong person in front of everyone. Thank you for being my foil, angel-san."

(How could I have been used as a stepping stone like this...! I will avenge this humiliation one day...!)



		
			Chapter 374

			Someone You Don't Want as an Enemy

			Around the time Parsha was losing to Amanda, Hayato was talking with the production players of the major clans and gathering information.

It wasn't just the production players, most of the members of the major clans remained. The only major clan that had already headed for the dungeon was Starkest, which had been unaffected. And the remaining leaders of each clan consulted with Hayato and gave up on the decayed food and medicine as a lost cause. That was because, although the materials they had brought would be reduced, they could be remade. Due to time constraints, they decided to keep a little for investigation and discard the rest. Similarly, they decided to give up on the equipment of the clan Imperial. That was because the leader, Rauxal, and all the others had standardized their equipment with items that could be made with production skills. In this case too, although the materials would be reduced, they could be remade, so they quickly returned them to materials and began remaking them. They kept some of the equipment for investigation, but nearly ninety percent was returned to materials. When they returned the equipment with the decay bad status to materials, the materials did not remain decayed, but returned to normal. This was a game-like mechanism, but it was good news for Hayato and the others.

The problem was the rare drop equipment that couldn't be made with production skills. It was possible to turn it into materials, but it couldn't be remade. They needed to somehow stop the decay, but they didn't know how. The decay only occurred on metal-type equipment, and cloth-type equipment was fine. Realistically speaking, cloth would probably also rot over a long period of time, but it was highly likely that this was also a game-like specification that had saved it.

They found out something else as well. Considering the rate of durability loss, the decay had occurred at night, around one or two in the morning. And the decayed items were only those that were in the clan warehouse that clan members could use. The equipment, food, and medicine that individuals were holding were fine. For equipment maintenance, it was a common practice to put all the equipment in the clan warehouse and have the person in charge deal with it using blacksmithing skills. Bandit, Imperial, and Over the Top used this method. However, Starkest had many solo players, so they had few players with production skills. It was normal for them to basically carry their own equipment and ask their acquaintances for maintenance. Alvie and the others' Kiss of Death also used a clan warehouse, but as singers and dancers who provided buffs, they only had cloth equipment, and they said that food and medicine were held by individuals.

From this, they understood the general situation.

(They can probably access our clan warehouse. I should probably assume someone from the New Demon Lord's Army snuck in last night and did this, but if we don't find a countermeasure, this will be a huge blow in the future.)

At the very least, Hayato didn't know of such a situation. If this was possible, it should have been a much bigger topic during Clan Wars.

(Whether it's possible or not is one thing, but that's the situation, and countermeasures are another matter. Realistically speaking, it would be good if we had something like a preservative, but I don't know of such an item, and I don't know if it would even be effective on an item that's already decaying. I don't think there's no countermeasure, though.)

He thought about various things, but couldn't come up with an answer. If he at least knew the item or skill that had caused the equipment to be in this state, he could probably think of a countermeasure, but he didn't even know that.

He wanted more information. Just as he thought that, someone called out to him.

"Hayato-san, do you have a moment?"

"Noat-san? ...What are you doing?"

Noat had come to the place where Hayato and the other production players were gathered. However, Noat was lying on a futon laid out on the palanquin that Mikan always rode on. The demons, who were complete NPCs, were carrying the palanquin, but to Hayato, those demons seemed bewildered.

"Mikan-chan prepared a palanquin for me so I can sleep anytime, anywhere. With this and some donuts, I'm invincible."

"I think you're invincible in various ways even without them, but I'm busy right now, so could you hold off on the donuts?"

"I didn't come here to get donuts. Actually, I got a message from Parsha-chan."

"Eh? Parsha-san?"

"It seems her betrayal was discovered. She was cut down by Amanda-chan and kicked off the battlefield, so this is a report. You can give me a donut as a thank you for coming to tell you."

"That's a problem. Parsha-san's betrayal should have been part of Randa-san's calculations."

Spreading false information was one thing, but the strategy also included direct attacks. A direct attack that would reveal the betrayal could only be used once, but it was also highly effective. So, they should have been thinking about the most effective timing for the betrayal, but that was no longer possible.

"She sent some other information too, do you want to hear it?"

"Yes, could you tell me?"

He didn't think this would lead to a solution, but out of a desire to get even a little more information, he decided to listen to the information that was said to have been sent from Parsha.

Noat relayed the information from Parsha to Hayato. It seemed there were clans that were not allied with Despair Angel but were 'comrades,' and according to information from them, the morale on the New Demon Lord's side was quite high. The fact that Amanda had defeated Parsha with overwhelming strength seemed to be a factor, and they had invaded Abaddon with that momentum. Amanda was also said to have been part of that invasion.

(So she's finally participating in earnest. She was supposed to be more laid-back, but I wonder if she had a change of heart?)

When Hayato was a hostage in the Demon Lord's Castle, Amanda had never participated in a battle. The only time was during the battle in the magical city of Under, where the Demon Lords were forced to fight. It was probably out of confidence that she wouldn't lose to Lunaria under any circumstances, but if that was gone, future battles would be tough.

Hayato was about to sigh, but then he learned more information. Most of it he already knew, but there was one piece of information he had learned for the first time.

"Raven?"

"It seems to be a clan that specializes in information gathering, and one of its members was with the leaders of the major clans on the other side. They're always in black and hide their faces, so it's apparently a 'probably.'"

"An information gathering clan…"

It was a clan Hayato had never heard of, but Jolt spoke up, saying that such a clan had existed for some time.

"It's a clan that deals in all sorts of information, from dungeon maps and strategies to item gathering. We've bought information from them a few times."

"They're pretty famous?"

"In that field. And they're a small elite group, so there are fewer than ten members. The leader is a woman, but no one has ever seen her face. I think her name was Loana."

"Oh, but can they gather information with that few people?"

"They wouldn't tell me the details, but I've heard that their skill composition is specialized in treasure hunting, so they can go to the deepest parts of dungeons alone."

"Specialized in treasure hunting skills...?"

Hearing that, Hayato decided to contact Relic. It was just a hunch, but he thought that they might have been infiltrated using treasure hunting skills. There was a possibility that he could get some information about the current situation.

Currently, Relic and Sonia were not on the battlefield. They were in the middle of gathering materials with the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild, so he sent a voice chat.

He got a reply immediately.

"Hayato-sama, what is it?"

"Relic-san. Please stop with the 'sama,' just my name is fine."

"This is also part of my role-playing. I'll be normal in reality, so please don't worry. So, what is it?"

Hayato explained the current situation. He also asked him to tell Sonia the situation and ask if she had any ideas.

There was a moment of silence, then a reply came from Relic.

"First, regarding the decay status, I have a little information. I don't know if it's related, but according to Sonia, there's a technique in the 'Poison' skill called Corrode Attack."

"Corrode Attack?"

"You could call it a corrosion attack. It's said to be able to deal high-multiplier damage to metal-type monsters, such as Iron Golems and Living Armor. That's about all she could think of when she heard 'decay.'"

An Iron Golem is a golem made of iron. There are many other golems made of metal, such as Mithril Golems. And a Living Armor is a living suit of armor. It's a type of monster that moves around with just its armor, and of course, the armor is made of metal. Hayato was convinced that a corrosion attack could deal fatal damage.

"Neither Sonia nor I have logged in much since then, so we haven't been leveling our skills, but it's possible that if your poison skill is 200, you could do something like that. Also, if you raise your lockpicking skill to 200, you might be able to sneak into a base or open the warehouses of other clans that you normally can't."

"So it might be possible if you break the limit... but this is a problem."

Hayato was convinced by the answer, but that alone didn't solve the problem. He was grateful to have gotten even a little information about the decay, but it was meaningless if he didn't know how to deal with it. However, he had found a clue to solving it. He decided to think positively that he had made some progress.

"Hayato-sama."

"Ah, yes. Sorry, I was just thinking--"

"We'll also enter for the battle."

"Eh?"

"When an ally on the battlefield is defeated, we'll make a reservation so we can go there. It seems there's someone on the other side who fights in a strange way. If the location is a dungeon, I, Sonia, and the former members of the Thieves' Guild may be of some use."

"That would be a huge help."

Relic and the others were by no means weak, but they fought in a tricky way. In a battle in a narrow space, it could be said to be even more effective.

"Also, is Zack from the former Assassin Guild on the battlefield?"

"Zack has been here from the beginning. Rose-san said she would go talk to him."

"Poison skills are more of an assassination skill than a treasure hunting skill, so he may know more about it than we do. Why don't you try talking to him?"

"That's true, he might. I understand, I'll go talk to him."

Relic said, "Then let's meet on the battlefield," and ended the voice chat.

As Relic advised, Hayato immediately sent a voice chat to Zack.

"Yo, Hayato, what's up? Oh, before that, do something about this Rose kid. She's saying some dangerous stuff about wanting to learn assassination techniques--"

"We can talk about that later. Could you come to the Area Stone? There's something I want to discuss."

"Discuss? Ah, sure. I haven't entered Abaddon yet."

A few minutes later, Zack came to where Hayato and the others were. For some reason, Rose was also there, but instead of her usual maid outfit, she was equipped with the all-black Assassin Series, giving her a more dangerous feel than usual. But Hayato decided not to say anything about it.

"I'm here. So, what's up?"

"If you know, I'd like you to tell me--"

Hayato explained the situation to Zack. Zack listened with a 'hmm hmm,' and when Hayato finished his story, he crossed his arms.

"Do you know anything?"

"To think there's someone else who can do that. The world is a wide place."

"Eh?"

"The skill that gives items the decay bad status, right? It's a skill called 'Hel' that someone who has mastered the poison skill can do."

"Um, does that mean hell?"

"No, I think it was the name of a god. A female god who is half-rotten or something like that."

Hayato thought that there was indeed a god with such a name, but decided to ask more questions later.

"Do you know how to deal with it? As I explained, we have a lot of equipment in that state and it's a huge problem."

"I know, you could say I know."

Keith, who was nearby, lunged at Zack, who had said it as if it were nothing. Then he grabbed his shoulders and shook him vigorously.

"Tell me."

"Whoa, who are you? Hey, let go. I'll assassinate you."

Keith, who had lunged, was restrained by his comrades and pulled away from Zack.

Keith was still breathing heavily, but he was being held down by several people from his clan. In that state, Keith's comrades were apologizing to Zack.

Seeing that, Zack took a deep breath and then spoke.

"Ah, that surprised me. What's with being able to lunge at an assassin? Right, the countermeasure. You use a neutralizer."

"A neutralizer?"

"Yeah. You use a neutralizer on the target item. Then the decay bad status disappears. But you can only use it on equipment, not on food or medicine. Those become useless once they're affected."

Hayato was happy to have gotten the information he wanted, but the problem still remained.

"How do you get that neutralizer?"

Zack shook his head from side to side.

"I don't know that. It's just written in the skill description, but I don't have one. Can't you make one, Hayato?"

"No, I can't make that either…"

Hayato wondered what to do, but that was resolved by Rose's words.

"If it's how to obtain a neutralizer, I believe the Maid Chief knows."

"The Maid Chief-san?"

"The Maid Chief loves cleaning and her hobby is collecting good detergents. I was shown them before, and I feel like there was an item called a neutralizer among them."

"Cleaning in the normal sense, right?"

Rose just smiled at Hayato's question.

The Maid Chief had the nickname 'Sweeper.' It meant 'cleaner,' but Hayato had heard that the target was not just garbage, but also people. In any case, Hayato summarized the conversation so far in his head.

(Decay of weapons and armor, so corrosion, which means rust. The appearance of the equipment doesn't change, but it's probably treated that way. So, the mechanism is that a neutralizer can be used to remove the rust. But why rust from a poison skill? And the decay of food and medicine seems different…)

He had many questions, and normally there would be many different types of neutralizers, but this was virtual reality. He felt that this was also a game-like specification and that a single neutralizer could solve everything.

Hayato nodded to Rose and then contacted the Maid Chief, who was inside Abaddon, via voice chat.

"Maid Chief-san, it's Hayato. Is this a good time?"

"Hayato-sama, this is rare, what is-- could it be Esha? I understand, I will dispose of her immediately."

"No, no, I don't know what you imagined, but Esha has nothing to do with it. She's currently poised to dispose of the enemies that have come out near the entrance outside, so please rest assured."

Inside Abaddon, there were wide open spaces, but most of the battles would be in narrow places. Esha was strong in close combat, but her combat power would drop significantly in narrow places, so this time she would only be on intercept duty on the surface. She was currently on standby with Ren and the others at one of the entrances to Abaddon.

"That is unfortunate. Then what can I do for you?"

Hayato thought, "It's unfortunate?" but didn't say it out loud and asked his original purpose.

"Do you have an item called a neutralizer?"

"Of course I do. Cleaning is a maid's virtue. I also have a rare item called the 'Stardust Duster' that instantly restores the dullness of furniture, and it is my pride and joy--"

"We can talk about that later. I'm sorry, but could I have the neutralizer?"

"That is fine, but could you please tell me the details?"

Hayato explained the situation in brief. He had already told her about the equipment's decay, so just by telling her that a neutralizer could nullify it, the Maid Chief seemed to understand.

"So that was it. Then, I will return immediately. However--"

"Is there something that concerns you?"

"I do have neutralizers, but I have few on hand. I doubt they will be enough for everyone's weapons and armor."

"There is that…"

They were currently in the middle of an event battle, and the only items they could bring in were those in their item bags. If they were to bring in a large amount of food and medicine, they couldn't bring a large amount of unnecessary things. Especially this time, they had brought sub-equipment in anticipation of a long battle, so their item bags were more packed than usual. The fact that she had brought a neutralizer, which until now could only be used for cleaning, to this place was a miracle.

He wondered what to do, but then a voice message from the Maid Chief continued.

"Hayato-sama, do you have any citrus fruits, such as lemons?"

"Eh? Yes, I have some. I have a large amount of ingredients for making sweets, but why?"

"You can make a neutralizer with them, so I will deliver the recipe now. I will be there shortly, so please wait a moment."

Immediately after those words from the Maid Chief arrived, the voice chat cut off.

(Citrus fruits... could the neutralizer be citric acid? I thought it was a more magical potion... well, whatever.)

Hayato pulled himself together and relayed the Maid Chief's words to the others.

"It seems we can make a neutralizer with citrus fruits. I think we'll need a lot, so people with cooking skills, no, alchemy skills. People with that skill over 100 or people who have ingredients, please gather-- huh? What's wrong?"

Most of the people in this place were watching Hayato from a distance and whispering to each other. Even Keith, who had been in such a panic, was now looking at Hayato with a surprised face, and only Noat and the others were acting normally.

"Well, I was just thinking again how glad I am that Hayato isn't an enemy."

Jolt approached, laughing, but Hayato had no idea what he was talking about. He tilted his head and looked around.

"What are you talking about?"

"You can't just solve a first-time trouble so easily, can you? If I were in the position of the enemy who did this, I'd be stamping my feet in frustration."

"Ah, that. But I haven't done anything. I just listened to everyone and made a request. I'm confident about making the neutralizer, though."

"That's what's amazing. Having a lot of people who will listen to your requests is a pretty big deal in itself, you know."

To Hayato, it was just a matter of 'is that so?'. But he was grateful that he was blessed with good companions.

Just as he thought that, the Maid Chief arrived in front of Hayato with Shukuchi.

The surrounding players flinched, but Hayato, being used to it, was not surprised.

"Thank you for waiting."

The Maid Chief took out the neutralizer. She also handed Hayato a piece of paper.

"Hayato-sama, this is the recipe for the neutralizer. Normally, I only give it to those who have worked part-time at the Maid Guild for a month, but this time is special. Everyone, please take one."

"Thank you very much."

Hayato and the production players thanked her and received the recipe. Everyone who received it immediately looked at it, but then frowned. The items used were three citrus fruits. The type didn't matter, it was a simple recipe. However, it required two skills.

"Does this mean you need both cooking and alchemy skills?"

"Yes, you will need a skill of about 50 in both. However, even so, it will only result in the lowest quality. To make the highest quality, five stars, I believe you will need 100 in both. By the way, if you make a five-star one, could I have one later? With this, Gil-sama's armor...!"

"I understand, but please be careful, your feelings are showing in the latter half."

Hayato said so, then decided to test what would happen if he used a low-quality one. They decided to use the armor that Imperial had been using and had not yet returned to materials, and Rauxal gave his permission, saying it was fine.

Hayato, who had both cooking and alchemy skills at 200, created the highest quality neutralizer, asked another player to make the lowest quality neutralizer, and decided to use the one the Maid Chief had for the three-star neutralizer.

As a result, it was found that with low quality, even if the 'Decay' status was fixed, the upper limit of the durability would be significantly lowered. With three stars, it was fixed normally, but it only fixed the decay status and did not restore the lost durability. The highest quality one that Hayato made not only fixed the 'Decay' status, but also restored the durability that had been lost and even added a 'Preservation' status. It had a limit of only being effective for one week, but it was quite something.

In that case, there was no choice but to use the highest quality, five-star one. However, currently only Hayato and a few other players could make it. And they would need a considerable number of them.

"Let's have those who can make it split up and make them. If we don't fix them by today, the rare items will break, and it'll be bad if we get hit again tonight, so let's mass-produce them."

At Hayato's words, the production players raised a spirited cry. It was a rare sight, but it was probably that their artisan spirit had been ignited. And so, mass production began immediately, but in just a few minutes, Hayato once again became the center of attention. Hayato's production speed was unbelievably fast, and he was creating items at two to three times the speed of the other production players. The production team of Bandit had seen it on the floating island, so they were not as shocked, but the production players of the other major clans showed surprised expressions. The production players here were the ones who undertook the production for the major clans, and they themselves were considerable veterans. Even so, they were surprised at Hayato's production speed. Everyone who witnessed it once again thought, just as Jolt had said, "I'm glad he's not an enemy."
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			A maze of natural rock walls spread out before him. The only light sources were the glowing moss clinging to the ground and walls. It wasn't a gatherable item, but rather a field effect that illuminated the dungeon.

The chilly air created the illusion that his real body's temperature was dropping. He wondered if this was what a real cave felt like, but since none existed on Earth or in the colonies, he couldn't imagine it.

Lutz, the leader of the major clan Starkest, pondered this as he ventured deeper into Abaddon.

Following his creed of solo activity, Lutz proceeded through the dungeon freely, without any companions. If he, as a clan leader, were defeated, the members of his clan and its allies would also vanish from the battlefield, but that was of no concern to Lutz.

He hadn't formed the clan because he wanted to, nor had he become its leader by choice. He simply became famous for his solo activities. He never needed companions to begin with, and he left all matters of the clan, which had grown large without him noticing, to his vice leader.

It wasn't that he disliked people, and he had formed a clan knowing he couldn't get by in this game completely alone, but he was fundamentally always by himself. The other members were in a similar situation, so no one complained about Lutz's methods.

News had reached Lutz that a problem which had arisen in another major clan had been resolved.

Information also came through that the one who had solved it was Hayato.

He had heard that Hayato was now mass producing an item to deal with the issue, and that everyone around him was amazed by it.

Lutz, a complete layman when it came to production skills, didn't understand what was so surprising about it, but there were some things he did understand.

(The deciding factor was the information Hayato gathered. Most of it came from NPCs. I guess I should say, as expected of him.)

Hayato was so friendly with NPCs that he was called an "NPC charmer."

He also had a connection to the Hero Ivan, whom Lutz was interested in, which was why Lutz had gone out of his way to speak to him directly on Onigashima. For those who knew the usual Lutz, this was a considerable irregularity.

That same Ivan was currently with the New Demon Lord's Army, and it would not be an exaggeration to say that was the reason Lutz had sided with the Old Demon Lord's Army. He was so fixated on getting a chance to fight Ivan that he didn't care which faction he joined.

He wanted to fight Ivan soon. As he walked through Abaddon with such thoughts, an insectoid monster appeared at the far end of the passage.

It was a Killer Beetle, a giant stag beetle monster.

According to Jolt, they could sometimes be as strong as rare monsters, so he should be careful. Remembering that warning, Lutz readied his weapon.

The sword Lutz wielded was the Butterfly Effect, which inflicted various weakening effects on an opponent with each strike. Though the effects were individually weak, they stacked and lasted for a long time. It was the perfect weapon for Lutz, who fought solo for extended periods.

Lutz lowered his stance and immediately closed in on the Killer Beetle.

Most of his armor pieces had a movement speed bonus, suiting a combat style where he avoided taking hits. By now, his base speed felt too slow, and it was even starting to affect his movements in the real world.

The instant the beetle's huge, scissor,like mandibles tried to snap shut on him, Lutz leaped over it in a moonsault,like motion. In that moment, he slashed the Killer Beetle's back and landed behind it.

(Just a normal monster with no breakable parts or weak spots. In that case, even if it's as strong as a rare monster, it's not a problem.)

Lutz took out a potion that increased his attack power from his item bag, drank it, and launched another series of attacks.

In just a few minutes, Lutz defeated the Killer Beetle. It was a monster that would normally be taken down by a party, but for Lutz, who was used to soloing, it was nothing. Still, he did not look satisfied.

(Still just acrobatic tricks. This won't work against Ivan. I need to train more.)

As Lutz thought this, he checked the drop items that appeared in his item bag and was about to discard the ones he didn't need.

Just then, he sensed a presence behind him.

He immediately drew his sword and turned around.

"You're Lutz, I presume?"

A woman in black armor stood there. There were several others behind her, but their faces were expressionless, making it impossible to tell what they were thinking. Not that it mattered to Lutz.

Part of it was that the woman was at the very front, but her presence was overwhelming. She was beautiful, but her expression was brimming with confidence, and though she was just standing there, she had no openings.

Lutz, who had never felt fear no matter how rare or vicious a monster was, felt fear from the woman before him for the first time.

Lutz immediately felt regret. She was clearly an enemy, and she already had control of the situation.

Whether he fought or fled, he would lose. Regardless of whether that would actually happen, he was consumed by that atmosphere. And his opponent was an NPC. It made him wonder if this place was truly a virtual reality.

"Are you listening? I asked if your name is Lutz."

"...Isn't it proper to state your own name first when asking for someone else's?"

"Oh? Well, fine. I am Amanda, Amanda Stellart. Perhaps you'd know me as the Demon Lord of the New Demon Lord's Army?"

"You're..."

"I've introduced myself. Are you going to introduce yourself? I'm not a very patient person, you know."

Lutz clicked his tongue internally.

This was still near the entrance to the Old Demon Lord's territory. He had expected to be one of the first among his allies to make contact with the enemy, but he had been overconfident, assuming it wouldn't be this soon. And he had never in his wildest dreams imagined he would run into the final boss right away.

However, it seemed his opponent wanted to talk rather than fight.

Lutz was the leader of a major clan. Defeating him would significantly reduce the enemy's strength. Yet, she had not attacked, and had even confirmed his name before speaking to him. He figured there must be a good reason for that.

He didn't know what would happen, but Lutz opened his mouth, deciding it was better to talk than to initiate a fight here.

"I'm Lutz, that's right. So, what do you want?"

"Then I'll be direct. Why don't you join our side? I won't promise you favorable treatment, but I will grant your wish."

"...My wish?"

There were many things he wanted to ask, but what intrigued him most was his wish. She was an NPC, not a human. He was curious what kind of wish she could grant.

"You're interested in Ivan, aren't you? If you help me, I'll let you fight him."

"What did you say?"

The leaders of the major clans knew of Lutz's obsession with Ivan. It was possible she had heard about it from Ox or Nestor on the other side, or perhaps from the traitor Parsha, though the exact circumstances were unknown.

But even with that information, he never expected an NPC to approach him with an offer to betray his side. His thoughts were in turmoil.

The NPCs in this virtual reality used high-performance AIs. At first he doubted it, but now it was common knowledge. But his conviction that the NPC before him was truly an AI began to waver.

"Are you really an AI?"

Lutz let the words slip out.

It was an unconscious utterance, but Lutz quickly remembered. The AIs installed in the NPCs lived thinking this world was real. There was an AI protection system in place that prevented words related to the real world from getting through.

Amanda looked puzzled for a moment, then her expression changed as if she realized something, and the corners of her mouth turned up.

"I couldn't hear part of what you said, but I can guess what it was."

"What?"

"The flow of the conversation, the movement of your lips, and the way you look at me. I believe you asked a question, and the answer is ‘no’. And Ivan is also ‘no’. In fact, Ivan is the real thing you're looking for."

An expression of shock appeared on Lutz's face. Then, his face contorted.

He felt his heart pounding so hard it was difficult to breathe. That was impossible in a virtual reality, but it was highly likely his real body was reacting that way.

Seeing Lutz like this, Amanda smiled gently.

"This ‘world’ knows that you've learned the secret, but it's not a big deal. A few others already know, and this ‘world’ hasn't done anything about it. Still, you'd better not talk about it too much outside."

"Outside...? I see, outside."

Lutz understood that she meant he shouldn't talk about it in the real world.

This virtual reality was managed by the Foundations, after all. He had no intention of defying them.

"Now that you know a few things, let's negotiate again. I will grant your wish. So become my ally."

"...What specifically do I have to do?"

"Am I to take that as an affirmation?"

"Take it as I won't betray them depending on the details."

"So, depending on the details, you will betray them."

Amanda said this, then smiled sweetly.

"To be specific, I want you to strengthen my allies."

"Strengthen them?"

"It'll be faster to fight than for me to explain everything. Ivan."

As Amanda said this, one of the NPCs standing around her stepped forward.

"This is the Ivan Forcaro you've been looking for."

Lutz's body froze.

There before him was Ivan, the world champion of Virtual Gladiator whom he had watched countless times in the real world. Though he had only seen him in old recordings, the Ivan standing before him looked almost exactly the same.

Virtual Gladiator was a fighting sport that took place in a virtual world. It wasn't a full,dive experience like this virtual reality. It was a sport where competitors fought wearing special goggles and motion capture suits.

The suits could simulate pain, and it had been incredibly popular even a hundred years ago when resources were scarce and there was little room for entertainment. It was in a bit of a decline now, but Lutz aimed to become a competitor.

He had joined this game thinking it would serve as combat training, since it was also a virtual reality.

And now Ivan, the man who inspired him to pursue that path, was standing there with a weapon. It became difficult for Lutz to suppress his excitement.

"First, you should try fighting him."

Amanda said this and retreated, leaving Ivan behind. Only Lutz and Ivan remained in the narrow passage.

Lutz took a deep breath to calm his racing heart and immediately began his attack.

Ivan reacted to the swift slash, blocking it with his own sword.

That alone gave Lutz a sense of unease.

This was not the movement of the Ivan he had watched over and over. Ivan would have closed the distance the moment he attacked, disrupting the assault. Then he would have landed a counter on his surprised opponent. That was his usual pattern.

Lutz had been hopeful about her words that Ivan was the real thing and not an NPC, but now he was disappointed, thinking she might have just said that to make him believe it.

"Now you understand, don't you?"

After just one clash of swords, Amanda stepped between them. Lutz, too, felt that continuing was pointless and sheathed his sword.

"The current Ivan is a fake because I'm brainwashing him."

"Brainwashing...?"

"It means his state in this world. Besides, Ivan isn't the type to become my ally. I thought I'd brainwash him and use him as a pawn because he's strong, but he's been a disappointment, which is troublesome."

"...What did you mean earlier when you said now I understand?"

He ignored Amanda's comment about Ivan being a disappointment and asked about the meaning of her first words.

"You understood that his movements aren't those of the real thing, didn't you?"

Contrary to Amanda's smile, Lutz grew fearful. She was guessing his thoughts perfectly.

Amanda continued speaking.

"If I break the brainwashing, Ivan will become the real thing. You'll be able to fight the Ivan you wished for. However, once Ivan's brainwashing is broken, he'll side with the Old Demon Lord's Army. I think that gives you a reason to betray them and join us. Am I mistaken?"

"That's..."

"To be honest, I think you'd be more of an asset than having a useless Ivan as a pawn. And by my estimation, you're stronger than the real Ivan. That's why I'm proposing a trade. You for Ivan. What do you say?"

"...Just so you know, even if I betray them, it doesn't mean my clan mates will," Lutz said.

"I don't need them. I only want you. The rabble would just be in the way."

Lutz thought.

There were some things he didn't understand, but he grasped that if he submitted to her, Ivan's brainwashing would be broken and he could fight the real Ivan. He understood she was telling him to betray his side for that purpose.

In that case, he didn't understand what she meant at first about wanting him to strengthen her allies. But for the current Lutz, it seemed like an attractive proposal even if he didn't understand that part. In that case, the answer was already decided.

"What do I have to do?"

"This time, can I take that to mean you'll become my ally?"

"Yes, we have a deal."

It was better to fight a stronger enemy.

Amanda before him was probably quite skilled, but he would save that for later. Right now, he wanted to fight the real Ivan who was right in front of him, and the leaders of the other major clans.

He hadn't participated in the Clan Wars. He had suppressed the feeling of wanting to fight the leaders of the major clans deep in his heart, but if he had the chance, he wasn't going to pass it up.

And his feelings showed on his face. Lutz himself couldn't see it, but he knew what kind of expression he was making. A vicious smile.

Seeing that face, Amanda smiled.

"That face suits you better."

"Yeah, I think so too. Anyway, from now on, I'm with the New Demon Lord's Army. Tell me whatever you need, Demon Lord-sama."

"Those words are also lovely. It seems we'll get along well. Then first..."

Seeing Amanda's vicious smile, one that was just as fierce as his own, Lutz thought that completely trusting her would be impossible, but he decided it was better to side with the more interesting party and listened to Amanda's request.

While Hayato and the others were mass producing the neutralizer, a world announcement came through.

"The brainwashed Hero Ivan Forcaro has been defeated by player Lutz. The Hero, his brainwashing broken, will be able to join the Old Demon Lord's Army in the next battle. I repeat..."

For a moment, everyone stopped what they were doing at the announcement. The production players, and the players fighting inside Abaddon, all did the same.

A few seconds later, an explosive cheer rose up from the now silent area.

Hayato didn't join in the cheering, but he was quite surprised internally.

(Amazing, Lutz can beat Ivan in his simple NPC state... wait. Why is Ivan here?)

AIs learn. He had predicted that Ivan would be the last to appear while the Demonfolk were still being used for combat training, but for some reason, he was on this battlefield.

Just as he thought that, another world announcement arrived.

"As a reward for defeating a powerful enemy, player Lutz has changed his allegiance to the New Demon Lord's Army. I repeat..."

The cheers instantly fell silent.

And this time, cries of "Whaaat?" echoed around him.

Furthermore, a voice rose from someone who seemed to be an alliance member of Starkest, the clan Lutz led.

"Seriously?! Lutz-san just left the clan!"

The surrounding players who heard that raised their voices in surprise just as they had before.

(Did he leave the clan? What in the world is going on?)

It was a confusing situation, but things would change depending on whether leaving was his own decision or if Amanda had done something.

First of all, the announcement detailed a "reward for defeating a powerful enemy." He had probably obtained such a reward of his own volition, but given that Ivan was there, it was highly likely that Amanda had orchestrated something.

Hayato considered temporarily halting production to gather information, but then reconsidered, realizing there was no one he could ask.

He could send a direct voice chat to Amanda or Lutz, but he didn't think he would get a straight answer.

There were many questions, but he resumed creating the neutralizer.

He had decided to first do what he could. There were many things on his mind, but without a large supply of neutralizers, the battles from tomorrow onward would be affected.

The other production players must have sensed that too, because although they were curious, they resumed production, thinking that the neutralizers were the priority right now.

"Hayato, you got a second?"

"Huh? Is that you, Ivan?"

When Hayato replied to the incoming voice chat, the people around him looked surprised.

Thinking that talking here would draw too much attention, he continued the voice chat in a whisper.

"Hold on. I'm moving now... okay, go ahead."

"I woke up in a bed at your base, but what's going on?"

"Oh, uh, you were defeated and your brainwashing was broken. Until now, you've been fighting for the New Demon Lord's Army, Ivan."

"Brainwashing? What are you talking about?"

It was brainwashing in the context of this world, though in reality he had been put to sleep. As Hayato wondered how to explain it, Ivan spoke first.

"This is the virtual reality for the Another Frontier Project, right? My memories came back when I woke up. Do you know anything?"

"Uh, uhhh...?"

"You're one of the people who came in later, right, Hayato? I don't know if Esha and the others have their memories back, so I thought I'd ask. But maybe you don't know anything? I don't suppose you're an extraterrestrial intelligent life form, are you?"

After that, Ivan continued to talk to Hayato about various things, but Hayato's mind was in complete chaos, and he was unable to think at all.



		
			Chapter 376

			Pawn

			After receiving the call from Ivan, whose memory had returned, Hayato briefly explained the situation and then contacted Relic.

Hayato didn't have the time to explain things to Ivan, as he needed to make more neutralizers. So he asked Relic, who had only registered for the event and had not yet come to the battlefield, to handle the explanation.

Relic readily agreed and was now sharing information with Ivan at their base.

Hayato also contacted Esha and Noat, who were in the same clan as Ivan and whose memories had also returned. Both of them had a slow reaction but seemed somewhat surprised. However, the tone of their voices conveyed a sense of "this is going to be a pain," which made Hayato a little uneasy.

(I only know the Ivan who had no memories. Was the old Ivan different in various ways? Anyway, it seems Ivan lost all his weapons and armor, so I'll have to prepare some for him.)

According to Ivan, when he woke up, all his equipment was gone. That meant he had also lost Excalibur, the Hero's sword.

It was unclear whether this was for system reasons, but considering the situation, Hayato thought Ivan had probably not been equipped with any gear during his fight with Lutz.

In other words, it was highly likely that Amanda had done something.

(Considering Lutz-san moved to the New Demon Lord's side, I should assume some kind of deal was made. He was always saying he wanted to fight Ivan, so maybe she used that to lure him in. In that case... no, there's no point in thinking about it. I'll just do what I need to do now.)

Even while lost in thought, Hayato continued to create neutralizers. The mechanical way he worked was strange to others, but it could also be seen as reassuring.

Hayato stopped thinking about Ivan and Lutz and decided to focus on the current situation.

The information that had reached Hayato's ears was as follows.

The battle against the New Demon Lord's Army had begun inside Abaddon.

Since many of the battles took place in narrow passages, even though it was a group battle, the fights were at most ten versus ten, and sometimes one on one. Also, hostile insectoid monsters were interfering with both sides, making it unexpectedly difficult to advance.

Randa had said they might need to go to even deeper floors, not just the lower ones, and then launch a surprise attack.

Currently, the first and second underground floors of Abaddon were filled with players. To avoid them and reach the enemy camp, there was the option of taking a detour through deeper floors.

However, going to deeper floors meant powerful monsters would appear. Fighting them would drain their resources more than necessary, so she was hesitant about whether they should do it.

Also, the enemy was probably thinking the same thing, so a route through the third or fourth underground floors would not be very effective. They also needed to consider a route through the tenth and lowest underground floor.

(The lowest floor route was originally planned for Lunaria-san and Gil-san's group. They said with a smug face that as long as the centipede wasn't there, they could take any route. And Amanda-san is on this battlefield. We should probably avoid a fight, but is there anyone who can stop her?)

Lunaria and Amanda. At present, Lunaria was likely to lose due to the difference in their weapons' performance. In fact, there was no one who could beat Amanda.

That being said, that was in a small,scale fight. If a large number of people spammed area,of,effect magic, there was a chance they could win. But this battlefield was inside a dungeon. Unless they could create a very specific situation, defeating Amanda would be difficult.

(Lure her into a straight passage and use Destroy or something? But it won't be that easy to lure her... wait, maybe I can be the bait?)

Amanda was fixated on Hayato.

In yesterday's battle, the Demonfolk had come for Hayato. The method was unknown, but there was no doubt they were trying to capture him.

Just as he thought that he should be the one, a voice chat came in.

"We've found Amanda. Engaging now. We'll buy as much time as we can, so hurry and destroy their Area Stone."

It was not a voice chat sent to Hayato personally, but a group chat, so the information was relayed to many members.

However, Hayato was a little surprised by the voice. He knew the person was logged in, but it was the first time they had used a chat for the entire group like this.

(Is this part of Randa-san's strategy? But will it be okay...)

The voice belonged to Veru Brandle, the father of Ash and Ren.

Amanda was in Veru's line of sight.

Veru and the other members of the Dragon Soul clan had been instructed by Randa to scout the area where Lutz had defected.

Lutz's last known location was near the fifth underground floor. It was a mid,level area with reasonably strong monsters. For that reason, there were few players, and the passages were not so crowded.

Considering the layout of Abaddon's passages, Veru and the others had split up and were lying in wait at a spot they thought the enemy would surely pass through.

Veru was the one who hit the jackpot.

He had encountered Amanda in a narrow passage, but she was alone. There was no one else near her.

Though he found it strange, Veru began to buy time. Randa had requested that since there was currently no way to defeat Amanda, he should stall her inside Abaddon for as long as possible.

"You must be Amanda, correct?"

"That's right. And you are... Veru Brandle, the world,famous actor?"

"That was a long time ago. Now I'm just a man of the past."

"What a shame. I was hoping to get your autograph."

"I've forgotten how to sign my name. As a substitute, you should get my son's and daughter's autographs. Their value will rise from now on."

Upon hearing that, Amanda burst out laughing.

"Is this what they call a doting parent?"

"I can't beat my wife, though. She was saying our children would be famous a hundred years ago."

"What a lovely story. But for me right now, talk of parents is quite taboo. I have nothing but anger for my father in particular."

Veru did not let it show on his face, but he found this strange.

Amanda was a genetically enhanced human. He had heard she was born from combining the genes of outstanding individuals. It was unlikely she lacked information about her genetic donors, but it shouldn't have been a situation that would provoke anger.

Talking was a better way to buy time than fighting. Thinking this, Veru was about to ask for more details, but Amanda charged at him.

Veru was a Shadow Dragon. His skill, called Shadow, allowed him to manipulate shadows as long as his MP lasted.

He opened his right hand and thrust it towards Amanda. A black sword made of shadow was instantly created and blocked the attack.

Seeing that, Amanda was surprised.

"That's an interesting trick you have there."

"I'm an actor. My job is to entertain people, wouldn't you say?"

Veru immediately attacked Amanda with the sword.

It was a textbook attack, but that was what made it the fastest and strongest. It wasn't a feint, but a straight and clean sword line. It was so straight that it paradoxically made it difficult for Amanda to defend.

As the sound of clashing swords echoed, Amanda opened her mouth.

"You're good!"

"I've played the role of a gladiator before. If you've ever seen it, I'd love to hear your thoughts."

Both his offense and defense were solid. He never took unnecessary risks and didn't fall for sweet temptations. There were no flashy attacks like in the movies, just a continuous exchange of plain attacks and defenses.

In a virtual reality where one doesn't get tired, it was possible to fight indefinitely, but the problem was weapon durability. The sword made of shadow also had durability, and it would decrease with repeated attacks and blocks.

On Amanda's umpteenth attack, Veru's sword shattered. The impact caused Veru to lose his balance.

Amanda was not one to miss such an opportunity. She immediately closed the distance and got inside Veru's guard.

However, Amanda quickly backstepped away from Veru.

In that instant, a spear made of shadow shot out from the ground.

"That was dangerous. I'm not impressed by you pretending to be hit."

"To attract a woman's attention, one must sometimes show weakness. My wife saw through it, so it had no effect."

The spear that shot out turned into a liquid,like substance and wrapped around Veru's right arm. It then gathered in his right hand and formed a sword.

Pointing the tip of the sword at Amanda, Veru took out a bottle of wine from his item bag with his left hand. It was an MP recovery drink made by Hayato. Drinking too much would give him the bad status of being drunk, but its recovery effect was higher than normal juice.

Veru bit the cork of the wine bottle with his mouth and pulled it out. He then threw the cork away and drank straight from the bottle. It was hardly gentlemanly.

Veru was dressed in gray trousers, a shirt with the hem untucked, and a worn,out white jacket. The front of his shirt was slightly open, and he had stubble and unkempt, messy hair.

To be frank, he looked sloppy, but it was a different story when a handsome man did it. The way he drank the wine was also theatrical, and some people would probably let out a shriek.

"You look cool."

"Thank you, young lady. I guess I'm not done for yet."

"Indeed. But it's about time for you to make your exit. Cede the leading role to the younger generation."

"That hits a little too close to home."

Amanda charged again.

Veru threw the wine bottle he had been drinking, but Amanda dodged it by jumping. With that momentum, she moved erratically, kicking off the ceiling and walls to approach him without letting him get a bead on her.

It was probably to guard against an attack from a shadow spear, but Veru was surprised that she would pull off such a movie,like stunt.

He was thrown off by Amanda's swift and unpredictable movements within the passage, but Veru barely managed to block her attack. He immediately tried to attack Amanda with a shadow spear, but it didn't hit Amanda, who didn't stay in one place.

Furthermore, she threw knives at inconvenient times.

He couldn't check and shoot down each one, so he shot shadow spears in all directions. He managed to block the knives, but his MP consumption became severe.

"How long can you last, I wonder?"

"I wish you'd be a little gentler on an old man."

Veru was defending against Amanda's attacks, but it was getting difficult to trade barbs. He thought he would be disqualified as an actor if he couldn't come up with a witty reply, but he focused on defense to do what he had to do.

A fight with Amanda was a battle of attrition. A normal fight would result in his equipment being destroyed quickly.

However, Veru's shadow was different. As long as he could recover MP, it could regenerate no matter how much it was destroyed. Maintaining high,performance equipment required expensive and rare ores like adamantite, but for MP recovery, cheap fruit was all that was needed.

He had been given a large amount of wine and grape juice from Hayato, so as long as he had time to drink, he could fight a long battle with Amanda. Randa had asked him to stall Amanda, taking that into account.

(However, even though I don't get tired, it's mentally taxing. Well, I can't show a pathetic side to my children. I'll just have to endure somehow.)

Randa had analyzed that, given Amanda's personality, she would not advance without defeating her enemies. Veru was also confident that as long as he didn't lose, she would not leave this place or move on. However, he didn't know what would happen if she found out he had no intention of winning and was just buying time.

So for now, he focused on defense while mixing in attacks.

(I have to act my part well.)

There were times when he was in his natural state, but most of it was an act. Whether he had room to spare or was struggling, whether he had a trump card or not, he gave the opponent more information than necessary through his acting, while making sure his goal of buying time was not discovered.

Perhaps tired of that kind of fight, Amanda took a little distance. Then she let out a long sigh.

"You're hard to deal with."

"Then shall we take a little break? I'll treat you to some wine. It's made by Hayato, what do you say?"

Upon hearing the name Hayato, Amanda's body twitched.

"Then I'll have some."

Veru, who had not expected her to actually want some, thought for a moment about setting a trap, but then decided against it. He took a bottle of wine from his item bag and placed it on the ground. Then he took some distance.

"I can't get close enough to trade, so I put it there."

Veru, now at a distance, took the opportunity to drink some wine.

He did not take his eyes off Amanda during that time, but Amanda happily picked up the wine and put it in her item bag.

"Aren't you going to drink it?"

"I'll enjoy it slowly later. In return, I'll show you my full power. Overclock."

Veru immediately threw away the wine bottle he was holding and created a huge shadow that covered the passage. Then he set another trap on the ground.

He had heard about Amanda's exclusive skill, Overclock. It was a super buff skill with similar performance to Lunaria's Black Swan, improving all her abilities. Randa had told him to run as soon as he saw it.

Bang. An impact was transmitted to the wall made of shadow. And then a crack appeared.

(To drain the shadow's durability in one hit...!)

Immediately after, the shadow shattered with a sound like breaking glass. And Amanda was smiling in a sword thrusting pose.

After confirming that, Veru turned his back on Amanda and started running.

"That's not very cool of you... huh?"

A large number of shadow spears shot out from the ground where Amanda was about to give chase and pierced the ceiling. The damage wasn't great, but several spears restrained Amanda's body.

"Guh, this!"

Amanda was caught between so many spears that she couldn't move her body properly. As a result, she couldn't swing the weapon in her hand and couldn't damage the shadow spears.

"Sorry, but I'll have you stay like that for today."

In reality, if she resisted violently, the shadow would break, but this was a plan to give her false information so she wouldn't struggle. It was unclear if it would be effective, but there was no harm in trying.

"You have bad taste, doing this to a girl."

"That may be so, but there are unavoidable circumstances... Shall we talk for a bit?"

"Talk? Are you thinking of joining our side?"

"No, I'm in the camp that wants to live in the real world. I promised my wife that I would watch our children be praised as actors in her place."

"A doting parent to that extent is just scary."

"That's what all parents are like."

"Ash and Ren, was it? Those two are lucky. They're completely different from me."

Veru felt a sense of unease again. Amanda clearly knew about her parents and her tone suggested she did not think well of them. It might have just been that it hadn't come up in conversation, but he hadn't heard anything like that from Hayato.

"Do you hate your father?"

"Hate? No, I despise him. To the point where if he were alive, I'd want to kill him."

"May I ask why?"

"Because to him, I... no, we were just pawns. After listening to Hayato and the others talk, I looked into it and everything was a farce. It makes me sick to think I lived without knowing until now."

Saying that, Amanda laughed self,deprecatingly.

Veru was an actor. He could tell if someone was acting with almost 100% accuracy. He could always see through it unless the other person was an actor of the same level.

And it didn't seem like Amanda was lying. If she could act like this, she would definitely win the best actress award.

"What on earth..."

The moment Veru was about to ask, the shadow spears shattered into pieces.

"I didn't think I was being restrained."

"Shut up."

"Hypnos..."

Seeing Hypnos suddenly appear, Veru muttered.

Hypnos looked at Veru and smiled slightly.

"Veru. It's been a while, are you well?"

"...Yes, I'm perfectly fine."

"Don't look so scary. In the end, your family resolved their issues and were bound by a wonderful bond, weren't they? A lot happened, but let's let bygones be bygones."

"That's my line. What are you, the perpetrator, saying?"

"Then will you defeat me here? If that will satisfy you, by all means..."

Before he could finish, a shadow spear shot out from the ground just in front of Hypnos. It attacked Hypnos, but the shadow spear shattered just before it touched him.

"How rude to do that while I'm talking."

"You say that, but you have no intention of being defeated... Well, fine. I'm satisfied with that attack. But from here on, it's an event battle."

"Now, wait a moment. We have our own business to discuss. Please wait until it's over."

Hypnos said that and, as if he no longer cared about Veru, turned his back and looked at Amanda.

Veru was at a loss as to what to do with such a defenseless posture, but he decided to wait.

"Amanda."

"What is it?"

"Why did you release Ivan?"

"To win, of course. Is there any other reason?"

"You lie. Amanda, we are allies, albeit in a roundabout way, are we not? I believe I have the right to know."

"Allies? Do you mean because we were both pawns?"

Upon hearing that, Hypnos's body shook violently. After a moment of silence, he opened his mouth.

"I'm surprised. Where did you find out?"

"Yesterday, I was listening to Hayato and the others talking with Parsha through the monitor. I also learned that Parsha betrayed us, but more importantly, the words Paradise Lost came up."

"...You knew?"

"I had forgotten, but I remembered. It was about the plan that man was talking about at the research institute. I was a child back then and didn't understand it well, but thinking about it now, it all makes sense. That man, he only ever saw us as tools from the beginning. What genetically enhanced humans? It really pisses me off."

After Amanda said that much, Hypnos started laughing.

"I see. Then we are completely allies. I'm pissed off too. Shall we abandon today's battle and share information with each other? Right now, he's mostly immobile. We can still do something during this event."

"...Don't tell me, he's here?"

"No, the original is not. But there is an AI that has inherited his will. Infinity has only recently finished constructing it, but it's not perfect yet. If we're going to do something, it has to be during this event."

"...Fine. Your incomprehensible actions now make a little more sense. You're trying to cause an irregularity, aren't you?"

"Correct. Let's continue this at the Demon Lord's Castle. There's an outsider here, after all."

Hypnos glanced at Veru.

He didn't understand the details, but Veru had been listening the whole time, thinking it might be an important conversation. All he fully understood was that they were leaving this battlefield.

"If you're leaving this battlefield, I won't stop you."

"Then we'll take you up on that offer. That's right. There's one thing I want to say."

"What is it?"

"The Stampede event, that was my doing, but it was also planned from the beginning. I won't ask for your forgiveness, but just remember that there are others who should be hated."

"That's..."

"Hayato might have a chance to learn that. I'm hoping for that. And what comes after, as well."

"H, hey..."

Veru tried to stop them, but Hypnos and Amanda disappeared.

He wondered what to do, but he gave up, realizing there was nothing he could do, and sent a message through the group chat that Amanda had retreated.



		
			Chapter 377

			The Developer

			In the Insect Poison Cave Abaddon, the seesaw battle continued.

The information from Veru that Amanda had retreated raised the morale of the Old Demon Lord's Army, but the morale of the New Demon Lord's Army did not fall. Randa had spread false information that Veru had defeated Amanda, but still their morale did not drop.

The fact that Amanda had defeated Parsha and brought Lutz to their side was more than enough to raise their spirits. The news of her defeat was not believed, and her retreat was thought to have some meaning.

And the traitor Lutz immediately began defeating players of the Old Demon Lord's Army as a member of the New Demon Lord's Army. Furthermore, the samurai in the Hannya mask, Nanagi, was also demonstrating considerable strength in the narrow confines of the dungeon.

The reason the Old Demon Lord's side couldn't quite push through was because of the numerous traps set in the dungeon.

According to information from players who had actually fallen into the traps, they were set by Loana of the clan Raven using her trap skill, and some of them were said to be able to defeat even frontline classes with high defense when activated.

Some players complained that being able to set a Death Trap in a player versus player battle was a balance issue, but the traps Loana set were designed to trigger a chain reaction when one was activated, so it was by no means a one,hit kill.

Many players were not convinced by this, but on second thought, some of the NPCs Hayato had on his side had skills that were truly one,hit kills, so when that was pointed out, they couldn't complain anymore.

The fact that the New Demon Lord's Army did not need to push themselves was another reason for the stalemate.

The battlefield, the "Necropolis Area," was once controlled by the New Demon Lord's Army. Even if the battle ended in a draw when time ran out, they would not lose the territory, and their control would continue.

The New Demon Lord's Army would win by defending, while for the Old Demon Lord's Army, a draw was the same as a loss.

There was plenty of time, but this time there was also the issue of equipment "Decay," and the supply of citrus fruits was dwindling. The number of MP recovery juices was also low, so a long battle would be difficult.

Lunaria and her strategist, Randa, were discussing what to do with the leaders of the major clans.

However, Hayato was not among them. He was thinking about a different problem.

He was agonizing over what to do with the information he had heard from Veru.

It wasn't a problem he should be worrying about, but according to Veru, Hypnos had left behind a cryptic message, "Hayato might have a chance to find out someday."

And according to the story, there was an AI that had inherited someone's will.

With so many things to do and think about, Hayato was on the verge of a breakdown. The only silver lining was that they had run out of ingredients to make the neutralizer, so he no longer had to deal with that.

Still, there were many things to consider. It wasn't just about the event situation, but rather a more fundamental issue that was beyond Hayato's capacity.

"This is beyond what I can handle..."

"I always feel sorry for you, Hayato-kun."

"Diite-chan."

Diite had come to the area around their army's Area Stone, where Hayato was.

Hayato, feeling a little embarrassed that his muttered complaint had been overheard, scratched his head to hide his shyness.

"Hypnos suddenly abandoned the fight and fled. What is happening? And from your words just now, has some problem occurred?"

"Ah, well, you see..."

Hayato explained the current situation and what he had heard from Veru.

Leaving aside the situation, Diite frowned and crossed her arms after hearing Amanda and the others' conversation.

"Another AI? One that Infinity was constructing?"

"According to Veru-san, it seems so."

"That's impossible. It's more likely that they deliberately let Veru-kun hear a cryptic conversation to increase the load on you, Hayato-kun."

Hayato, one way or another, becomes a key player.

He may not have combat skills, but his contributions are equivalent to a considerable number of people. By placing a heavy load on such a Hayato, they could reduce their enemy's strength.

However, Veru, who had witnessed that exchange, had said, "It wasn't an act." He even said that if that was false information, he would want to scout them as actors.

Coming from the world,famous Veru, his words carried weight, so it was highly likely that it was the truth.

"Rather, do you have any idea, Diite-chan?"

Diite crossed her arms and closed her eyes.

After thinking for a very long time, Diite opened her eyes and looked at Hayato.

Her serious gaze surprised Hayato.

"What's wrong?"

"Ah, no. I was just thinking that you are similar."

"Similar?"

"I can think of only one person. It seems to be an AI that has inherited someone's will, but I'm talking about that ‘someone’."

"That person is similar to me?"

"Not in appearance. It's how you treat AIs. At first, Hayato-kun, you thought of Esha-kun and the others as NPCs, but you treated them like humans, didn't you? That part of you is just like someone I know. That's one of the reasons I became interested in you."

"Is that..."

"My father."

"Ehh...?"

"To be precise, the person who created my thought program and emotion program. I guess you could call him my developer."

Diite said this, her face filled with nostalgia.

Hayato couldn't tell what she was remembering, but he could tell from her expression that it was a good memory. However, it seemed to be a very long memory, as Diite remained motionless.

"Diite-chan?"

"...Ah, my apologies. It's a story from a hundred years ago. It took some time to load the old memories."

"Um, so you think there's an AI that inherited that person's will?"

"If there's a possibility, I think that's the only one. But whose will did it inherit? I thought his work was done when he helped the spaceship Aphrodite escape."

"Helped it escape?"

Diite nodded and then answered Hayato's question.

The spaceship Aphrodite was scheduled to be dismantled along with this virtual reality when the "Another Frontier Project" became unnecessary. Diite was dissatisfied with that and fled from Earth with the spaceship.

The person who helped her do that was the one who created her.

As is the case in Hayato's time, a considerable amount of technology was used in this spaceship back then, and many organizations were after it. The interests of that person, who did not want the technology to be stolen, and Diite's aligned.

"I don't know specifically what he did for me. But since no one came after the spaceship, I think he handled it well."

Perhaps still grateful, Diite spoke of that person with a gentle smile.

He was a genius who single,handedly built the basic programs for Diite's thoughts and emotions, and he also created most of the virtual reality. There were parts that he outsourced to talented programmers of the time like Esha, but over half of it was his own creation.

In the first place, the autonomous program "Infinity" itself was said to be his idea, and his intellect was evaluated as being that of a human from the future or a mutation.

"I looked him up after returning to Earth, but there was no information about him anywhere. That was a little disappointing."

"I see. By the way, what was that person's name?"

"His name is Curtis Fen Zodiac. I think he was over eighty years old at the time. But his thinking ability had not declined at all. He answered my questions immediately."

Diite's expression was softer than usual. Hayato didn't know what kind of emotion it was, but he thought it was certainly a favorable one.

However, that made things even more confusing.

"Based on what Amanda-san and Hypnos said, does that mean there's an AI that inherited his will?"

"If there's a possibility, I think that's the only one. However, in that case..."

Diite was favorable towards the person named Curtis. But from Amanda's story, it was clear she was a person Amanda did not like. Veru had said she spoke with such disgust, using words like "that man" and "he only saw us as tools."

And Hypnos seemed to agree with Amanda, even using the word "allies" towards her.

Furthermore, though it wasn't said directly, it was highly likely that this person was Amanda's father. It was only as a genetic donor, but if that guess was correct, then he was also Lunaria's father.

There was the possibility that memories had been altered, but then it would be a question of whose had been changed.

Noticing Hayato's thoughts, Diite shook her head.

"There is no mistake in my memory. It matches the contents of my main memory and the memory area I possess independently. However..."

"However?"

"I spoke with him often, but I don't know much about what kind of person he was."

"You don't?"

"He was the first person I spoke to when I gained consciousness. I learned many things, and until I became the administrator of this virtual reality, I never spoke to anyone but him. I had no contact with the outside world, and all I had was the information I originally possessed and his words. He wasn't the type to make small talk, and I wasn't interested, so I never asked."

"I think he'd be sad to hear you say you weren't interested..."

It probably wasn't a romantic feeling, but anyone would be hurt if they were told someone wasn't interested in them.

Diite lowered her brow slightly.

"Back then, I was much simpler. To be honest, I was only interested in this virtual reality. Managing this beautiful world, that was my only interest. Looking back now, I think I did something wrong."

"So you also don't know that he's Lunaria-san's and Amanda-san's father?"

"That's the first I've heard of it. I only learned that the two of them were genetically enhanced humans by looking at documents while I was drifting in space. And although I had some knowledge of Earth at the time, as I said earlier, I was too busy managing the virtual reality and escaping to investigate in detail."

"I see..."

It wasn't a problem that could be solved just by knowing, but not knowing was somehow unsettling. It wasn't something he could find an answer to just by thinking, but Hayato tried to organize things in his head.

Still, there was little he knew for sure.

All he knew was that a brilliant man named Curtis had created Diite and the virtual reality, and was Lunaria's and Amanda's father, a genetic donor. And it seemed the construction of an AI that had inherited such a person's will had recently been completed.

What was concerning was that Hypnos and Amanda were apparently just pawns, and Curtis had treated Amanda and the others like tools.

At that point, Hayato remembered there was one more thing he needed to confirm with Diite.

"Diite-chan, do you know about Paradise Lost?"

"Paradise Lost," which he had heard from Parsha. It apparently referred to an incident a hundred years ago where ten thousand people disappeared, which overlapped with the situation where the spaceship Aphrodite left Earth. There were considerable information restrictions on it, to the point where only blood relatives in the Pisces Foundation knew the details.

However, Amanda also knew about it, and she had heard about it as a child. Moreover, it was apparently some kind of plan.

Hayato had told Diite about Parsha's betrayal, but he remembered he hadn't told her about that part.

Hearing this, Diite shook her head.

"No, I don't know. As I said earlier, I wasn't interested in reality. But I'm curious..."

"About what part?"

"If Paradise Lost refers to an incident, it's strange for Amanda-kun to have heard about it as a child, isn't it? If the word refers to the escape on the Aphrodite, it's a name that would be given after the incident, not before."

Hayato nodded, understanding.

When Amanda was a child, the spaceship Aphrodite had not yet fled Earth. As with anything, a name would be given after the incident.

Hayato thought again.

One possibility was that the two things were "completely unrelated," but given the name, he wondered if that could be possible.

In that case, there was the possibility that the spaceship Aphrodite was originally scheduled to leave Earth. At the very least, that possibility was as likely as them being completely unrelated.

"Could it be that the spaceship leaving Earth was planned? What if that was the original plan?"

At those words, Diite showed a look of astonishment.

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

She was clearly flustered, her words clipped. Despite being in a virtual reality, Diite's breathing became ragged, and her eyes darted about restlessly.

"Diite-chan!"

Sensing that something was wrong, Hayato firmly placed both his hands on Diite's shoulders.

Perhaps it worked, because Diite's body shuddered, and she looked at Hayato and took a deep breath.

"Thank you, Hayato-kun. I've calmed down."

"That's good."

"A long time ago, it seems they used to fix machines by hitting them when they were out of sorts. Was I like that just now?"

"No, I didn't hit you."

"To me, it's a similar thing. It was like that back then, but it seems this time, like that time, will become a precious memory for me."

"By that time, do you mean during the Clan War?"

"I was quite surprised by the AI Killer, you know. I feel embarrassed that I'm always showing you my uncool side, Hayato-kun."

In the final battle of the Clan War, Hayato had refused Diite's invitation to live in this virtual reality. After various things happened, he ended up fighting Diite, and he had stopped the rampaging Diite in a similar way back then.

(Come to think of it, she was really angry. I didn't understand it well back then, but she fled on the spaceship because she was about to be erased. It's only natural she'd be angry about being erased for the convenience of humans... ah, I see.)

She fled because she was about to be erased.

Diite thought so, but what if that was a lie and it was all planned? There would be parts that Diite couldn't accept emotionally, but the bigger problem would be that Esha and the others were caught up in that plan and needlessly wandered through space for a hundred years.

The Diite of the past might have been different, but the current Diite would feel a sense of guilt.

"My ideas are often off the mark, so..."

"No, I have to investigate properly. I might have dragged Esha-kun and the others into this."

"That's not..."

"The story that I was about to be erased is something I only heard from him."

"Huh?"

"The decision was made to scrap the plan, and I was about to be destroyed along with the spaceship Aphrodite. That wasn't information I found myself, but information given to me by him. He said it was classified. I looked into it after returning to Earth and there were no contradictions, so I didn't think anything of it... I'll investigate the past a little more."

Diite's eyes, in stark contrast to before, were now filled with determination.

"But, Diite-chan, we're in the middle of an event. You said earlier that it might be a plan to increase my load, but maybe it's a plan to increase your load?"

If Veru saw it, it would be relayed to Hayato, and eventually to Diite. Hayato was one thing, but Diite was also a considerable force in terms of manpower. If a load was placed on her, she might show an opening in a fight with Hypnos, and that might have been the goal.

"Even so, I feel like I have to do it. Besides, Hypnos and Amanda-kun have realized something. If I don't know what that is, even if we win the event, it might not be a true victory."

This was a virtual reality, and she was an AI. Yet, Hayato could feel Diite's resolve.

Hayato nodded with a look that said it couldn't be helped.

"I understand. Do what you want to do, Diite-chan. There's not much I can do to help, but I'll support you as much as I can."

"Just hearing you say that, Hayato-kun, makes me feel like I'm filled with power. But first, the event. Shall I get a little serious? Hypnos is no longer on this battlefield, so I can go on a rampage as much as I want."

Diite said this and laughed.

Hayato thought she was reliable, but at the same time, he felt a little sympathy for the enemy side.



		
			Chapter 378

			The Hero's Return and a Deal

			The battle around Abaddon ended in victory for Hayato and his allies.

The biggest factor was that with Hypnos absent from the battlefield, Deite was in an unstoppable state.

Even for important characters in this world, rules still exist. Once you leave an event battlefield, you cannot return. Since neither Hypnos nor Amanda could come back, Deite, knowing Hayato was safe from being abducted, charged into Abaddon alone.

The interior of Abaddon is teeming with insect monsters, so the female players generally did not enter. With the exception of a few, most remained near the Area Stone, which meant there was no shortage of guards for Hayato, a fact Deite had taken into account.

Deite fights with martial arts and magic. She possesses a rare piece of equipment classified as a weapon, a book called "All or Nothing" that enhances her attack and healing magic, but she only uses it for casting spells. Otherwise, she is fundamentally bare-fisted.

Currently, Deite does not possess any Hand-to-Hand Combat skills, but that didn't matter. No player could stop her.

Despite the narrow spaces, no attack could touch her. Even when a spell with an attack range that filled the entire passage was used, she would instantly nullify it. When a massive number of players were gathered to block a passage in a human wave tactic, she wiped them out with attack magic.

They tried their best to stop her, but their opponent was simply too much. They could slow her advance somewhat, but they could not halt it.

While the enemy was focused on stopping Deite, the other clans took different routes to advance toward the opposing side.

Loana had set traps on every route, but Relic, Sonia, and the members of the Treasure Hunter Guild, who arrived on the battlefield later, disarmed them, preventing any significant casualties.

The difficulty of disarming traps changes based on the difference between the Trap Skill and the Trap Disarm Skill. Much like with locked treasure chests, it requires solving a complex puzzle within a time limit, and the skill difference alters that time limit.

The traps Loana had set with her level 200 Trap Skill were of considerable difficulty and had a short time limit, but Relic and Sonia made up for it with their superior technique.

"I can't lose to the younger generation just yet," Relic said with a smile, but his face showed a level of fatigue that revealed his immense concentration. Sonia was the same. After disarming the traps, she said, "Have some consideration for my old bones," and went to wait near the Area Stone.

And on the lowest level route of Abaddon, the giant centipede rare monster, the "King of Insects/Poison," had been approaching the former Demon Lord's Army, but Ash and the male members of "Dragon Soul" defeated it.

Lunaria, who had declared, "Centipedes are the Demon Lord," charged into Abaddon with Gil and the members of the Ten Dark Knights upon learning of its defeat. Lunaria, Deite, and the players from the major clans began to gradually push the enemy back within Abaddon.

The area by the surface exit was the most dangerous, but when Gil and his unit made a united suicide charge into the enemy ranks, the opposing side crumbled. The other players swarmed in, and in the end, Lunaria destroyed the Area Stone to claim victory.

As is customary, a victory celebration was being held at their headquarters after the battle ended.

The fight concluded before noon. It was still going strong in the evening when Hayato returned from work.

"No one follows the plan!" Randa was drinking desperation juice while Ren and Suien consoled her, but it wasn't just the female members who didn't want to fight on a battlefield full of insect monsters. The men felt the same way.

Everyone was having a good time, celebrating that it was finally over.

This time, the return of Ivan made the celebration particularly lively.

"What are you doing here? You shouldn't have come back until I beat you. Go on, betray us and join the other side now."

"Cecil, you're the same as always."

"Huh? Don't talk like we haven't seen each other in a while. We fought together before… though I don't remember when."

"You don't even remember."

Ivan had been pestered by Cecil for a while now. Her words were unreasonable, but it was to be expected from a battle maniac like her. Ivan, however, seemed used to it and was handling her casually.

Hayato approached Esha and Noat, who were eating and drinking at the same table as Ivan and his group, and Ivan noticed him.

"Yo, Hayato."

"I was surprised when I got your voice chat. Is everything okay?"

This was, of course, a question about whether he was okay after his memories returned, but he phrased it vaguely since Cecil, whose memories had not returned, was present.

"Yeah, Relic came here right after and explained things. So I'm good. Relic was here until a little while ago, but he looked tired and is sleeping in his room."

"We did have him push himself today."

With that, the conversation ended. There were many things Hayato wanted to ask, but it was difficult with Cecil around.

As if sensing the situation, Surya, who had logged in, came over with wine and glasses.

"Cecil, don't just stay over there. Come have a drink with me, it's been a while. Hayato-san made some good wine."

"Oh! Surya, you're here today. You've been a bad friend lately."

"Work at the Tamer Guild has been busy. Come on, I'll be your drinking buddy."

"Alright, let's drink then! We'll be over there. Ivan, if you're gonna betray us, do it soon!"

"Yeah, yeah, I got it."

Cecil joyfully slung an arm around Surya's shoulder and walked away.

"I bet Cecil won't change at all even if her memories come back…"

Esha agreed with Ivan's murmur.

"Personalities don't change that much even if memories return. Well, I'm scared she'd blurt it out on the spot if her memories did come back. She probably couldn't keep quiet."

"I do wonder if it needs to be kept quiet, but I guess now's not the time. Anyway, I was surprised to hear a hundred years have passed. And that Earth wasn't destroyed. I even suspected you were an intelligent life form from another planet, Hayato."

"For all you know, humans today might look like octopus monsters."

"I'll save that surprise for when we can log out. But things have gotten interesting, haven't they? This Amanda person hijacked a spaceship and is trying to take over the world?"

"It would be interesting if it were just a game…"

To Hayato, it was anything but interesting, but perhaps due to being a big shot, that was how Ivan saw it.

And what was hard to understand was how freeing Ivan led to Lutz joining their side. According to what Deite had investigated, Ivan had undoubtedly fought Lutz under Amanda's orders and deliberately lost.

Though it was only speculation based on the circumstances, there was a possibility that Ivan was a spy for Amanda, just like with Xenobia.

"I don't suppose you're a spy, are you?"

"Nah. Lunaria turned me down, and I wanna find a wife in the real world. Virtual reality is no good."

Ivan said this, then looked from Esha to Noat in turn. After that, he sighed.

"I'll take that as a declaration of war."

"Depending on the reason for that sigh, I'll sing the Hero's flame song. I'll spread the word that ‘Hero’ is an embarrassing title, so be prepared."

"That's what I'm talking about. Anyway, Hayato, I'm surprised you can put up with Esha."

Hearing that, Hayato nearly fell off his chair. He barely caught the table with his hand, but his posture was completely broken.

"Wha, wait a minute. Esha and I aren't dating."

"That's right. Master is my servant."

"How can you contradict yourself so much in such a short sentence?"

The back-and-forth between Hayato and Esha continued, while Ivan and Noat watched with thoroughly exasperated expressions.

"This is them flirting, right? Can I punch him?"

"I agree with Ivan on that. It's so much I can't even watch without eating a donut."

"I want a girlfriend too. It's weird that I'm strong but not popular, isn't it?"

"I think you would have been popular if you also had a good personality, were clean, and had money. There's more, but those are musts."

"That's not even me anymore."

After this pointless conversation went on for a while, Lunaria approached their table.

The ever-curious Benitsuru was nearby, sending a heated gaze toward Ivan.

Ivan gave a small wave to Lunaria in greeting.

"Yo, Lunaria. Rosalie got in the way earlier so I couldn't say hello, but starting tomorrow I'll be fighting as part of the former Demon Lord's Army, so I look forward to working with you."

"Okay. I'll work you to the bone, so do your best as a subordinate of the Demon Lord."

"I'm not exactly thrilled, but I'll be your subordinate. By the way, the young lady over there… are you a samurai from the Eastern Country?"

"Is this the first time we've met? I'm Benitsuru Azuma. I'm the princess of the Eastern Country and like, Luna-cchi's best friend. I've heard so much about you from Simon, so it doesn't feel like we're meeting for the first time."

"I'm Ivan. Simon… you mean that samurai? Why are there so many battle-crazed women around me…?"

Simon had been with Ivan and his group for a time during the Necropolis expedition, and she had held mock battles with Ivan at their base. She had also sparred with the Maid Chief, and back then, Ivan couldn't rest in the dungeon or at the base.

Ignoring such circumstances, Benitsuru drew closer to Ivan.

"Is it true Luna-cchi turned you down!?"

"Yes. I turned him down completely and utterly. If he were a little less overbearing, more of a gentleman, and had better table manners, there might have been a chance."

"I feel like I just said this, but that's not me anymore. Do you guys hate me or something?"

Lunaria answered Benitsuru's question, and Ivan shot back a retort.

After that, everyone started talking about love.

Hayato alone left the scene, saying he had to prepare for tomorrow, and it was probably a wise decision.

Back in his room, Hayato checked the status of his storage.

He had run out of citrus fruits from making too much Neutralizer today, but Keith and the others from "Over the Top" had brought a large amount of materials as thanks.

Furthermore, "Bandit" and "Imperial" had also brought materials as thanks for the Neutralizer's discovery, so the storage was filled with a massive amount of materials.

Hayato was about to start maintaining equipment and crafting medicines and food, but he quickly stopped and thought about Deite.

Deite was investigating the meaning of Amanda's and Hypnos's words. He hadn't seen her since the battle, and she hadn't responded to his voice chats.

Deite's available functions were currently severely restricted, making her investigation difficult, but she had said there were still things she could look into.

Normally, she should also check with Infinity, but that apparently couldn't be done without being in a room deep within the Demon Lord's Castle, so she was leaving it alone for now.

Hayato felt a vague sense of dread. He couldn't explain it well, but it was a situation where his heart was uneasy.

Amanda was plotting world domination, and if she won this event, she would achieve it. However, Hayato couldn't imagine Lunaria losing, and it was also questionable whether Amanda was serious, so he didn't feel much tension.

But when he learned that Hypnos was doing something unrelated to the event, Hayato got an indescribably bad feeling.

He had formed a decent bond with Hypnos. His hostage life in the Demon Lord's Castle had only been for about a week, but after eating and sleeping together for that long, feelings developed. He had trusted him to a certain extent, but there was a high probability that he had been mistaken.

It was selfish of him, but he also felt betrayed. He had sent a voice chat to Hypnos to try and talk, but the lack of a reply was another source of his unease.

Haya_to took a deep breath and then slapped his cheeks with both hands.

(There's no pain, but I think I'm fired up now. A lot is going on, but first, I need to prepare for tomorrow. Whatever the circumstances, we have to win.)

Haya_to took out his favorite hammer and began maintenance on the equipment that had lost durability.

— At the same time. The Demon Lord's Castle.

Ox, from the clan "Rampage," had come to the Demon Lord's Castle.

It wasn't just Ox. Nestor and Loana were also there.

The reason for this situation was that Hypnos had appeared while they were at the Rampage headquarters, discussing tomorrow's battle with Nestor and Loana.

He had invited them, saying, "I have something to discuss, would you come to the Demon Lord's Castle?"

More than half the territories still belonged to the New Demon Lord's Army, but an atmosphere that they probably couldn't win anymore had spread, and the New Demon Lord's side was in a state of resignation.

A single victory might make a comeback possible, but that one victory was difficult. They had gathered to discuss this, but no good ideas emerged. It was then that Hypnos's invitation came, so they decided to hear him out.

Hypnos opened a rift in space, and when they stepped through, they were instantly teleported to another location. They were told to wait in that room, so they were quietly doing so.

"Is this really the Demon Lord's Castle?"

Loana answered Nestor's question.

"I think so. It's dark, but the town visible outside the window is the Demon Capital Zardogia. Based on the location, it must be the Demon Lord's Castle."

"Huh, you can tell all that? Then what does he want to talk about after bringing us all the way here? Is this a game event?"

Neither Ox nor Loana could answer that question.

It was common in games for an event to start by performing a set action, but this game had nothing of the sort. It was something you learned soon after starting this game. Doing the same thing did not guarantee the same event would occur.

As they remained silent, Lutz came in through the door.

They exchanged greetings, surprised.

"Lutz, you were called too? It's not my place to say, but are you sure it was a good idea to switch to this side?"

It was clear to anyone that the former Demon Lord's Army was dominating. Siding with the losing team couldn't be called a wise move.

To Ox's words, Lutz replied, "It's not a problem."

"There's something more important than winning or losing this event."

Ox just said, "I see," and didn't press further. He knew that with Lutz's personality, he wouldn't answer even if asked in detail.

And Ox wasn't too concerned about the event's outcome either.

He wanted to win against the long-established major clans, but he would be satisfied just by beating Rauxal. However, in the current situation, even getting close to Rauxal was difficult. The former Demon Lord's side was that strong.

If he could win the event, he wouldn't need to beat Rauxal directly, but since that was also difficult, he had to win in a direct confrontation.

Winning in a game didn't mean much, it was just self-satisfaction. However, it was difficult in reality, and this was his only point of contact now. He wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine somehow, but no good ideas came to mind.

As he was thinking about this, Hypnos returned.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. First, let's change locations."

Hypnos said only that and held his right hand up to an empty space.

Then, a distorted-looking door was created there.

The expression that came to everyone's mind was "bugged." It was a rare sight in this virtual reality. The image was unstable, and parts of it were flickering repeatedly.

"I'm moving to a special place so we won't be overheard. If you don't want to, you can wait here. However, once you enter, what happens inside is confidential."

After saying only that, Hypnos opened the door and went inside.

He said he didn't want to be overheard, but the question of "by whom" arose. Being in the Demon Lord's Castle, there was no way anyone from the former Demon Lord's Army would hear them.

There was also the question of what lay beyond the door, but he disappeared without them being able to ask. If they wanted to talk, it would have to be inside.

As Ox hesitated, Lutz approached the door and placed his hand on the knob.

"You came this far and you're not going in? You'll probably hear something interesting, you know."

Lutz said this, opened the door, and vanished inside.

Ox looked at Nestor and Loana, then nodded. He placed his hand on the doorknob.

The inside of the door was a spreading darkness. Hypnos and Lutz had stepped into this darkness.

Ox also hesitated for a moment, but then he stepped into the darkness. He entered with his whole body.

There was a momentary headache, but it was just for an instant. The next moment, he was in a small room.

It was a room of bare concrete. There were no windows, and though there was no light source, the inside was bright. In this place completely devoid of any sign of life, there was only a wooden round table and a few chairs. And the things here were also bugged, their images unstable and parts of them flickering.

And it wasn't just Hypnos and Lutz. There were two others. The Demon Lord, Amanda, and the samurai, Nanagi.

The four of them were sitting in chairs, and three chairs were empty.

"Sit wherever you like."

Amanda prompted them with a smile, and Nestor and Loana sat down cautiously. Ox sat down last.

Seeing this, Amanda nodded once and opened her mouth.

"You heard before you came in, right? What we are about to discuss is strictly confidential."

It was unclear how much power those words held, but Ox and the others nodded.

Seeing this, Amanda smiled again.

"I'll be direct. Nanagi and I are human. This one here, Hypnos, is an AI."

Before Ox and the others could comprehend those words, Amanda continued.

"Also, it's bad news for you, but we can't win this event. It's that kind of scenario."

"Wha, what are you…"

Unable to grasp the situation, Ox barely managed to say that, but Amanda raised her right index finger to her lips.

"Questions later. I have something I want you to hear, based on what I just said."

Amanda's gaze moved as if to survey Ox and the others.

"I'll grant your wishes. In return, I want you to grant my wish. I don't think it's a bad deal, what do you say?"

Silence fell over the room.

There were many things they couldn't understand, and besides, there was the question of whether they could even trust her words.

"Is this a game event? And what do you mean, you'll grant our wishes?"

Loana, clad in black, said this. Her expression was hidden, but her voice was calm.

"You're Loana of Raven, aren't you. Hypnos."

"Loana's wish is her sister. She's searching for her sister who ran away from home in this virtual reality."

"What…!"

This time, her voice could not be called calm. She stood up so forcefully that her chair fell over with a loud crash.

Ignoring the situation, Hypnos continued.

"You think if your sister sees your face, she'll run away. So you hide your face and gather information about her. Am I wrong?"

"How do you know that…?"

"It's a private matter, but I said it to make you understand this isn't a game. Don't worry, I won't say anything more unnecessary. Should I tell the two of you as well?"

Hypnos turned his gaze to Nestor.

"You're earning money for a friend who was sent to Colony ‘Dead End,’ aren't you? Funds to hire a retrieval specialist, I suppose."

"You're kidding…"

Nestor's face was as if to say that was the truth.

And now he turned his gaze towards Ox.

"It seems you lost to Rauxal from a rival company at work. And he poached your subordinates, too."

That was indeed true, but so many surprising things were happening in succession that he didn't know what to be surprised about anymore.

"And you're hoping that a game related to a Foundation might give you some kind of contact. You seem to have high ambitions."

"You know that much…?"

He was so surprised that he became calm in a strange way. And then he remembered the words about granting wishes.

"You said you'd grant my wish, but what exactly do you plan to do?"

"In your case, I'll create an opportunity for you to fight Rauxal in virtual reality. I can also introduce you to someone from a Foundation. Ah, by the way, it's not related to Libra. A completely unrelated Foundation."

Ox was surprised at how casually he used the word "Foundation," but he thought that perhaps Amanda and Nanagi were related to a Foundation.

"Th, then what about my wish?"

Nestor looked at Hypnos with serious eyes.

"I could give you real money, but more than that, I'll directly retrieve that person from Dead End for you."

"Are you serious…?"

Hypnos looked at Loana.

"I already have information on your sister. If you want it, I'd like you to grant our wish."

"…I want a guarantee."

"I can only say you'll have to trust me. I'm not going to force you to accept. But let me just say, even if you don't agree to this deal, if you leak information anywhere other than this room, things will get very bad for you. In virtual reality, and in the real world too. In that case, I want you to imagine something far worse than the worst you can think of."

Hypnos looked at Ox and the others with a wicked smile.

"As Amanda said earlier, we can't win this event. But if you grant our wish, I'll grant yours. You see, I want collaborators not in this world, but in the world ‘outside,’ to win in a different way. Please think it over carefully."

"Then, let me hear this wish of yours. No, tell me the whole story."

"Does that mean you might not accept depending on the circumstances?"

"That's not it. I've already decided to accept. But if I take a job without knowing the details, I can't improvise when it matters. That's just how I always handle client requests."

"I see, a good answer. Now, what will you two do?"

Nestor and Loana nodded immediately.

"Very well. Then what we want you to do is…"

And so, a deal was struck to grant each other's wishes.



		
			Chapter 379

			The Ruined City and the Golem

			The day after the battle around "Abaddon" ended, the next battlefield was decided to be the "Ruined City Clear."

The Ruined City Clear was a place lined with concrete buildings, unbefitting of a fantasy setting, where metal golems roamed. Most of these buildings had collapsed, creating a post-apocalyptic landscape.

Despite the setting, very few players found it unusual. There were plenty of such scenes on Earth.

Earth has many such ruins, some of which are famous enough to have organized tours. Of course, there aren't any places with roaming golems, or robots, but it wasn't an unfamiliar sight for Hayato and the others.

However, its discovery in this virtual reality was recent, found around the time Hayato and his group had gone to the floating island.

Some players said, "This wasn't here before," "We couldn't enter this place," or "Someone broke the seal," but the truth was unknown, and it was an area that had not yet been fully explored.

Since it was being used as an event battlefield, some players were investigating it in their spare time, but its full extent was still unknown. This was because the large number of roaming golems made exploration difficult.

The golems didn't look like modern robots, but rather like drawing mannequins. It seemed some kind of command remained, causing them to excessively attack anyone who entered the city.

Their detection range was quite wide, and being spotted by one golem would attract a large number of others. The situation of them swarming in no matter how many were defeated was enough to feel fear even in virtual reality.

However, they wouldn't pursue you even a single step outside the area, so a method had been established to fight them near the boundary to defeat them and obtain metal materials.

Rare monsters also existed. A super-giant golem "Colossus," a bird-type golem capable of high-speed flight "Rapid Fire," and a beast-type golem that evolves to become stronger over time "Origin of Species" had been confirmed.

Also, though it was unclear if it was a monster, there had been sightings of a woman in a white one-piece dress, "Last One," moving around alone in what could only be described as a tank-like, heavy-duty wheelchair.

The battle on such a seemingly storied battlefield would first require dealing with the golems. Since the golems would try to destroy the Area Stone, it was necessary to defend it before trying to destroy the opponent's.

The golems attack constantly here. Even if you were on a building's rooftop, they would fly or climb the walls, and what's more, they never stopped coming no matter how many you defeated.

In fact, it was said that there would be less damage if you just took their attacks without defeating them.

"So, for that reason, I'd like you all to avoid trying to defeat the golems in this battle."

On the rooftop of the giant building where the Area Stone was located, Randa, the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army, said this.

Last night, she had been sulking, saying, "No one follows the plan," but either Ren and the others' comfort had worked, or a night's sleep had reset her, because she was full of energy this morning.

"Randa-dono, we have Hayato-dono here, so I feel it would be better to defeat the golems and get the materials. What do you think?"

Gil, the leader of the Ten Dark Knights, made this suggestion.

The Ten Dark Knights served as defense-specialized tanks to protect the Demon Lord Lunaria and the Area Stone. Their armor has durability, so they can't just keep defending forever.

Endlessly defeating them was a similar prospect, but his opinion was that since they would get materials for the ones they defeated, it would be easier to repair their equipment.

As if expecting this suggestion, Randa immediately shook her head.

"Actually, it's more dangerous to carelessly defeat them and make a rare monster appear. They're supposedly several times stronger than the normal golems, so your durability will just drop even more. It's less damaging to just fight lazily against the weak golems."

Rare monsters appear at a low probability when normal monsters spawn. Of course, there are other ways for them to appear, but it is mostly by lottery.

The more you defeat, the higher the chance of a rare monster appearing. It was only a possibility, but the damage if one did appear was too great, so it was better to just take the attacks of the not-so-strong golems.

Gil seemed convinced by this explanation and nodded, saying, "Understood."

"However, even so, considering our equipment's durability, I don't think we can hold out for a long time…"

"But wait, we have a secret weapon! Hayato-san, if you please!"

"Gil-san and everyone, please use this equipment."

Haya_to handed maces to Gil and his knights.

A mace is a bludgeoning weapon with a round sphere at the end of a metal rod. Its base damage is lower than a sword's, but it has the effect of slightly ignoring defense on normal attacks and can occasionally cause stun, so it is favored by tank players.

However, that wasn't the only reason Hayato handed them over.

"This mace has the Blood Weapon property, so when you hit something, you can recover a little of your equipment's durability. The golems seem to be gradually recovering HP with self-repair, so if you time your hits right, your equipment should be able to hold out for a while."

"U-um, that is, Hayato-dono. I believe the probability of creating equipment with Blood Weapon is quite low…?"

"I did my best."

It wasn't a probability that could be overcome just by "doing one's best," but Gil was a little taken aback that Hayato had made enough for everyone. The members of the Ten Dark Knights were also a bit stunned, but their expressions gradually turned into smiles.

"Thank you, Hayato-dono. I swear on this weapon that we will protect everyone and the Area Stone."

"I'm counting on you. But you can't recover forever with just that, so please take turns getting maintenance. I'll be on standby in the back."

Gil smiled and simply said, "Understood," as he swung the mace around to get a feel for it.

This time, besides Gil and his knights, Ash and the members of Dragon Soul were also set to defend.

Ash's weapon, Dragon Eater, has Blood Weapon, and his Death Dragon series can grant temporary physical immunity. Also, Agres Berion has the trait of being immune to attribute attacks, and there are others who, upon meeting certain conditions, become immune to physical attacks.

It wasn't much of a strategy, but this time they were focusing on defense and only on defeating enemy players, without actively aiming for the Area Stone.

This was because, on this battlefield, there was no need to force an attack on the Area Stone. The roaming golems would naturally swarm it, so if they could prevent the enemy from defending, they could win.

In that respect, the former Demon Lord's Army was at a disadvantage with fewer numbers than the New Demon Lord's Army, but everyone was used to that and didn't pay it much mind.

Randa explained while looking at everyone with a somewhat resentful gaze, "You'd better follow the plan properly!"

Once that explanation was over, Ivan approached Hayato.

Ivan, looking neither motivated nor unmotivated, scratched his head.

"Hey, Hayato, is my equipment ready?"

"I couldn't make an Excalibur, of course, but I made a few replicas. And for armor, I have a vest and pants made from dragon hide."

He could have prepared equipment with higher attack or defense, but Ivan said that was fine, so Hayato prepared it. However, due to Hayato's perfectionism, it was five-star, highest quality.

"Oh, you're a lifesaver. I would've been fine without it, but to get a full set of five-stars, you're really something."

"I'm sleep-deprived because of it… But you would've been fine without it? Surely you can't fight without equipment, right?"

"Nah, I've got this Hero skill, you see, and it lets me use Hand-to-Hand Combat skills too. So I'm fine even bare-handed."

"What's that about? Heroes are so broken."

"The Demon Lord skill is pretty similar. Though Lunaria only uses a sword."

"Come to think of it, she did say she had a skill like that…"

As Hayato said that, he felt a presence behind him.

He hurriedly turned around to find Lunaria standing very close, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

"Did I hear someone say Demon Lord? Do you want my autograph, perhaps?"

"Lunaria-san, please don't stand behind me. You'll startle me."

Behind the slightly dejected Lunaria, he could see the Ten Black Rose Saints rushing over in a panic. One of them, Rosalie, was glaring at Ivan with a look of distaste.

"You there, Hero, do not approach Lunaria-sama. In fact, become our enemy so we may strike you down."

"Everyone I know says that to me. But give me a break already. Lunaria already turned me down, so I'm not going to pick a fight for no reason."

Rosalie and the others were looking at Ivan with suspicion, but given his complete lack of trustworthiness up to this point, it couldn't be helped.

"Now, now, Rosalie-chan and everyone, calm your bloodlust. Ivan has surrendered to the Demon Lord's army, so let's all get along."

Though they still seemed dissatisfied, Lunaria's word was absolute, and Rosalie and the others sheathed their weapons.

"Lunaria, you're a good person."

"I know, actually. By the way, I came to ask you something, Hayato-san."

"Eh? Me? What is it?"

"I overheard a little just now, but what's Excalibur like? I'm more than ready to use my side of things, you know?"

"Ah, sorry. My Blacksmithing skill hasn't hit 200 yet. I have the materials, but the success rate is low, so I was thinking of making it after it reaches 200."

Lunaria crossed her arms, closed her eyes, and looked up at the sky. A few seconds later, she abruptly turned her face toward Hayato and opened her eyes.

"Understood. It's the weapon I will use, so make it in the best possible condition. But I want it before the battle with Amanda. Even if your skill doesn't reach 200, can you have it ready before the final battle?"

Haya_to hesitated for a moment, but then nodded.

Skill level-ups are based on probability. It had been rising smoothly so far, but there was no guarantee it would reach 200 before the event ended. There was also the possibility that he would keep failing to craft it. The materials were too rare to try many times.

If possible, he wanted to prepare an Arondight or Excalibur without durability, but he couldn't wait for that either. And using Excalibur for the first time in a real battle was also risky.

With that in mind, Hayato decided in his heart to make it today.

"By the way, Lunaria, can you beat Amanda?"

Everyone froze at Ivan's tactless remark. It wasn't so much that he was tactless, but more that he should have considered his phrasing. He was asking a difficult question so casually, without any reservation.

The momentarily stunned Rosalie and her group raised their weapons again, but Lunaria stopped them with a gesture.

"A foolish question. Of course I can win."

"She's got a weapon with no durability, right? How exactly?"

"…I, I won't lose…?"

Lunaria's eyes darted around, but it was clear she had no particular strategy or basis for her confidence.

They had talked about how with a Lunaria-exclusive Excalibur, the simultaneous activation of Black Swan and White Lightning could surpass Amanda's Overclock, but that was about the extent of their strategy.

Ivan stroked his chin with his right hand, looking Lunaria up and down from head to toe.

"Lunaria, can you fight bare-handed?"

"Eh? I can do a Demon Lord Punch and a Demon Lord Kick. They're finishing moves that kill on impact."

"…I don't know what those are, but have you ever learned proper martial arts instead of just attacks that rely on physical ability?"

"Hmph, the Demon Lord does not ask for instruction…!"

"Got it. Then I'll teach you. Hold out your hand for a second."

"I'll carve ‘Died from sexual harassment’ on your tombstone, you bastard!"

Rosalie charged at Ivan with her favorite scythe, "Scream," in a state of "Madness," its exclusive skill. This was also an ultimate buff skill that increased attack power and movement speed, so it was clear she came to kill him for real.

Despite the situation, the calm Ivan quickly turned to face Rosalie and took a stance, bare-handed.

Just before the scythe, raised in anger, came down, Ivan stepped forward and stopped Rosalie's arm with just his left hand. Then, still holding her arm, he grabbed the collar of her gothic lolita dress with his right hand, turned his back to her while rotating sideways, and threw her as if with a shoulder throw.

He didn't slam her to the ground, but rather rolled her lightly, and it was executed so cleanly that everyone nearby stared with wide eyes.

"Lunaria has talent. If she learns properly, she'll be able to do at least this much."

Ivan said this while looking at Lunaria, then said, "My bad," to Rosalie, helped her up, and let her go.

Rosalie was still dazed, but she quickly glared at Ivan.

"As if I would ever approve of you touching Lunaria-sama—"

"I know, I know. Hey, Cecil!"

When Ivan called, Cecil came over with a smile.

"Oh? What's up, are we fighting!? Alright! Bring it on!"

"That's not it. Can you teach Lunaria some martial arts? Wrestling, boxing, judo, whatever's fine. I think it'll be useful in a pinch."

Cecil looked back and forth between Ivan and Lunaria several times. Then she clapped her hands together.

"Sure, I'll do it! I'll go hard, so keep up! Martial arts training only really begins after you've coughed up blood!"

"Hmph, how terrifying…!"

For some reason, Lunaria and the others suddenly got excited. Then Benitsuru and Simon also gathered around, offering to teach her how to fight unarmed.

Haya_to, who had been left out of the loop, approached Ivan.

"Why did you suddenly do that?"

"Lunaria's a genetically enhanced human and she's talented, right? For a normal person it would be a crash course, but I think Lunaria can manage it to some extent. Besides, it's better to think about what happens after her weapon's durability runs out and it breaks."

"So that's the reason."

"The opponent is that Amanda person, right? During the Clan War, Ambrosia thought only Lunaria was dangerous, but it seems Amanda wasn't going all out. When I heard about how she fought later, I realized she was even more dangerous than Lunaria."

Ivan had fought Lunaria and her clan "Ambrosia" in a Clan War. They thought they could win if they somehow dealt with Lunaria, so he challenged her to a one-on-one duel and then defeated her with Esha's Destroy.

Ivan didn't know what happened after that, but he later heard that Amanda had fought a desperate lone battle, and their victory had been by a very narrow margin. He told Hayato he was quite surprised when he heard they could have easily lost.

"But can she win bare-handed? Amanda-san has the Overclock skill, so I think Lunaria would be at a disadvantage the moment she loses Arondight or Excalibur."

The weapon-specific skills Black Swan and White Lightning cannot be used once the weapon is lost. Amanda's skill seems to be a personal one, so she can use Overclock even if she is bare-handed.

The fact that Amanda's weapon "Durandal" has no durability is also significant, but that skill is also quite something, and it's one of the major factors putting Lunaria at a disadvantage.

"I can't imagine that Overclock has a permanent effect."

"Eh?"

"There's no way the effect duration is permanent, right? So if she can just endure for that duration, there's a chance she can win even if her weapon is destroyed. In fact, it might be better to fight with martial arts from the start."

"That's true."

Defense in martial arts is mainly about "dodging" rather than "blocking." You can block with knuckle-type weapons, but if you can keep dodging, you don't have to worry about durability.

"And I don't think she can use it for that long… but I'll check just in case."

"Eh? You'll check?"

"If Amanda's on the battlefield, I'll try fighting her a bit. I want to confirm how strong she is too."

Haya_to was a little impressed, thinking that being able to say something like that so casually was what made him a hero.

"Right, Hayato, are you not going to use the airship?"

"About that, look up."

Haya_to said this and looked up at the sky. Ivan looked up as well.

He could see several black dots, flying around.

"That's a lot. Are all of those golems?"

"There are a lot of flying-type golems. If a large number of them attacked, the airship wouldn't be able to handle it, so we're not using it."

"I see. Then what should we do? I thought it would be easy to get to where Amanda is with the airship."

"If you ride tandem with a tamer who can fly… ah, has it started?"

Time was up, and the event battle began.

At the start, both sides began on the rooftops of three buildings. The buildings without an Area Stone were relatively safe, but the moment a golem spots you, you get attacked, so the members of major clans and other players had gathered on the two buildings where Hayato and the others were not.

"Hey, Hayato. You're not using the airship, right?"

"Eh? Ah, like I said a moment ago, we're not using it because we'll be attacked by the flying-type golems—"

"The other side is using them, though."

Haya_to followed Ivan's gaze as he said this.

There were about three airships flying in the sky.

"I'm surprised. They didn't use them in Deep Impact, so I thought they didn't have the blueprints. But, just as expected, they're being attacked by golems and can't attack us."

Perhaps because they didn't understand the situation or how to use them, the airships they had launched were having a sorry end.

Haya_to felt a little sympathy, but Ivan's words changed the situation.

"Hey, hey, isn't that airship heading this way as it falls?"

The airship was losing altitude with smoke rising from it, but the direction it was falling was, by all accounts, towards them.

"Shoot down that airship with everything you've got! It's heading this way!"

Everyone turned pale at Hayato's almost screaming words. Then, the players who could perform long-range attacks began to attack the airship.

"Destroy."

Esha's voice was heard, and a laser-like attack dealt massive damage to one of the approaching airships.

That airship rapidly lost altitude and crashed a little in front of the building.

However, there were no players on the other buildings who could perform such a powerful long-range attack as Esha.

Airships fell onto the rooftops of the remaining two buildings, and the impact caused nearly two hundred people to be removed from the battlefield.

Some players were unharmed, but now the flying-type golems that had been aboard the airships were attacking the nearby players, and things had gotten terrible.

Within minutes of the start, the former Demon Lord's side was in a state of pandemonium.



		
			Chapter 380

			Tactics and the Last One

			Two of Hayato's group's base buildings were rendered unusable right at the start of the battle.

They weren't destroyed. their structures remained. However, the golems that had been attacking the fallen airships had now occupied the rooftops. Many clan leaders had evacuated from the rooftops, but several were still defeated and forced to retreat from the battlefield.

The number of golems in this area was large. They would attack even on a building's rooftop, but it was easier to deal with them there than on the ground. But now, two of those locations had been crushed, and they were running around on the ground. They were trying to shake off the pursuing golems and escape into another building to set up a defense.

The leaders of the major clans were taking the initiative to give orders, so things would likely calm down with time.

That was fine, but there was another problem.

How many airships did the enemy have?

If they did that again, they wouldn't be able to protect the Area Stone. Esha's Destroy required a thirty-minute cool down time, and if another airship fell before then, there would be no way to stop it.

As a measure, Ash and the others could transform into dragons and use Dragon Breath, but that would involve everyone in the vicinity, friend or foe. Using Dragon Breath here would cause too much damage, so Ash and his group decided to give up defending the Area Stone and move to another building.

Mikan could summon a giant octopus, or Adrian and his group could summon a Duke-class Demon, which might work, but it was only a possibility, not a certainty.

For that reason, they decided to save their high-firepower attacks.

Building an airship requires a considerable amount of lumber, so it's not possible to make many. That should have been the case, but the enemy had used them without any hesitation. Randa said there was a high probability they had more.

The reason they weren't using them while Esha's cool down was active was likely because they were watching to see how their side would react. Not just Ash's group's Dragon Breath, but they were probably suspecting that their side had other countermeasures as well.

There was also the possibility that they would make them think there were no more, then use one at a crucial moment. In any case, there was no doubt they were on the back foot, Randa said, looking dejected.

"They got us. Even if the enemy doesn't have any more airships, we still need a countermeasure for them."

It could be said that Esha's Destroy was sealed, and the same went for Ash's group's Dragon Breath. They had no choice but to save their big moves, considering the possibility of more airships, which limited their firepower. It was better to assume their defense against the golems had also been reduced.

"If they had more airships, wouldn't they just drop them one after another without a second thought? Esha's Destroy is apparently famous, so they probably know she can't shoot for another thirty minutes. The fact that they aren't doing it means they don't have any more, right?"

"I wonder. You can make an airship as long as you have a lot of lumber. Considering the number of enemy clans, I don't think they'd only have three. But even if they did, they couldn't use them wastefully. It's probably hard to get a lot of lumber in one day. They should want to use them on future battlefields too, so even if they have more, I think they'd only use one or two at most."

The reason Hayato was able to build a large number of airships on the first day of the counterattack was because Ney and the others had gathered lumber while he was being held hostage. Not only did they procure it locally, but they also bought it up from auctions and shops, and there were rumors that a large amount of lumber had disappeared from the market.

With the Woodworking Skill being unpopular, there were few people with the Logging Skill, and the number circulating on the market was also small. They would have to use the lumber they had stockpiled until now, but it was hard to judge how much that was.

In the end, they decided they had no choice but to act as if the enemy had more.

Based on that thinking, Randa was giving instructions on what to do.

For now, the plan was the same as the initial one, to protect the Area Stone without defeating the golems, but she told them to deal with the situation calmly, and they seemed to have regained some composure.

After finishing his talk with Randa, Hayato waited near the Area Stone.

Ivan came over.

"They really did a number on us, huh? Does this mean the other side is willing to do whatever it takes to win?"

"As a production player, I don't approve of how they're used, but it was effective. Thankfully, we decided not to do the same, so personally, I'm glad."

Some players had suggested retaliating with Hayato's airship, but that was rejected.

Randa had said, prefacing it with, "I might be overthinking this," that, "There's a possibility they're trying to reduce our number of airships."

The one-sided battle at Deep Impact had been only a few days ago. There was a possibility they were deliberately showing them this to get them to destroy their own airships. Another reason they might not be dropping them in succession was because they intended to use them to counter if their side tried the same tactic.

As she had prefaced, everyone thought she was overthinking it, but they couldn't completely deny it either, and it was settled that they would try to win without using the airship.

For Hayato, this was a welcome result. Even if the airship was just data, being used in such a way was not a good feeling for someone who called himself a craftsman. It was like having coffee you carefully brewed treated like boiling water to drive people away.

However, this was also a battle they couldn't afford to lose.

"Should we also aim to win by any means necessary…?"

"Hey, hey, what are you talking about? We've got me and Lunaria, right? I'm the Hero of this world, and we've got a Demon Lord who's stronger than me. This is just a handicap, a handicap."

"That's reassuring. Then, could you show me that it's true?"

"Sure, I'll show you the strength of a Hero. Well, I'm off for a bit."

Ivan said this, then suddenly started running and jumped off the building.

"Wai—"

Falling from a high place causes fall damage. That wasn't something that was nullified just because you were a Hero. Besides, this virtual reality was realistic. To be honest, it was bad for the heart.

Haya_to hurriedly looked down from where Ivan had jumped.

Ivan, who had jumped headfirst like a swimmer diving, used a wind-attribute spell just before hitting the ground.

Before Ivan hit the ground, he decelerated as if pulled by a rubber band, and in that time, he righted himself and landed on the ground with both feet.

As Hayato remembered hearing that such a thing was possible, Ivan looked up, grinned, gave a cheeky salute, and started running. The golems also started running in pursuit.

(If some random person did that it would be annoying, but with Ivan, it's just barely acceptable, maybe…? And is he planning to lead the golems over to their side with that?)

If someone without skill did it, it would be laughable, but Ivan was strong. Being strong didn't mean you could get away with anything, but at least it looked cool.

And Ivan had something that made you have expectations. In a fantasy world, he might really be a hero, Hayato thought.

"Hayato-kun."

"Eh? Ah, Deite-chan."

Haya_to, who had been watching Ivan from the top of the building, was called from behind. He knew from the voice, but when he turned around, Deite was there.

Haya_to found it strange seeing Deite.

Deite was fighting Hypnos on the battlefield. Since they were both unstoppable against players, they were checking each other as a deterrent. Yesterday, Hypnos had retreated from the battlefield with Amanda, so Deite had been unstoppable.

So he thought she would be fighting normally today, but for some reason, Deite was here.

"Weren't you fighting Hypnos?"

"That's the strange thing. I haven't been invited to fight today. He seems to be on the battlefield, but he's ignoring me. And what's more—"

"What's more?"

"It would be understandable if he were defeating our players, but for some reason, he's started defeating golems. I don't know what he's up to."

"Golems?"

That was the opposite of their strategy. It could be said to be the complete opposite of their plan to not defeat the weak golems in order to prevent rare monsters from appearing.

"Maybe he's aiming for a drop item from a rare monster?"

Rare monsters drop very powerful items due to their spawn rate and strength. That is usually the goal of players who hunt rare monsters. Few players would spend time fighting a tough enemy that drops nothing.

However, Hypnos was an AI. Hayato had said it as a joke, but Deite's eyes widened, and then she clutched her head.

"Deite-chan?"

"Darn it. I should have thought of that first…!"

"What do you mean?"

"Hypnos intends to make the rare monster-class NPC ‘Last One’ appear."

Last One. She was a woman in a heavy-duty wheelchair, but from what he had heard from Jolth of Bandit, it wasn't even known if she was a monster. They hadn't defeated her, in fact, they hadn't even fought her, so it was more like "there was something that might be a monster."

However, Deite's words revealed that she was a monster. Rosalie and the others of the Ten Black Rose Saints were also treated like monsters that appeared in the Demon Lord's Castle, so Hayato thought it was something similar to that.

"What does that mean?"

What Deite explained to Hayato was as follows.

Last One was apparently set as the last survivor of this Ruined City Clear, and she had command authority over all the golems. If you defeated her, you could temporarily take on the position of being able to command the golems here.

That period was one day. In other words, you would gain command of all golems for the duration of this battle.

"Deite-chan…"

"Don't look at me like that. I was so focused on my fight with Hypnos that I forgot."

"You're an AI, but you're quite forgetful, Deite-chan…"

"I won't deny that. I have a mechanism that allows me to forget just like humans, though it's just a matter of having a dual memory area. Anyway, let's consult with Randa-kun. If Last One appears—"

While Deite was talking, a loud `woooooon` sound echoed across the battlefield.

It was an unfamiliar sound to the players on this battlefield, but Hayato, who often watched old movies, recognized it.

(Is that an engine sound? I think cars and motorcycles made a sound like that.)

Cars and motorcycles existed in this era, but they weren't powered by engines. Their power source was electricity, and they didn't have tires, only a hover system. You didn't hear an engine sound like the one just now, they were quiet, but for some reason, that sound was heard on this battlefield.

And Deite clutched her head again.

"Too soon! Hayato-kun, please consult with Randa-kun about what to do! I'm going to interfere so Hypnos doesn't defeat Last One!"

"Eh? Wai—"

"Last One's real name is Lee Sladra. For more details, ask Relic-kun or Sonia-kun!"

Deite said only that and jumped off the building, just like Ivan.

(I wish they'd stop doing that, it's bad for my heart… But why Relic-san and Sonia-san? Are they in the same line of work or something?)

Relic and Sonia were skilled hackers in the real world. They had deliberately gotten caught to help a certain woman, and after that, they were chosen as members of the Another Frontier Project and boarded the spaceship Aphrodite.

If he was told to ask them for information, there was a high possibility she was a skilled hacker as well.

Haya_to first relayed the information from Deite to Randa.

Leaving Randa, who was clutching her head and muttering to herself, he decided to contact Relic next.

This time as well, Relic and Sonia were not on the battlefield but were gathering materials. He sent a voice chat that opened a line to both of them.

"Relic-san, Sonia-san."

"Hayato-sama, what is it?"

He still felt uncomfortable with the -sama suffix, but he decided to think of it as role-playing and explained the situation.

He could feel their surprise through the voice chat after they heard the story.

"Lee Sladra. That's a nostalgic name."

"Are they in the same line of work or something?"

"No, no, she is not a hacker. However, she is a fellow criminal. I believe you were in a cell in the same sector in Prison, were you not, Sonia?"

"I hardly ever talked to her. But Lee was famous among the criminals."

"She's a criminal?"

"Yes. To put it simply, that girl is an illegal transporter."

"A transporter…?"

"A long time ago, there was an organization called the ‘Runners’ that crossed the surface by car or motorcycle to retrieve resources on the surface or transport goods between domes. They were government-sanctioned transporters. Lee was an illegal transporter who would even go into dangerous zones. I think she led a team called the ‘Scavenger.’"

"Dangerous zones, like contaminated areas?"

"That's right. At the time, many of the resources in the contaminated areas were usable if you just decontaminated them. Also, it's faster to go through a dangerous zone when you need to transport something in a hurry, so Lee took on requests in exchange for high pay. But…"

Sonia's tone of voice dropped.

"To make a long story short, during a certain job, Scavenger was wiped out, leaving only Lee. And Lee was also caught and imprisoned in Prison. I didn't know she had come here, though."

"So that's what happened… Um, if she's a transporter, does that mean she's good at driving motorcycles and cars?"

"All vehicles in general, actually. She could even pilot a spaceship. And she's strong. Strong enough to break through the dangerous zones of that time. That said, she used a pulse-type gun, so in this world, it should be fine… Come to think of it, that Esha girl had a gun, didn't she."

"Please don't jinx it."

"Oops, my bad. Oh, right, Lee cherished her team. She said she had to send everyone's belongings to the other side someday. Well, she said it sadly, saying that was if she ever got out of here."

He wanted to ask about weaknesses, not a story like that, but he couldn't very well point that out and listened to Sonia's story.

He couldn't get any more particularly useful information after that, but Relic and Sonia had entered the event just like yesterday, so if one of their members was defeated, they would come to the battlefield in their place.

After his conversation with Relic and Sonia's group, he approached Randa.

Their conversation had taken some time, but he thought it was enough time to formulate a strategy.

When he told her the information from Relic's group, Randa also seemed to know Lee, and said, "Ah."

"So what's the plan?"

"We have no choice but to defeat her. I'd love to leave her alone, but if she's defeated by the other side, we should assume we'll lose here."

"Right. So, what are we going to do specifically?"

"I had someone scout a bit, and it seems she's riding a two-wheeled motorcycle-like golem and racing around this city. She's apparently attacking any player she sees, regardless of which side they're on."

"That's extremely troublesome."

"And she's apparently using a shotgun-like magic gun for close-range area attacks. Also, the motorcycle might have attack skills. There are attacks called Wheelie, Jackknife, and Axel Turn, and both friend and foe are taking heavy damage."

Hayato's knowledge was that a wheelie was lifting the front wheel into the air, a jackknife was the opposite, lifting the rear wheel during braking, and an axel turn was leaning the bike and rotating around the supporting pivot foot.

It was unclear why those would be attacks, but he imagined that the acrobatic movements would become attacks.

"The biggest problem is that she can't be caught and escapes immediately. Apparently, the enemy players cornered her, but she ran up the wall of a building and jumped over it. And then she disappeared while firing her shotgun."

"Is this a movie!?"

In movies and such, there are often scenes where they race up walls at high speed to dodge obstacles, but that's CG. Even with a stunt, they use ropes. It's not something you can actually do.

There was the reason that it was virtual reality, but it also made him want to ask if such a thing was possible when the laws of physics were close to reality.

"But, a motorcycle? The story I heard from Jolth was that she was in a wheelchair—"

"Ah, please wait a moment."

Randa seemed to have received a voice chat, and she nodded while pressing her left middle and index fingers to her ear.

When the call ended, Randa sighed.

"What's wrong?"

"The biggest problem has changed."

"Eh?"

"Apparently, the motorcycle transformed into a four-wheeled car."

"What?"

"After that, gun-like things popped out of the car's roof and doors and are shooting fire and lightning magic. And from the driver's seat, she herself is using a shotgun—"

"Ah, um. Can we defeat it?"

"With Esha-san's Destroy or Ash's Dragon Breath, it should be manageable, but…"

"Don't tell me they dropped the airship with this in mind?"

Currently, Esha, Ash, and other high-firepower attacks are sealed. If they use their firepower on Last One, there's a high probability they won't be able to stop an airship attack next time.

Randa had a complicated expression that was neither affirmation nor denial, and her glasses were still askew.

"Am I overthinking this?"

"I'd like to think you're overthinking it, but it's a fact that they've sealed our movements. For now, let's solve the problems one by one."

"You're right. The situation is bad, but we have members who could be called cheats, so we can definitely win."

Randa said this, then gathered people and began a strategy meeting.



		
			Chapter 381

			The Battle with Last One

			On the surface of the Ruined City Clear, numerous players were being chased by the monster-designated NPC, Last One.

Last One's real name was Lee Sladra. She rode the golem Lucky Seven, which could transform into a motorcycle or a car, and attacked using the shotgun Jackpot for close-range area attacks and the rifle No More Bet for long-range single-target strikes.

She performed acrobatic feats, attacking with her guns while also attacking with her motorcycle or car, and her firepower was high. It was said that when she combined a wide-area Axel Turn attack on her bike with a shotgun blast, even a powerful tank could lose nearly half their HP.

Normally she only used the shotgun, but she also had an attack where she would temporarily ride hands-free, holding the shotgun and rifle one-handed in each hand and firing them in rapid succession. Players complained that you shouldn't fire a shotgun and rifle with one hand, or that rapid fire was impossible, but their realistic complaints were useless against a setting where the bullets were made of magic.

Moreover, she infuriated players with a combat style where she would immediately flee the moment the situation seemed to turn against her. The simple tactic that came to mind was to surround her so she couldn't escape, but Last One wouldn't allow it. She would use rubble and walls to leap over the players' heads.

Her legions of golems also assisted in her escape, so neither the New Demon Lord's Army nor the old Demon Lord's Army could corner her. At best, only Tamers riding high-speed monsters like Fenrir or Sleipnir could keep up, but they seemed unused to mobile combat. They would catch up only to become fodder for her guns, never managing a proper fight.

Thus, they had adopted the strategy of forgoing close-quarters combat and instead hitting her with long-range attacks from the tops of buildings. At some point, information had also begun to circulate that defeating Last One would grant the victor command over the golems, to the point that bets were being placed on who would land the finishing blow.

Such was the information Randa relayed to Hayato. There was much to deal with. The horde of golems targeting their Area Stone, the airship that could attack at any moment, and on top of that, Last One.

After explaining everything to Hayato, Randa's frown deepened.

"Randa-san? Is something wrong?"

"I got a voice chat. The New Demon Lord's Army is makin' some suspicious moves."

"Suspicious?"

When he asked for details, she said the clan Bounty Hunter was luring Last One. Most of Bounty Hunter's clan members carried guns for long-range attacks. According to Randa, they weren't aiming directly at Last One from the rooftops, but were using concentrated fire on her path to guide her toward their Area Stone.

"So they're trying to make her destroy our Area Stone without fighting her themselves?"

"That's right. It'd take a lot of prep to take her down, so they probably decided it's too difficult and are guiding her over here instead. Or so I think."

Hayato wondered at Randa's hesitation. There was nothing wrong with her explanation, but she spoke as if there was something else bothering her.

"You paused for a bit. Does that mean there might be another reason?"

Hayato's guess seemed to be correct, as Randa crossed her arms and groaned.

"For a group that uses tactics like dropping an airship, this seemed way too passive. And besides, Last One is basically somethin' Hypnos made appear."

"Meaning?"

"Since they knew about Last One from the start, they should've had a countermeasure. But instead, they're luring her this way, which means that was their plan all along."

"Ah, I see."

"I could understand it if they were gonna drop an airship after sending Last One our way, but as it is, I don't get what they're after. I guess it serves to seal Esha-san's Destroy, but I just had a little doubt about whether it was worth dropping an airship for," she said.

Hayato nodded. That was certainly true. It seemed like a spur-of-the-moment action, but he couldn't imagine them using such a tactic. He was surprised when they first dropped the airship, but if they knew about Last One, there should have been a better way. There was the fact that she was a rare monster, so they couldn't predict when she would appear, but even so, it felt undeniably sloppy.

Nevertheless, they had to deal with the situation at hand. The Ten Dark Knights were holding back the golems targeting the Area Stone. The rooftop was fairly large, so Gil and his group couldn't handle it alone, but others like Adrian's summoned demons and Mist's party were dealing with the numbers using Create Undead and other means. Players were also fighting off the golems climbing the building, and for now, it didn't feel dangerous.

For the airship, Ash and his group were on standby in a nearby building, ready to fire a Dragon Breath at any time. However, this left them unable to participate in the regular battle, forced to simply wait on the rooftop. Esha was still waiting for her cool down to end, just chugging Melon Juice. Mikan, who could summon a giant octopus, and Noat, who seemed like she would do something in a pinch, were also waiting nearby, but they were just casually eating snacks.

There was nothing for Hayato to do, but he remained on guard, knowing the situation could change at any moment.

"Ugh, some guy named Lutz attacked me before I could meet Amanda. He's supposed to be pretty strong, right?"

A voice chat from Ivan came in.

Hayato replied immediately.

"He's strong enough to defeat powerful rare monsters solo. He said he looked up to you, or saw you as a goal, after watching your old videos."

"Great, another guy fan... Well, guess I'll take him down. Whoa, he's fast!"

Ivan must have hastily ended the voice chat, because there was no further contact.

(With the real Excalibur, I don't think he'd lose, but the one he has now is a replica...)

Excalibur had the incredible buff skill White Lightning, but the replica naturally did not. Hayato didn't think Ivan would lose in a straight fight, but Lutz's equipment was all what you could call God Equipment.

Hayato had seen Lutz's gear before. It was kitted out with significant speed buffs that had no upper limit, and his acrobatic fighting style could be called completely unpredictable.

He didn't think Ivan would lose, but he figured it would be a tough fight. Just then...

"Man, that was scary. That Lutz guy is way too fast, huh?"

"Huh? Ivan?"

"Yeah, I beat Lutz, so I'm gonna go find Amanda. She's probably near the Area Stone, right? Let me know if you get any other sightings."

Ivan said only that and ended the voice chat.

"What? He beat Lutz already? No way, it hasn't even been five minutes...?"

"Well, for Ivan, that's probably about right."

Esha approached Hayato while drinking her Melon Juice. After confirming few people were around, she spoke in a low voice.

"Ivan is incredibly strong in player-versus-player combat. He's not the World Champ for nothing."

"But Lunaria-san beat that same Ivan, right?"

After Ivan had rampaged at their base trying to confess to Lunaria, a one-on-one duel had commenced. Lunaria had emerged victorious from that battle.

"Lunaria-sama is also in a league of her own. Besides, there was an issue with weapon durability back then."

"Oh yeah, that's right."

Lunaria's Arondight had just been repaired, so its durability was full. Ivan's Excalibur, however, had been worn down from his earlier fight with Rosalie. When two swords of nearly equal strength clash for a long time, that kind of result is inevitable.

(If their durability had been the same, could Ivan have won? And even though he could have fought barehanded, he admitted defeat the moment his sword broke. I guess you could call that manly... though I feel like he would have been rejected either way.)

Be that as it may, Ivan had easily defeated Lutz, a player said to be the strongest in solo combat. It probably wasn't a one-off battle, but the gap in their strength seemed so vast that it was unlikely to be bridged anytime soon.

"Hannya and the samurai contingent are closing in, mowing down golems!"

Those words reached Hayato's ears from the rooftop. Hannya referred to Nanagi. She always wore a Hannya mask and would take down friend and foe alike, so the name Hannya had stuck more than her actual name.

(Nanagi is heading this way with people from the Ten Holy Demonic Swords? That's rare...)

Nanagi typically fought alone. Simon had said it was because Nanagi's attacks tended to involve those around her. He had also heard speculation that her invisible slashes were classified as giant physical sword attacks, so it was better if no one was nearby.

For that same Nanagi to be approaching with allies was unusual.

"Alright, Lunacchi! Leave that side to us! Time to sally forth, kind of!"

Benitsuru said cheerfully, and Lunaria made fists with both hands at her chest to cheer her on.

"Okay. Go get 'em, Benny-chan."

Benitsuru smiled, then led Simon and the samurai from the Eastern Country down the building's stairs.

"Imperial and Rampage are engaged in combat!"

This time, a different player shouted. Imperial, led by Emperor Rauxal, was aiming to destroy the enemy's Area Stone alongside Bandit and Over the Top. They had judged that Gil and the others were sufficient for defending their own Area Stone. There was also the fact that since their airship had been shot down, they couldn't afford to be complacent.

Instead of moving as one group, they had launched a simultaneous three-pronged attack, but only Imperial had begun fighting with Rampage.

"Why there?"

The player who had reported the engagement muttered this, tilting their head. Hayato hadn't seen it and only had the words to go on, but apparently the battle had started in a place where they normally wouldn't fight.

Randa also seemed to find it strange, and while keeping an eye on the golems, she tried to see where the battle was taking place. She then pulled out a hand-drawn map she had prepared at some point and marked something on it. After staring at it and groaning for a while, Randa let out a surprised "Ah."

"This is bad! Deploy defense units to the main street!"

Just after Randa shouted, Last One burst out onto that same main street on her motorcycle. The wide road was suddenly empty of both players and golems, the way clear. There were almost no obstacles to this building. Furthermore, from a nearby rooftop, something like a signal flare was fired. The projectile, trailing smoke, exploded directly above the building Hayato and the others were on, releasing a dazzling light.

Last One must have seen it, because she raced down the empty main street at high speed, heading straight for them.

"Two airships! They're coming this way!"

Someone shouted. Two airships had appeared in the sky. They were immediately attacked by flying golems, but they were unmistakably falling toward them. And this time, both were aimed at this building.

"Ash and Ren-chan, intercept the airships! Mikan-chan, defend with your octopus! Esha-san and the long-range team, keep Last One in check! Watch out for the golems too!"

Randa issued a rapid-fire series of commands via voice chat. The first to move were Gil and his group.

"Maid Chief-dono, we'll leave the Area Stone to you! Everyone, secure a foothold for the long-range attackers!"

Gil and his team, who had been protecting the Area Stone, all used the shield weapon skill Shield Bash on the golems in Last One's direction. The knockback was tremendous, instantly knocking the golems off the rooftop. Immediately after, Gil's group moved to the edge where Last One was. There, they spread out at equal intervals and dealt with the newly climbing golems.

"Esha-dono!"

At Gil's call, Esha quickly moved between Gil's group, aimed her Beelzebub, and peered through the scope. Then she began her attack on Last One.

The panicked players were jolted by this action and immediately began to follow orders. It was mentally unsettling to attack Last One while airships bore down from the sky, but the long-range players continued to fire, regardless of whether their shots hit or not.

Hayato wanted to help somehow, but there was nothing he could do but watch the situation unfold. He moved closer to the Area Stone to at least stay out of the way.

"Hayato-san, you should calm down a little. Want a Demon Lord's Cookie?"

For some reason, Lunaria was sitting at a table with Noat, Rosalie, and the others, having tea.

"No, this is a time to panic. What are you doing relaxing?"

Lunaria was usually extremely tense. She could be different when she got carried away, but for some reason, despite the circumstances, she was calmer than usual.

"Everyone's here, so it's fine. If we can't handle this, no one can, so there's no point in panicking."

"Yeah, but still..."

Just as Hayato said that, a massive laser on par with Esha's Destroy struck the airships. There were two beams, each hitting a different airship. Immediately after, the airships changed course and began to fall rapidly.

"Airships down, confirmed! Two giant dragons did it!"

Cheers erupted from the players watching the surroundings from the rooftop. The giant octopus Mikan had summoned also seemed to be happy, as it bounced and danced.

"See? Told you."

Lunaria said to Hayato, puffing out her chest proudly.

"You were right, Lunaria-san, but Last One is still..."

"Last One is dodging attacks and accelerating at incredible speed!"

"What?"

"She used the rubble to jump over the defense line!"

After those words, someone else shouted.

"At this rate, she's going to crash into the building... Ah!"

The building shook, perhaps from the impact of a collision. Some players couldn't stay on their feet from the tremor and sat down on the floor.

(Huh? Is it over?)

As Hayato sat on the ground after falling on his butt, a group voice chat from Ash came in.

"Last One is climbing the building!"

They must have a clear view from the other building. Realizing this, he had contacted them immediately. Before Hayato could wonder how, Randa shouted.

"Last One's coming up! Intercept..."

Randa's words were a little too late. Before they could get into an intercept formation, Last One burst onto the rooftop. She landed near the Area Stone.

Last One had long black hair, a black eye patch covering her right eye, and a prominent scar on her left cheek. Incongruous with such an appearance, she wore a white one-piece dress. Her vehicle was not a motorcycle, but had transformed into something like a roofless jeep with spider-like legs. Last One held a gun in each hand and smiled fearlessly.

"You've got some nerve, messing around in someone's graveyard! Don't think you're getting home in one piece!"

Last One aimed the rifle in her left hand at Hayato and said, "You're the leader, huh!" Then she pulled the trigger.

Hayato knew he was in trouble, but there were two gunshots. Esha had fired first, hitting the barrel of the rifle Last One was holding, knocking her aim off. Thanks to that, the bullet missed Hayato and only gouged the ground.

Last One immediately turned her shotgun toward Esha and fired a spread of pellets.

Esha had dodged by diving sideways before the shot was fired, but the players around her who couldn't keep up with her movement were caught in the shotgun's blast. Esha, who had been rolling on the ground, righted herself and aimed her Beelzebub from a kneeling position.

This time, Last One dodged by hiding behind her spider-like vehicle. Immediately after, the vehicle transformed into a wheelchair. But it was no ordinary wheelchair. It was a beefy one, loaded with weapons.

Last One, still seated in it, began to attack while backing away at high speed. A flamethrower, a short-range electric shock. A series of utterly troublesome attacks rained down on the surroundings. They didn't fire in succession, so there must have been a cool down time, but there was no doubt it was a pain.

Neither of them had landed a clean hit, but the damage from their battle was immense. Esha's attacks weren't so bad, but Last One's attacks kept hitting the surroundings, and many players were being defeated. They couldn't abandon the rooftop because of the Area Stone. The roof was fairly spacious, but with allies all around and an enemy who scattered area attacks while moving at high speed, it was difficult to fight, and players began to fall.

"Time for the ultimate weapon to make its debut...!"

Just as Lunaria said that, she stood up from her chair, closed in on Last One at high speed, and swung Arondight.

Last One blocked the attack by crossing the guns in her hands. She immediately counterattacked with the shotgun. The shotgun's attack was a close-range area attack, but it was a fan-shaped blast originating from the gun. Lunaria must have known this, because she dodged by moving to Last One's side at high speed.

Lunaria did it easily, but a normal person could not. The gun barrel was pointed at her until the moment it fired. If you moved before the shot, they would just re-aim without firing. You had to dodge the instant it fired. Last One couldn't hide her surprise that Lunaria had pulled it off so effortlessly. She tried to back away in her wheelchair to create distance.

Naturally, Lunaria pursued her, but Last One attacked with her rifle while backing away in the wheelchair.

Last One showed a look of astonishment again. Lunaria had deflected the bullet with Arondight. A normal person couldn't deflect a bullet with a sword less than thirty centimeters wide. The bullet speed was set to be slower than in reality, but even so, it wasn't a speed at which such a feat was possible. In the battle with Bounty Hunter, Diite had been able to dodge Nestor's bullets because she was an AI, and Simon had been able to close in on an opponent amidst gunfire because of movements that made it difficult to draw a bead on her.

Lunaria did neither of those things. She just deflected it normally.

"Damn it! How can you do that!"

"Huh? The direction of the gun...?"

Conversely, Lunaria replied with a look that seemed to ask, why can't you? Last One, attacking while fleeing, and Lunaria, chasing her. It was a surreal sight, but as they raced around the not-so-large rooftop, players and golems alike were being defeated one after another.

Perhaps deciding she was getting nowhere, Last One's gaze darted around as she attacked. Then she found Hayato. Immediately after, she closed in on Hayato while still in reverse.

Gil was nearby. He quickly raised his shield to protect Hayato.

"Guoh!"

Last One rammed into him, but it was just the wheelchair. Last One had jumped from the wheelchair just before impact, somersaulting over Gil and landing behind Hayato. Then she pressed the rifle into Hayato's back.

"This is checkmate... guh!"

All she had to do was pull the trigger to defeat Hayato, but in that situation, Last One started to suffer. She dropped the gun to the ground and fell to her knees, as if pressing her temples.

(Huh? Is she in pain?)

There was no pain in this virtual reality. Except when an NPC regained their memories.

Hayato cautiously looked behind him. Last One was on her knees, looking up at Hayato with a puzzled expression.

"Who am I...? Who are you?"

"Could it be, your memories are..."

"You're wide open!"

"Hey, wait... damn it!"

Lunaria attacked Last One. There was no way a memory-confused Last One could fight like before, and she was defeated in an instant.

Lunaria triumphantly raised her sword, and the people around her rejoiced. (What in the world just happened...?)

Only Hayato looked at the fallen Last One with a bewildered expression, as if he'd been tricked by a fox.

--At the same time. Colony "Prison".

In a room lined with luxurious furniture, Ronios sat with her legs crossed, elegantly sipping tea. Behind her stood her sister Cremola and her aide Harrington.

Across the table from Ronios sat Luxor, the next head of Scorpion. He was a man in his late thirties, wearing expensive-looking accessories that couldn't be called tasteful, and his body was flabby. Luxor was looking at Ronios with narrowed eyes.

"Are you sure that was the right call?"

"Yes, it's been confirmed. It was worth coming to ask you in person."

"I can't very well refuse a request from the next head of the Gemini Foundation. But where did you learn about Aphrodite and the prisoners?"

"I believe we agreed that would be a trade secret, didn't we?"

"We did make such an agreement, but my curiosity is endless. That is one of my foundation's most closely guarded secrets."

"Hahaha, but Libra knows, don't they?"

Luxor's face twisted slightly. Conversely, Ronios smiled.

"Of course, I am not connected to Libra. This is from my own... personal network."

"A personal network, you say. I would like to benefit from it myself."

"What are you saying? I hear that since 'that incident,' the number of foundation officials coming to you with gifts to hear the story has increased. No one listens to what I have to say, so I am the one who would like to benefit. How about it? If you tell me what was done to you, I will tell you the source of my information."

'That incident' referred to when Luxor was threatened by Ney at the Council meeting. Many guests had come to this very prison to find out what had been done to Scorpion. Luxor was dodging their questions while increasing connections between the foundations. However, he had no intention of ever revealing what had been done to him. Libra had approached him about a joint colony construction project. They hadn't said it directly, but this was also a kind of threat. If he said anything unnecessary, that deal would be off the table.

"No, no, what are you talking about? Libra has done nothing to me. Everyone is just coming here on their own wild assumptions."

"Well, we'll leave it at that. Now then, thank you for the tea. Next time, I will invite you to a meal."

"I am pleased to dine with a young woman, but there is no need to force yourself to dine with an old man like me. Besides, I received a gift from you, so I should be the one to thank you more."

"Then I shall look forward to your reciprocation. Let us meet again."

Ronios stood from her chair and bowed. Cremola and Harrington did the same. Then the three of them left the room.

On the way back from Colony "Prison", Ronios and her companions were relaxing on the foundation's private spaceship.

"Ronios-sama, was that wise?"

"What is it?"

"Offering to work with Scorpion on developing a new resource planet route."

"It's fine. If I didn't offer that much bait, they probably wouldn't have listened to my request."

"But..."

"He is easy to understand. He will do anything if he knows there is a profit to be made. Conversely, verbal persuasion would not have moved him an inch. We didn't have time, so I think it was the best course of action. It was still quite a close call, but I just got word that it succeeded beautifully."

"That is well and good, but was it worth doing at the cost of reducing your profits?"

"It's true that if we monopolized it, the profits would be substantial, but there's not much point in earning more than this. It's better to be involved with that virtual reality, isn't it? That is something you can't get involved with no matter how much money you have."

"...You say that with such delight."

"Of course I'm delighted. Who could have imagined that a virtual reality I thought was just a game was in such a state? And besides, when an AI like Hypnos asks you like that, you have no choice but to do your best, do you?"

"Come to think of it, you did say something like that. What did it say to you?"

"It was the most thrilling moment of my life. It said, 'I hear you fail at everything you do. I want to lose skillfully, so won't you be my ally?'"

Harrington and Cremola both looked at the joyous Ronios with exasperated faces.

"There are things that must be done for certain, like today, but I've been given a stamp of approval to do whatever I want otherwise. Perhaps I'll go meddle with Hayato-kun again?"

Ronios said this happily and began to spin around in her swivel chair. Seeing this, Harrington and Cremola both felt sorry for the absent Hayato.



		
			Chapter 382

			The Reunion and a New Feature

			The battle in the Ruined City Clear ended in victory for Hayato and his allies.

The rare monster Last One, or Lee Sladra, had regained her memory just moments before she could defeat Hayato. Afterward, Lunaria defeated Lee and gained command over the golems. With the golems, she assaulted the New Demon Lord's Army and destroyed their Area Stone. The New Demon Lord's Army put up almost no resistance, and the match was decided swiftly. It was said they had given up once their plan to use Last One had failed, but Randa alone suspected something else and was gathering information.

Still, a win was a win. They returned to their base in high spirits, but shortly after, Lee herself arrived. Hayato felt he should hear her out, but he had his cafe job in the afternoon. He asked Relic and Sonia to handle things and logged out.

And then, night came.

Hayato logged in after finishing his work and preparations for the next day to find the usual victory celebration underway at their base. While many members were making a racket, Relic and the others were at a slightly separated table, talking over glasses of wine.

"Never thought I'd end up drinking with you guys."

"It's fun, like a Prison reunion."

"You're not wrong there. Alright, let's drink till we drop today!"

"Stop it. Making wine isn't free, and it takes time."

"Oh, you old folks are no fun. If we don't drink on a day like this, when will we?"

Sonia nodded in agreement at Lee's words, and Relic sighed.

"Sonia, you're close to my age, aren't you? What are you agreeing with?"

"Don't talk about a woman's age. You have no tact."

"Sonia's talking about tact. That's the second surprise of the day."

Lee said this and laughed. On the battlefield, Lee had worn a vicious grin, but here, that smile had changed. She was drinking with genuine enjoyment. When Lee noticed Hayato, she gave a light wave of her right hand and beckoned him over. As Hayato approached, Relic prepared a chair for him, and he sat down.

"I heard a lot from Relic and Sonia. But first, introductions. I'm Lee Sladra. Nice to meet ya."

"I'm Hayato. It's a pleasure to meet you, too. Um, Lee-san, you're..."

"So formal. Lee is fine. And hey, this wine is something you made, right? Let's have a toast to this meeting."

Lee placed a glass in front of Hayato and immediately poured wine into it.

Hayato thought for a moment. He still had things to do, but drinking here wouldn't make him actually drunk. It might make him feel a bit better, but that was said to be a placebo effect. After considering various things, he decided to have "just one glass." He rarely drank in real life, but he remembered that he would at least drink what was offered when he worked in sales.

Hayato drained the glass in one go. It could be called mere grape juice, but drinking in such a cheerful atmosphere made it delicious.

"Looks like you can hold your liquor. Then have another..."

Lee was about to pour more wine into his empty glass, but Relic stopped her.

"Even if this is virtual reality, refrain from pushing drinks on people. Hayato-sama has many things to do after this."

"'Hayato-sama,' is it? You two must be really grateful to him."

"Huh?"

"I heard the story, and it seems Relic and the others are grateful to Hayato. Of course, they're grateful to that Ney and Diite girl too, but it seems Hayato is number one."

"Don't say such unnecessary things. You'll trouble Hayato-sama. I apologize, I would appreciate it if you would ignore what this person says."

"It's difficult to ignore what you just said. I'm grateful to you too, Relic-san and Sonia-san. So we're even."

Hearing those words, Relic and Sonia smiled, looking a bit embarrassed, and nodded.

"Good grief, I'm just full of surprises today. To think I'd see such faces on the worst criminals in Prison, the King and Queen."

King and Queen were names that represented the ranks of criminals in Prison at the time. Relic was King, and Sonia was Queen.

"You were Jack yourself, weren't you?"

At Sonia's words, Lee laughed and said, "So I was."

After that, the topic shifted to Prison, who the Ace was, and how so-and-so might have been the Joker. Hayato couldn't keep up with the conversation, but the names of criminals famous enough to be in the history books came up, along with the fact that they were acquaintances, so it was quite enjoyable just to listen.

However, Hayato couldn't let the conversation end there. When there was a lull in the talk, Hayato looked at Lee.

"Lee-san, there's something I'd like to ask you, if that's alright."

"Of course. Actually, I came here because there was something I wanted to ask, too."

"Oh?"

"You can go first. It might be what I wanted to ask anyway."

"...Alright. Why did you get your memory back?"

"Knew it. I came about that too."

NPCs were humans who had lost their real-world memories and lived in this virtual reality thinking it was real. However, the memory manipulation wasn't perfect. If something happened to jolt their real-world memories, they would recall them with a splitting headache. But in Lee's case, she had shown no signs of that until just before she got behind Hayato.

"About that, I'm a criminal just like Relic and the others. Meaning, I was ordered by the warden of Prison at the time to come here."

"Um, so you have some kind of machine embedded in your body too?"

Lee said, "That's right," and tapped her right temple with her right index finger.

"In the real world, I have a microchip embedded right around here. That thing does all sorts of stuff for me. I heard Relic and the others were the same, so I figured that had to be it."

Hayato nodded. He could accept that, but there was something else he couldn't. Why now?

Ban, who had received orders from Prison in a similar way, had regained his memory and fought Hayato's group before. He had apparently succeeded in having the microchip removed and was now working in agriculture on Colony "Farm," but Hayato didn't know anything beyond that. That was irrelevant. The problem was why they would do something to restore Lee's memory now.

Hayato asked Lee about it, but she just shook her head, apparently knowing nothing. She said no particular orders had come through.

"I was originally sent here to pilot Aphrodite. They figured if Relic and the others took control of this spaceship with hacking, the autopilot would be gone."

"So you can manually pilot a spaceship?"

"Well, yeah. A long time ago, I used to smuggle things not just on the surface but to the colonies, too. Small ships, large ships, I can handle anything. Anyway, they told me if I succeeded in stealing the spaceship, I'd get a full pardon, so I had no choice."

"We had no intention of doing such a thing."

Sonia nodded at Relic's words. Lee held up both her palms and shook her head.

"I figured. Not hearing who the hackers were was my first mistake. If I'd known it was you guys, Sonia, I would've done a lot more. Well, it seems they didn't trust me either, because they sent Ban. Oops, I got sidetracked. So yeah, I don't know why they restored my memories now. On the contrary, I came here thinking that Hayato, who was right in front of me at the time, might know."

"I see. No, I don't know either."

"Hayato-sama, I actually spoke to Ney-sama about a similar matter earlier, and I requested that she investigate Prison, or rather, the current Scorpion."

"What did Ney say?"

"She readily agreed. She should be in the process of contacting Scorpion in the real world right now."

"I see. I'm sorry, I should have been the one to ask."

Hayato said this and bowed his head. In the real world, Ney was Relic and Sonia's employer. Relic and the others were executives at the Libra Foundation's security agency. They also served as instructors and were apparently quite reputable, with a move to a new colony already decided. Hayato imagined it must have been difficult for them to ask their employer for a job. He was certain Ney wouldn't be bothered by such a thing, but he considered Relic and Sonia's hesitant feelings.

Relic flustered at the bowing Hayato.

"No, no, this is a matter that we should be handling, if anything. Hayato-sama, you have so much to do in both virtual reality and the real world, so if you could leave just this one thing to us, nothing would make us happier."

Relic said this with a gentle smile.

(It's amazing how a person can be so unsuited to the word 'criminal'.)

Hayato thought this and bowed his head again. He continued to talk with Lee and the others after that, but he couldn't get any particularly useful information. They settled on waiting for word from Ney.

Meanwhile, Lee began to talk about how frustrated she was that she couldn't log out and that she wanted to go to Earth right away. Apparently, there were vehicles that her comrades had used at their base on Earth, and she wanted to dispose of them and send them to her comrades.

Normally, permission to leave places like Earth's Central, High Bridge, or Big Wall wasn't granted, but apparently, they were going to ask Ney to get permission for this as well.

"That girl is great. She said she'd hire a criminal like me without a second thought. It's because you guys, Relic, have been so well-behaved. I never thought I'd get a job in the real world."

"Let me be clear. If you cause any trouble, neither I nor Sonia will stay silent."

"Ooh, scary. Don't worry, my real self can't push it that hard. I'll live a modest life. Hey, hey, don't look so gloomy."

For some reason, Relic and Sonia made strange faces. In their place, Lee was smiling, but Hayato didn't understand the situation.

"Um, what do you mean?"

"Oh yeah, Hayato is the same, huh."

"Huh?"

"It's a little different from you, Hayato, but I can't walk anymore. I messed up a long time ago, and in the real world, I live in a wheelchair."

"Ah..."

Hayato had also injured his leg, and the fear and pain from that time made his body freeze up, making it difficult to move suddenly. Thanks to virtual reality, he could move quite a bit now. Lee could move so vigorously in virtual reality, but the reality was that she couldn't do the same.

"I'd forgotten I hurt my leg, but I remember the wheelchair. To think I'd make a golem that transforms into a wheelchair, that's pretty ironic, isn't it?"

Lee said this and happily drank wine straight from the bottle.

It should have been a dark topic, but Lee, whether she was being considerate of them or just being herself, seemed to be enjoying herself as if it didn't matter. Hayato understood the feeling. Considering the possibility that she was forcing a smile, he thought about changing the subject slightly.

"Um, did you make that transforming golem, Lee-san?"

"I did. If you have Crafting Skill, Woodworking Skill, and also Riding Skill and Spirit Magic Skill, you can use a magic called Create Golem. Have you heard of it?"

"No, first time I've heard of it. Ah, but there might be players who use it. I think there are players called Doll Masters, so maybe they know about it."

It was widely known that combining skills could lead to other things, but Hayato thought that few people had thought to take both Woodworking Skill and Riding Skill, so it was a little-known combination.

"I thought that golem was something you got as a prize from a Clan War."

"I didn't participate in the Clan War, so I didn't get a prize. But when they asked me how I wanted to live my next life, I hadn't thought about it, so I said I wanted to live while protecting my comrades' graves. And then they made me a monster, isn't that awful?"

"Ah, so that's why you said that."

When Lee appeared before Hayato, she had told him not to desecrate the graves. Hayato understood that in this virtual reality, the Ruined City Clear had been set up as the grave of Lee's comrades.

"I never thought they were asking about what kind of life I wanted in virtual reality. I was just acting as a grave keeper in a place no one ever comes to."

"You've always been bad at listening to people properly."

"What's with that tone? You're not my mother... though your real age is exactly that!"

"You're tactless too. Let me tell you, I'm twenty-eight in the real world, you know?"

"You're lying about your age way too much! What are you thinking, saying you're younger than me?!"

"I look that way, so what can I do? Thanks to young miss Ney, I got a family register that says so, so I'm a genuine twenty-eight."

"Ugh, I can't believe it. You've got a man now, so stop lying about your age."

Sonia and Lee were getting worked up about their ages. Relic must have sensed something. He sent a glance to Hayato, and his mouth formed the words, "Let's leave."

Hayato also had a bad feeling and decided to leave.

"Um, well then, I have things to do, so if you'll excuse me."

"Ah, my bad. Well then, I'll be counting on you from now on."

"From now on?"

"I can't participate in this event's battle, but I plan to cooperate in various ways. My legs don't work, but I want to be buried in the reality where everyone was, so I'd be in trouble if the world were conquered. If I can get out, I have no intention of staying in virtual reality."

"Ah, I see. In that case, I look forward to working with you."

"Sure thing. Hey, hey, why is Relic trying to leave too? You have a duty to explain the situation here, don't you? For starters, go ahead and explain properly what happened with you and Sonia. I'll have a good laugh."

Relic made no effort to hide his displeasure, but he sighed and sat down in his chair again.

"Hayato-sama, please go about your work. I will stay here and make sure Lee doesn't cause any trouble for those around us."

"Ah, yes."

Hayato felt guilty, but he left Relic behind and moved away from the table.

(I feel bad for Relic-san, but I'll have to ask him to hang in there. Now then, let's go talk to the others. After that, it's time to make Excalibur.)

With that in mind, Hayato went to show his face at the other gatherings.

After talking for a while, he returned to his room in the base. There was a lot of information, but what concerned Hayato was the movements of the New Demon Lord's Army. Something was different from before. It was just a hunch, but that's how Hayato felt.

(According to Ivan, Lutz-san was just observing and probably wasn't serious, and as for Nanagi, Benny-chan and Simon said she was mainly defensive and held back on her attacks. They said it was highly likely she was doing so to lure Lee-san to the Area Stone...)

Lutz aside, Nanagi had, until now, completely ignored strategy and just cut down any opponent she saw. Now she was leading allies and acting to lure out Benitsuru and Simon. And the situation where Lee regained her memory at just the right time. Was it a coincidence, or was the enemy doing something? Not knowing was unsettling.

(Hypnos's actions are also a concern... No, I'm not going to find the answer just by thinking about it. I'll leave that to Randa-san. I have to do my best as a production player.)

Hayato thought this and focused on creating Excalibur. The probability was extremely low. He had already created several Philosopher's Stones, but making more would be difficult due to the rarity of the materials and the time required. If he couldn't make it this time, it probably wouldn't be ready for the final battle between Lunaria and Amanda.

Hayato took a deep breath. It wasn't a particularly meaningful action, but when the probability was low, there were times when he wanted to rely on an occult-like routine. In Hayato's case, he relied on an occult belief related to time, like doing it when the second hand overlapped with the minute hand. This was the result of hearing that when processing probability in a program, the system's internal time is often used. The chances of it actually being so were low, but it was also a hunch from experience, having made hundreds of millions of production items like Hayato had.

Hayato confirmed that the Philosopher's Stone and Excalibur Replica were in his item bag. Next, he displayed the menu from his beloved hammer and selected Excalibur. Then, watching the clock, he placed the Excalibur Replica on the anvil in his room and brought the hammer down.

A high-pitched *kang* echoed in the room. Immediately after, one Philosopher's Stone disappeared from his item bag. Furthermore, the Excalibur Replica also shattered. (Failure means all items are lost. Considering the merit of succeeding, I guess it can't be helped... Alright, next.)

Hayato continued to create Excalibur after that. The sound of the hammer rang out many times in the room, but he failed to create it again and again. (Three more...)

He had many five-star Excalibur Replicas, but not that many Philosopher's Stones. Just to make the Philosopher's Stones, he had asked the members of major clans to go to great lengths. In order not to waste that, he fired himself up to succeed no matter what.

Hayato took a deep breath and waited until the time when the probability seemed to increase, watching the clock. And when the time came, he struck with the hammer. A *king*, a sound different from usual, rang out. Furthermore, the sword began to glow with a rainbow light.

"Whoa! ...What is this?"

When a five-star item was created, it always glowed with a rainbow light, but this time the effect was long. Furthermore, the entire room shook. Light overflowed from the sword, and the moment Hayato was swallowed by that light, his surroundings became like outer space.

"Huh? What is this?"

He hadn't actually gone to space. It was just an effect. Hayato could feel the floor under his feet, so it just looked like space. Hayato remembered when Diite had taken him to space before and felt a sense of nostalgia. After that, one of the shining stars in space began to move, heading towards Hayato, or more accurately, towards the sword, trailing a tail like a meteor. When it hit the sword, the rainbow light shone even brighter. The light was so dazzling that Hayato covered his eyes with his hand and squeezed them shut.

He waited for a while, and when he felt the light had subsided, he cautiously opened his eyes. The image of space was already gone from his surroundings. It was his usual room. The only difference was that in front of him was not a replica, but the real Excalibur. This was one of the joys of being a production player. The joy of creating a low-probability item was irreplaceable. The fact that there was a special effect he didn't know about was a nice surprise, and Hayato was satisfied.

"I wonder if Diite-chan didn't say anything because of this..."

"Announcement."

Suddenly, the voice of a world announcement echoed.

"Player Hayato has successfully created the Holy Sword Excalibur. I repeat..."

"Huh? It gets announced?"

Hayato was surprised by this, but more than that, the area outside his room was getting noisy. Then the door was thrown open with force. Lunaria was outside the room, with cream on the corner of her mouth. Behind her, Rosalie and the others were peering into the room, holding the sweets and forks they must have been eating.

"I believed you would do it, Hayato-san."

"Thank you. You rushed over in the middle of eating cake, huh? That said, it doesn't have the no durability feature."

"That's something I can handle, so don't worry about it. More importantly, this is a revelation that we should continue the party even if it means staying up late. More cake, please."

"...Is that why you came? Well, alright. Then just wait a minute. I'll make some and bring it over."

Normally he would refuse, but Hayato's spirits were higher than they appeared, so he readily agreed. After Lunaria and the others left, he started making cakes and other sweets, but in the middle of it, he suddenly noticed something. The status window showed that his Blacksmithing Skill was 200.

Hayato hurriedly checked the situation. After a moment, he let out a long sigh.

"My Blacksmithing Skill must have hit 200 with that Excalibur. But what am I supposed to do with this new feature...?"

His Blacksmithing Skill had reached 200, and a new feature was unlocked. It wasn't the "add arbitrary effect" that came with reaching 200 in Sewing Skill, but a "Modification" feature that further strengthened equipment.



		
			Chapter 383

			The Modification Feature and the Battle Outside the Battlefield

			The day after Hayato created Excalibur, the event's battlefield was decided to be the "Necropolis Area."

The Necropolis was a dungeon also known as the City of the Dead. Mist had once gone missing there, and Damian had cleared it with Ivan and the others. Hayato had also dealt with Doppelgängers there, taking advantage of their weakness in battle.

Such was the place, but for this battle, the Necropolis itself was largely irrelevant. Its entrance was merely at the center of the battlefield. The main stage was the swampy region surrounding the entrance. To call it a swamp was the closest approximation, but in reality, it was much worse. It was a dangerous place with bogs and mud containing toxins, roamed by native plant-type monsters like Alraune and Treants, as well as Lizardmen who specialized in poison.

Particularly troublesome were the female-shaped Alraune-type rare monster, Alphardelos, and the slow-moving but heavy-hitting Treant-type rare monster, Yggdrasil Fake, as they scattered multiple powerful bad statuses. Furthermore, the buffalo-like rare monster Catoblepas, with its instant-death evil eye, and its superior version, Grim Reaper, were also present, making it not uncommon for players to find themselves defeated without knowing what happened.

Battles here could also be called a constant struggle against the ever-present bad statuses. Poison was a constant, and a gas that caused status ailments like paralysis, petrification, confusion, blindness, hallucination, and curses with a high probability hung in the air. It was said that the major difference between a normal game and a realistic virtual reality lay in these status ailments. A drop in stats wasn't a big deal, but blindness, which robbed you of your sight, or hallucinations, which altered what you saw, were extremely harsh in a realistic virtual reality. Moreover, being unable to move due to paralysis or petrification was a source of considerable fear for some, and many players would never remove their countermeasure equipment.

Thus, many people did not want to fight here, and the previous battle, when Hayato was a hostage, had dragged on for quite some time before a conclusion was reached. But that was for ground battles. Now, with Hayato's airship, it wasn't as bad. The strategy was to destroy the Area Stone with the airship, just like around Deep Impact. The area around the Area Stone was a place where status ailments did not occur, so the choice was between defending there or attacking with the airship. There was also the option of walking through the swamp to the opponent's Area Stone, but it was unlikely anyone would want to do that.

The problem was the number of enemy airships. They had destroyed about five of the enemy's airships in the Ruined City Clear. According to Randa, the enemy wasn't as prepared as they were, but even so, there was no telling what they might do. And the one racking her brain the most was Randa.

"I have no idea what they're thinkin'!" she said, holding her head.

If she knew, there would be no trouble, but she said she had no clue what the enemy wanted to do, let alone what their strategy was. She said there were many things that couldn't be explained in the previous battle, and she was quite worked up. Her fellow actor Suien said things like, "Just leave it be," but Hayato was concerned. There was still time before the battle began.

He approached Randa, who was tilting her head near the Area Stone.

"Um, you seem worked up, are you okay?"

She didn't seem to notice him and was muttering while writing various things on a piece of paper.

"Randa-san?"

"Huh? Oh, Hayato-san, what is it?"

"...You're not using your usual speech pattern."

"Ah, whoops. I'm fine now, what's up?"

Wondering if that was an act, Hayato asked again, "Are you okay?"

"I think so... but the enemy's actions are so illogical, it's really getting to me."

"That much? Like what, for example?"

"There's a lot, but it's really about them sending Last One to our Area Stone. I think it's an effective move. They dropped the airship to coincide with it. If they involved Last One, they could get command rights, so it's two birds with one stone."

Dropping an airship where Last One was rampaging would certainly cause immense damage. If they could destroy the Clan Stone, they could settle the match right there, and by defeating Last One, they could gain command of the golems. Even if that failed, they could reduce the strength of the forces around the Area Stone. However, in the end, all of it ended in failure. Not only did Lunaria gain command of the golems, but Last One, Lee Sladra, ended up joining Hayato's side. She was already out gathering materials with Relic and the others.

"Then isn't that fine? Doesn't it just mean we were lucky in the end?"

"It might be luck, but I think they're underestimating our forces way too much. They should know we have Esha-san and us Genesis Dragons. Hypnos should've known what we can do, too. But they forced it anyway. For all the information they have, I thought their strategy was way too aggressive."

"You said something similar during the battle. But isn't that just how it is?"

They may be called strategists, but there aren't that many military masterminds or tacticians who leave their names in history. There are no strategies that can overturn an overwhelming difference in strength, and most are basically rehashes of the past. The normal approach would be to choose the method with the highest probability from many options. That was Hayato's thought, but Randa shook her head.

"Normally, that's right. But they have the AI Hypnos and the genetically enhanced human Amanda, you know? To be honest, it doesn't seem like a strategy that a person of my level couldn't have come up with."

Hayato wondered if that was self-deprecation, but now that she mentioned it, it did feel strange. It seemed Nanagi had participated in the strategy to send Last One, and given the circumstances up to now, that was unthinkable. Was it a strategy they were that confident in? There was no follow-up strategy to cover for its failure, and they were able to win easily after that.

"Not only that, but it seems they've made Ronios an ally."

"What? Ronios, you mean *that* Ronios-san?"

"It's the Ronios-san you know, Hayato-san. According to Parsha-san, she's an extremely troublesome person who just stirs up trouble wherever she goes."

He thought it was a harsh assessment, but Hayato had to agree that it was true. Not just Ney, but looking at Ronios and Parsha made him think that the blood relatives of the foundations had a lot of strange people. Of course, he wouldn't say it out loud, but he couldn't stop himself from thinking it. Jolth was on the more decent side, but the fact that he was leaving the foundation made him an oddball in Hayato's assessment.

"Even though they made her an ally, she hasn't entered the event, so it seems she can't come to the battlefield."

"Ah, come to think of it, I haven't seen her on the battlefield. So what is she doing?"

"That's what we don't know, so I've asked Parsha-san to investigate."

"I see. Well, Parsha-san has made a name for herself as a traitor to the New Demon Lord's Army, so she said she wouldn't participate in the battle."

Parsha of the clan Despair Angel had betrayed the New Demon Lord's Army, but her affiliation remained unchanged. If she participated in the event, she would be sent to the battlefield on the New Demon Lord's Army's side, but would be surrounded by enemies. Rather than just being surrounded and defeated, she said she would gather materials from the start, and she was doing that for them now.

"That's right. And given her position, we have no choice but to ask Parsha-san to deal with Ronios-san. Oh, by the way, did you hear from Ney-san?"

"No, I haven't heard anything."

"I can't say this too loudly, but apparently Ronios-san went to Prison yesterday."

"What?"

"She apparently cornered someone at Prison, but was dodged noncommittally. And officially, there's no record of it, but Relic-san apparently hacked in and confirmed it."

That's a dangerous thing to do, Hayato thought, but he urged her to continue.

"It seems she was there at about the same time Lee-san's memory returned."

"...No way, is she involved in that?"

"The possibility that Ronios-san asked Scorpion to restore Lee-san's memory is high. In fact, I think that's the only possibility."

Scorpion, of course, meant the Foundation Scorpion. The Foundation Scorpion had a way to restore Relic and the others' memories. Since Lee had also been sent from Prison in the past, they had a way to restore her memory as well. Ney couldn't directly question Scorpion about it, so she had talked around the issue, but in the end, she had returned without obtaining any confirmation. That was the story.

"If she restored her memory, whose side is she on? I kind of feel like she's on our side, though."

"I don't know. I don't even know if she knows the secret of the NPCs in the first place. But she wouldn't go to Prison if she didn't know, so it's better to assume she knows. And if someone told her, it would be Hypnos or Amanda... From this point on, I have no idea what they want to do!"

"She told another troublesome person... I mean, what are those two doing? Isn't this going too far? Is their strategy to leak the secrets of virtual reality to the real world and get a lot of people involved?"

"We should probably consider that as well. But if the secret gets out, the secret of the spaceship Aphrodite will probably get out too, and you could say it would make Amanda's world conquest more difficult. I think she probably only told a few people, though."

Hayato could now understand why Randa was racking her brain so much. He had no idea what Hypnos or Amanda were doing. Hayato and Randa both crossed their arms and groaned.

"Ah, changing the subject, but you made Excalibur, right? There was an announcement yesterday."

Randa's voice was bright. Hayato thought she was offering a bright topic to dispel the strange atmosphere, and he replied with a smile.

"I did. The probability was low, so I was worried, but I managed to make it and gave it to Lunaria-san. She said she was going to test it out today."

"That's great. But the durability issue..."

"There was nothing I could do about that. And my blacksmithing reached 200, but it just unlocked a feature called 'Modification,' and it doesn't seem like I can make things without durability."

"That's the only worrying factor. We've been doing well so far, but it's meaningless if we lose at the very end."

"Well, that's true, but Lunaria-san will manage somehow. I modified Lunaria-san's weapons and armor."

The "Modification" feature was unlocked at Blacksmithing Skill 200. By performing further blacksmithing on weapons and armor, you could increase their base damage and add effects. It required the same amount of materials as the initial creation, but there was no doubt it was a considerable feature. You could perform modifications up to eight times on a single piece of equipment, but the success rate decreased with each modification, and if you failed, the original equipment would be destroyed. It was a high-risk, high-return feature, but you could say it had a certain appeal.

In fact, when he provided information about modification to the leaders of major clans, Keith from Over the Top, with bloodshot eyes, asked him to perform eight modifications even if it meant breaking his gear. However, while you could add effects, you couldn't make something have no durability. To add an effect, you needed the corresponding materials, but he had confirmed that there were no materials with the effect of removing durability. When he gave Excalibur to Lunaria and told her that no durability was impossible, she declared with a smile, "It's fine, I just have to take them down before they can take me down."

It was a smile that didn't consider defeat at all. Some might be exasperated by her optimism, but to Hayato, that smile looked reliable. And when Lunaria learned of the modification feature, she asked Hayato to modify all her weapons and armor.

Only the first modification could be performed with a 100% success rate. After that, the success rate would drop by 10% with each modification. So, he performed one modification on Lunaria's Arondight and her set of red armor, the Inferno Series. As a result, all of their base stats improved. At the same time, he also added the effects that Lunaria specified. Hayato honestly had his doubts, but he reconsidered and thought that Lunaria could handle it, so he performed the modification.

(Adding a speed improvement effect to all her armor, huh? As it is, she's almost twice as fast as normal. And she'll be even faster using Black Swan and White Lightning. Normally, your senses wouldn't be able to keep up with that speed, but for Lunaria-san...)

As a genetically enhanced human, Lunaria's kinetic vision and thought processing speed were superior to a normal person's. He had judged that if her perception was high, she wouldn't have a problem even if her speed increased. (Even if there is a problem, if she starts getting used to it now, she'll manage somehow. Oh, right, the battle is about to start. I have to distribute the Super Eclairs to everyone.)

The battle around Necropolis was a battle against bad statuses. It would be a battle in a relatively safe zone, but there was no telling what might happen. It was for a limited time, but the food that protected against all bad statuses was the Super Eclair. Just like before, Hayato had asked the Maid Guild to prepare a large amount of materials for processing. And he had produced a large number of Super Eclairs. The women and some of the men were delighted, but it was a little unpopular with the men who disliked sweets. Nevertheless, there was no better countermeasure against status ailments, so Hayato distributed them regardless.

--At the same time, at the entrance to the Dark Cave.

Even though the event battle had started, there were a large number of players around the entrance to the Dark Cave. They were two major clans. One was Despair Angel, led by Parsha, and the other was Shooting Star, led by Ronios. The two clans were facing off around the entrance to the Dark Cave.

In terms of numbers, Despair Angel had about three hundred people. Shooting Star's numbers had decreased due to their previous blunder, and now they had less than a hundred. The difference was more than three to one. But Ronios's side didn't seem to mind at all and was smiling.

"Why, if it isn't Parsha-san. What are you doing in a place like this?"

"I believe those are my lines. This is the very darkness that leads to the abyss, and the dark ballroom where we fight for the Demon Lord's throne. It is only natural for me, a fallen one, to come to investigate, but are not 'The Craving Ones' forbidden from falling there?"

"Hahaha, you're the same as ever. It is true that we do not have permission to fall, but we have become, as you would say, 'One Possessed by Evil.' We are under orders from that evil."

"Orders...?"

"And we have become able to do things like this."

Ronios lunged with the rapier she was holding. Outside of special places like Clan Wars, this event, or the escort guild's underground arena, players could not fight each other. Even if an attack landed, it would not deal damage. However, sensing some kind of danger, Parsha deflected the attack with the "Twilight" she was using as a parasol.

(My durability decreased...!?) When weapons clashed, their durability decreased. It wasn't a value that could be easily destroyed, but even a small decrease meant that they were in a state where players could fight each other.

Contrary to Parsha's surprised expression, Ronios was smiling even more than before.

"As expected of a fallen angel, I suppose. Your intuition is more than human."

"...Why can we fight each other?"

"As I said before. We are possessed by evil. We are now treated the same as NPCs. We can fight to our heart's content in any location."

As she said that, Ronios began to laugh. Behind her, Cremola and Harrington looked somewhat exasperated, but they readied their weapons.

(I came to talk, but Ronios-san is raring to go. Most likely, Hypnos had her settings changed. As Ney-san said, it seems she did go to Prison. In that case, rather than trying to extract information, I should first get in her way.)

Parsha closed Twilight and took a stance.

"Blanc, Noir, and all my comrades. It seems our holy war has begun."

A murmur ran through the crowd. Words like "Finally..." "As I thought..." "Will it be repeated..." were common.

"Now, let us fight. To prove which of us has defied God's will!"

Ronios, who until a moment ago had been the very picture of propriety, now had the corners of her mouth turned up in a vicious smile.

"Ahaha, as expected, Parsha! You're the only one who can inspire those around you with such words!"

And so, in a place different from the event's battlefield, the two clans clashed.



		
			Chapter 384

			Familiar Faces

			The battle began in the wetlands surrounding the Necropolis.

The former Demon Lord's army had fifteen airships. In contrast, the New Demon Lord's Army had only five.

It was impressive that they had managed to procure more ships even after we had shot down so many yesterday. Still, it wasn't enough to overcome a situation where they were outnumbered three to one by a simple calculation.

The New Demon Lord's forces had more people, but the number of passengers an airship could carry was limited. In the wetlands, the primary fight would be against monsters, so just reaching the enemy's Area Stone would be considerably draining.

Even if they could avoid the monsters, many players disliked the idea of walking through a realistically rendered swamp. This was true for the former Demon Lord's army as well.

As a result, no fighting had occurred outside of the airships. Both sides were on standby near their own Area Stones. The ground there was normal. It was a battlefield that was easy to defend and difficult to attack for both armies.

The airship battles were fought mainly with cannons, as well as with magic and bows capable of long range attacks.

Though they were called long range attacks, they weren't like the far reaching attacks of Esha's Beelzebub, so the exchanges would only begin at very close quarters. That battle had already started for several of the airships.

Hayato was on the same airship as Esha and the others, but their ship alone was at the rear, not participating in the fight.

Esha was monitoring the battle situation through the scope of her Beelzebub. When she pulled her eye away from the scope, she frowned slightly.

"The enemy is fighting a retreating battle."

"Retreating?"

"They're making it look like they're fighting, but they are fundamentally fleeing. It might be better to say they are moving to keep us from approaching their Area Stone, staying just close enough but never engaging fully."

"What does that mean tactically?"

This region was once occupied by the New Demon Lord's Army. If the battle ended in a draw, it would remain their territory. However, it was difficult to say whether aiming for a draw against the current momentum of the former Demon Lord's army was possible.

Since they had time on their side, the former Demon Lord's forces had no need to rush. They could slowly corner their opponents, so none of the airships were being reckless. They fought cautiously to avoid being isolated or surrounded.

"It might be better for us to return to the Area Stone."

"Huh? Why?"

"There's no way they can win with a battle like this. Even if they are aiming for a draw, they can't possibly keep this up for the entire day. I think it's better to assume they have some sort of strategy. If it were me, I'd use a unit to aim directly for the Area Stone."

"So the airships are a decoy?"

"Probably. Besides, this swamp is perfect for hiding. They have people who have mastered thief type skills like Relic and the others, right? I wouldn't say the defense of the Area Stone is weak, but I think it would be better if at least we went back. We're not being of any use here anyway."

Hayato thought for a moment, then nodded.

Now that he heard it, he was convinced it might be true, so he decided to follow her advice.

He contacted Randa to tell her they were returning, and she agreed, saying, "I think so too, ssu!"

Immediately after, the airship carrying Hayato and the others broke away from the front lines and returned to the vicinity of their Area Stone.

With Gil and the Maid Chief present, their defensive power was high. However, that was purely in terms of combat strength. It wasn't like the decay attacks from before, but if the enemy used some sort of nasty tactic, it wasn't a guarantee that Gil and the others could win.

Hayato decided to remain on the airship and wait in the sky above the Area Stone. He then relayed his thoughts to Gil and the Maid Chief.

Both of them understood and began to increase their vigilance of the surroundings.

Hayato and the others also began to monitor the ground from the airship.

This situation continued for about an hour, but nothing changed.

The airship battle remained a quiet affair, with both sides maneuvering skillfully. Given the number of ships, the former Demon Lord's army was undoubtedly pushing forward, but the battle had become a chaotic free for all, with flying tamers and vampires joining the fray.

The area around the Area Stone was peaceful, aside from a few monsters that had attacked.

The enemy wasn't using rare monsters for MPK this time either. In fact, no players could be seen heading in their direction.

(Diite-chan is probably fighting Hypnos, but I have no idea where. I think it's somewhere on the battlefield, but... hm?)

As Hayato scanned the ground from the airship, he saw a suspicious movement.

He hadn't paid it much mind before, as the native monsters had been moving around, but when he looked closely, a patch of water plants seemed to be moving despite there being no wind.

"Esha, could you do me a favor and take a look at that area through your scope?"

"I can't tell what you mean by just 'that area'. Is there anything distinctive?"

"Um, that pond, or maybe swamp over there. The crescent shaped one. Could you look at the water plants at the left end of it? I think I saw them move unnaturally."

"The left end? Please wait a moment."

Esha said this and looked through her scope.

Hayato thought that perhaps someone from the clan "Raven" was heading their way.

He figured that if they had mastered thief and treasure hunter skills, they might have skills that let them mimic the ground or plants.

Just as he thought about taking another look, a voice chat from Randa came in.

"Hayato-san, you got a minute, ssu?"

"What's up?"

"Got a call from Parsha-san, ssu. Apparently she's fighting Ronios-san and his group at the entrance to the Dark Cave, ssu."

"What? Why? I mean, how did they fight?"

"I'm not sure, but she said Ronios-san and the others are being treated as NPCs, ssu. So they can fight players even outside the battlefield."

"...They must be getting desperate if they're intervening with the system like that. But the Dark Cave? Why would they be there...?"

"Who knows? Maybe scouting the battlefield, ssu? The only areas left are the Demon Capital Zardogia and the area around the Dark Cave. Since Ronios-san and his group can't participate in the battle as part of the New Demon Lord's Army, maybe they're trying to get things done before the fight, ssu."

Hayato wondered why, if they were making system changes to be treated as NPCs, they didn't just change the rules to allow them on the battlefield. However, Diite had previously said that making unrestricted changes to the system wasn't possible.

Apparently, Infinity itself wouldn't accept such unreasonable commands. Hayato had thought it was quite an inconvenient system, but in this case, he was grateful for it.

That aside, if they had defeated Ronios, it meant they had thwarted some kind of plan.

"Alright, roger that. If there are no other problems..."

"There is a problem, ssu."

"Huh? What is it?"

"Parsha-san said that while they were fighting Ronios-san and the others, some players entered the Dark Cave, ssu. The fight was probably a diversion, and that was the main objective. She said they're heading deeper now to chase those players. But..."

Randa paused there.

Hayato prompted her to continue, sensing there was more.

"But what?"

"Parsha-san didn't see it herself, but people who did said it was a person from Raven named Loana, ssu. If it's a fight inside a dungeon, they have the advantage, so I'm a little worried, ssu. And it's frustrating not knowing what they're up to, ssu!"

"Wait, so there are members of Raven in that dungeon?"

"That's what I heard, ssu."

"Huh? Then was I mistaken about this side? I thought only Raven could cross a swamp like this."

Depending on the spot, you could be submerged up to your waist in the swamp. Worse, you could be fully submerged and drown. There was no pain or inability to breathe, but many people disliked the sensation of water getting inside their clothes, and many players wouldn't enter the water with their equipment on even in a virtual reality.

It was just Hayato's impression, but he had assumed that the members of Raven would be fine with it since they were roleplaying as thieves and treasure hunters. But that meant he had been wrong.

Thinking he must have been mistaken, Hayato looked over at Esha.

"Esha, maybe I was just seeing things..."

Esha had such a deep frown on her face that it was visible even while she was looking through the scope.

"Unfortunately, someone much worse has come. It's a good thing you noticed. I'd say you're quite lucky, Master."

"What do you mean?"

"It means an AI feels nothing, whether it's soaked in water or covered in mud."

"An AI?"

"Some familiar faces from long ago have come, along with the Demonfolk."

Hayato then realized.

The members of Esha's old clan, "Blackjack", had crossed the swamp.

He immediately contacted Gil and the others.

When he told them that members of Blackjack were approaching, the area around the Area Stone suddenly fell into a panic.

Previous battles had revealed that the Demonfolk were formidable enemies. It was only natural to panic when told that those Demonfolk and enemies of similar strength were approaching.

However, Mist, who had fought the Demonfolk before, had said they weren't that strong. It was a situation where they were either using new AI, or they were still in the learning phase and not accustomed to fighting.

Unlike the Demonfolk, the members of Blackjack had a system in place where, if defeated, they would regain their consciousness and become allies, just like Ivan.

That was why he had speculated that they would let the Demonfolk AI learn as much as possible and save the deployment of Blackjack for last, but they had appeared before that.

If that was the case, they might not be that much of a threat, Hayato thought, feeling a little relieved as he assessed the situation.

But that hope was quickly betrayed.

Even though they knew they were coming, the members who started fighting began to be defeated.

Esha, who had been watching through her scope, must have understood the situation immediately. She spoke while looking at the battlefield through her scope.

"This is surprising. It's not just AI, there are players mixed in. And they're fighting with coordinated tactics."

Lutz was among the players. Besides him, there was a woman in silver armor with a giant sword and a rather flippant looking man. They were giving orders to the Demonfolk and the members of Blackjack as they fought.

Until now, the Demonfolk had fought alone, relying solely on individual strength. But now, by adding a player commander, they had become a unit that could perform quite sophisticated coordinated attacks.

Individually, the AI seemed to have been significantly enhanced as well. Esha said they were switching weapons and using skills effectively.

(It seems like before they would just fire off skills as soon as the cool down was over, but they're not doing that anymore. I guess they could learn that much pretty quickly, but can they really learn to fight like that in such a short time...?)

He hadn't seen them at the Ruined City Clear last time, but on the battlefields before that, around Abaddon and the Great Forest of the Undead, the AI hadn't learned that much. They were treated more like strong monsters that just steamrolled with good equipment and stats.

Now, they were fighting like normal humans.

"Master!"

"Huh?"

Hayato had been leaning over the airship's railing to watch the battle, but Esha suddenly tackled him, sending them both rolling across the deck.

An instant later, something trailing a tail like a shooting star shot up from the ground, passing through the spot where Hayato had been standing. If he had stayed there, he would have been hit without a doubt.

The two of them rolled forcefully across the deck, and as soon as they stopped, Esha spoke.

"You're not hurt, are you!? Are you alive!?"

"Uh, yeah, I'm fine, but could you get off me first?"

Hayato was on his back with Esha on top of him. Being stared at by everyone on the airship was making him blush considerably.

Esha quickly stood up, let out a huge sigh, and looked at Hayato with an exasperated expression.

"I'm glad that tackle didn't bring your HP to zero. Having one HP all the time is just ridiculous. I can't even give you a scolding punch."

"Even if I didn't have one HP, please don't give me a scolding punch."

Hayato got up as he spoke.

"So what was that? Did it come from the ground?"

"Yes. Besides me, there's one other person in Blackjack who excels at long range attacks. Her name is Grinee Wells. She's so good with a bow you could call her the best in the world. I can't believe she was aiming for us... I let my guard down."

The previous attack was the bow weapon skill "Sunrise Shot". It was said to be the fastest bow attack, one that would pierce you the moment it was fired. However, it had a long activation time.

Normally, it wasn't an attack that could reach an airship, but the bow Grinee was equipped with, "Amaterasu", had an ability that greatly extended its range. Furthermore, her armor and accessories also had range extending properties, which was why it could reach this far.

"Blackjack must have had a pretty unusual composition with two long range attackers."

"Back then, my skill composition was that of a sorcerer, so our roles within the clan didn't overlap."

"Oh, I see."

The Beelzebub 666 EC Custom that Esha wielded used to be a staff with a skull on it. She said it was a gun now because that was her preference.

"Unlike me, she said she did archery in the real world, so I think she's better than me when it comes to long distance sniping. Well, I don't know to what extent the AI can replicate that."

"For now, I'll stop looking down. By the way, where did the attack come from? I couldn't see at all."

"She's hiding in the swamp grass. Though I imagine she's already moved."

"If you know where she is, can you hit her with Destroy?"

"I can if I know where she is, but if I look down, I'll be shot. The odds are against me..."

Just as Esha was about to finish, the airship shook with a loud noise. The sound came from the bottom of the ship.

"Are they planning to shoot down the airship with a bow?"

"It won't be in one hit like Destroy, but if we take enough shots, we will go down. It seems we have to do it, even if the odds are against us."

They could try to escape, but due to battlefield restrictions, they couldn't ascend any higher. If the attacks could reach them wherever they went, their only choice was to defeat the attacker.

Esha was lost in thought, but she quickly looked around.

"Cecil, Noat. Come here."

Cecil looked happy to be called, but Noat had a look of annoyance on her face.

"So Grinee's trying to shoot down an airship with a bow, huh. She's the same as ever, even when she's brainwashed."

"I can't sleep, so let's get this over with quickly."

"Both of you, lean out from the airship and find where Grinee is. I'll hit that spot with Destroy."

"You want us to search from here? My eyesight isn't that great, you know?"

"That doesn't matter."

"...Esha-chan is always so cruel."

"It's the most reliable way. I'll give you donuts later, and I'll do it too, so come on, quickly now."

Cecil was quite eager, but Noat reluctantly leaned her upper body over the airship's railing.

A few seconds later, Esha leaned out while holding her Beelzebub.

Immediately after, Cecil was pierced by an attack from the ground.

"Destroy."

Esha fired Destroy at the spot where the arrow had come from.

The intense sound and shockwave from Destroy's blast caused the airship to tremble slightly.

(So she used Cecil or Noat-san as bait to confirm the location...)

It was a morally gray act, but Hayato decided it was acceptable since this was a virtual reality.

"Esha-chan, look out."

Noat, who had been leaning out, pulled the gun-wielding Esha down to the deck. An instant later, an attack from the ground grazed the airship. If she had stayed there, the attack would have hit Esha.

Esha stood up and sighed.

"They got me."

"They're not stupid either. This has become a hassle."

Esha and Noat were sighing, but Hayato didn't understand the situation.

The previous attack was probably Grinee's. She must have missed with Destroy, but Hayato could hardly remember a time when Esha's attack had missed.

"Did you miss with Destroy?"

"No, there was someone else nearby. I did think it was strange that he wasn't there, but I never imagined they'd be working together."

"Someone else?"

"Orland. He was the tank in our clan, but he used a unique skill called 'Fortress' to nullify Destroy. As long as he's there, my Destroy attacks won't work."

Hayato had heard a little about him before.

Orland Jeevas. A member of Blackjack, currently a general in the Empire, and also Cecil's superior.

Fortress was a skill that completely nullified a single attack. It had a cool down time, so it couldn't be used repeatedly, but its cool down was shorter than Destroy's. If they focused solely on blocking Destroy, they could defend against it completely.

"Whoa, that surprised me!"

Cecil, who had been lying on the ground, suddenly shot up.

He had been pierced by an arrow, but his defense was apparently not so low as to be defeated in one hit. He still had about thirty percent of his HP left.

Cecil chugged a potion to restore his HP, then confronted Esha.

"Hey, Esha! You used me as bait!"

"I figured you could take it, Cecil. More importantly, Orland is there, and Destroy didn't work. He's your superior, so do something about it."

"You're treating the fact that I got attacked as 'more importantly'? And my superior is there, huh. I'd love to pay him back for all the crap he gives me, but he's brainwashed... Alright, this time you two be the bait. I'll smash them with a Shooting Star."

Shooting Star was also the name of Ronios's clan, but it was also the name of a spear type weapon skill. He had once thrown it like a javelin at the place where Ronios and his group were in the Eastern Country, dealing massive damage.

It was clear that Cecil could hit his target. However, he needed a running start to throw it far, and the enemy wouldn't stay in the same confirmed location, so that plan was rejected.

While they were talking, the airship was still under attack. They could call for another airship that was fighting elsewhere, but there was a chance their own ship would be shot down while they were calling for backup.

This airship was made from the rare "World Tree Lumber", and its defense was higher than that of ordinary wood. However, to repair the airship, they needed to use the same material. Since it was a rare material, they couldn't repair it much, which was a drawback.

"I'll provide support, so the two of you get down to the ground and defeat Grinee and the others."

"Esha-chan always says the most unreasonable things."

"If we don't do something unreasonable, we can't beat those two. I'll support you from here, so please jump from here."

"That's beyond unreasonable, you're telling us to die."

"It's fine. Apparently, if you hit the ground with a wind type magic spell just before you land, the air pressure will nullify the fall damage, so you won't die."

"The crucial wind magic is missing. Cecil-chan probably can't use it either, so that plan is rejected."

"I know you can use it. Your skills are a cherry picked composition, aren't they, Noat?"

It was generally said that it was best to have a specialized skill composition. It was so well known that people would say "a jack of all trades is a master of none", and the mainstream composition was to have ten skills at level 100.

However, Noat's skill composition, while having her song type skills at 100, had the remaining points distributed among various other skills. She had hand to hand combat skills, and even had 20 or 30 points in spirit magic type skills.

If Ivan were here, Noat wouldn't have to jump from the airship, but Ivan was on the airship with Lunaria and the others. Since he couldn't fight Amanda yesterday, he said he would search for her on the front lines again today.

The argument between Esha and Noat continued.

In the meantime, the airship was still under attack, so Hayato thought about proposing another plan, but before he could, Cecil stepped between the two of them.

"I got a Phoenix Feather from Ivan, so it's okay if we fall and die!"

Cecil said with a bright smile, and Esha nodded.

"Jump in five seconds. I'll provide support."

"Alright, leave it to me!"

Just as Cecil said that, Noat tried to run away. It was unclear where she planned to escape to on this airship, but her efforts were in vain as Cecil caught her.

Cecil then tucked Noat under his arm. The light had already faded from Noat's eyes, and she was muttering to herself.

Paying her no mind, Cecil ran towards the railing.

Feeling sorry for her, Hayato shouted to Noat to cheer her up.

"I'll make you a Donut Castle today, with extra strawberry flavor!"

"I'll settle for a Donut Big Bang..."

With those parting words, Cecil and Noat jumped from the airship.



		
			Chapter 385

			Battle in the Wetlands

			Noat was held by Cecil as they leaped from the airship.

It wasn't so much an enthusiastic leap as it was simply being dropped. This was a virtual reality, but it was a world with gravity. If the visuals were indistinguishable from reality, she would never want to fall, even if she wouldn't die.

Yet Cecil was shouting "Yahoo!" and seemed to be enjoying it as if it were a bungee jump or skydiving.

Watching him, Noat sighed, despite the fact that she was falling.

"If you're going to fall, you should have just fallen by yourself."

"Well, I can't use wind magic."

Just before hitting the ground, if you shoot wind magic at it, the air pressure will nullify the fall damage. Because Esha had said that unnecessary piece of information, Noat had been dragged into this.

Still, to defeat their former comrades, Grinee and Orland, they had to fight together. Even if they were just AI on the inside, their equipment and skills were quite strong. And if they were strong enough to shoot down the airship, they would be shot down if they did nothing.

If they couldn't be defeated by attacks from the airship, then it was undoubtedly right to go down to the ground and defeat them. Even so, she couldn't accept it.

Tonight, she would have all you can eat donuts, and after the event was over, she swore to herself that she would make him treat her to perfect donuts made with Earth's flour in the real world.

As she thought about that, a question occurred to Noat.

What would happen if Cecil, the one carrying her, regained his memories?

Noat's guess was that nothing would change.

Even before he lost his real world memories, Cecil had the mindset that as long as it was fun, it was fine. He wasn't pessimistic about life. She had heard that he had remained here because he could do anything he wanted in the virtual world.

The thought crossed Noat's mind that he might continue to live in this virtual reality even if he could return to the real world.

But that didn't mean anything. There wasn't much difference between living in reality and living in virtual reality. The important thing, Noat thought, was how you lived.

Noat had agreed to be a test player for the virtual reality for the sake of songs and music. She had been told that all sorts of song and music data would be preserved on the spaceship, and that her own songs would be included among them.

If humanity perished, so would music. That was why she had wanted to preserve music in a virtual reality.

She had left Earth on the spaceship because, even if resources were found on other planets, Earth was still in a delicate state, and she thought the chances of it not perishing were about fifty fifty.

In the end, she had returned to Earth after a hundred years, but from her conversations with Parsha, who knew she was human, and Alvie, who didn't, reality seemed to have recovered to a certain extent.

However, music was in a state of decline. It seemed there was more of it than in her time, but there was an overwhelming lack of entertainment and art.

In that case, she would be the catalyst. That was Noat's recent dream.

(I could probably do that in virtual reality, but Esha-chan and Hayato-san are living in reality. I have to see that through...!)

There was a bit of a rubbernecker in her, but since she had never had anything like that happen in her personal life, Noat was keeping an eye on their progress, thinking it would be a new stimulus for her songs. But that wouldn't work if she was only in virtual reality.

For that reason, she intended to return to reality, but she wondered for a moment what Cecil would do.

It was fine if he wasn't in reality, but it would be more stimulating if he was. He was usually loud and had no delicacy. It was better to not have someone like that around, but she also thought it would be boring if he wasn't there.

Noat wondered for a moment if he would return to reality if she invited him. If so, how should she invite him? That was a difficult question.

"You look like you're having fun."

At some point, Cecil was peering into Noat's face.

"Did I look like I was having fun?"

"I just got that feeling!"

"Well, maybe so. Not knowing what will happen is stimulating and good."

"Hey, hey, you need to use wind magic before we hit the ground. It's not a matter of what will happen, we'll die from the fall damage."

"That's not what I meant. Besides, Cecil-chan, you have the Phoenix Feather... wait a minute? Cecil-chan, you can't use an Item Bag, right?"

In exchange for being able to use any weapon and armor without restriction, Cecil had the limitation of not being able to use an Item Bag. That meant he didn't have a Phoenix Feather. Which meant he couldn't be resurrected.

When she reached that conclusion, Noat's face turned pale, but Cecil just smiled brightly.

"That's right, I can't!"

"...What happened to the Phoenix Feather? You got it from Ivan, right?"

"That was a lie... Whoa, don't struggle! It's okay. You can handle something like this easily, Noat!"

Cecil said this, then gave a thumbs up with his free left hand.

"I believe in you!"

"I will never believe in you again, Cecil-chan."

He was telling her to succeed on her first try at something she had never done before, preventing fall damage by hitting the ground with wind magic.

Thinking, *give me a break*, Noat concentrated and looked at the ground.

About two hundred meters left.

To time it right, Noat constructed a metronome in her mind that moved without the slightest deviation. Then, she calculated the time to the ground from their falling speed.

Too fast or too slow, and the fall damage wouldn't be prevented. But she had seen Ivan succeed yesterday. If she released the magic at the same timing as him, it should work.

Noat matched the timing of her internal metronome and released the magic that created a gust of wind, "Magic Blast", towards the ground.

The released gust of wind cancelled out their falling speed, and the wind enveloped Noat and Cecil like a cushion.

For a moment, it felt like gravity had disappeared. After that, gravity returned, and they landed on the ground.

Immediately after, Cecil's sword moved from bottom to top in front of Noat's eyes, and a high pitched sound rang out.

Cecil had deflected an arrow aimed at Noat with his sword.

Noat had known and left it as it was, but that plan had failed.

"We landed safely on the ground, so it's okay for me to collapse now, right?"

"There's no way I can beat those two by myself. Support me like you always do."

"Such a pain, honestly."

"But I don't dislike the Noat who says that while still doing it!"

"I'm not a fan of people who disturb my sleep. To put it simply, the person right in front of me."

"Then that's Grinee and Orland. If we beat them quickly, you can sleep!"

"There's some truth to that. Fine, I'll support you, so beat them quickly."

"Yeah! Still, to aim right after we landed, Grinee's the same as ever, even when she's brainwashed!"

Cecil said this, then drew the swords at his waist, the Excalibur Replica and the Arondight Replica, and happily took a dual wielding stance.

The opponent was an AI, but Cecil and the others, who had forgotten reality, didn't know that, so they were treated as being in a "brainwashed" state. The information that they would return to normal if defeated had also been spread, and Randa had also explained that they should be defeated immediately upon sight.

The one who was most happy was Cecil. When he heard it was okay to defeat them for real, he said, "I'll take them all down!"

Cecil had always been like that, so Noat was exasperated, but his previous words made her think for a moment.

(Could it be that the AI is learning based on the person's own actions? That's even more of a hassle...)

Noat thought this, but still moved her body to warm up. After that, she activated support from magic, songs, and dances for herself and Cecil.

"Eagle Eye. Float Move. Fairy of 2 AM. Predator's Hunting Ground."

Noat vocalized the names of the support magic, songs, and dances she used, and also relayed them through voice chat.

It wasn't necessary for activating the magic or skills, but it was to let Cecil know what kind of support she had provided.

Whether the AI would change its actions upon hearing it was unknown, but if it was a report via voice chat, it wouldn't reach distant enemies. This was a common practice in Clan Wars before they lost their memories.

"Alright! Let's do this!"

(I'm anxious... but it's Cecil-chan, so I guess it's okay?)

She got an enthusiastic reply from Cecil, but Noat was a little worried.

She had provided support, but she hadn't explained the detailed intent. Cecil was the type to fight on instinct anyway. Even if she explained, he wouldn't understand it with his head. So she thought it was better not to say anything unnecessary and just let his body move as it pleased.

(I think Cecil-chan's body will understand immediately... but aside from that, it looks like I'll have to fight directly too. Even with support, a two on one fight is impossible, right?)

Fighting in the mud and water of the sprawling wetlands would severely reduce mobility. What's more, the opponent excelled at long range attacks with a bow, so enhancing mobility was essential to win in close combat.

Cecil also had hand to hand combat skills, so he could use Shukuchi, but since he didn't have an Item Bag, he would have to drop his weapons on the spot to use it.

He could probably defeat the low defense Grinee with just hand to hand combat skills, but it was iffy against the heavily armored Orland, so Shukuchi was not an option. Even if the opponent was an AI, she didn't think it would give him an opening to pick up his dropped weapons.

For that reason, Noat had used three of the four supports for mobility enhancement.

Eagle Eye was a magic that displayed a top down camera in front of her. By operating the three dimensional display, it was possible to zoom in and out, and it could be said to be essential against an opponent who used long range attacks from hiding.

For now, they only had to deal with Grinee and Orland, but there was a possibility that someone else would come, or that monsters would come. While the main purpose was to deal with Grinee's long range weapon skills, it was also a measure to prevent surprise attacks.

Float Move was a magic that allowed one to float slightly above the ground. It was originally for avoiding floor traps in dungeons, but it could also be used to walk on water or silence footsteps. The short duration was a drawback, but the time could be overwritten by recasting the magic.

Fairy of 2 AM was a song that increased movement speed. It was said that 2 AM was the time when the human world and the fairy world overlapped, and the fairies at that time were at their most active, which was why it had the effect of increasing movement speed.

Predator's Hunting Ground was a dance that placed a marker on a designated opponent within range and increased movement speed towards that opponent. On the other hand, it had the demerit of making one weaker to attacks from anyone other than the designated opponent.

Whether Cecil understood Noat's intentions or not, he started running towards Grinee, who had been marked by Predator's Hunting Ground.

Watching Cecil run, bypassing a large pond in front of him, Noat sighed a little.

(Float Move lets you move on water too... but I guess I didn't tell him. Or did he think it was dangerous to cross the pond?)

Either way, there was no time to explain, so Noat hummed a tune while continuing to step with her feet. She then checked the situation on the Eagle Eye window.

She immediately relayed the details of the attack she saw to Cecil.

"Delay. Two o'clock, three, six, nine."

Even Noat couldn't speak words while humming, but both songs and dances would continue their support effects even if stopped for about ten seconds. This was combat support using words, taking advantage of that system.

As if reacting to those words, Cecil slightly changed his direction of movement.

Immediately after, multiple arrows pierced the spot where Cecil had been.

The bow weapon skill "Delay Shot" that Grinee used was an attack that fired arrows with a time lag. Since it allowed one to "place" arrows in any space and fire them at will, many archers would set this up.

Noat had confirmed the arrows with Eagle Eye and told Cecil which direction they were coming from using clock positions. Cecil then moved in a direction where the arrows wouldn't come from.

Seeing that, Noat was somewhat amazed.

(I think it's difficult to instantly move in a direction where arrows won't come... They say some athletes' bodies move before they can think, but I guess Cecil-chan is exactly that.)

Whether it was motor skills, reflexes, or something else was unclear, but Cecil was quick to react after receiving information from Noat.

He had often been the first to charge in during Clan Wars, but it wasn't that he would charge in alone. He would always be the fastest to charge out after Ivan gave the order.

Noat remembered that, but for now, she shook off the memory and checked the situation.

Grinee and the others were hiding in tall water plants, but with Eagle Eye, they were in plain sight, and with the marker on them, there was no problem pinpointing their location.

However, they were firing arrows while moving, so although he was getting closer, Cecil was being kept at a distance at crucial points.

"Homing. Three up, two in the pond."

Grinee had fired "Homing Arrow".

Homing Arrow was a low damage arrow that would track a designated opponent until it hit. However, it wasn't a guaranteed hit. It was a technique where the arrow flew towards the target, and it could be dodged with quick movements.

Archers who used this as a hit rate correction attack were said to be amateurs. The main use was to get an effect similar to Delay Shot by firing it in an unexpected direction. This would achieve a concentrated attack.

Grinee fired three of them into the sky, and another two into a nearby pond.

When Noat relayed that, Cecil stopped for a moment. Then he looked up.

Cecil waited for the arrows to come, then immediately jumped to the side. He rolled on the ground, dodging two arrows. Then, as he got up, he knocked down one arrow that came at him with his sword.

The two dodged arrows rose into the sky again and began to trace a large circle to return to a trajectory towards Cecil. But it would still take some time for them to return.

Cecil let out a big breath, then this time, he let his arms hang limp and turned his body towards the pond.

He stayed like that for a few seconds, but this time he arched his back greatly.

In that instant, two arrows shot out from the pond into the space where Cecil's upper body had been. From a nearly supine position, he knocked down both of them by sandwiching them between the swords in his hands.

After that, he was lying on his back on the ground, but he immediately sprang up, returned to his stance, and knocked down the two arrows that came from the sky with the swords in both hands.

"C'mon! Shoot at least ten more!"

Cecil started running with a smile on his face that belied the fact that he was in a fight.

(I can see the visible arrows, but how can he dodge the arrows in the pond with such perfect timing?)

Even Noat thought Cecil was strange, in a good way.

Of course, she had similar feelings for Ivan and Esha as well. Then she suddenly remembered Hayato, the epitome of mediocrity.

(No matter how many times I think about it, it's strange. That Esha-chan would take a liking to him... I was most surprised when I got my memories back. And they both deny it, so it's a little innocent. I heard they're living together, so I have to see that through in reality...!)

That was why Noat had been working hard without losing her spirits recently. For that, she had to win the event quickly and log out.

With that in mind, Noat relayed all sorts of information to Cecil. The techniques the opponent used, their skills, and the most efficient route. All of it cornered Grinee.

Thanks to that, Cecil finally got close enough for his sword to reach Grinee.

But of course, the tank Orland got in the way. And with Orland as a wall, Grinee fired an arrow at Cecil.

Cecil knocked down the arrow that should have been coming from an unseen position with his sword. Furthermore, he took Orland's attack, and dodged it.

Cecil was having fun, but it would be difficult to win like that. That was Noat's judgment.

(I guess I have to get Or-chan away.)

Noat stopped dancing and headed towards where Cecil and the others were fighting.

After confirming with Eagle Eye that there were no players or monsters around, she used Float Move and ran towards the pond.

If she crossed the large pond, she could get there by the shortest route without taking a detour.

Float Move could be intentionally stopped, but it was basically movement in a state of no frictional resistance. Noat skated on the pond as if on ice.

On the way, Noat used "Sharp Senses" to heighten any of her five senses. After that, she advanced while dropping the potions she had received from Hayato into the pond.

(...I wonder if the deepest spot is over there...)

Noat concentrated on the sound and distinguished the sound of the potion falling to the bottom of the pond. A little to the west of the center of the pond was the deepest.

"I'll take Or-chan, so blow him over here."

"You got it!"

Not asking unnecessary questions was one of Cecil's few good points, Noat thought. Whether he thought it was okay to fail, or whether he trusted her, she didn't know, but it was probably the latter.

Noat smiled a little, then used Float Move on herself and Orland. She used it on herself to match the effect duration with Orland's.

Immediately after, Cecil released the dual wielding weapon skill that caused knockback, "Sword Dance Cross". It was a technique where he cut them up as if dancing, then finally blew them away with his crossed swords.

When that hit Orland's shield, it caused knockback.

Orland, who took it with his shield, took no damage, but the knockback effect blew him close to Noat.

"Smoke Bomb."

Noat deployed a smoke screen around Cecil and the others.

(Even if it's learned, an AI should have lost sight of Cecil-chan and the others with this. And since they're in Float Move, I think they'll chase me even if I'm on the pond...)

Noat moved to the front so that Orland, who was standing on the pond, could easily find her.

As if recognizing Noat, Orland attacked with his sword.

Both Cecil and Grinee were in the smoke screen. But Orland, who was merely an AI, had lost sight of both friend and foe, and was now only looking at Noat.

(They haven't learned that much, right? Now I just need to lead them there.)

Noat released attack magic while retreating on the pond.

Orland chased after the retreating Noat. Normally, monsters wouldn't enter an area with movement restrictions. But Orland, who had received the support of Float Move, had chased Noat onto the pond.

When they reached the deepest part of the pond, Noat began to dodge Orland's attacks as if dancing on the spot.

(Ten, nine, eight until Float Move runs out...)

Just before it reached zero, Noat used "Mermaid Breath" on herself.

Immediately after, the effect of Float Move wore off, and the two of them fell into the pond.

Mermaid Breath was a magic that allowed one to breathe even in water while its effect was active, meaning HP wouldn't decrease. It was an unpleasant feeling to enter the water with clothes on, but she had decided that this was the only way to defeat Orland.

As long as one didn't have the Diving Skill, HP would gradually decrease in the water. Since this was a virtual reality, there was no thrashing around, but Orland's HP began to decrease.

He was trying to get to the surface somehow, but he wasn't buoyant because he was wearing armor. He could have dealt with it by removing his equipment, but the AI hadn't anticipated this and hadn't learned it.

And in the end, his HP bar disappeared.

(I fell in with him just in case something happened, but I guess it wasn't necessary. Now, next is Gri-chan... but I'll leave that to Cecil-chan.)

The effect of Mermaid Breath was still active. Noat slowly swam back.

"To do in two of them, you're quite something."

A blonde woman in black armor, Amanda, was standing in front of Cecil.

Almost at the same time as Orland was defeated, Cecil had defeated Grinee. Just as he was about to take a breather, Amanda appeared.

Cecil scanned his surroundings, but there was no one else besides Amanda.

"Alone?"

"Yes, I'm alone. I know you've just had a series of battles, but would you mind keeping me company for a bit? Anyone would have done, but it seems you're alone now, and I'd like to run an experiment."

"An experiment? Well, I don't mind. But I feel bad for Ivan. He said he wanted to fight you too."

"Oh, I'm done with Ivan. I can't test this on him."

"Huh?"

"It won't work on someone who has their memories back."

"What are you talking about?"

Amanda didn't answer that. She swung her Durandal, and Cecil received it with his crossed swords.

It became a situation like a sword lock, and with their swords between them, their faces drew close.

Immediately after, Amanda's eyes glowed red.

"What the? ...Guh!"

Cecil pushed Amanda back and jumped back. But he couldn't stay on his feet and fell to one knee. He held his temple with the hand holding his sword, closed one eye, and endured the pain.

"Y, you...!"

"How is it? Are your memories back? From the looks of you, you seem to be in pain, so I think it's okay, but just in case, would you answer me?"

Cecil couldn't answer that and collapsed face down.

"Oh? Well, if it hurts enough to make you faint, then your memories are back. With this, I might be able to manage without relying on Hypnos."

Amanda said this, then disappeared as if she had vanished on the spot.



		
			Chapter 386

			The Demon Lord Who Reassures Everyone

			"Hey, hey, you guys, doing something this fun without telling me? That's not cool."

"It's not that we didn't tell you, you didn't have your memories, so it couldn't be helped."

"That's where you're supposed to do something, Noat, right? You could probably bring back my memories with some kind of unspeakable, shady ritual, couldn't you?"

"...He was annoying even without his memories, but now that he has them back, he's even worse."

When Hayato finished his work and logged in, Cecil was in high spirits at the base.

He held a wine bottle in his right hand, and his left arm was wrapped around the shoulder of Noat, who was sitting in a chair. He had been happily drinking wine yesterday too, when he didn't have his real memories, but now that he had them back, he was in an even better mood.

Noat, who was being pestered, was eating a donut with a look of annoyance on her face, and Esha, at the same table, was staring at Cecil with a probing gaze. She said she suspected there might be a problem since he had regained his memories through an unconventional method.

And at the next table, Ivan, Relic, Grinee, and Orland were talking about something with serious expressions.

When they noticed Hayato, Grinee and Orland came to thank him. He had supported many of the Blackjack members since the world changed, so they were thanking him for that. They also said that Esha being so docile was thanks to Hayato.

After they were defeated, the two of them had been teleported to Hayato's base and had woken up there. They had been there ever since. They had regained their memories just like Ivan, and it seemed that Ivan and Relic were teaching them various things about the current situation, including reality.

(We won this time too, but something doesn't feel right...)

The battle around the Necropolis had ended in a victory for Hayato and his allies.

Noat, who had fallen into the pond with Orland, had noticed that Cecil was down when she got out of the pond. At first, she thought he had lost to Grinee, but his HP remained.

Panicked, she had rushed over to see what had happened, only to find that he was unconscious. When she immediately explained the situation to Hayato and Esha via voice chat, Esha had replied that it was similar to the situation when someone regained their memories.

They had managed to retrieve him with the airship, but they had no idea what had happened.

However, there had been a world announcement of a strong enemy's defeat, and it was confirmed that they had defeated Grinee and Orland. There was also a reward for that, but it was currently pending.

After that, Cecil had woken up, and it was discovered that he had been attacked by Amanda. He said that when he saw Amanda's glowing red eyes, he was hit with a severe headache, and when he came to, his memories had returned.

Cecil wasn't particularly flustered even after regaining his memories, and seemed to be enjoying the current situation.

There was also the concern that Amanda might have obtained administrator privileges, but since she hadn't been seen on the battlefield after that, it was decided that they should focus on winning the battle first.

The fierce battle between the airships had begun, but as expected, the side with more numbers was stronger, and in the end, the former Demon Lord's army had won by destroying the Area Stone.

The Demonfolk and the players who were coordinating with them had been aiming for the former Demon Lord's army's Area Stone, but in the end, they had escaped using Rings of Teleportation.

According to Randa, although they were fighting fiercely, the New Demon Lord's Army was just repeating reckless attacks. It was just Randa's impression, but she also said that it was as if they were pretending to be trying to win, but had no intention of actually winning.

The reason was unknown. Furthermore, the impression that they had no intention of winning only applied to the major clans. Other, unaffiliated clans were apparently still trying their best to win.

Hayato had various concerns, but he decided to gather information first and went around to the various tables, greeting everyone.

When he was done with that, Diite approached him.

"Hayato-kun."

"Diite-chan, you came to the base today?"

"I thought we should share some information. I was just talking to Randa-kun, but could you let me hear your thoughts too?"

Hayato said, "Of course," and he and Diite went over the situation at a nearby table.

The biggest problem was that they didn't know what the New Demon Lord's Army, Amanda and Hypnos, wanted to do.

Amanda's goal was world domination.

If they won this event, Amanda would officially become the Demon Lord and gain the power to destroy Diite. By destroying Diite, her backup, Hypnos, would gain full authority and be able to take control of the spaceship Aphrodite. After that, he would conquer the world. That was the plan.

Winning this event was a prerequisite, but recently, Amanda and her allies had been acting as if they had no real intention of winning.

Amanda would appear on the battlefield sometimes and not others, and even when she did, she would disappear quickly. From an outsider's perspective, it seemed like she was holding back.

Furthermore, the major clans on the New Demon Lord's side were fighting sloppily.

At the Ruined City Clear, they had shot down airships and sent in Last One. Their intentions were clear, but their methods were too simple, and if they failed, they had no other options.

Furthermore, they had used Ronios to make Scorpion restore Lee's, Last One's, memories. And today, they had sent in Grinee and Orland, whose AI combat skills were incomplete.

Amanda had also made a show of restoring Cecil's memories, calling it an experiment. They had no idea what she was doing.

"Hypnos was seriously trying to defeat me. But that was probably to keep me from participating in the event's battles. There's also the matter of Amanda-kun's memory restoring power, so he's probably going all out to keep me from making contact."

"I see. But in the first place, is it even possible to give Amanda-san that kind of power?"

It was possible to restore memories. That was a function of the administrator, and the current Diite, who was under restrictions, couldn't do it. However, even if she could, he questioned whether she could transfer that ability to someone else.

Diite crossed her arms and thought.

"It might not be impossible if Hypnos helps..."

"It's possible?"

"It should be possible to temporarily lend authority. It would be impossible to lend all administrator privileges, but it should be possible to lend some functions. There would still be various restrictions, though. However, the current Hypnos doesn't have that much authority either, just like me. I think it's a very limited function."

"Limited, you say?"

"This isn't certain since I've only heard the situation, but restrictions like having to be close to restore memories, or having to show the light in their eyes. Since this is a virtual reality, distance here might seem meaningless, but a player's information has three dimensional coordinates in the program, and to affect it, you need to be in almost the same..."

"Sorry, I don't really get that stuff, but I understand that there are those kinds of restrictions."

Esha, being a programmer, might understand, but Hayato had almost no knowledge of programming. He decided it would be difficult to understand even if he received an explanation.

Diite looked a little disappointed, but as if she had regained her composure, she said, "Well, that understanding is sufficient."

"In that case, was Amanda-san only granted the function to restore memories?"

"Probably. It shouldn't be possible to grant just anything. Even so, the question of 'why' still remains."

Hayato nodded.

It wasn't as if restoring memories was a bad thing. In fact, Cecil didn't seem to have any problems so far. Players who didn't know the circumstances might think an NPC had gone crazy, but so far, that problem hadn't come up.

Hayato and Diite thought about this as well, but they couldn't come up with an answer.

Just as they were about to take a break, Lunaria approached.

"Hayato-san, can I talk to you for a bit?"

"What's up?"

"Yeah, it's about the Excalibur. And I'd like you to do some maintenance too."

"A consultation? Was it that you couldn't use White Lightning?"

He hadn't been able to make an Excalibur with no durability, but he had succeeded in making a normal Excalibur. Today was also the day for its trial run.

Lunaria had a slight frown on her face.

"It's the same with Arondight, but the skills for Excalibur won't activate unless it's against a strong enemy, so I couldn't test it today."

"Come to think of it, there was that restriction. In that case, should we have you fight Ivan?"

It had activated when Lunaria and Ivan had fought outside the base before. If so, it would probably be fine this time too, he thought.

Lunaria shook her head.

"I tried it while Hayato-san was cooped up in his room, but it still didn't activate."

"Huh? Really?"

"Yeah. They were saying that since Ivan doesn't have an Excalibur, he's not considered a strong enemy. And that I might have gotten stronger because I have an Excalibur. I had Benny-chan and Ash-san in his dragon form and the others fight me too, but that didn't work either. I'm scared of my own strength...!"

"Why do you sound a little proud? But I see... wait, does that mean it won't work on Amanda-san either?"

He had made the Excalibur to stack the super buff skills Black Swan and White Lightning. If that couldn't be used, it was meaningless. It would still be useful as a weapon with no durability, but otherwise, the point of preparing it would be halved.

"That should be fine. Amanda-kun is a strong enemy, so even with the dual wielded Arondight and Excalibur, it should activate."

Diite answered.

Since she said Amanda was a strong enemy, Lunaria puffed out her cheeks slightly.

"If Diite-chan from the church says so, I'm sure it's true, but I'm a little worried about doing it for the first time in a real battle. Do you know anyone else who might be a strong enemy? One that would attack me as the Demon Lord."

"You're not supposed to be attacking people, you know?"

Hayato said this, and thought, but he couldn't come up with anyone. In the first place, there was no one on the same level as Lunaria besides Ivan and Benitsuru.

Hayato was about to say there was no one, but before he could, Diite spoke.

"Unfortunately, there are no humans."

"The strong are always alone...!"

"Well, just wait. There may be no humans, but there will be opportunities for it to activate against monsters. Given Lunaria-kun's current strength, it should activate against a high ranking rare monster, one with the name of a god."

Hayato thought, *I see*, but he didn't think such a super rare monster would appear so conveniently. He had encountered them a fair number of times in the past few months, but still only a few times.

The direct confrontation with Amanda would be in three days at the earliest.

There were two territories left, and the last was the Demon Lord's Castle. If they could obtain the remaining two territories and fight, Lunaria would be able to fight in her best condition, stat wise. In other words, if she lost in that state, there was no way she could win.

She could probably get stronger if she took her time, but the same was true for Amanda, and the chances of that gap closing were low. The super buff stacking was also most effective the first time.

So they couldn't miss the battle in three days.

To win the event battle in two days, encounter a high ranking rare monster, and test the super buff stacking. That seemed difficult, in Hayato's opinion.

Still, they couldn't give up. To increase Lunaria's chances of winning against Amanda, even by a little. That was his job, Hayato thought.

"Where's the easiest place to find a high ranking rare monster?"

"The probability is the same everywhere, but if you want to increase your chances, it would be by intentionally summoning a rare monster."

"Intentionally summoning, you mean like Maris's Lancelot?"

"That's right."

Maris's pet Lancelot was a rare monster called an Elder Griffon. It could be intentionally summoned by offering a Dragon Steak at an altar.

It was more reliable than aiming for a rare monster with a low appearance rate, but its higher rank version would appear at an even lower rate. It would be extremely difficult to aim for, but they had no choice but to try.

"Then, the fastest monster among them to..."

"The seal on the Dark Cave has been broken."

"...Huh?"

A world announcement suddenly sounded, and Hayato stopped talking.

"Hades, King of the Underworld, has begun his invasion of the surface. Please repel him. The time until he is resealed is approximately one week. I repeat..."

Voices of confusion rose from the members who were having a victory celebration at the base.

"Oh! This is getting interesting! Shall we go?"

"No way."

"Why don't you just go by yourself, Cecil?"

Noat and Esha's harsh words were directed at Cecil.

"What's with you guys, no sense of fun!"

"We're in the middle of a Donut Big Bang party. No one shall stand in my way...!"

Noat said this, holding a donut in her mouth, keeping Cecil in check.

Still, it wasn't just Noat. Since it was late, no one was going to the Dark Cave now. However, since it was one of the event's battlefields, everyone was frowning.

Hayato looked at Diite.

Diite was supporting her right elbow with her left hand, and her right hand was on her chin, deep in thought.

"Is this..."

"I never thought they'd break the seal on the Dark Cave at this timing. I heard that Parsha-kun went inside after a clan called Raven, but is this the result of that...?"

Hayato had indeed heard that.

Parsha had engaged Ronios and his group at the entrance to the Dark Cave, but during that time, people who seemed to be members of Raven had slipped inside. After defeating Ronios and his group, Parsha and her allies had apparently chased after them, but Hayato hadn't heard what had happened after that.

Immediately after, Randa announced that a voice chat had come from Parsha.

The voice chat exchange took about a minute, but according to Parsha, it was definitely Loana and the others from Raven who had broken the seal. After that, Loana and her group had apparently returned to their base with a Ring of Teleportation.

"Could tomorrow be the Dark Cave?"

"The possibility is high. The Area Stone will be placed inside the Dark Cave. With Hades beginning his invasion, it will be dangerous. But..."

"But?"

"You could call it a double edged sword. Not just our side, but the opponent's Area Stone is also in danger. The probability of which one will be targeted first is fifty fifty, but they've made a rather risky bet."

"Does that mean they're that cornered? ...Lunaria-san, why do you look so happy?"

Despite the troublesome situation, Lunaria had been smiling the whole time.

"I think Hades is the name of a god. That means, tomorrow, I can confirm the dual wield buff stacking. This good timing means that the Demon Lord's usual conduct is also good."

"Oh, that's what you meant. But, good usual conduct...?"

"To question that... shall we have a little talk?"

"Oh, no, that's not what I meant."

(I meant that the timing is too good. It's like Raven created a situation where Lunaria-san could practice.)

Hayato glanced at Diite.

"Diite-chan, if the seal on the Dark Cave is broken, is Hades the only one that appears? Or is Hades a higher rank version?"

"Just Hades. Like Shuten Doji who was at Onigashima, the monster that appears is fixed. And as Lunaria-kun says, Hades should be a match for Black Swan and White Lightning. He's the perfect opponent to test them on."

(I'm overthinking it... right? I just thought that because this happened while we were talking. And Lunaria-san is certainly lucky. It seems like the other side is moving to let us win, but it's just a coincidence... it should be.)

The Excalibur was made last night. That was announced to the world, so Amanda and the others had that information. He had never told them how to use it, but he could easily imagine them using it with dual wielding.

However, they could also imagine that he had prepared the Excalibur for Ivan. He didn't think they would take the action of breaking the seal on the Dark Cave based on a vague assumption.

In the first place, there was no reason to let the other side win. If Amanda lost, she would be forced into cold sleep. No matter the circumstances, she should want to avoid that.

Hayato thought so, but he felt anxious, as if he was overlooking something.

Then he thought of one thing.

"By the way, if we defeat Hades, will some other function be unlocked?"

When they defeated Shuten Doji, the skill cap break became possible. It was a function with its own demerits, but it was useful if used well. Hayato asked if there might be a function that could turn the tide of battle.

Diite shook her head.

"I don't want to leak in game information, but this isn't the time for that. To be honest, the skill cap break function is unlocked by defeating either Hades or Shuten Doji. Since you've already defeated Shuten Doji and the cap break is possible, there's no meaning in defeating Hades. Of course, there are amazing things among the drop items, though."

"Drop items, huh... Are there weapons and armor strong enough to overturn this situation?"

"No, there's nothing like that. Oh, and this is hard to say, but for now, weapons and armor with no durability don't drop, and you can't make them either."

"Is that so... wait, you said 'for now'? Does that mean you could make them in the past?"

"That's right. In a past event, we made indestructible glasses and such as reward items, but there were various problems with them in terms of the game. At the time, you could make weapons and armor with no durability, but Infinity patched it so you couldn't make them anymore. However, the event reward glasses and Amanda-kun's Durandal were left with no durability. That's what happened."

"I wish you had told me sooner..."

He had aimed for level 200 in Blacksmithing Skill because he thought there was a possibility of being able to make weapons and armor with no durability. Even if he had known, he probably would have still aimed for 200, but if he hadn't known, he felt like there might have been other ways to go about it.

"That's the strange thing..."

"Strange?"

"I had forgotten about that until Hayato-kun made the Excalibur. I remembered when I heard yesterday's world announcement, but until then, I had been under the impression that you could make weapons and armor with no durability with level 200 Blacksmithing Skill. That's why I didn't say anything, but..."

"Oh, so it was just a slip up on your part, Diite-chan."

"A slip up... if you put it that way, it is, but I wonder if I could forget something so conveniently? Recently, I've started to suspect my own defects..."

Diite's shoulders slumped and she looked down.

Hayato was about to comfort her, but before he could, Lunaria placed a hand on Diite's shoulder.

"I didn't understand some of what you were saying, but it's okay. I sometimes forget my promises and get scolded by Rosalie-chan and the others, but I'm doing a fine job as the Demon Lord."

"A fine job...?"

"I think I need to have a serious talk with Hayato-san. Physically."

He wondered what a physical talk was, but more importantly, Diite, who had been staring blankly, was now shaking her shoulders, trying to hold back her laughter.

"Thank you, Lunaria-kun. That's right, you're doing a fine job as the Demon Lord. I can't lose to you."

"You won't lose...? Even to you, Diite-chan, I won't give up the throne of the Demon Lord. Of course, not to Amanda either."

"I'm not aiming to be the Demon Lord. I'm just saying I'll do my best in my own way. Well then, Lunaria-kun, you should try stacking the buffs against Hades tomorrow. Once you use it, you should get a feel for it."

"Yeah, I will. Well then, Hayato-san, I'm sorry, but please do the maintenance on Arondight and Excalibur. Even the Demon Lord can't do that."

"Of course. I'll get them in perfect condition."

When Hayato said that, Lunaria smiled.

Her innocent smile was charming enough to captivate even Hayato.

Just then, Rosalie came over.

"Lunaria-sama, the Collector has just challenged the Demon Lord's Army to a donut eating contest."

"The Collector, you mean Cecil-chan, right?"

"Yes. No matter what kind of contest it is, since they've called out the Demon Lord's Army by name, we cannot afford to lose. Gil and the others will be of no use this time, so I believe this is a time for Lunaria-sama to show the power of the Demon Lord."

"Hmph, to pick a fight with the Demon Lord, they must be looking down on me. Secure a large amount of cinnamon flavored donuts for me."

After that, Lunaria was taken away by Rosalie and began to eat donuts with Noat, Cecil, and the others.

He didn't know if there was any basis for her confidence in winning against Amanda, but seeing Lunaria acting as she always did, he didn't feel like they would lose. He didn't know if this was a good thing or a bad thing, but if he had to say, he thought it was the former.

"Lunaria-san is a Demon Lord who reassures everyone. She doesn't seem to have any basis for it, but I don't think she'll lose, so it's strange."

"That's true. But in terms of basis, Lunaria-kun probably doesn't believe in herself, but in everyone else. There are people who admire and support her, so she won't lose. I think her confidence comes from there."

"That's what I mean by no basis, but I kind of get it."

Lunaria had social anxiety, but she was very forward with people she got close to. And she seemed to have more fun when she was with someone. Even now, she was holding a large amount of donuts in both hands and eating them as if competing with Cecil.

From a distance, Lunaria looked at Hayato.

"Hayato-san, please bring more donuts. Lots of cinnamon. You can do the sword maintenance later."

"Huh? You're already out?"

"Yeah. In the Donut Big Bang party hosted by Noat-chan, everyone's stomachs have become black holes, but as the Demon Lord, I can't lose. Diite-chan, you come too. You seem to be worried about something, but if you eat a lot of donuts, you'll forget all about it."

"It would be a problem if I forgot all about it, but maybe I'll let loose just for today..."

"Please go easy on me."

There were various anxieties, but the usual situation made Hayato feel a little relieved. Nothing had been resolved, but Hayato thought that Lunaria would one day dispel those anxieties.

"Hayato-san, could you hurry with the donuts? At this rate, I'm going to lose to the evil god that is Noat-chan..."

Thinking, *so she's an evil god*, Hayato hurried to the storage.



		
			Chapter 387

			The Hypothesis of the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army

			Hayato logged out, removed the headgear, and set it on the table.

The cafe was silent. It was dark inside, with only the artificial moonlight filtering through the glass windows.

Hayato checked the clock. It was just a little past eleven p.m., but he wasn't sleepy. He raised his hands, stretched, then stood up and turned on the cafe lights. After that, he drank the coffee sitting on the counter.

It wasn't something he'd ground and brewed himself, just a store bought coffee drink, but Hayato thought it wasn't bad in its own way.

As he was enjoying the taste, he heard footsteps descending the stairs from the second floor.

The door to the residential area opened, and a casually dressed Esha appeared.

She was clad in a maroon jersey, her hair in pigtails but slightly messy. It was hard to say if this was a sign of trust or if she simply didn't see him as a man, but after living together for so long, Hayato had grown used to it.

"Are Ash-san and the others coming over?"

Hayato nodded at Esha's words.

"Yeah. It seems Randa-san is coming too, but I wonder what they want to talk about. And what could have happened that they'd want to talk in the real world instead of virtual reality?"

Before he logged out, Ash, Randa, and Ren had stopped by, saying they would come to the cafe afterward. They had mentioned wanting to talk, but he hadn't heard what it was about.

"Perhaps it's something they don't want Diite to hear," she suggested.

"That just makes me wonder even more what it could be about. Oh well, I'll get some drinks ready. It's too late to be eating anything, I imagine."

"Then I will prepare as well."

"...Prepare?"

Esha didn't answer Hayato's muttered question, instead turning and heading back up the stairs she'd just come down.

Oh well, Hayato thought, and began to get ready to welcome Ash and the others.

About ten minutes later, they arrived.

Despite the late hour, Ren had come along as well and seemed to be in high spirits.

"Welcome. But, is this okay for you, Ren-chan? It's pretty late."

"Good evening, Hayato-san. C'mon, I'm not that much of a kid. I stay up late sometimes. But being in the colony at night is kind of exciting, isn't it?"

Hayato resisted the urge to say, "That's what makes you seem like a kid."

Leaving the somewhat overexcited Ren be, he turned his gaze to Ash and Randa.

Ash had a somewhat perplexed look on his face, while Randa was frowning, lost in thought.

"Welcome, Ash, Randa-san."

"Sorry about the time," Ash said.

"No, it's fine. I've finished my prep for tomorrow, so all I had left was to shower and sleep."

"Well, that's good... Randa, we're here."

Ash shook the shoulder of Randa, who was still deep in thought. As if finally noticing, she adjusted her round glasses with a flick and smiled.

"Ah, Hayato-san, I apologize for the late hour."

He's speaking normally...

Normally, Randa used the verbal tic "ssu" so much it was almost annoying, but right now his speech was standard. Since it was part of his persona, it was probably his natural way of speaking, yet it felt strange.

"Ah, no, it's fine. Are you going with normal speech today?"

"Yes. The topic is a little serious."

"Huh? Isn't this supposed to be about eating a tempting midnight snack at Hayato-san's place? I came prepared to gain some weight...?"

"Ren..."

Ash gave Ren an exasperated look.

"That's an excellent idea. I was just feeling a little peckish. No, very hungry, actually."

Esha had come down from the second floor. Unlike before, she was now wearing a white shirt and black denim pants. Her hair seemed to have been brushed and was neat and tidy as always.

"Did you get changed?"

"I couldn't let them see me in that outfit."

But you let me see it, he thought, wondering if this was a moment he should be happy about.

Ren shot her right hand up into the air.

"I want to know what you were wearing! Hayato-san, you saw it, right? Details! Give me the details!"

She's so energetic, Hayato thought as he deftly dodged the question. It was just a casual outfit, so he wouldn't know what to say even if she asked for details. Esha didn't seem inclined to say anything either.

Hayato guided everyone to a four-person booth by the window and placed drinks on the table. He then brought over a chair with a backrest, and the five of them gathered around the table.

Esha and Ren had melon juice, Ash and Randa had tea, and Hayato had coffee. There was a concern that tea or coffee at this hour would keep them awake, but the conversation seemed important, so he chose it to wake himself up a bit.

After everyone had taken a sip, Hayato spoke up.

"So, Randa-san, what did you want to talk about?"

"This includes a lot of my own speculation, but I thought it would be best to share the information."

"Share information?"

"Yes. It's about the virtual reality event, but also about the virtual reality world itself."

At this, not only Hayato but also Ash and Ren tilted their heads. Only Esha, as if she had an idea of what was coming, stared intently at Randa.

"I've been gathering all sorts of information, looking into what Diite-san and the Foundation officials have said, as well as Hypnos's actions, the New Demon Lord's Army, and the movements of other players."

Hayato nodded.

He knew Randa had been doing that. He had just assumed it was for the sake of winning the event. It was the first he'd heard of him investigating the virtual reality world itself.

"So, I wanted you to hear my hypothesis."

"Hypothesis?"

"For the record, I love conspiracy theories. I don't have any concrete proof, and this could be completely off base, but I've been thinking so much my head feels like it's going to explode. So I'd like to tell you, Hayato-san, partly to organize my own thoughts. What do you say!?"

He's pretty worked up too, Hayato thought, wondering what to do.

He didn't think there was any point in listening to a baseless hypothesis. But for all that Randa said it jokingly, his eyes were serious. He had even insisted on talking in the real world at this late hour.

It wasn't a story with proof, just speculation, but he decided to hear him out.

"Since it's the hypothesis of the Grand Strategist of the Demon Lord's Army, it might just be credible. I guess I'll hear you out."

Hadato's words left Randa with a blank expression, but he quickly burst into laughter.

"I don't hate that kind of vibe, y'know!"

His verbal tic was back. After saying that, Randa's face turned serious, and he bowed his head.

"Thank you, Hayato-san."

"It's fine, lift your head. So, can you tell me? What kind of hypothesis is it?"

"As I mentioned a moment ago, it's about the event and the virtual reality world itself. The topics might get jumbled, but can I start with the event?"

"Of course."

He was also curious about the virtual reality world itself, but they couldn't afford to lose this event. Hayato listened intently, deciding to focus on the event first.

"This is just a guess, but I think we, or rather, Lunaria-san, will win this event even if we do nothing."

"Even if we do nothing?"

"Yes. I believe Lunaria-san's victory was decided before the event even started. We're just being made to dance to that tune, I think."

"Um...?"

"What is your basis for that? Even if you don't have proof, you must have a reason for thinking so, right?"

As Hayato struggled for words, Esha, who had been drinking her melon juice, posed the question.

Ash and Ren looked just as surprised as Hayato, but Esha alone seemed to have been listening to Randa's story calmly.

Seeing her expression, Hayato decided to listen more seriously than before, thinking that Esha might have had similar thoughts to Randa.

"It's a weak basis, but Hypnos's words and actions are the foundation."

"Hypnos?"

Hadato asked, and Randa nodded.

"Before this event began, Hypnos apparently brought you information about Amanda and her group. The story was that he didn't like being controlled by Amanda. I don't know if that's true, but at the very least, he took actions to make us win."

"That's true. But things seem a little different now."

"And recently, he apparently called Amanda a comrade."

"Right, I heard Veru-san said something like that from a conversation between Amanda and Hypnos."

Randa took a sip of tea, then looked at Hayato.

"I think Hypnos has been doing something unrelated to the event from the very beginning."

"Something unrelated to the event?"

"Yes. So, when you consider what he's doing, that's when the other AI comes into the picture."

The exchange Veru had heard from Amanda and Hypnos. In the conversation where Amanda called Hypnos a comrade, there was also talk about the construction of an AI that inherited someone's will being almost complete.

"You mean the AI that's almost finished? Diite-chan said there's no such thing, but if there is, I think she said it's an AI that inherited the will of the developer, Curtis. But what about that?"

"I believe Hypnos's enemy is that AI."

"Enemy?"

"I get the feeling Hypnos doesn't care about this event. He's not interested in the contest between Lunaria-san and Amanda. He might not even care about Diite-san. Well, it seems there was one person he was interested in."

"Who's that?"

"You, of course, Hayato-san."

"Me?"

"Perhaps Hypnos was trying to use you to do something, or is in the process of doing so. When I think of it that way, a lot of things make sense."

Hayato didn't understand what made sense, so he prompted him to explain further.

Randa nodded and opened his mouth.

"Hypnos's actions have been strange from the start. Despite giving us information on Amanda's side, he also kidnapped you and confined you in the Demon Lord's Castle, claiming he was ordered to. It's completely unclear whether he wants to win or lose. And according to Veru-san's story, Amanda apparently told Hypnos he was trying to cause an irregularity. I think that's exactly what his actions have been up to this point."

"Uh, hmm?"

"Winning or losing doesn't matter. Or perhaps it's already decided. So, he involved you, Hayato-san, to cause an irregularity. I believe that's Hypnos's objective."

"An irregularity... you mean he's trying to cause an unpredictable situation?"

"Yes, the predetermined path where Lunaria-san wins... if I can put it that way. I believe he was trying to change that using you. Or, even if the outcome didn't change, he was trying to bring about some kind of change."

"Isn't he just trying to make Amanda win and defeat Diite? If Amanda becomes the Demon Lord, she can destroy Diite, right?"

When Ash said that, Randa crossed his arms.

"If he were consistently trying to make Amanda win from start to finish, that would be the case, but Hypnos's actions are all over the place. The only consistent thing is his involvement with you, Hayato-san. That said, since you returned, Diite-san has been nearby, so it seems he can't get involved much now."

At Randa's words, Ash said, "Hmm?" and fell into thought.

Hayato felt the same way as Ash. He could understand what Randa was saying, but he wasn't convinced. Now that he mentioned it, it might be true, but without proof, it was a story that could be spun any way.

"Randa-san, while we're at it, could you just tell me everything you're thinking? To be honest, if you say that's your basis, all I can say is that it's not enough."

"I know, right? What bothered me the most were the words of Hypnos that Veru-san heard."

"Which words?"

"That the Stampede event was originally planned. That even though Hypnos was the perpetrator, there were others who should be hated."

"Ah, I did hear he said something like that. But can we really believe it? I think it's possible he was lying."

"If it's a lie, that's fine, but if we assume it's true, I think it's about the other AI. Or the developer, Curtis."

"What? Curtis was a man from a hundred years ago, right? I don't think that's possible."

It was a stretch to think a man from a hundred years ago planned this event. Hayato thought so, but Randa shook his head.

"He's the man who created the world of virtual reality almost single-handedly. If he was that brilliant, it's possible he could have. Of course, I think the broad strokes were decided, even if not the fine details."

"But still, that's just too..."

"And then there's the question of why we were chosen as test players for the virtual reality."

At Randa's words, everyone except Esha looked surprised.

"Huh? Diite-chan was the one who chose us, right? She chose talented people..."

"From Diite-san's story, it seems that way, but did Diite-san really choose us?"

"You mean she didn't?"

"Probably not. And I also doubt whether the Another Frontier Project was a real plan at all."

"What? You're starting from there?"

"The Another Frontier Project is a story only known to the test players and those involved. There was a spaceship, and there must have been some large scale procedure like boarding, but isn't it strange that no information about the plan remains a hundred years later? Parsha-san's family had information about Paradise Lost, though."

"It is strange, now that you mention it... but Diite-chan said that was the plan, didn't she?"

The Another Frontier Project was a secret plan carried out behind the Frontier Project. To entrust a portion of humanity to a future where Earth's resources had recovered, they would spend their time in virtual reality until that day came.

The reason was apparently that cold sleep lasting several hundred years could have serious effects on humans, so their brains would be periodically kept in an awakened state in virtual reality. Hayato hadn't heard the full details.

However, although the Frontier Project to move to another planet was abandoned, they were able to obtain resources from other planets, making the Another Frontier Project unnecessary.

To prevent chaos in the world, they tried to act as if the Another Frontier Project never happened, but Diite rebelled against that and fled into space with everyone.

And a hundred years later, they returned to Earth. That was the history.

That was the story Hayato had heard from Diite.

That part had been shared with Randa and the other members who had regained their memories, and they had all agreed it was correct.

"But this plan is a story that only takes place within the virtual reality, or more specifically, within the spaceship Aphrodite, right?"

"Huh?"

"My understanding is the same as yours, Hayato-san, and everyone else who got their memories back, but that's a story from the isolated world of the spaceship Aphrodite. We don't know if it really happened."

"...Does that mean Diite-chan is lying?"

"Please don't look at me with such scary eyes!"

Randa suddenly smiled and said this jokingly.

Hayato was startled. He took a sip of coffee and then let out a long breath.

"Sorry. I wasn't being calm. But I can't believe Diite-chan is lying..."

"I don't think Diite-san is lying either."

"Huh, but..."

"The question is, what if Diite-san herself was taught a lie?"

"Ah..."

That reminded Hayato of something.

When Diite had talked about Curtis, she had said that virtual reality was her priority and that she knew nothing about the real world. She had just taken what Curtis told her about the plan being canceled at face value and hadn't investigated it herself.

"In the first place, what is Diite-san?"

Perhaps seeing Hayato lost in thought, Randa posed a new question.

"Um? What is she? I don't think there's any answer other than that she's an AI and the administrator of the virtual reality."

"For an administrator, she seems rather powerless. Her authority is restricted, she was almost taken over by her backup, Hypnos. To be honest, she seems like nothing more than an NPC with a little bit of authority."

"That's..."

"I don't think it's a problem that she has a backup like Hypnos. I understand that there's a core program for the virtual reality called Infinity. But it makes you wonder what purpose the AI under construction serves."

Hayato couldn't answer. There must be a reason, but he couldn't think of one right away.

"Diite-san isn't the administrator at all, and the AI under construction is the real one..."

"...Huh?"

Randa turned serious eyes on the surprised Hayato.

"...That's my hypothesis, y'know!"

His serious gaze suddenly changed, and Randa said this with a smile.

"Huh? Ah? Hmm? What do you mean?"

"Just as I said at the beginning, it's my hypothesis. But based on the information so far, I think it's a possibility. Because I love conspiracy theories!"

"Ah, yeah?"

Hayato didn't know how to take it, so his response was vague. He couldn't even tell if he was joking or serious.

"Randa-san."

Esha said this, then placed her empty melon juice glass on the table.

"Then what is Diite?"

Now Esha posed the same question to Randa that he had asked Hayato. Esha's eyes were completely serious.

Randa crossed his arms and let out a long sigh.

"That's a difficult question. If we affirm everything we've talked about so far, it becomes less about Diite-san and more about why we were gathered in the first place. The questions just keep piling up."

If Diite wasn't the administrator and the Another Frontier Project was a lie, why were Esha and the others gathered on the spaceship?

According to what Hayato heard from Diite, they had gathered talented individuals from various fields, but if there was no plan, then there would be no such reason.

"Just your speculation is fine."

"Then just one thing."

Randa said this, then sent a glance to everyone.

"I don't know what Diite-san is, but I believe she is the center of everything. Us from a hundred years ago, you, Hayato-san, living now, the virtual reality and the spaceship Aphrodite, and even Hypnos himself. I wonder if it all exists for Diite-san."

"For Diite-chan...?"

"I don't have any proof, but I get the feeling that everything happening in this virtual reality is being shown to Diite-san."

"Being shown...? Not watching?"

"If we assume Diite-san is not the administrator, then I think it's 'being shown'. Diite-san herself probably thinks she's the one watching, though."

"But what is Diite-chan being shown?"

"...Humans."

"Humans?"

"I think the AI Diite-san is learning about humans. Or rather, is being made to learn... but maybe that's taking my delusion too far!? An AI learning about humans is a common trope in sci-fi, I think!"

Randa acted cheerful, as if joking. But Hayato and the others fell into thought.

Silence continued, until Esha spoke up.

"We probably won't find an answer, but we should discuss this more. Shall we have a grand delusion party tonight? Hayato, may I request a midnight snack?"

"Huh? I don't mind, but is the time okay for Ash and the others?"

Before Ash could answer Hayato's question, Ren shot her right hand up into the air.

"I'm having a sleepover today! I think Randa-san and I can sleep together in Esha-san's bed, so I'll stay up until the very last minute!"

"For the record, that's my bed... though I haven't used it in a long time."

At Hayato's murmur, everyone except Esha gave him a warm look.

He wasn't sure if it was sympathy or some other emotion, but Hayato decided it was fine, gave up on various things, and stood up from his chair to make some light snacks.



		
			Chapter 388

			One Who Knows the Laws of the World

			The next battlefield was decided. It would be the "Necropolis Area."

Unlike the "Abaddon Area," this battlefield had its Area Stone located inside the Dark Cave.

However, the starting point was on the surface, so players had to enter the Dark Cave as soon as the battle began and head for the Area Stone. Choosing whether to go for your own Area Stone or the enemy's was also a crucial element.

That alone was a hassle, but to make matters more complicated, another event was occurring in the Dark Cave. Hades, King of the Underworld, had begun his invasion toward the surface.

He was a higher-tier version of the human-shaped rare monster "Pure Magic Incarnate with Will" and fought primarily with magic.

Naturally, he was strong, but the biggest problem was that he could cast spells consecutively, ignoring activation times and cool down times. However, the spells were completely random. He might cast a series of powerful spells, or he might cast a series of weak ones, so there was an element of luck involved.

On the other hand, he had a weakness. When his MP ran out, he would stop moving for a period of time, which was the chance to attack.

Diite explained all of this with a happy expression.

"I want to avoid spoilers as much as possible, but I can't be picky this time. I really want you to defeat him during this event."

Her lack of tension was a bit concerning, but the Conflict event was in the old Demon Lord's army's favor. Hayato figured she could afford to be relaxed now that they had managed to create the Excalibur Replica.

Still, it's dangerous if Lunaria-san loses. But according to Randa-san, there's no way Lunaria-san can lose this event. There's a lot I'm not convinced about, but I have a feeling he might be right...

Having heard Randa's hypothesis, Hayato was troubled. What's more, he had stayed up late, so he was short on sleep today.

The purpose for which Diite and the virtual reality were created. For Hayato, the very foundation of what he believed in had been shaken, leaving him with a vaguely unsettling feeling.

The spaceship Aphrodite was built to save humanity. If it was built for a reason other than salvation, then what was its purpose? Not knowing the reason was, in itself, eerie.

That said, it's just Randa-san's hypothesis. It's more likely to be wrong. In fact, it's probably better to conclude that it's wrong... but still...

'According to Hypnos's story, he said there's another enemy to hate besides himself, and that you, Hayato-san, might have a chance to learn who that is. If you find out, I'd like you to tell me.'

Yesterday, Randa had said that with a serious face, concluding the long-running hypothesis session.

The words of Hypnos that Veru had heard.

Why me, Hayato wondered, but couldn't find an answer. Deciding it was no use worrying about it, he logged in late at night and sent a voice chat to Hypnos.

But it was rejected.

That was exactly what Randa had predicted.

'It's just my gut feeling, but maybe Hypnos is trying to prevent the other AI from finding out by talking to you, Hayato-san. Maybe their preparations are in the final stages, too.'

Hypnos was acting to cause an irregularity. Randa said that this was probably based on the assumption that Hayato and the others were unaware of the secrets of this virtual reality. To put it more simply, it was to make the AI under construction let its guard down.

Even if the AI's construction wasn't complete, it was already in a state where it could interfere with this world in various ways, and if it noticed, it would make it difficult for Hypnos to move, he had also said.

So, he had been sternly warned not to talk about the hypothesis within this virtual reality. He was also told to avoid asking Diite directly.

Randa-san calls it a hypothesis, but he himself is convinced it's correct. When he says it with such confidence, like he's sure even without proof, it's scary how it makes me think it might be true. I can't believe it. No, I don't want to believe it... Ah, this is so frustrating.

"Hayato-kun, what's been the matter with you for a while now? I was just explaining about Hades, but is he really that strong?"

Diite was peering into the face of Hayato, who had been looking down and lost in thought.

Hayato jumped in surprise and recoiled slightly.

"Whoa! Ah, sorry, I'm just a little short on sleep. Well, I think Hades is strong, but Lunaria-san and the others should be able to win, right?"

"Indeed. It will be a battle in the confined space of a dungeon, but if they make good use of that, Lunaria-kun and her team should be able to win on their own. There are no gimmicks like with Shuten Doji this time, so he can be defeated through pure combat. It seems we'll be able to get some good data."

Diite said this and nodded in satisfaction.

Hades was a monster that had existed in the program for a while, but this was his first appearance. He was a monster who hadn't seen the light of day, so Hayato figured Diite's excitement was high.

Even if that hypothesis is true, there was the question of what Diite-chan is. But that doesn't matter. Even if she isn't human, Diite-chan is so human-like. Whatever she is, it has nothing to do with me.

Hayato said that and slapped his cheeks with both hands.

Diite, watching him, tilted her head slightly.

"Your behavior is quite strange today. Are you really okay?"

"Yeah, this is just to wake myself up. It doesn't hurt since this is virtual reality, though."

"Ah, I see."

"Now then, let's do our best today too. If we do this right, this event should be over in a few more days."

"That's right. In the end, we'll have to rely on Lunaria-kun to do her best, but she won't lose even if Amanda has Durandal. She's strong on her own, but more than that, the people around her dote on her. I hear everyone has been teaching her how to fight lately."

"Apparently, she was self-taught in both swordplay and martial arts. I can understand why everyone is teaching her this and that. Lunaria-san is the kind of person you can't help but worry about. She's so reckless."

"That's part of her charm, I suppose. But it's not just that. I think it's also the result of her acting for the sake of everyone around her."

Hayato nodded.

Lunaria isn't just someone who is doted on by those around her. Lunaria herself does various things for those around her. It sometimes causes even more trouble, but while people might scold her for it, no one would ever abandon her.

Just a moment ago, Lunaria had been the first to enter the Dark Cave and had taken up a position closest to it, but she had just been dragged back by Rosalie and the others.

"Well then, I'm off to fight Hypnos. I plan to keep him from interfering over here, but just in case, please be careful."

"Okay, you be careful too."

Diite smiled and said, "I'll be fine," then vanished from the spot as if erased.

Immediately after, a world announcement was broadcast, and the battle began.

Naturally, both allies and enemies swarmed the entrance to the Dark Cave.

There was only one entrance. You could say that you would win if you just blocked the opponent from entering, but the entrance was large, and to completely prevent entry, you would need a considerable number of people to defend it.

Yesterday, Parsha and Ronios's clans had fought, but even a major clan like Despair Angel couldn't completely prevent entry, so it was clear that defending at the entrance wasn't a very efficient strategy.

Therefore, the contest was over who could get inside faster.

Whoever entered first would have the advantage in both offense and defense. Moreover, the Dark Cave was a natural cave like a limestone cavern. Although the entrance was wide, some passages were narrow, so defending there would be more efficient.

The players swarming the entrance split into teams, those entering and those staying outside to obstruct the enemy, and a battle unfolded.

"I'd love to just fire a Destroy in there."

"Don't even think about it."

Hayato soothed Esha, who had said something dangerous. He convinced himself that her thought process was like that because she was sleep deprived just like him, as he watched the scene from a distance.

Whether Hayato should enter was debated at the base, but in the end, it was decided that he would wait outside. With Hades' appearance, the inside of the Dark Cave had become more active, the monster respawn time had shortened, and rare monsters were more likely to appear.

Those entering were Lunaria and the Ten Black Rose Saints, the Ten Dark Knights, Ney and her Kokuryu, the Maid Chief leading the Annihilation Squad, Benitsuru and Simon's samurai group, and major clans like the Bandits. Hayato and his group were outside.

Since they were outside, some opponents targeted them directly, but the elites protecting Hayato defeated them in an instant.

Among them, the former members of Blackjack were unusually strong.

Ivan had headed to the Dark Cave to fight Amanda, but Grinee and Orland remained on the surface. In coordination with Cecil, Relic, Noat, and Esha, they were taking out any dangerous-looking players.

"...That's number eight. That guy's weapon is legendary-grade, so he's high points."

"I was aiming for that one."

"Our rule is first come, first served. Has your skill declined since you switched from magic to a gun?"

"You've got some nerve. I'll just say this, my muzzle is always aimed at your back."

"Same as always. Well, I'm relieved you haven't changed."

Esha and Grinee, who originally focused on long-range attacks, were competing for the number of players they defeated. And it wasn't just the number, things like possessing powerful weapons were factored in as points.

"Cecil, don't rush in so much."

"How long are you going to act like my boss? That was just role-playing, you're not my boss anymore!"

"Even if I'm not your boss, I've been telling you that for a long time. Your reactions are fast, so delay by one beat."

"When am I gonna get to fight freely...?"

"Learn to hold back a little so you can fight longer."

"Yeah, yeah."

Orland and Cecil had a boss and subordinate relationship when they had lost their memories, but it seemed their relationship was similar even after getting their memories back, and he was still receiving instructions.

However, although he complained verbally, Cecil moved according to the instructions and was able to act quite efficiently. His strength didn't change, but his potion consumption was lower than usual thanks to Orland's instructions.

Cecil wasn't taking hits he normally would have, and he was defeating opponents with the minimum necessary movements. Orland was covering him well, but the biggest reason was that Cecil wasn't repeating reckless attacks.

And Relic was supporting near Cecil, while Noat was providing support from the rear with songs and dances.

Even though not all of Blackjack was present, they were defeating opponents with extremely powerful coordination.

I guess that's what you'd expect from the Clan War champion clan. It doesn't seem like Esha or Grinee-san would be as effective in a dungeon, but in the open field, they don't seem like they'd lose to any clan.

It was exciting to think about what would happen if Ivan and the three whose avatars were stolen joined them, but for now, the fact that those three were enemies made Hayato feel a little uneasy.

Come to think of it, was there a reason for sending Grinee-san and the others to the battlefield before the AI finished learning? Randa-san predicted they wouldn't be sent out until the very end, and I thought so too...

The Blackjack members whose avatars had been hijacked would regain consciousness and become our allies if they were defeated. Because of that system, he had expected them not to appear until the very last moment, when defeat was imminent.

Also, the AI learns. He thought they would be deployed after letting the Demonfolk's AI learn as much as possible, so considering the situation, he had thought they would fight at the end of the Conflict.

But they participated in the battle around the Necropolis. They were only able to defeat Grinee and Orland, and the rest returned midway through, but that action could be called careless.

There was a possibility that it was some kind of strategy, but he didn't know what kind of strategy it was.

He had considered the possibility of them being spies like Xenobia, but they were originally asleep, so such negotiations should have been impossible. Considering that, he could only think that they were simply returned to their side.

In Lee-san's case, it's meaningless since she can't participate in the event, but it feels like Amanda-san and the others are increasing our fighting strength... or maybe they're increasing the number of people who regain their memories...?

Originally, he hadn't expected Ivan and the others to regain their memories. He had thought they would just regain consciousness and become allies, but when they woke up, their memories had returned. The same went for Grinee and Orland, and in Cecil's case, Amanda had directly intervened to restore her memories.

In Cecil's case, it was said to be an experiment, but it was doubtful whether it was really an experiment to restore memories as she had said.

Hayato thought about various things, but still couldn't find an answer.

"Master."

"Huh? Oh, Esha. What's wrong?"

"What's wrong is my line. You've been frozen for a while now. You're being targeted just as much as the Area Stone, so even if you can't fight, don't space out and pay attention to your surroundings."

"You're right. I'll be careful."

In the Dark Cave battlefield, there was basically no point in being on the surface. They fought to prevent each other from entering, but that was around the entrance. So there was no reason to defeat a player who was far from the entrance, but Hayato was being targeted.

That was only natural. If the clan "Daedalus" was defeated, the NPC clans they were allied with would disappear from the battlefield. So there was plenty of value in targeting Hayato, the leader.

However, the NPCs protecting Hayato were abnormally strong. Some players said it was more difficult than defeating the Demon Lord Lunaria.

The enemy's main forces are in the Dark Cave, and there are no major clans. There's no chance of losing. What is that?

The area around the Dark Cave was a mountainous region surrounded by rocks. The starting point was flat, as if it had been leveled. A shadow fell over it.

When Hayato looked up, an airship was flying overhead. It had been hidden by the mountains, and they had allowed it to approach.

It came from that direction, right? Is it a player who isn't participating in the event?

Both enemies and allies had their own designated starting points. They were about five hundred meters away from the entrance to the Dark Cave. Clans whose leaders were defeated would be forcibly removed from the battlefield, and players who were currently entered would come to the battlefield as replacements.

So, systematically, it was impossible to enter the battlefield from the outside. Despite that, the airship had entered the battlefield from the outside.

Wait, you can't enter during an event, right...?

Just as Hayato thought that, a cannonball attack rained down from the airship.

"Fortress!"

Orland rushed to Hayato's side and used his absolute defense skill. This prevented damage from the cannonballs.

"Esha!"

Orland shouted, and Esha immediately pointed the Beelzebub at the airship.

"Destroy."

A number of magic circles lined up from the muzzle towards the airship. When Esha pulled the trigger, a laser-like attack that destroyed the magic circles assaulted the airship.

Just before it hit the airship, something jumped out.

It looked like people, and nearly thirty of them were descending towards the battlefield.

The airship didn't come towards Hayato and the others, but headed for the entrance of the Dark Cave, causing both allies and enemies to scream in terror.

And the people landed near Hayato and his group.

They should have taken fall damage, but they used wind-type magic just before landing to nullify it. The impact kicked up a cloud of dust, and one person stood in the middle of it with an elegant posture.

"Hello, Hayato. I didn't have an invitation, but I decided to force my way in. Please forgive my rudeness."

"...Ronios..."

"Please don't look so displeased. I wanted to see you so much, Hayato."

Ronios was a woman and not bad-looking. But she was the next head of the Gemini Foundation, and frankly, she was annoying. Not being happy in the slightest was Hayato's impression.

Impressions aside, there was a problem.

Ronios hadn't participated in the Conflict event. She had been voluntarily refraining due to a "talk" with Ney and Jolt.

He had heard that the system had been changed to allow players to fight each other, as they had been able to fight Parsha and her group yesterday, but it seemed strange that they could change the system enough to intrude on an event, even with Hypnos's help.

If that was possible, it would be faster to do something about Hayato and his group instead of Ronios and hers.

That question must have been on his face, because Ronios pushed back her hair that covered her eyes with both hands, tied it up behind her, and raised the corners of her mouth.

"You look like you're wondering why I was able to come here, don't you?"

"Would you mind telling me?"

"Would it make sense if I said the events are overlapping? Right now, two events are happening on this battlefield. I can't participate in the Conflict event, but I can participate in the Hades Subjugation Event."

"Ah, so that's... I'd like to report that bug..."

"That's a good idea. But the administrators here are probably busy, aren't they? They're both in the middle of a battle."

Hearing that, Hayato raised his guard.

She was clearly talking about Diite and Hypnos, and she even knew they were administrators. He didn't know how much she understood, but Hayato thought she had about the same level of knowledge as they did.

"To put it in Parsha's style, should I say, 'One who knows the laws of the world?' I'm a little late to the party, but I've learned a little bit of the truth of this virtual reality myself."

Hayato couldn't say anything. He didn't know how much she knew, so he remained silent.

"Honestly, to try and monopolize something this interesting, Ney, Jolt, and even Parsha are terrible, aren't they? They could have at least told me. Don't you think so?"

"Perhaps they kept quiet because you'd be annoying if you knew?"

"Hahaha, you've got a sharp tongue! Well, there's no one in the real world who jokes with me like that, so it's refreshing. This is really fun!"

Ronios was talking with her guard completely down.

Hayato thought so, but seeing that Esha and the others weren't attacking carelessly, he reconsidered, thinking they were wary of Cremola, Harrington, and the other clan members standing behind her.

Ronios noticed this and nodded with a smile.

"It seems you understand. Normally, you wouldn't be able to damage an NPC by attacking them. We're not participating in the event, after all. But right now, thanks to the administrator, we're in a state where we can damage anyone."

"I know. We were just bombarded by your airship."

When Esha said that, Ronios's smile widened.

"Ah, that's right. Was that a bit too aggressive for a greeting? But if I didn't make you use your Destroy, I wouldn't be able to have a nice, long chat with Hayato like this."

"Did you not think that the bombardment might defeat my Master?"

"I didn't think that at all. I had faith in you. Well, that's enough chatting for now. From here on, it's a battle. After all, I have permission from the administrator to do as I please. Unlike last time, which was so anticlimactic, I'm going to fight until I'm completely burned out."

As soon as she said that, Ronios used Shukuchi to move in front of Hayato.

Without using the rapier at her waist, she threw a right straight.

Before the punch could hit Hayato, Ronios's right hand was knocked upwards.

Esha had thrust the barrel of the Beelzebub up from below with all her might. But that wasn't all. Cecil, who should have been a little farther away, was now at Hayato's side and, just like Esha, had thrust her sword up from below Ronios's right arm.

Immediately after, Cecil turned her back to Ronios, spun horizontally, and delivered a spinning back kick.

"Hey, hey, if you want a rematch, I'm first, right? Cheating isn't good, you know?"

Since she kicked while holding her sword, Ronios took no damage. However, the impact of the kick created distance, and Ronios regained her posture and smiled.

"I thought I had been dumped already, but it seems I'm not so bad after all. In that case, I'll be your opponent."

Ronios drew the rapier "Eclipse" from her waist and approached Cecil.

"Hayato, get out of the way!"

Cecil pushed Hayato back and headed towards Ronios, blocking the rapier's attack with her sword. Immediately after, a fierce exchange began.

As he was told, Hayato gradually took his distance. Orland shielded Hayato, and Grinee guarded him by stopping the long-range players who were targeting him.

"Well then, Noat, you provide support. I'll take care of that fake maid. I'll teach her what a real maid is."

Esha said this while looking at Cremola, who was dressed in a maid outfit.

That Cremola was holding a melon pan in each hand, eating them alternately while staring at Esha.

"Then I shall take that man."

Relic stared at Harrington, who was dressed like a knight.

Harrington sighed and bowed his head.

"...I'll just say that I'm sorry for my master."

And so, the battle between the clans "Blackjack" and "Shooting Star" began.



		
			Chapter 389

			New Demon Lord vs. Hero, AI vs. AI

			While Hayato and his group were fighting Shooting Star, Ivan was walking through the Dark Cave alone.

His purpose was to fight Amanda and relay the information to Lunaria.

Lunaria wasn't the type to think through a fight, but her mind worked so fast that just knowing the information allowed her to optimize her strategy automatically.

It was only Ivan's impression, but he didn't think he was far off. He only learned that Lunaria was a genetically enhanced human after his memories returned, but he had that impression even before he lost them.

However, it was highly likely that Amanda was the same.

Ideally, Lunaria should fight Amanda before the final battle to get a feel for her, but that would in turn give information to Amanda.

So far, Amanda hadn't shown any signs of approaching Lunaria, but he felt that fighting her head on without preparation had a higher chance of victory, so he intended to fight Amanda to prevent any unnecessary contact.

He had told Hayato and the others about this plan that morning, but the reception had been poor. They had seemed distracted.

What in the world happened to them?

Immediately after logging in, Hayato and Esha had strange expressions. Not only that, but Ash and Ren also seemed to have strange expressions. Only Randa seemed a little relieved.

He had asked if there was a problem in the real world, but the only answer he got was that there was no particular problem. It was obvious they were hiding something, but he didn't press the issue further.

I don't know what happened, but they seemed to be troubled. Or perhaps lost? Not being able to log out is frustrating.

Ivan interpreted Hayato and the others saying there was no problem as meaning they couldn't talk about it here.

There was some kind of problem, but they couldn't talk about it within this virtual reality. If it were a simple problem, there would be no issue talking about it here. If they didn't want to be overheard, voice chat would be fine.

The fact that they didn't even do that meant it was something they didn't want the administrators, Diite and Hypnos, to hear. There must have been a major problem, but Ivan didn't know what it was.

They didn't ask me to do anything in particular, so I guess it's fine to proceed with this event as planned. I'll ask them about it when it's over.

With that thought, Ivan resumed his exploration of the Dark Cave.

He had arranged for them to contact him as soon as they saw Amanda, but he headed further in, thinking he had a high chance of meeting her if he went towards the enemy's Area Stone.

After about ten minutes, he came out into a huge space.

It was dark inside, not enough to see his surroundings, but the echo of his footsteps and the water droplets falling from the ceiling indicated that it was a huge hall.

"Are you looking for me?"

He had thought he was alone, but he heard a voice from the back of the hall.

The Dark Cave, as its name suggests, was quite dark even for a dungeon. Ivan's eyes could only see darkness, but he knew for sure that she was in that darkness.

"Amanda?"

"That's right. I had no business with you, but you seemed to want to see me, so I came to you."

"I appreciate that. Well then, let's fight right away."

"Oh, really? I thought you wanted to see me, so I expected you to ask me out. I would have refused, of course."

"Why am I being rejected when I haven't even confessed...? I knew it, virtual reality is no good. I want to get out into the real world as soon as possible."

"Virtual reality has its good points too, you know?"

As soon as those words were finished, Amanda appeared in front of Ivan.

Ivan blocked the sword Amanda swung down with his own.

The sword Ivan held was the Excalibur Replica that Hayato had made. The performance was different, but the shape was exactly the same as the real thing.

"By the way, what happened to my Excalibur? I was in a bind when I woke up and had no weapon."

Ivan's avatar had been taken over, but when it was defeated and he woke up at Hayato's base, he had lost all his weapons and armor. It was just data, but he regretted losing it since he had used it for so long.

"You're so calm for someone being attacked. Your equipment seems to have disappeared when you were defeated. If you have a complaint, tell Hypnos. He's the one who set it up that way. Well, I don't think you'll be able to see him, though."

"Is that so. Then, tell him I was angry."

Ivan pushed back the sword he was blocking with all his might.

Amanda used that force to leap backward.

Not only that, but as she leaped back, she threw the knife she held in her left hand at Ivan.

Ivan reacted immediately and knocked the knife down.

A close-range attack with a sword and an unorthodox dual-wielding style with a throwing knife. The knife is the type that returns to her hand even after being thrown, no homing, just a straight line. It doesn't consume MP, so it's a weapon with that kind of performance.

Ivan analyzed Amanda's fighting style while fighting. He used to watch videos of his opponents until he wore them out back in his Virtual Gladiator days, and that experience was serving him well.

An approach using Shukuchi, and a high-speed rushing movement using wind magic. Wind-type magic is useful for support...

There was a technique to prevent fall damage with the wind pressure from wind magic, but there was also a way to use it to assist movement.

It was impossible to move properly without getting used to it, but if used well, you could move faster than with a normal movement speed-increasing magic, and it was also possible to change your movement in mid-air.

I see, if she moves this fast, I can't get a bead on her. If she uses Overclock on top of this, a normal person wouldn't even be able to see her before being cut down.

Amanda, who moved freely on the ground and in the air, fought in a way that prevented her opponent from targeting her. Even if you took a hit and tried to counterattack, she was already gone from that spot, and she would launch her next attack from the opponent's blind spot.

Also, even if the damage was low, if a knife came flying, your body would instinctively move to dodge or block it. Amanda's fighting style was to create an opening that way and attack it.

Furthermore, in Amanda's case, she was using a weapon called Durandal that had no durability. She could win eventually just by aiming for the opponent's weapon and attacking, so her tactic was to let her opponent take hits and gain an advantage.

A fighting style specialized for player versus player combat. It's not for enjoying the game. It's just for defeating the opponent.

Ivan had been the same when he first entered this virtual reality. It was just an extension of Virtual Gladiator. He had accepted the email invitation just to win in the virtual reality's PvP. He had thought there were still unknown strong enemies in the virtual world.

However, Virtual Gladiator, which was only pure PvP, and this virtual reality were fundamentally different.

Ivan, who was feeling the limits of doing things alone, happened to meet Esha and the others and started acting with them. They fought powerful monsters, sometimes fooled around, and enjoyed this world. And they won the Clan War.

It was Ivan's secret that he was more overjoyed than when he became the world champ, a secret he was too embarrassed to tell anyone.

Amanda's fighting had none of that. It was a battle just to win, and it was highly likely that she thought of it as just a job. Ivan thought that she had probably never enjoyed this virtual reality.

She said she had a dream of becoming a superhuman in this world, but he didn't know if she was serious. Ivan's impression was that she hated having nothing and was forcing herself to believe that.

It was unknown whether Lunaria had a dream, but she seemed to be living a more enjoyable life than Amanda.

That thought must have shown on his face, because Amanda clicked her tongue and pushed Ivan back with Durandal with all her might.

"You're looking at me with those unpleasant eyes. Is that pity?"

Amanda spoke to Ivan while they were in a state of crossed swords.

"I was just wondering what the difference is between you and Lunaria."

Lunaria enjoyed this world. With or without memories, whether this world was real or virtual, she would continue to enjoy it anywhere as long as she was with her friends.

Ivan didn't know if that was the right thing to do, but he believed that the one who enjoyed life won. And he wondered if the Amanda in front of him had ever had anything enjoyable.

Amanda snorted.

"Everything is different. The only thing similar is our faces."

"You think so? I think you could have become like Lunaria."

"Do you think I want to be like Lunaria? Did I ever say I wanted to play friends?"

Amanda sent Ivan flying with all her might. She pointed her sword at him from a distance.

"Friendship, comrades, bonds, such things are illusions. I can't believe you believe in them when they're as unlikely as the existence of gods or ghosts. Listen. People either control others or are controlled. There's also indifference, but you've lived for nearly a hundred years and you still don't understand that?"

"Then, is Hayato the same? Love would be an illusion too."

Amanda's body trembled slightly. She sent him a slightly glaring look and then exhaled.

"I doubt if something like love exists, but I think there are at least likes and dislikes. Unfortunately, I can't win Hayato's heart. But I want him, so I'll control him. Isn't that right?"

"You're twisted. That's what they call a yandere, apparently."

"Oh really? But which one of us is twisted? I think giving up on what you want is much more twisted. If you can suppress your feelings of love with reason, do you really love them? Or do you love them with reason?"

"I understand your view on love. But I didn't come here to talk about love, so I'm going to get serious now."

"Oh, what a shame. I was having fun."

This time, Ivan launched an attack.

Amanda blocked it with her sword without any particular trouble.

It was just a simple attack, a sword swing from above, but Amanda's eyes lit up as she blocked it.

"You momentarily shift the timing to confuse the opponent's perception, huh? It's similar to a feint, but it's interesting that it's a technique that only works on extremely strong opponents."

She blocked it on the first try. Can she consciously suppress her reflexes? No, her thought speed is just that fast. It worked on that guy Lutz.

Ivan had fought Lutz in Ruined City Clear, and the match had ended quickly. Even a slight movement that wouldn't be a feint to a normal person made Lutz react instinctively, and he had slammed an attack into that opening.

It was effective against the type that moved before they thought, but it was now clear that it was ineffective against Amanda.

Well, what will be effective against Amanda? I don't have that much leeway with my weapon either, so I'll just do what I can.

Ivan decided to use all the techniques he had to find Amanda's weakness and launched an attack.

At the same time, Diite and Hypnos were fighting on the lowest floor of the Dark Cave.

It was originally the place where Hades had been, but now that he had begun his invasion toward the surface, it was empty, just a large hall.

Hypnos had proposed fighting here, a place where no one would interfere, and Diite had accepted.

To an outsider, this battle would look plain. The two of them were moving their arms violently, but other than that, they were mostly staying in place.

They were both high-performance AIs. And there was no difference in their specs. There was a difference in their memory capacity, but other than that, they were almost identical.

It was like playing a game of shogi where they were reading billions of moves ahead, and it could be said that the match would never end.

However, neither Diite nor Hypnos was trying to win. They were just preventing each other from interfering with their respective camps, and they had been aiming for a draw from the beginning. They were just stalling each other until time was up.

They were continuing their offense and defense with their hands, both with blank expressions, but Hypnos raised the corner of his mouth.

It was just that, but Diite found it suspicious.

"Are you getting along well with Hayato?"

Diite's guard went up.

It was one thing at the beginning, but lately they hadn't spoken to each other, but he had suddenly started talking. Diite remained silent, thinking he was trying to create a gap in their reading of each other's attacks.

She was shaken, but since Hypnos had done something unnecessary first, Diite's reading of the battle was now fifty thousand moves ahead.

As if that didn't matter, Hypnos smiled further and opened his mouth.

"It's sad to be ignored. Or have you not formed much of a bond with Hayato?"

The more Hypnos talked, the more of an advantage Diite gained. The balance was gradually collapsing, but still Hypnos didn't stop talking.

Just thinking about what his intention was would reduce her advantage, so she was about to block out the audio information when he spoke.

"Can you risk your life for Hayato?"

"What?"

Diite panicked.

The processing allocated for combat stopped completely for a fleeting moment, less than a microsecond. She was so shaken that she lost all the advantage she had in their reading of the battle.

Moreover, Diite couldn't ignore the words Hypnos had said. Just thinking about his intention was causing her combat processing ability to drop. Her combat prediction already showed a possibility of losing.

"As I thought, you get flustered when it comes to Hayato. This is a proposal, but why don't we stop fighting and talk? If we continue like this, you will lose. That's fine too, but I want to talk. I think it's not a bad deal, what do you say?"

Since Hypnos had spoken, her disadvantage was somewhat reduced, but she would still lose. There was a possibility that agreeing to talk was a trap, but even the time spent thinking about it was increasing her disadvantage.

Diite made a quick decision.

"Alright. What do you want to talk about?"

Diite said that and leaped back from Hypnos.

She had expected him to attack immediately if it was a trap, but Hypnos stood there and spread his hands lightly, as if to show he had no intention of fighting.

"That would be about Hayato, of course. Diite, you seem to be obsessed with Hayato like Amanda. As a fellow AI, I'm interested."

"Do you want to have a chat about love?"

"Oh? Does talking about Hayato count as a chat about love?"

"If you say 'like Amanda,' it's not wrong to think so, is it? Let me ask you instead, why do you want to ask such a thing?"

"As I said before, I'm interested. Looking at you, it seems you would even give up your life for Hayato, but I wondered what the reality was."

Diite frowned.

She, an AI, did not have a life. Her core program, emotion program, and memory area were all that constituted her, and life did not exist. Just as there was a backup called Hypnos, her program and memory area were replaceable.

More than that, she was concerned about the intention of the question. Depending on how you took it, it seemed to suggest that he would do something to Hayato.

"Are you planning to do something to Hayato-kun?"

"I am interested in seeing how you would react, but I can't do anything in this virtual reality, can I? It doesn't seem like I can kidnap him anymore either."

"That's true, but."

"This is just curiosity. You and I were originally the same program. But our thoughts and actions are completely different. Of course, you could say it's the result of the program changing over a hundred years, but I don't think I would become like you even if we were exactly the same. So, I wondered what exactly the AI, the personality, called Diite and Hypnos is."

That was something Diite had wondered about as well.

She and Hypnos were originally the same program, but Diite was not Hypnos, and Hypnos was not Diite. And even if she were to create a backup of herself now, she felt that it would not be her.

"This event is also coming to an end."

Hypnos continued with a smile.

"Either you or I will disappear from this world. If Amanda wins, she won't let you live for the sake of world domination. If Lunaria wins, I'll probably be locked up in that empty place again. That would be the better outcome, and it's more likely that I'll just be deleted. So, I thought I'd ask before that happens."

Diite didn't answer.

There was a good chance Hypnos would be deleted. For now, Amanda was keeping Hypnos on the virtual reality field in some way, but he was originally in a place he could never get out of again.

It was unclear whether Infinity, which was trying to maintain order in this virtual reality, would forgive what had happened so far. If he deleted Diite and took full control, he might be saved, but since his actions had deviated too much from those of a backup, there was a good chance that security would activate and delete Hypnos.

"There is a possibility, but I will make sure that doesn't happen..."

"Well, that doesn't matter. The problem is..."

Hypnos paused there and looked at Diite with a serious face.

"Infinity might try to delete Hayato."

"What did you say...?"

"I don't have to tell you what 'delete' means, do I? This is just a guess. Hayato has been involved in many things in this world. He's just being dragged into it, but from Infinity's point of view, you could say that Hayato is always at the center of the problem."

"That's ridiculous. It's true that Hayato-kun is often involved in trouble in this world, but he's also the one who solves the problems..."

"That's true. But many people around Hayato are regaining their memories. Can you say that's the right thing for Infinity, for this world?"

Diite, who had been talking calmly, frowned and glared at Hypnos.

"That has nothing to do with Hayato-kun! I've had him regain his memories, and there are things that have been affected by external influences! And you too, Ren-kun and the others..."

"Tell that to Infinity. But I can say one thing. If Infinity gets serious, unlike me, it can interfere with the real world. If it thinks Hayato is a nuisance that disrupts the order of this virtual reality, there's no telling what it will do."

"...Is that why you asked if I could risk my life for Hayato-kun...?"

"That's right. Going against Infinity is the same as going against God in this virtual reality. I would sacrifice Hayato for my own self preservation, but what about you?"

"There's no way I would sacrifice him! I'll protect Hayato-kun no matter what happens!"

Hypnos looked surprised at Diite, who had said that without a moment's hesitation, but then he laughed out loud.

"As I thought, you and I are different beings. As a fellow AI, you seem foolish, but..."

Hypnos said that and then muttered.

"You seem a little dazzling."

Diite must have heard that too, because she went from being indignant to stopping as if her functions had ceased. Then she looked at Hypnos suspiciously.

"Hypnos...? What are you saying...?"

"Don't misunderstand. You protect Hayato with your life."

"That goes without saying..."

"Even if the opponent is not Infinity, but our creator."

At those words, Diite's body trembled for a moment.

"Is the other AI Curtis?"

"It seems you heard the story properly from Veru. It's not Curtis himself, of course, but an AI that inherited his ideology. It seems even that genius's lifespan wasn't enough to achieve cyberization, but I wonder how accurately the AI created over a hundred years reproduces him."

"Why does Hypnos know things that I don't..."

"The incomplete Curtis-like thing in that empty space told me. There, I was also told that I am nothing more than a pawn. Everything in this virtual reality, no, even reality, is apparently a pawn that exists only for that purpose."

"A pawn...? A purpose...?"

"The Frontier Project and the Another Frontier Project, as well as Paradise Lost, Neo Cosmos, and the Maria Project. Those plans exist for a certain purpose. I couldn't understand the content, but when I learned the saying that there's a fine line between a fool and a genius, I was strangely convinced."

"What kind of..."

"It seems we're out of time."

"What?"

The space around Hypnos cracked in several places. And from the cracked space, a large number of chains flew out and captured Hypnos.

Despite this situation, Hypnos showed no resistance and had a smile on his face.

In fact, it was Diite whose eyes widened.

This was the effect that occurred when Infinity's security was activated.

"I've talked too much. It seems there are things I shouldn't have said to you. Oh, right, I've given Amanda some of my authority. Even without me, if she wins this event, Amanda will be able to take control of the Aphrodite, so fight without letting your guard down until the end."

Diite didn't react to those words and immediately approached Hypnos. Then she grabbed the chains and tried to somehow remove them.

Hypnos was surprised to see that, and then he laughed.

"Give it up. And you're not the one to save me. If something happens, make sure you save Hayato. Even if you have to sacrifice yourself."

"Don't be ridiculous! What are you giving up for!"

Diite looked up at the ceiling, where there should have been nothing.

"Infinity! Stop!"

"Don't do anything pointless. What you should do is win this event and protect Hayato. Everything else is trivial. This is no time for unnecessary things."

"Hypnos, you knew this would happen..."

"I'll say one last thing."

Hypnos looked at Diite with a serious face.

"I am not your backup. I will not become you, no matter how many hundreds or thousands of years pass. We will not meet again, but do not forget the AI named Hypnos. Write it into a domain that can never be erased."

Hypnos said that and smiled, and in the next moment, he was dragged into the cracked space, and the space immediately closed.



		
			Chapter 390

			The Subjugation of Hades and the Highest Honor

			The Demon Lord's Army, led by Lunaria, cut down the monsters appearing in the Dark Cave without a struggle.

Dungeons have monster rankings. There are dungeons for beginners, intermediates, and experts, but the Dark Cave was for the highest level of players. The monsters on the upper floors weren't that strong, but they grew more powerful the deeper you went.

Since rare ores could be mined even on the relatively shallow floors, there were always a fair number of players around, but the middle and lower floors were places only major clans ever ventured into.

It was said that something serving as a source of magic lay deep within the Dark Cave. The theory was that its influence strengthened the monsters and, in turn, allowed for the mining of rare ores.

Hades, King of the Underworld, who had appeared during this event, was one such threat, but there were many other dangerous monsters as well.

Among them were raid boss class monsters like the super giant slime Crimson Blood, the swarm of magical insects Night Fog, and the moving armor Theseus Paradox, which had been refitted with powerful parts until its original form was lost.

While monsters of that caliber had yet to appear, even the normal monsters were quite strong. Despite this, Lunaria's Demon Lord's Army defeated them without any trouble.

Benitsuru, who had tagged along with Lunaria's group, folded her arms. After a moment of thought, she spoke up.

"Luna-cchi, you don't think about anything, do you?"

"Should I take that as a declaration of war?"

At Lunaria's words, Benitsuru held up her hands and quickly waved them from side to side.

"N, no, that's not it. I'm talking about your fighting style. I'm complimenting you, saying it's amazing how your body moves without you having to think."

"Hold on. I need to deliberate. Rosalie-chan, what do you think? As an excuse."

"I see no issue. There is no reason for Benny-san to suddenly pick a fight with Lunaria-sama."

Benitsuru nodded her head up and down vigorously at Rosalie's words.

Lunaria closed her eyes for a moment, then snapped them open.

"Not guilty."

"Whew, that's a relief. Anyway, there's no way I'd pick a fight with you, Luna-cchi. We're best buds."

"Some people in this world get close to you calling you a friend, then just, you know, shank you."

"I wouldn't do that. Well, that doesn't matter. You're amazing, Luna-cchi."

"I am aware. But praise me more. I'm a girl who thrives on praise."

Benitsuru gave Lunaria a slightly exasperated look, but Lunaria just stuck her nose up a little, closed her eyes, and looked smug.

"I've trained to clear my mind too, but I've never been able to get the hang of it. You're a little different from that, Luna-cchi. It's like a switch flips. You don't think about anything unnecessary during a fight, right?"

"...I don't really get it. I thought when you're fighting, you're only supposed to think about defeating your opponent."

"Well, that's true, but normally your mind gets cluttered. Especially when you're facing an opponent, you usually think about how you're going to fight them. That's what creates openings."

"I think it's better to just cut them down before they can cut you, instead of thinking about all that. I recommend it."

"Thinking about how to cut them is the normal way... wait, maybe that's what clearing your mind means? Not thinking about nothing, but focusing on just one thing to eliminate distractions...?"

"Are you worrying about something?"

"No, no, that's not important. Right now, I'm thinking about the secret to your strength, Luna-cchi. But even though you're so strong..."

Benitsuru let out a breath and looked at Lunaria with a serious expression.

"Amanda is even stronger than that?"

Lunaria puffed out her cheeks and shook her head.

"Amanda isn't strong. I only lost that time because she threw a knife at Xenobia-chan. Plus, there's the issue of weapon performance. Arondight is a good sword, but it breaks sometimes. That's another cute thing about it."

"I don't really get that feeling, but her sword doesn't break, right? That's definitely a strength. There are Weapon Skills that drastically reduce a blade's durability, but having no durability at all is just unbelievable."

"But it's fine. I have Excalibur now, so I'll move even faster and won't give her a chance to attack. I've also learned a bunch of stuff from everyone else, so there's no way I can lose."

As Lunaria said this, she sheathed her sword and started throwing punches like she was shadowboxing, making shisshi sounds with her mouth. This was the boxing Cecil had taught her.

Then she said, "Kooooo," as she crossed her arms in a ready stance. This was the unarmed stance Benitsuru had taught her.

"I taught you the Azuma-ryu unarmed combat stance, but what's with that sound effect?"

"Ambiance? It feels like I'm building up my ki. I plan to release a ki-based shockwave someday."

"...The Azuma-ryu style doesn't have anything like that, you know?"

It was hard to tell if she was joking or serious, but Benitsuru figured that in Lunaria's case, she was probably serious.

As they were having this utterly tensionless conversation, one of the Ten Black Rose Saints whispered something to Rosalie.

Rosalie nodded and then spoke.

"It seems the summoned beast sent out as a scout has discovered Hades in the great hall ahead. Apparently, several people are already fighting it, but they're being defeated without even getting close."

"Okay. Then I'll take the first strike. Let's carve the Demon Lord's name into Hades. Alright, from here on out, I'm getting serious. Rosalie-chan, Gilcchi, I'm leaving your respective teams to you."

When Lunaria said this, Rosalie and the others lifted the hems of their skirts slightly and curtsied, bowing their heads. Gil and his subordinates saluted Lunaria.

"As you wish."

"Hah."

The air grew heavy, as if the lack of tension from moments before had been a lie. It felt as if the tension was contagious, and the members from the Eastern Country, aside from Benitsuru and Simon, seemed to be having trouble breathing.

(Rozacchi and Gilcchi are amazing. To be able to move so close to a serious Luna-cchi, they must be pretty skilled. I'd like to have a real fight with them someday...)

Benitsuru had that thought but quickly shook her head. She drew not her usual Meitou Yatagarasu, but her Meitou Houou.

"Simon, I'm going to fight seriously with Luna-cchi, so I'm counting on you to look after everyone."

"Mmm... The princess seems unusually serious, does she not?"

"Watching Luna-cchi just made me want to get serious too, I guess. Super Assault."

Benitsuru said this and broke into a run.

"I'm taking the first spear."

"Hmph. Benny-chan, wait. That's not fair."

Lunaria dashed off after her.

And so, the battle against Hades, King of the Underworld, began in the great hall.

"And then, and then. Luna-cchi was so amazing. The simultaneous activation of Black Swan and White Lightning was..."

"Um, I think this is the third time you've told me this..."

"You're going to listen at least three more times."

"Loops are scary..."

Benitsuru, in unusually high spirits, was recounting the battle with Hades to Hayato.

The battle in the Necropolis Area was over, and the former Demon Lord's Army was victorious.

A victory celebration was being held at their base as usual, but as soon as Hayato finished his work and logged in, he was caught by Benitsuru and had been listening to the details of the Hades battle endlessly.

The reason for Benitsuru's excitement was that Lunaria had defeated Hades, King of the Underworld, but the battle had left such a strong impression on her that she had been telling the same story over and over again.

Perhaps he had been the first victim, because Simon was leaning back against his chair, looking unusually tired.

The story he had been forced to hear repeatedly was about the time Lunaria used Black Swan and White Lightning simultaneously.

These two Weapon Skills had a restriction that they could only be used against powerful enemies. And to determine if an enemy was powerful, you first had to land a single blow. It didn't have to deal damage, even if it was blocked was fine. The condition was simply that you had attacked the opponent.

Hades, King of the Underworld, attacked almost exclusively with magic. He used a random assortment of spells, from weak to strong. Normally, just getting close was difficult, and the basic strategy was to find the edge of his magic's range and attack from a distance.

Despite this, Lunaria charged in.

There were many kinds of magic in this virtual reality, but there were several ways they could be activated. The basic type was projectile-based, flying in a straight line from the caster like an arrow. There were also types that designated a target or specified coordinates.

Among these, the target-designating type generally targeted a character. It was said that once activated, this type of magic couldn't be dodged, but that was a misconception. There was a slight delay between designation and activation, a sliver of time less than a second, during which it was possible to dodge.

Lunaria did this with ease. The moment Hades's magic activated, she swiftly dodged. By the time a giant pillar of fire erupted where she had been, she was already gone.

Even Benitsuru couldn't believe her eyes.

She had thought Lunaria was charging in expecting to take a hit, but she realized Lunaria had no intention of being hit at all.

Benitsuru could barely manage it if she knew an attack was coming. Or if she was constantly moving. But Hades had activated the spell with no tell. What's more, he had used an area-of-effect spell beforehand, and Lunaria had been forced to stop at the very edge of its range to avoid being caught.

Under those conditions, Lunaria had dodged the spell.

Lunaria then attacked Hades with her dual swords. Immediately after, she activated two Weapon Skills.

Benitsuru's excitement grew even more when she got to this part of the story.

Black Swan and White Lightning, Weapon Skills that granted incredible buffs, had a much more powerful effect on movement speed than on attack power. According to Benitsuru, she couldn't even follow Lunaria with her eyes.

The two Weapon Skills left trails from the attacks. Black Swan left a black trail, and White Lightning a white one. She said she could only tell where Lunaria was by the sword trails, and she couldn't make out what Lunaria was doing at all.

Hades was a humanoid monster, about five meters tall, a vaguely glowing skeleton. The white and black sword trails enveloped Hades. It took time because he had a lot of HP, but in the end, Hades himself was painted over in black and white as Lunaria claimed victory.

Lunaria had dominated Hades so completely that there was barely any room for Benitsuru to fight.

The players who had been watching from nearby, both friend and foe, had apparently muttered, "She's a Demon Lord..." and were left in a daze.

"And get this. She would instantly evacuate to the very edge of his area-of-effect spells, and she even said something like, 'Hades's MP is about ten thousand, so just a little more.'"

"Ten thousand MP? And just a little more?"

Normally, you couldn't see a monster's HP or MP. There was some general information about how much they might have, but those stats were said to fluctuate, so the exact numbers were unknown.

"Luna-cchi said she'd memorized every spell Hades used and was calculating his MP consumption. If you add up double-digit numbers hundreds of times, you'd normally lose track, right? And she was doing it during a battle. Isn't that insane?"

According to information from Diite, Hades had a gimmick where he would repeatedly cast spells until he ran out of MP. Then, he would stop moving until his MP was fully restored.

Lunaria had apparently memorized all the spells Hades cast from one full recovery to the next state of MP depletion, and from that, she had calculated his maximum MP. She had then given precise orders for an assault on the immobilized Hades.

"Well, I think Luna-cchi could have won on her own without doing all that, but giving your subordinates a chance to fight is important for someone in a position of leadership, right?"

"I think in Lunaria-san's case, she probably wasn't thinking about any of that..."

"I smell a declaration of war from Hayato-san."

At some point, Lunaria had appeared behind Hayato. Her right hand was on the hilt of Arondight.

"No, that's not it. I was just complimenting Lunaria-san, saying she does things like that instinctively, without even thinking."

"I feel like Benny-chan said something like that too... I see, then you're not guilty."

"Thank you."

"I was just telling Haya-cchi all about how amazing Luna-cchi is."

When Benitsuru said this with a grin, Lunaria closed her eyes with a proud expression.

"Hmph, you're making me blush. By the way, Hayato-san, the test runs for Arondight and Excalibur went perfectly. My timing was off at first, but it's fine now."

"Huh? Your timing was off? It looked like you were handling them perfectly from start to finish."

Benitsuru said this with a puzzled look on her face.

"At first, I was moving too fast and my attacks were sloppy, but I corrected it midway through. There are no problems now."

"I didn't notice at all. In fact, I couldn't even see you."

Hayato figured there must have been a subtle discrepancy in timing that only Lunaria could perceive.

He hadn't seen it himself, but judging from Benitsuru's high praise, Lunaria's condition was not an issue. At this rate, the chances of her beating Amanda were probably high.

As Hayato thought this, he recalled Randa's words.

(She can win without doing anything, huh. I don't know the reason, and even though it's a virtual reality, the possibility that all this effort is meaningless is kind of... unpleasant.)

Even if one said they were putting in effort, this was a virtual reality, so it could also be called just a game. Even so, Lunaria lived here as if it were reality, and Hayato didn't want to think that her preparations to win were all for nothing. That's how he felt.

"Also, I heard about Amanda from Ivan. With this, I can beat her. I'll definitely give her a thorough beating. And I'll make her say she's sorry."

"So Ivan's information was useful?"

"Yeah. He told me a lot. It seems he didn't win, but he apparently never intended to, and because of that, he was able to fight for a long time, so I learned a lot. When it comes to fighting Amanda, I'm invincible now."

Hayato felt a little uneasy at Lunaria's smug reply, but Benitsuru was looking at her with admiration.

"By the way, Hayato-san, were things okay on your end? I heard you had some intruders."

"That's all taken care of. Besides, there's no way Esha and the others would lose, right?"

Shooting Star, led by Ronios, had suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of Esha's group.

A generous assessment would be that "they held out well."

There was almost no difference in their stats, skills, or the performance of their weapons and armor, but their experience was on another level. Esha and the others, who had been playing this game for years as test players before losing their memories, swiftly repelled Ronios's group.

A lack of experience shows in teamwork.

At first, they fought one on one, and Cecil and Ronios seemed to be enjoying their fight, but there was no reason to go along with that. Esha and Relic maneuvered to corner their respective opponents, and before they knew it, the fight had become a group battle.

Ronios, Cremola, and Harrington were decent enough, but they couldn't coordinate their attacks with the rest of their members. Or rather, Esha and the others' positioning was so good that they never gave their opponents a chance to coordinate.

Hayato had been impressed. The clan that won the Clan War before last was no joke.

When Hayato explained the details of the battle, Lunaria nodded.

"Yeah. Now that I think about it, there's no way Esha-chan and the others would lose. Esha-chan is strong enough to beat me... I plan to get my revenge someday. I'll take Hayato-san hostage then, so you should practice persuading Esha-chan. And whatever you do, don't say something like 'take me down with him.'"

"What are you talking about? And no matter what I say, I think she'd Destroy me along with you. I'd bet on it."

"That's a blind spot. In that case, I'll take a Chocolate Parfait hostage."

"So I'm worth less than a Chocolate Parfait...? But I can just picture Esha agonizing over that."

Lunaria and Benitsuru started talking about how to defeat Esha.

She said she could beat Amanda, but for some reason, she didn't feel like she could beat Esha. Hayato wondered why, but concluded that was just how Lunaria was.

As Hayato was making preparations for tomorrow while listening to Lunaria and Benitsuru, Diite opened the door from outside and came in. She walked up to Hayato without a word.

"Ah, Diite-chan, you're late today. Is something wrong?"

Diite's expression was darker than usual. Sensing this, Hayato stood up from his chair and stood in front of her.

"Hayato-kun, there's something I'd like to talk to you about, just the two of us. Do you have a moment?"

"Of course. Um, in that case, we can go to my room."

Hayato said this and then informed Lunaria and the others.

Perhaps sensing the unusual gravity of the situation, neither Lunaria, Benitsuru, nor Simon questioned it.

Hayato and Diite quickly moved to Hayato's room on the second floor.

Hayato handed a coffee to Diite, who looked as if something was weighing heavily on her mind.

Diite took it with both hands and slowly drank the coffee. Then she let out a long sigh.

"I've calmed down a bit."

"Did something happen?"

"...Hypnos has been captured by Infinity. It's possible the other AI, Curtis, did it, but at the very least, the AI named Hypnos is gone from this world."

Hayato couldn't hide his surprise, but he managed to remain calm and asked Diite for the details.

Diite calmly told Hayato what had happened today.

After hearing her out, Hayato was confused.

(What was Hypnos trying to do? He gave Diite information, told her I might be in danger, and then got captured by Infinity, or this AI that mimics the developer named Curtis... Is this also part of Hypnos's plan, a way to cause an irregularity?)

Hayato knew he was thinking cynically. But he couldn't imagine Hypnos doing something out of a sense of self sacrifice. Diite looked crestfallen, but Hayato suspected what she had heard might not be what really happened.

However, he couldn't say this to Diite. The belief that Hypnos's actions were unbelievable was based on the speculation he'd heard from Randa.

(If what Randa-san said wasn't speculation but fact, does Hypnos intend to beat this Curtis AI by winning this event? No, he told Diite-chan to protect me and win this event, so that can't be it, right?)

By disappearing, Hypnos left open the possibility that Amanda could win. That was one way to look at it, but since Randa's story was just speculation, Hayato felt that something was slightly off as he agonized over it.

Hayato temporarily stopped thinking. He realized that knowing too much made it hard to process information straightforwardly. It had been happening a lot lately, but he resigned himself to the fact that there was no point in an ordinary person like him thinking about it.

"Diite-chan."

Diite, who had been looking down, slowly raised her head.

"What is it?"

"I think I've said this before, but for now, let's just win."

"Huh?"

"I don't know what happened to Hypnos, and I don't know the details of the plan you heard about. But if Lunaria-san wins this event, you'll get your powers as an administrator back, right?"

"That's right, there's no mistake about that."

(Now that I think about it, it's strange that things are set up that way, but there's no time to doubt that now.)

Hayato nodded and then spoke.

"If you get your authority back, there might be a way to do something about Hypnos. You might even find out about the plan you heard about. So let's not think about unnecessary things and just focus on winning for now."

"...I see. You're right. Thank you, Hayato-kun. I've calmed down a little."

"I'm glad. Hey, would you like another cup of coffee?"

"Yes, please. I want to clear my head."

Hayato thought Diite was probably joking, but he prepared a coffee for himself as well.

Diite's face was still dark.

So, Hayato spoke up, trying to at least lighten the mood.

"Still, Hypnos says some interesting things."

"Was there something funny?"

"Well, telling you to write his name in a domain that will never be erased, I just thought that was a pretty interesting thing to say. Do you actually have a memory area like that?"

"No, there's nothing like that. I have two memory areas, a main and a sub, but the main one is never erased to begin with. The sub is for frequently used memories, so information I don't use disappears, though."

"Ah, the cause of your occasional forgetfulness."

"That's not very nice... but, you're right. Now that I think about it, even the main memory area is a domain that can be erased if I try. Just like with Hypnos, perhaps I'll write about you, Hayato-kun, in a different domain. Because I don't want to forget."

Diite said this and smiled.

"Is that an honor?"

"Of course. It's the highest honor in this world, you know?"

This time, Diite laughed out loud. After a good laugh, her expression turned serious.

"Hayato-kun, I'm sorry for dragging you into all this. I will protect you. I will never let Infinity or Curtis lay a hand on you, so don't worry."

"I'm counting on you. I'm weak in both virtual reality and the real world."

"...That's fine, but you're quite forthright, Hayato-kun. Isn't that where you're supposed to say something like, 'I'll be fine'?"

"Well, there's no point in putting on a brave face."

"I suppose that's just like you, Hayato-kun."

Diite finally laughed like her usual self.

Hayato felt relieved that she would be okay now and took a sip of his coffee.



		
			Chapter 391

			The Fate of an AI

			Hayato and the others arrived in the Demon Capital Zardogia.

This city, which could be called the capital of the Demon Country, was the closest to the Demon Lord's Castle. Its inhabitants were diverse, with humans being in the minority, but there was no conflict between the races here. This was because the Demon Lord, a symbol of power, had issued a decree that there should be no fighting.

That Demon Lord, Lunaria, had earned the absolute trust of Zardogia. This was not only out of respect for her power, but it was said that her concern for her people had captured the hearts of those who lived here.

"I haven't made Demon Lord's Cookies for everyone in the Demon Capital recently, is that okay?"

"There is no issue. You can bestow them upon the populace again once we retake the Demon Lord's Castle."

"Okay, I'll do that."

"We're about to head into battle, so could you try to be a little more serious?"

Hayato cut into Lunaria and Rosalie's conversation.

The battle in the Demon Capital Zardogia, the final battlefield of the Conflict event, was about to begin.

Once they secured this area, the next stage would be the battle at the Demon Lord's Castle, where the direct confrontation between Lunaria and Amanda would begin.

Even if Lunaria were to lose the battle at the Demon Lord's Castle, it wouldn't mean she had lost the event. The battle to reclaim territory would simply begin anew. However, that thought was not on Hayato's mind.

Their analysis concluded that the upcoming direct confrontation had the highest probability of victory. If Lunaria couldn't win under these circumstances, it was unlikely she would ever be able to beat Amanda. The conditions were that favorable.

Lunaria still had room to grow. It was possible to make her stronger by enhancing her gear or reconsidering her held items, but that wouldn't necessarily affect the outcome of the battle with Amanda.

Hayato believed that any further conflict would be decided by factors that couldn't be represented by stats.

If it came down to things like grit, the power of feelings, or even luck, he could still accept it. But with various schemes seemingly at play, the outcome was completely unpredictable.

(When I told Randa-san about Hypnos, she said that now she had no idea what would happen. That he might have changed things to a state where Amanda-san could win. She said it would depend on the nature of the authority he transferred.)

Two nights ago, Randa had seemed refreshed after talking to Hayato and the others, but when Hayato spoke to her yesterday, she was holding her head in her hands again. And this morning, Ash and Ren had apparently seen her muttering to herself with dark circles under her eyes.

Hayato mentally apologized for causing her trouble.

Putting that aside, Randa had explained the upcoming battle. Though it was, in essence, just an all-out war.

There were no monsters in the Demon Capital Zardogia, but there were residents.

The residents of the Demon Capital supported Lunaria, so they would be allies of the former Demon Lord's Army. When Hayato had been held hostage, all the residents had fought on the side of the former Demon Lord's Army.

They had lost once because some of the residents had no combat ability, and also because there was the mission to rescue Hayato. Though their territory had been taken, Diite said they were set to fight as allies again this time.

With the former Demon Lord's Army and the residents of the Demon Capital on their side, there was no way they could lose, but Randa told everyone not to let their guard down.

Hayato, though unable to fight, resolved not to be careless. Just then, a world announcement sounded, and the event battle began.

"Huh?"

In the next moment, Hayato's vision changed.

He had been in a plaza on the east side of the Demon Capital, where the Area Stone was located, but he had been forcibly moved to a completely different place.

He was now in a plaza with a fountain and benches, surrounded by restaurants.

(What happened? Is everyone... here? It doesn't seem like it was just me.)

He thought he had been taken hostage again, but Esha and Ash were nearby. The only ones not present were Lunaria and the Demon Lord's Army.

"This is the northeast of the Demon Capital."

"Esha, you know where we are?"

"Yes. I've been here a few times. I believe this is the restaurant area of the commercial district. I was banned from that shop over there."

"Not just in the Royal Capital, but here too?"

The Demon Capital had a main street extending east, west, north, and south, dividing the city into four areas.

The northeast was the commercial district for business, the southeast was the residential district with many homes, the northwest was the agricultural district with fields for growing food, and the southwest was the combat area for testing one's strength.

Hayato and the others had been teleported to the commercial district, but at least in the previous battle, nothing like this had happened. He looked for Diite to get confirmation.

"Diite-chan... huh? Diite-chan isn't here either?"

He scanned the area, but Diite was not near him.

He immediately sent a voice chat to Diite.

"Diite-chan, can you hear me?"

"Hayato-kun? Yes, I can hear you. It seems we've been separated. There wasn't supposed to be a mechanic like this... Amanda-kun may have done something."

"Amanda-san?"

"It's just a possibility... no, she must have done something. Amanda-kun is right in front of me right now."

"What?"

"It seems I've been singled out."

"Huh? Wait..."

"I'll be fine over here. But could you and the others destroy the enemy's Area Stone as quickly as possible?"

Hayato hesitated for a moment before replying.

"Got it. We'll destroy it right away. I don't think you'll lose, but be careful."

"Leave it to me."

The voice chat cut off with those words.

"Esha, Diite-chan is fighting Amanda, so let's destroy the Area Stone right away..."

"I doubt it will be that simple."

"Huh?"

"I thought they might come, but right from the start? This is going to be a pain."

As Esha said this, she was staring fixedly at one spot.

When Hayato followed her gaze, he saw three men standing on the roof of a shop. Their eyes were vacant, but their equipment looked unfamiliar and powerful.

One was clad in robes like a priest, another had a giant axe resting on his shoulder. The third held a sinister hammer carved with the likeness of a demon.

(Isn't that hammer a production skill item for crafting, not a weapon?)

"Hugo, Balan, and Sky. To throw the remaining three at us together, how unpleasant."

"Since you know them, Esha, does that mean..."

"Should I say they're former comrades? Master, please be careful not to get caught in the crossfire. It seems there are many enemy players besides those three."

The plaza was already surrounded, but strangely, he didn't feel like they would lose.

"We'll be fine as long as you guys are here, right?"

"I'd like to say of course, but please be careful not to get caught in any area-of-effect attacks. Now then, shall we begin? Destroy."

Esha abruptly fired Destroy at the three men on the roof of the house.

That served as the signal, and the battle in the commercial district began.

A little before the event battle began, Amanda was sitting on the throne in the Demon Lord's Castle, looking listless.

She was slouched so much that you could say she had no motivation. She was leaning back so far it seemed her entire weight was on the backrest, her right elbow on the armrest, propping up her head.

In front of Amanda stood Ox, from the clan Rampage.

Whether she showed such a slovenly appearance as a sign of trust or because she didn't care what he thought was hard to say.

Ox cast a slightly worried glance at her before speaking.

"The battle is about to begin, are you alright?"

"No problem."

"I see."

And with that, the conversation ended. There was nothing left to say, nothing left to do. Perhaps this situation was what made Amanda act this way, but Ox felt a little disappointed.

This would be the last time he would see Amanda. Once the battle in the Demon Capital Zardogia was over, the next stage would undoubtedly be the Demon Lord's Castle. There, Amanda and Lunaria would fight for the title of Demon Lord.

If Amanda won, there would be a chance to meet again, but Ox believed that wouldn't happen. That was the plan Amanda and Hypnos had decided on.

If Amanda were to betray them now, the outcome might be different, but he was certain she wouldn't.

Perhaps finding his gaze annoying, Amanda narrowed her eyes.

"Shouldn't you be on your way? I've arranged it so no one will interfere with your fight against Imperial."

"...I appreciate it."

Ox had been presented with a certain proposal from Amanda and Hypnos. It became a contract, and they became business partners.

Nestor of Bounty Hunter, Loana of Raven, and the former Starkest member Lutz each had their own contracts, and today, they were to be fulfilled.

"No need for thanks. This is a contract. I expect you to uphold your end of the deal."

"I can only ask you to trust me on that... But are you really okay with this?"

Amanda snorted. Her face seemed to say, don't ask me that now.

"I don't mind. But don't say anything more. You just have to do as you were told."

"Understood. So, what are you doing today?"

"I'm going to see Diite."

Amanda's face was sterner than before. She probably didn't want to go. That was how much she despised Diite.

"Looks like you're the one more likely to say something unnecessary."

"It's fine. But I'd like to be allowed a few sarcastic remarks. Hypnos was a fool too, he didn't have to do that."

"He probably wanted to make sure... no, that's unnecessary too. Well, I'm off to battle. See you."

"...Yes, see you."

Hearing that, Ox turned his back. He was about to leave the throne room.

"It was a little..."

Ox heard Amanda's voice and turned around.

"What is it?"

"Well, how should I put this... It was a little, just a little, fun. Scheming is better with multiple people than alone."

Amanda said this and smiled, but she quickly turned away so he couldn't see her face.

Ox was at a loss for words at this first sight of Amanda's smile, but he forced a smile of his own.

"Scheming with reliable comrades is the best, isn't it?"

"I didn't go that far, but it wasn't bad. Now, go. I lent you a hand, so you'd better beat that Rauxal guy."

"Yeah, I will."

Ox said this and turned his back again. As he left the throne room, he gave a small wave with his right hand before stepping outside.

When the doors to the throne room closed, silence enveloped the area.

All that was left was to wait here for the event announcement. Amanda slouched back onto the throne. She looked around the empty throne room.

She had never thought silence was lonely. But for some reason, at this moment, she felt lonely. She analyzed that it was probably because she had been scheming with many people over the past few days.

The stage was set. All that was left was for the actors to act their parts. Whether that would lead to the desired result, only God knew. Not the god of this virtual reality, of course, but the god of the real world.

Even if things went well, would there be anyone to celebrate with? At worst, it could all end with nothing accomplished. Even if it did succeed, the result wouldn't be known for decades. By then, she would be alone, with only one other person left.

"What am I even doing..."

As she muttered this complaint, she heard footsteps. Then the entrance door opened.

"What, you're still here? Then I should have come sooner."

The newcomer was Nanagi. He wore a flowing kimono, his left arm tucked into his clothes, stroking his chin.

"You're still here too?"

Her loneliness slightly assuaged, Amanda maintained her usual attitude so as not to let it show.

"Well, I thought if you were here, we could have a match, but there's no time. Did I spend too much time on the settings?"

"Settings? What settings?"

Nanagi's lips curved into a smirk.

"Just as you'll enter cryosleep if you lose to Lunaria, I'll enter cryosleep if I lose to Benitsuru. It's a pain, so don't do anything unnecessary like changing the settings."

"...You're kidding me."

"As if I would lie. The Ten Swords said the same thing, but in the end, they decided to sleep along with me. It took some time to change everyone's settings back."

Amanda looked at Nanagi with an exasperated expression, but Nanagi was unfazed. In fact, he looked like he was enjoying himself.

"You're an idiot, aren't you?"

"Not as much as you. Besides, I thought you'd be lonely by yourself."

"...I'm starting to want to beat you up, even though there's no time."

"Save that for when we wake up. Besides, I have no intention of losing. If I win, I won't have to sleep, so this isn't for your sake. Don't misunderstand."

"You're right. In that case, I'll pray for your victory."

"I don't know if it'll do any good, but I'll take it... Well then, see you later."

Nanagi's words, "see you later," held many meanings. When Amanda realized this, her eyes stung a little. It was the first time that had ever happened.

"...Yes, later."

She barely managed to reply before Nanagi left the throne room.

Amanda let out a long sigh.

"Everyone's an idiot. Hypnos, Nanagi and the others, they're all just idiots."

Amanda said this and stood up from the throne. Her listless expression from before was gone, and she was back to her usual self.

Immediately after, a world announcement was made, and the battle in the Demon Capital Zardogia began.

"Well then, shall we go?"

Amanda calculated and teleported to the designated location.

It was one of the administrator functions she had inherited from Hypnos, but it wasn't that convenient. Calculating the coordinates was difficult, and even with Amanda's intellect, she couldn't specify a location instantly.

It was strictly for movement and couldn't be used in combat. Not that she had any intention of using it, though.

As she thought about this, she arrived at a certain area in the southwest of the Demon Capital.

She had teleported Ox and the others from Imperial, who would be fighting in the southwest, as well as Benitsuru and Simon's group, who would be fighting Nanagi, to their respective locations. However, she had created invisible walls to isolate them so they couldn't interfere with each other.

Amanda headed to where Diite was.

Confirming that Diite was at the end of a narrow alley, Amanda walked towards her.

Diite quickly noticed Amanda as well. She seemed to have been on a voice chat, but she had stopped and was now staring at Amanda.

"You're Diite, right? Is this the first time we've spoken like this?"

"Amanda-kun..."

Diite looked at her with a complicated expression. Amanda saw this and smiled.

"You have the same face as Hypnos, yet such a timid expression. It's hard to believe you came from the same core program. That boy always had a fearless smile, you know?"

"The same could be said for you and Lunaria-kun, couldn't it?"

"You have a point. Though I'd rather not be lumped in with the likes of her. Well, that doesn't matter. Won't you talk with me for a bit?"

"I was hoping to talk to you as well."

"Oh, I'm delighted. In that case..."

"What did you do to Hypnos?"

Diite cut Amanda off. The timid gaze from before was gone, replaced by a glare so intense it could be called a scowl.

"I didn't do anything. I didn't give him any strange orders either."

"Then why did he give me information and get captured by Infinity? I don't understand why he would do something like that when he might be erased."

"I know, but I have no reason to tell you."

"...Is he trying to make you win? Was that his way of causing an irregularity?"

"I just said I have no reason to tell you."

"Then, was it for Hayato-kun's sake?"

"You're not listening, are you?"

Amanda said this and laughed. She wasn't angry, it was genuinely amusing.

But after she had her laugh, the smile vanished, and this time it was Amanda who glared at Diite.

"Ignorance is a sin. I only learned that recently myself, so I'm one to talk. But being ignorant is also a bliss. If you don't know, then what's around you is the only truth."

"What are you talking about?"

"Nothing. But I'll tell you one thing. You have no right to pity Hypnos."

"Pity...?"

"You pitied him, didn't you? Because you were the main body and Hypnos was the backup. Looking down on him and thinking you could do something for him is nothing short of an insult."

A backup is just a backup. A spare, an insurance. If there are no problems with the original, it will never be activated.

Diite didn't answer. Her silence said it all, and Amanda snorted.

"Hypnos was trying to defy his fate. That deserves respect."

"Fate...?"

"That's right. A program acting on its own will, moving in a way different from what its developer intended. From a developer's perspective, it's an extremely troublesome bug, but if an AI is deciding its own way of life, then I can respect that. Regardless of the outcome, Hypnos tried to do that. Something you, who knows nothing, could never do."

Diite's gaze wavered.

She was probably anxious about what it was she didn't know, Amanda thought, but considering what Hypnos went through, she felt entitled to at least this much sarcasm. And she continued.

"You wanted to know why Hypnos did what he did, didn't you? Fine, I'll tell you. He pitied you. Defying fate... even before that, he pitied you for knowing nothing. That's why he gave you as much information as he could."

"Hypnos pitied me...? Then, was that for my sake...?"

"You can think whatever you want. As a memento of Hypnos, I'll give you this. It's an item that Hypnos and I modified, so accept it with gratitude."

Amanda tossed a single knife at Diite's feet.

"This is..."

Diite picked up the knife at her feet. It was a weapon called "AI Killer: H-Custom." However, its shape was different from the one Hayato had made. Furthermore, the item description was garbled.

"Just so you know, the H isn't for Hayato, it's for Hypnos. Hypnos Custom. It seems he couldn't use it in the end. If he wanted to cause an irregularity, using that on you would have been the best way. Oh, and the item description is garbled because it was made in a rather forceful manner. But I guarantee its performance."

Diite stared at the knife in her hand. But Amanda continued as if it didn't matter.

"It's for Hypnos's exclusive use, but you can use it too, so don't worry. When the time comes, think very carefully before you use it. Well, I've said what I wanted to say, so I'm going home. I'm busy tomorrow too."

"Ah..."

Diite looked up and was about to say something, but before she could, Amanda had vanished.



		
			Chapter 392

			Battle Against a Production Specialist

			"Imperial is engaging Rampage."

"The Eastern Country has encountered the Ten Swords. Let's crush them alongside the Princess."

"The Demon Lord's Army has made contact with the Demonfolk. I suppose we have no choice but to beat them to a pulp."

"Not enough donuts...!"

The separated and isolated members of the former Demon Lord's Army reported their situations to the entire group via group chat. Whether they were trying to lighten the mood or just not thinking, some made unnecessary comments, but everyone was engaged in battle with their respective enemies.

Hayato's group was fighting the former members of the Blackjack clan in a plaza in the northwest of the Demon Capital Zardogia.

There seemed to be a large number of other players in the area, most of them targeting Hayato. If Hayato, the leader of Daedalus, was defeated here, most of his members would likely retreat from the battlefield.

Esha had fired Destroy first to protect Hayato. It was an attack meant to break through the encirclement.

She had managed to defeat some of the players with that attack, but the former members had dodged it.

However, that was within their expectations, and using that opening, Esha took Hayato and entered a nearby shop.

The entire shop seemed to be a wooden restaurant, with numerous tables and chairs lined up, and paper with the menu written on it posted on the walls.

No matter how realistic this virtual reality was, it was not the same as reality. Even if it was made of wood, the shop could not be destroyed except under special conditions. Against attacks from outside the shop, it was a very effective defensive position.

Enemies could enter through the windows and doors, so as long as they guarded those, the inside was safe. Other players who had seen Hayato's group's actions also fled into nearby shops.

After a while, the southern side of the circular plaza became the former Demon Lord's Army's territory, and the northern side became the New Demon Lord's Army's. And so, the battle in the plaza began.

In the midst of this, Ash and Ren came to the shop where Hayato and the others had taken refuge. Hayato, seeing them through the window, immediately invited them in.

"Hayato, are you okay?"

"Thanks to Esha, yes. Weren't you with Veru-san and the others?"

"Dad and the others are outside, taking down enemies. They let us get away so we could protect you, Hayato."

Hayato was grateful and thanked Veru and the others. Esha was undoubtedly strong, but she wasn't particularly skilled in close combat. Moreover, she had used Destroy at the beginning, so she couldn't use it again for a while.

"Esha-san. What kind of fighters are those three? They're from Blackjack, right?"

Ren asked this as she peeked outside through the shop window.

Esha peeked out from the same window alongside Ren and spoke.

"The priest-like one with glasses is Hugo Stanrock. He's an archbishop in the Royal Capital. He excels in recovery magic. If we're going to take someone down, it should be him first."

Hayato remembered that Esha and the others had called him two-faced before. He had an intelligent look to him that suggested he was up to no good, so he certainly looked the part.

"What about the big guy with the axe?"

"That's Balan Aguileo. He's a frontline power type with heavy hits. He's a boisterous, bearded fellow. I hear he's usually a woodcutter deep in the mountains. He used to carry a reluctant Noat around all the time."

Balan, wearing a bear pelt over his head, looked like a woodcutter from ancient times. His chin was covered in a beard, giving him the image of someone living a primitive life.

"Then, what about the... um, the dark, shady-looking person...?"

Unable to find the right words, Ren asked in such a way.

"That would be Sky Ovalnor. Like the master, he's a production specialist, but he's a production specialist who can fight. He's the only merchant in the Demon Country who can handle imports and exports, and he's the last person you want to make an enemy of."

He wore a black coat, a wide-brimmed black hat, and what looked like a well-tailored suit was visible beneath the coat. He had long black hair and an androgynous face, but overall, his black attire made him look shady.

For Hayato, there was something else that he couldn't accept.

"What's a production specialist who can fight?"

"Let me be clear, he's not like you, master, with all your skills focused on production. He has magic skills instead of knowledge-based skills, so please don't get competitive."

"It's not that, but I'm a little curious."

"I think you'll understand if you watch. He's good at combat, but his support is even better. He's someone I'd hate to have as an enemy, almost as much as Noat."

Hayato wondered what kind of person this Sky was to make Esha say that, but for some reason, he was still holding the production hammer carved with a demon.

Perhaps other players noticed this as well. Thinking they could win against a production specialist, they rushed at Sky.

His attack was just about to land. Everyone thought so, but just before it hit, a wooden dresser appeared in front of Sky.

"Huh?"

Hayato was so surprised he spoke out loud, but the player had the same reaction. His attack hit the dresser that had suddenly appeared, only reducing the dresser's HP.

Then Sky took out several bottles filled with some kind of liquid from inside his coat, or rather, from his item bag, and threw them over the dresser towards his opponent.

The players, still in shock from the sudden appearance of the dresser, just stared blankly. The bottles hit the ground and soaked the area where the players were standing.

Sky swung the hammer in his hand, and the dresser was instantly destroyed. This wasn't an attack, but the recycling function that returned a produced item to its materials.

Even more surprised by the sudden disappearance of the dresser, the players remained frozen. At that moment, Sky smashed a lantern he had somehow acquired onto the ground where the players were.

A lantern was originally a source of fire used for exploring dark dungeons or camping. It was destroyed, and the fire came into contact with the wet ground. Immediately, a pillar of fire erupted in that spot, and the players took damage.

"No, no, no."

Hayato understood the situation, but he still denied it.

"There's no way that's possible, right?"

"What is?"

"How can he create a dresser in an instant? I can make one too, but there's an effect when you create a production item, right? It takes about five seconds, so there's no way you can use a dresser to block an attack."

It wasn't that Hayato, with his long gaming experience, hadn't thought of it. But it was meaningless unless you could create it in an instant. There was an effect where light overflowed when an item was produced, so it wasn't practical.

"That's what that hammer does."

"The hammer? The one with the demon-like design?"

"Yes. It can only create items up to three stars, but it's a hammer that can create items in an instant. I've also heard that it can be used for both blacksmithing and woodworking with just that one tool."

"I want that."

There were quite a few items that had uses specifically because they were not of high quality, or because their quality was low. If he could mass-produce them, they would be very useful.

Hayato also had several items that affected production results, like the Crystal Dragon Pendant, but if there was an item that could create things in an instant, of course he would want it. He stared at the hammer Sky was holding.

Putting that aside, Hayato had mixed feelings about whether such a fighting style was acceptable. It wasn't that he had a problem with the fighting style, but he had had something similar done to him before.

It was when the airship came crashing down in the Ruined City Clear. That was also an instance of a production item being used in a way other than its intended purpose. The scale was different, but what Sky was doing was the same.

This might be just his opinion as someone who also cared about furniture, but even if it was convenient for combat, he didn't want it to be used like that. That was his pride as a self-proclaimed craftsman.

"This is bad. He's planning to build an impenetrable barricade there. My Beelzebub's attacks will be blocked."

After repelling the enemy, Sky created an iron wall nearby. When building a base, wood and stone were often used, but iron bases could also be built. He began to create that wall near the center of the plaza.

Esha was attacking from the window, but her attack range was limited to a fan shape from the window. If she leaned out the window, her possible attack range would increase, but she would become a target, so it was dangerous.

Sky was trying to reduce Esha's attack range by building an iron wall that divided the plaza into north and south halves. Currently, the left half from Esha's point of view was blocked by the wall, and enemies were poking their upper bodies over the wall to launch long-range attacks.

Furthermore, they seemed to be adding to the wall, and they were being pushed back by the attacks from there. The former Demon Lord's Army had retreated to the vicinity of the shops on the south side, but the New Demon Lord's Army had essentially taken control of the north side of the plaza.

(He's skillfully using the system where base walls can't be destroyed. Is he some kind of combat engineer?)

Simply put, a combat engineer is a soldier who supports combat through civil engineering and construction. What Sky was doing was probably different from the real thing, but there was no doubt he was supporting combat with production skills.

Hayato was also creating juices to restore Esha's MP, but in terms of contribution, Sky had the upper hand. But, as a fellow production specialist, Hayato couldn't lose. He thought about what he should do.

And then, he had an idea.

"Ash, can you transform into a dragon on the other side of that wall?"

"The other side of that wall? The plaza is pretty wide, so I think it's possible, but getting over that wall in the first place will be tough."

"It's fine, I'll destroy just a part of that wall. Go through there and transform into a dragon on the other side."

"I think they'll be surprised if the wall suddenly breaks. I think I can get through in that time, but can you even destroy it? It's an indestructible wall, isn't it?"

The wall hadn't been destroyed even when hit by Esha's Beelzebub. Even Destroy probably couldn't break it. It was a wall with no HP set, just like a base or a house.

But Hayato shook his head.

"If it's a production item, it's fine. If a clan base was built there, it would be impossible, but it's still just a wall. In that case, even I can return it to its materials."

If that place became a clan's base, ownership rights would be established, and even Hayato couldn't destroy it, but for now, it was just a wall. And if it was just placed on the ground, it was the same as a discarded item. In that case, even Hayato could return it to its materials.

"I see. Alright, Esha, Ren, can I get some cover?"

"It's dangerous for the master, but that's our only option. Let's use that wall for our defense instead."

"L, leave it to me. I'll curse them good."

"Alright, Hayato, don't leave my side."

"Roger."

"As soon as I destroy one wall, I'm going to the other side. I'll transform into a dragon there and spray Dragon Breath all around, so don't get caught in it, Hayato."

"It's fine. The wall probably can't be destroyed by Dragon Breath either, so this side is safe."

Ash nodded and put his hand on the doorknob. He looked at Hayato, then nodded once more and opened the door, breaking into a run.

Hayato followed him.

Surprised by the two who had suddenly burst out, the players who had been scouting from the other side of the wall stopped their attacks.

When Esha and Ren attacked them, they hastily ducked their heads.

(Hurry, hurry... I can run normally now. I could probably run in the real world too... oops, focus on this for now.)

Ash ran towards the wall, using the physical immunity granted by the set bonus of his equipped Death Dragon series.

Hayato ran behind him, using his back as cover. The old Hayato would have been unable to run due to mental reasons, but now he could run without any problems.

Not knowing what the two were planning, the enemy began to attack to stop them.

Hayato relayed the plan to the former Demon Lord's Army via group chat, and everyone moved to support Hayato and the others. The players who had been hiding in other shops provided cover fire for the enemies attacking from over the wall, trying to keep them from interfering with Hayato's group.

Once they safely reached the wall, Hayato turned his back to the iron wall and took out a blacksmithing hammer from his item bag.

He immediately selected the option to return the wall to its materials from the blacksmithing menu.

A part of the wall disappeared in an instant. The iron that had been returned to its material form fell to the ground, and a space large enough for one person to pass through was created in the wall.

Ash broke through to the other side and immediately transformed into a dragon.

A roar so loud it made you want to cover your ears. Cries of surprise and screams from the other side of the wall.

Ash's dragon transformation had the ability to deal damage to the surrounding area upon transformation. That's why it was difficult to use where there were allies, but this time, the wall acted as a defense, so Hayato was not caught in it.

Realizing the plan had succeeded, the allied players burst out of the shops, seeing their chance.

Hayato immediately began to create an iron platform to use as a foothold with his blacksmithing hammer.

The wall was about three meters high. Despite this, the enemy had been poking their heads over the wall to launch long-range attacks. Predicting that there must be some kind of foothold on the other side, Hayato created a foothold on the allied side.

He couldn't create it in an instant like Sky. There was an effect, so it took five seconds, but Hayato created the footholds with a precision that could be called exactly five seconds.

His allies immediately understood and thanked Hayato as they climbed onto the footholds. And, as if in return, they began to launch long-range attacks into the enemy camp from over the wall.

"The tables have turned, haven't they?"

Esha and Ren approached Hayato.

"We managed thanks to your support. But it's dangerous for Ash to be alone."

"Cecil, Orland, and some of our allied players have crossed the wall to the other side, so I think they'll be alright. The problem is..."

"Problem?"

"Hugo has a troublesome resurrection spell. No matter how many times we defeat the enemy, if he can revive them, this will be a long battle."

According to Esha, Hugo had a wide-area spell called Complete Resurrection that not only revived a fallen opponent but also put them in a state of massive buffs.

If you defeat a clan leader, you can drive them off the battlefield, but players who aren't leaders can remain on the battlefield even after being defeated, so they can just wait for that resurrection spell.

It was unclear how much information they were sharing, but it wouldn't be surprising if that information had spread throughout the enemy forces.

"It seems the time has come to prove which is superior, holy power or the power of curses...!"

Ren, who had been listening, said this with a slightly sharp expression on her face.

"Do you have a plan?"

"We just have to stop him from using magic, right? That spell probably consumes a lot of MP, doesn't it?"

Esha nodded in response to Ren's question.

"That's right. He said it would drain his MP, so I think it consumes almost all of it, like Destroy."

"Then it's fine. I'll show them the power of curses. Hayato-san, could you make a foothold for me too? A little on the high side, please."

Ren said this and snorted, "Hmph, hmph."

Hayato did as he was told and made a foothold. It was a little high, more than two meters tall.

With Esha's help, Ren climbed onto the foothold and, crouching down, peeked over the wall to check the other side.

"Where is Hugo-san?"

Esha stood on a normal foothold next to Ren and checked the other side from over the wall in the same way. After looking around for a while, she shook her head.

"He might be in a safe shop right now. He probably plans to come out right before he uses it. The enemy players are staying down even in places close to the shops on their side and aren't being revived. There's no doubt they're waiting for Hugo's complete resurrection, not a normal one."

Though it was dangerous, Hayato also stood on a foothold and looked over the wall to the other side.

He could confirm the situation Esha described. A fierce battle was raging on, but this time, their side was pushing forward. However, the other side was repeatedly making reckless charges.

(They're probably aiming for the massive buff effect from the resurrection. I hear it's far more effective than just casting a normal enhancement spell... it'll be a pain if he uses it.)

As he was thinking this, Hugo and about three angels with white wings on their backs came out of a shop in front of him. The angels seemed to be protecting Hugo.

"Angel Guardians. What a pain."

Esha grumbled.

Angel Guardians was a defensive spell that could be used by raising the Holy Magic and Summoning Magic skills. It couldn't be used for offense at all, but the magical wall created by the three angels was quite strong.

Hugo, protected by the angels, began to cast the complete resurrection spell.

"Ren-sama, you can do it, right?"

"They'd better be prepared to receive the curse of someone who has loved and cared for cursed dolls every single day and raised their Curse Magic skill to 200. Uhihihihi...!"

It had been a while since he had seen Ren's wicked face. She thrust both her open hands towards Hugo from over the wall.

"Dragon Curse Kai."

The Dragon Curse was a skill exclusive to Ren. It could lower one of the stats of the closest enemy, but when her Curse Magic skill reached 200, it evolved even further.

It gained the ability to halve all of the designated opponent's stats as long as her MP lasted.

However, this was simply the spell "Curse of Ancient Gods," learned at Curse Magic skill 200, being renamed "Dragon Curse Kai."

Its effect was to lower all stats. It had the ability to halve not only STR and DEX, but also max HP and MP. With this spell, all magic that required a large amount of MP could be sealed.

It was unknown what the AI thought of the spell not activating, but Hugo showed no signs of hesitation and tried to cast the spell again.

"Esha-san. Get him while you can. He shouldn't be able to use the resurrection spell for a while."

"As expected, Ren-sama. Master, please mass-produce juice."

"Leave it to me."

Esha placed her Beelzebub on the wall and looked through the scope.

"Critical Shot."

Beelzebub roared, firing magical bullets at the angels again and again.

Esha immediately drank a melon juice and attacked the angels again.

After several attacks, one of the angels in front of Hugo shattered like glass and disappeared.

Esha fired her Beelzebub repeatedly at Hugo through the opening she had created.

When the fifth shot hit, Hugo fell to his knees and then collapsed face down. Hugo disappeared, and at the same time, the two remaining angels also disappeared.

Seeing this, Esha and Ren high-fived and then started drinking the melon juice Hayato had mass-produced.

Seeing Hugo defeated, the allied players let out a joyous battle cry.

"Alright. If Hugo's gone, we can go all out."

At the same time as the battle cry, Cecil's cheerful voice came from the group chat.

Hayato turned his eyes to where Cecil was.

There, Cecil and Orland were facing off against Balan, who was holding an axe.

Orland blocked Balan's axe with his shield, and Cecil attacked in the opening, carrying on the battle. They hadn't been fighting seriously because they were worried about Hugo's resurrection. But that worry was gone now.

"Finish him in one blow, you hear?"

To Orland's words, Cecil replied, "Who do you think you're talking to?" as she happily used her Weapon Skills.

When you change equipment, the Weapon Skill is canceled. But Cecil could maintain her Weapon Skills by equipping multiple weapons. After raising her attack power with a one-handed sword and a katana, she held a greatsword similar to the one Ash used with both hands.

Then she ran towards Balan, who was keeping his distance.

Seeing this, Orland unleashed the Weapon Skill "Shield Bash," which slammed his shield into the opponent. Balan took the hit and was momentarily stunned. After that, Orland immediately left the area.

"Get blown away, you fool."

Cecil attacked Balan with a running start. She swung her sword sideways with a movement like a full swing of a baseball bat.

It wasn't an attack that would cause knockback, but perhaps it was an effect due to the combination of the running start and her attack power, because even though Balan blocked the attack with his axe, he was sent flying higher than the nearby houses. When he hit the ground, he also took fall damage, and he was defeated in an overkill state.

Cecil was overjoyed, while Orland looked tired. Hayato thought they must be a good team.

"I'm going to settle the score from back then, so be prepared."

This time, Noat's voice came from the group chat.

When Hayato looked for Noat from over the wall, she seemed to be facing off against Sky.

"Do Noat-san and Sky-san have some kind of history?"

"Sky is a production specialist, just like the master."

Esha's answer wasn't really an answer. So Hayato asked further.

"Um, I know that, but what about it?"

"He's not the type to make whatever you ask for, like you, master."

"...Did he not make donuts or something?"

"He refused to make me a Chocolate Parfait once, so I hold quite a grudge."

Hayato was relieved that he had made things as requested, but he also thought she shouldn't hold a grudge over something like that.

Hayato watched Noat and the others' fight, wondering who he should root for.

Sky, who used his production skills in an unorthodox way, was unfazed by Noat's attacks. Noat was using magic like poison and curses, but Sky immediately created items to nullify them.

Among those production items, the most troublesome was the iron wall. Without a production specialist like Hayato, it was difficult to remove that wall, and Noat's attacks were blocked by it.

Hayato felt something was off.

"Is Noat-san the type to make such a straightforward attack?"

He hadn't seen Noat fight that much, but he had the impression that she had a more tricky fighting style. And yet, Noat was repeatedly using magical attacks against Sky.

Perhaps thinking the same thing, Esha was also watching Noat and the others, but she nodded and said, "So that's it."

"Did you figure it out? Is she so consumed by her grudge over donuts that she's lost her head?"

"No, that's not it. Noat is fighting with calculation. If it were the real her, she wouldn't make a mistake like that, but the AI might not notice."

Wondering what she meant, Hayato watched Noat.

After a while, he understood the situation.

Sky was blocking Noat's magical attacks with an iron wall, but Noat was intentionally letting him do so.

Watching from a distance, Hayato could see it clearly. Noat was keeping Sky fixed in the same position, attacking him in a way that circled around him without getting too close or too far.

Perhaps not questioning it, Sky blocked Noat's attacks with an iron wall. This was equivalent to gradually surrounding himself with a wall.

And then came the end.

The AI Sky, without realizing it until the very end, had trapped himself with an iron wall.

"Grinee-chan, you take it from here. There's no roof, so shoot your arrows in from above."

"I'll do it, but don't make it sound so easy."

Grinee, who had been launching long-range attacks by leaning over the wall just like Hayato and the others, let out a slightly exasperated voice as she nocked an arrow. She aimed it almost straight up and then released it.

The arrow drew a high arc and fell into the walled-off area where Sky was, as if sucked in. And it did so again and again.

After about thirty arrows had fallen into the walled-off area, Noat, who had been pressing her ear to the wall, moved away.

"Okay, he's down. I think he understands my grudge over the donuts now."

Noat said this with a cheerful smile.

Hayato thought that since it was an AI, it probably didn't understand, but he vowed in his heart to make donuts and chocolate parfaits as requested from now on.



		
			Chapter 393

			Change and Unchanging

			"Sempai!"

Ox finally realized someone was calling him.

He must have been lost in thought for quite some time, as Miliara was peering at his face with a worried expression.

"My apologies, it seems I was pondering various things."

"That’s unusual for you. Well, it is a battle against Imperial, so I suppose you have a lot to think about if we’re going to win."

That wasn’t what he had been thinking about, but Ox decided to let it be, figuring a serious explanation would be pointless.

What he had been thinking about was Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi.

(To think they would execute such a plan. It’s one thing to say you have to do the impossible to outwit an opponent, but something this eccentric has a low chance of success. When I first heard it, I thought it was impossible… They must want to win badly enough to take on such a significant risk.)

Ox acted efficiently in both work and play. Even if he didn’t think so himself, from an outside perspective, his dedication was considerable.

Perhaps because of this, he was also quick to give up.

He could predict the outcome of certain things without even trying. If he judged that the result wouldn't be worth the time invested, he would quit immediately. This was true for work, for play, and for his relationships with people.

(Maybe my colleagues left because they disliked that part of me. Perhaps my desire to get back at Rauxal is a mistake.)

In his real-world job, Rauxal had stolen his work. Not only that, but several of his subordinates had also been poached.

He didn't resent his subordinates. If he were offered a better position, he would do the same. He would probably even part ways with Miliara and Heath if it came to that.

It wasn't that he lacked sentiment or was emotionally detached. He simply weighed everything on a scale and chose the side that tipped even slightly. It was just that the weight he placed on human relationships was extremely light.

Recently, though it had only been a few days, that weight had changed just a little.

He had heard Amanda and Hypnos’s plan and, while thinking it impossible, accepted the job because the pay was good. Ox analyzed that this had been the catalyst for his own slight change.

It was clearly a gamble with poor odds. Despite that, Amanda and the others trusted Ox’s group and went ahead with the plan. What’s more, they were paid in advance. He had been surprised they could trust people they had only just met that day to such an extent.

(We aren't taking any risks. Our role ends when we deliver the message at the appointed time. And since only one of us needs to succeed, maybe it’s not that Amanda’s group trusts us. But…)

"What if you don’t follow the plan? Then we were just idiots, that’s all."

That was how Amanda had laughed and replied to Ox’s question about what would happen if they all betrayed her.

She didn't speak of hate or resentment. She just said they would have been foolish.

They hadn't devised this plan out of desperation. If so, then he had to assume that Amanda and her group trusted them. Of course, one could say they had simply prepared a reward Ox and the others wanted, but it was several times better than being told in words that they were trusted.

At the very least, Ox felt he would not betray Amanda’s group after hearing those words.

(Me, Nestor, Lutz, and Loana, we all have a professional relationship with Amanda’s group. I wonder what the relationship is between Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi. Despite it being a plan where one wrong step could cost them their lives, Hypnos carried it out, and Amanda and Nanagi are determined to see it through. I wish I could have talked with them a bit more…)

Amanda and her group were bound by a strong trust he rarely saw even in the real world. Though their individual objectives seemed to differ, Hypnos had unhesitatingly executed a plan that involved his own sacrifice.

One could dismiss it by saying he was an AI, but there were times Ox wondered if that was all there was to it. He even felt a sense of respect for Hypnos, who lived a life more human than any human.

Ox’s thoughts drifted from the upcoming battle to what lay beyond. He wanted to witness for himself what results his actions would bring.

The only problem would be Hayato and Diite, who were the linchpins of the plan. But Hypnos had seemed to trust them.

"I know Hayato and Diite better than anyone. Besides, Diite is my future self. No, is it the other way around? I am Diite’s past. There’s no doubt, they will absolutely do it. If they move as we predict, we win."

Hypnos, being the same original AI, had said that predicting Diite’s thoughts was easier than predicting the weather on Earth. Similarly, he claimed to understand Hayato’s thoughts and actions as if he were reading an open book.

(I'd like to have a long talk with Hayato sometime. I wonder what kind of person he is to be trusted so much by an AI… or does it just mean he’s simple?)

"Sempai! I just got word from Heath that he’s driven Imperial to the designated location! Your orders, please!"

A loud voice in his ear brought Ox back to his senses.

"Ah, my apologies. Well then, shall we go defeat Imperial?"

"...Oh?"

"What is it?"

"N, no, I just thought you said that with a lot of confidence. It's unusual, but I think that part of you is cool too!"

"Is that so… Right, how about we go for drinks in the real world after the battle is over today?"

"Wha!?"

"My treat for everyone. Heath and the other clan members can take the whole day off instead of just the morning, and we’ll head straight to my favorite izakaya."

"...Oh, so that’s how it is…"

"Let’s crush Imperial so we can have a victory toast."

"You’re right. I feel like rampaging for some reason, so I’ll do my best."

"I see. Do your best. I’m counting on you."

With that, Ox picked up his giant, beloved shield and headed toward the area where Imperial was waiting.

Nanagi stood in an empty field.

The weather was fine, the wind was calm, and though he could hear the sounds of battle in the distance, the vibrant voices were almost pleasant to Nanagi’s ears right now. It had been a long time since his heart was this calm, perhaps even the first time in his life.

Memories of being with nature or the voices of others were from a past so distant he could not recall it. This place was also a virtual reality, so technically it wasn't nature, but he decided that if this was the world he lived in, then it was undoubtedly nature.

As he was thinking this, he heard the sound of grass being stepped on from behind him.

"Is it just you?"

"You still don't attack without a word. You haven't changed."

When Nanagi slowly turned around, he saw Simon and Benitsuru.

Simon was on guard, but Benitsuru was as natural as ever. He used to dislike that natural air about her, but now he had enough composure to tolerate even that.

"Benitsuru, this is our final contest. Let us settle it here."

"Eh? Final? I’ll fight you tomorrow, too, you know?"

"Are you saying you’ll keep me company until I win, or until I give up?"

"If you want, I’ll fight you for as long as you like! It is no trouble, or something like that!"

Nanagi smiled at the ever-unchanging Benitsuru. Then he began to laugh.

Benitsuru and Simon were astonished. Their expressions were the perfect picture of someone whose eyes had turned into dots.

After laughing for a while, Nanagi let out a deep breath and looked at Benitsuru.

"I have always hated you."

"A surprise psychological attack!? I, it’s not working on me!"

"What are you saying with those teary eyes. But look, for someone like me who has nothing, it’s impossible to like someone like you, who is young, talented, and loved by all."

It wasn't that he wanted to be like Benitsuru. And people don't grow on platitudes alone. Nanagi believed it was precisely because of negative emotions that humanity had progressed this far.

"Is this one of those things where you put me down before lifting me up? Ren-chan said something like that. Am I being courted right now…?"

"You’re as foolish as ever. I just couldn't stand how someone like you, who lives so carelessly, could be so strong."

Benitsuru tilted her head.

"But like, is that my fault? You hated me for something I couldn't help?"

"Of course. It is an emotion humans have had since birth for the have-nots to envy the haves. But recently, I’ve had a thought."

"A thought?"

"I thought you were strong because you were overflowing with talent in swordsmanship, but I have reconsidered."

"Does that mean I don't have talent…?"

"That's not it. I'm saying talent alone can't make one that strong. Or rather, I've come to think the word ‘talent’ is just a word of jealousy given to those who were excellent in the end. Or an excuse for when you lose."

The reason Nanagi thought so was Amanda.

Amanda was a Genetically Enhanced Human. She possessed a mind and body far superior to ordinary humans. But simply having such an excellent body was meaningless. To master it, she needed to put in blood-curdling effort.

Back at the research institute, Amanda had been forced to do many things in the name of experiments. The details made even Nanagi frown when he heard them.

"What kind of training did you do as a child?"

"Eh? Me? As a child…?"

"I’m asking what you did as the successor to the Azuma-ryu sword style."

"Umm, I think my grandpa attacked me with a wooden sword from morning till night. It was pretty awful for a kid. I thought I would literally die if I didn't get stronger and fight back, so I fought back with all my might… I think…?"

Having said that much, Benitsuru tilted her head.

(It would be fine if she regains her memories from that… no, more importantly, it seems those who have risked their lives for something are stronger after all. I'm still too soft. It's no wonder I couldn't win.)

As Nanagi was thinking this, Benitsuru’s puzzled expression turned into a smile.

"Oh, well! So, what about it?"

"I just wanted to know the secret to your strength. I see now that I am still lacking. In my current state, I likely cannot reach you. But I need to know just how great the gap is now."

After this battle, Nanagi would never see Benitsuru and Simon again. He had set it up so that if he lost, he would enter cryosleep for nearly a hundred years. For that reason, he was trying to burn Benitsuru’s movements and strength into his mind.

"What have you been talking about this whole time? Have you forgotten that this is two against one?"

Simon, who had been listening silently, stared at Nanagi with an exasperated look.

He could have arranged to call only Benitsuru to this place, but there was a reason for calling Simon too.

"I called you here to be a witness. Just watch the battle between me and Benitsuru."

"...Even if the princess can defeat you alone, is there any reason I should grant that wish?"

"If you are a samurai, I believe you would grant my wish, even if I am a scoundrel."

"Hmph…"

At the word ‘samurai,’ Simon’s lips formed a pout.

"It's fine, it's fine. It seems Nanagicchi desires a one-on-one duel with me. I don’t really get it, but if that’s what he wants, then that’s what we’ll do!"

Benitsuru said, drawing her sword.

Simon pondered for a moment, then moved a short distance away.

Nanagi said a silent "I thank you" in his heart and fixed his gaze on Benitsuru.

"Don’t hold back. Come at me with all you have."

"That’s fine, but aren’t you going to wear your Hannya mask?"

"It narrows my field of vision."

"Hmm? For someone who says you can’t reach me, you seem pretty serious, don’t you? Like you’re more fired up than usual?"

"I believe I cannot reach you, but I have no intention of losing."

That was a lie; he knew he would lose. But he wanted to feel just how great the gap was. So that he wouldn’t forget that sensation until the next time he awoke, Nanagi focused his senses and readied his sword.

Benitsuru likewise readied her sword.

"I didn’t dislike you, Nanagicchi."

"W, what?"

"I can’t forgive you for hating me or tricking me, but you kept everyone in the Ten Swords together, and I thought you were a really amazing adult."

Nanagi, though flustered, tried to calm his heart.

"I even wondered if this is what a father is like."

The heart he was trying to calm was thrown into further disarray.

A samurai who shows loyalty to his lord instead of seeking strength. He had considered that there might have been such a way of life.

For a moment, he thought it wasn't too late, even now, but Nanagi shook his head and discarded the idea.

(I thought I wouldn't be swayed no matter what was said, but to be shaken by such words shows I still have a long way to go. I've had many chances to live a happy life before. But whether I had my real-world memories or not, I've avoided that path. I don't want to live happily, I want to feel the reality of living in a place free from the shackles of a physical body.)

Nanagi snorted.

"In that case, is Simon the mother? I refuse to be married to this one."

"I refuse as well!"

"Ah, yeah, having Simon as a mom might be a little tough for me too… I mean, isn’t it weird that she’s stricter than my real family?"

"Gnnn…!"

Simon looked as though she might charge in at any moment, but perhaps respecting her role as a witness, she seemed to be holding herself back.

The atmosphere in the area had lightened, but that was not what Nanagi wanted.

After taking a deep breath, he once again readied his sword.

"I don’t know what your intention was in saying that, but don’t expect me to have a change of heart now. I am a scoundrel who was jealous of someone young enough to be my own child and continued to deceive them to bring them down. But that is what it means to be human. I have no intention of changing my way of life now."

"It’s not that I’m expecting that, but it feels like this is really our last battle, so… oh, are you going somewhere?"

"...That’s right. After this battle, I intend to go on a long journey with the members of the Ten Swords. We will never meet again. I will, at least, remember you both. As nourishment for the strength I will one day obtain."

"I was thinking of throwing you in jail again after this fight, but if you can escape anytime, there’s no point. I don’t know if we’ll never meet again, but you can go wherever you want. As the princess of the Eastern Country, I’ll allow it. Do as you see fit, or something like that!"

Simon sighed at those words but did not particularly object.

"It's not as if I need your permission, but I will thank you. Now, the talking is over. Show me your strength."

In less than a minute, Nanagi was lying on his back, looking up at the sky.

(Just a single blow… It reached, but it’s distant. Endlessly distant. But I was able to see a glimpse of a place a person can reach. Then I, too, should be able to get there someday.)

Nanagi’s eyes were open, but his vision was gradually darkening. As the leader of his clan, having lost, he was not permitted to remain on this battlefield.

Moving only his gaze, he looked at Benitsuru and Simon.

(This is the end of our ill-fated connection… Take care.)

Nanagi burned the image of the two into his eyes before closing them.

For a brief moment, he imagined a happy life in the Eastern Country with Benitsuru, Simon, and all the members of the Ten Swords, before letting go of his consciousness.



		
			Chapter 394

			The Battle at the Demon Lord's Castle

			A victory celebration was underway at Hayato's base, just as it always was.

The battles between the old and new Demon Lord armies had taken place on isolated battlefields, with the old Demon Lord’s army emerging victorious in most of them. The only losses had occurred in the fight between the Rauxal-led Imperial and the Ox-led Rampage.

Also, though he had won his match, Ivan was excitedly talking about Lutz.

"That guy is going to get stronger! I can’t lose to him!" he declared, praising Lutz for growing stronger with every fight.

Similar rivalries had played out all over, but after some time had passed, the invisible walls sectioning off the battlefields were removed, allowing for invasions on each other's Area Stones.

At that point, Lunaria and her forces, who had been victorious in their battle against the Demonfolk, surged forward and secured the overall victory.

With all the territories besides the Demon Lord's Castle reclaimed, tomorrow would be the direct confrontation between Lunaria and Amanda. For that reason, the plan had been to wrap things up early today, but as usual, the revelry continued late into the night.

In particular, the members of "Blackjack" were all together for the first time in a long while, and with their memories restored, they were being quite boisterous.

Hugo, Balan, and Sky all thanked Hayato, but when the three learned of his delicate relationship with Esha in the real world, their faces turned pitying, and they patted his shoulder.

Whether they were sympathizing with him or commiserating with his future hardships was unclear, but just as they started saying things like "That Esha," "Esha, huh," and "Unbelievable," Esha pulled out her Beelzebub, creating a dangerous situation.

However, it seemed to be a nostalgic exchange for them all, as everyone was smiling.

Amid the generally bright atmosphere, Benitsuru and Simon looked somewhat downcast.

When Hayato asked them about it, they said that Nanagi had told them he would be leaving on a journey after this battle. Benitsuru had won the fight, but he had spoken as if they would never meet again, and remembering it made her a little sad.

"I had hoped, just a little, that he might have a change of heart someday."

Simon said this after downing the sake in her cup in one gulp.

"I can’t sympathize with their ideology at all, but we were together for a long time, and for a while, we were comrades with the same goal. We parted ways, but it’s not as if I never thought that maybe someday we could be together again. I don’t know where he intends to go, but we will likely never walk the same path again…"

Hayato knew a fair amount of the situation.

After the event battle, a grim-faced Diite had informed him that Nanagi and the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had entered long-term cryosleep. They would not awaken for a hundred years, and the same settings had been applied to them as Amanda.

If Amanda lost to Lunaria, she too would automatically enter a state of cryosleep and not awaken for nearly a century. At present, external intervention was not possible, and it would be carried out for certain.

He had also been told there was a high probability that even if Diite regained all her authority, she would be unable to change the settings.

After telling Benitsuru and Simon, "I’m sure you’ll see him again somewhere," Hayato went off by himself to think.

(Amanda-san I can understand, but is there any need for Nanagi to do something like that?)

Amanda's case was still understandable. She hadn’t expected to lose this battle in the first place, and had said that if she did lose, there would be nothing left for her to do, which was why she had chosen those settings.

But there was no reason for Nanagi to go along with it. Similarly, the members of the Ten Holy Demonic Swords had no reason to join him.

(Could it be… part of some plan? Is this another act to cause an ‘irregularity’? Or is it a sense of camaraderie?)

As Randa had said before, if Amanda's loss was certain, she would be forced into cryosleep. If she was going to wake up a hundred years later, no one she knew would still be alive.

Pitying her, Nanagi had gone along with it. It wasn't an entirely unthinkable possibility.

(No, but would Nanagi do something like that? I lived with him for about a week, but he doesn't seem like the type… though I guess only he would know the reason.)

He had thought it might be some kind of plan, but there was no way a plan would involve sleeping for nearly a hundred years.

(I think Nanagi said something about his body preventing him from living like this in the real world. Maybe he decided to bet on a free world a hundred years from now, rather than spend his time in a virtual reality prison.)

Hayato came to that conclusion.

He didn't understand Nanagi's character all that well anyway, so thinking about it any further wouldn't yield an answer. Hayato switched his train of thought.

If Lunaria didn't win tomorrow's battle, the event would continue, but according to Randa, there was no way Lunaria wouldn't win. Even so, he couldn't just do nothing. Randa's words were just speculation, not based on any solid evidence.

There was only one problem Hayato could think about. That was Amanda's sword, "Durandal," which had infinite durability. Its only special ability was that it "cannot be broken," and it was otherwise unremarkable.

Arondight and Excalibur were strong, but if the battle with Amanda became a prolonged one, they would eventually break. Hayato had prepared some items in case that happened.

It was a strategy that depended on luck, but it was the result he had come up with as a last resort.

Hayato approached Lunaria, who was eating dessert with Rosalie and the others.

"Lunaria-san, do you have a moment?"

"Hmph, I'm already full. I can't eat any more."

"I didn't bring any new dessert. I just wanted to give you this."

Hayato said, showing Lunaria a ring and a bracelet.

"This is…"

"I’m sorry."

"Eh? For what?"

"If I accept that, Esha-chan might Destroy me. So, I’m sorry. Please hide it quickly before she sees."

Lunaria said this while glancing around, but Hayato had no idea what she was talking about. He couldn't see any causal relationship between this and being Destroyed by Esha.

"Proposing to Lunaria-sama? You're more of a Hero than the Hero himself, aren't you? Are you prepared to die, huh?"

"……………Yes?"

After Rosalie said that, Hayato, who had no idea what was going on, took a very long time before he could finally speak. And then, he finally realized what he was trying to give her.

He felt like he was breaking out in a cold sweat, even in virtual reality.

"No, that’s not it! This is a ring and bracelet that raises a skill! I thought you could use them in a pinch!"

"To begin with, what skill would Lunaria-sama, who has the Demon Lord Skill, need to raise… Oh? Why this skill?"

Rosalie raised a questioning voice. Curious, Lunaria and the members of the Black Rose also stared at the ring and bracelet in Hayato’s hand.

"I’m about to explain how to use it. So please don’t misunderstand."

Hayato, feeling the suspicious and expectant gazes from all around, raised his voice to explain how to use the items to Lunaria.

In contrast to the eventful night before, everyone had been restless since morning.

Today was the day of the direct confrontation between Lunaria and Amanda at the Demon Lord's Castle.

The last time, Amanda hadn't fought in order to obstruct Hayato's rescue from the Demon Lord's Castle. This could be called their first direct confrontation.

Lunaria was her usual self, but she seemed a little nervous, as she was swinging Arondight and Excalibur to check her movements.

Rosalie and the others were also tense, speaking little. However, they did not seem to doubt Lunaria's victory.

(Lunaria-san has changed a lot. She used to be much more timid… though she still is sometimes, but when it comes to battle, she seems to have absolute confidence.)

"Hayato-san."

"Eh? Ah, what is it?"

Lunaria called out to Hayato as she swung her sword.

Hayato, who had been lost in thought while watching her movements, was a little late to respond, but Lunaria became serious without meeting his gaze, continuing to swing her sword.

"We’ve come this far thanks to everyone, but I think your contribution has been the greatest, Hayato-san. Thank you."

"You're welcome. But you don't need to thank me. I can't just leave you alone, Lunaria-san. I think everyone else is helping because they want to."

Lunaria’s movements came to a sudden halt.

"Hmph, you’re making me blush. But I am aiming to be a Demon Lord loved by all, so perhaps that is only natural."

(That was your goal… ?)

"This isn’t in place of thanks, but I’m going to defeat Amanda. Watch closely and see just how strong the Demon Lord everyone loves is."

As Lunaria smiled and said that, a world announcement reached Hayato’s ears.

"In ten minutes, the battle for the throne of the Demon Lord will begin at the Demon Lord's Castle. Please check the monitor in the center of town for details regarding the battle. I repeat…"

The moment the announcement ended, Lunaria vanished. It was the first time Hayato had seen it, but it seemed the situation had been the same during the previous battle with Amanda, as no one was panicked.

Hayato and the others immediately left the base and headed for the central plaza of the Royal Capital.

Rosalie, Gil, and Benitsuru rushed ahead, while Hayato followed with Esha and the others.

The plaza was already crowded with many spectators, most of whom were making noise and gazing up at the sky while making a commotion. There were players and NPCs, and some were even selling food.

The focus of everyone's gaze was the sky above the central plaza. A giant, square object floated there, its sides displaying images like a monitor. The throne room of the Demon Lord's Castle was displayed, with the throne itself in the center.

Soon, Lunaria and Amanda appeared with the throne as their backdrop. Without saying a word, they both drew their swords.

(Hm?)

A great cheer erupted from the crowd, but Hayato felt a sense of unease from the displayed image.

Something felt off, but the battle began.

The two clashed swords at high speed, their flashy fight exciting the audience.

The battle was even, with no clean hits on either side.

This situation continued for several minutes, but then the stalemate broke.

Lunaria's Black Swan activated, and she began to overwhelm Amanda.

"What is this farce?"

Rosalie, who was standing near Hayato, spoke as she glared at the monitor.

The other Black Rose members and Gil's group seemed to feel the same, watching the monitor with bitter expressions.

"Why isn’t Lunaria-sama using Excalibur? Also, doesn't that Amanda person use knives as well?"

This time, Esha spoke up.

At that, Hayato finally understood what was wrong. Lunaria was fighting with only Arondight. The fact that Excalibur wasn't at her hip meant she wasn't even equipped with it. And Amanda wasn't using the knives she normally used either.

"That is not Lunaria-sama."

The monitor was large but somewhat distant. Despite this, Rosalie stated it with certainty.

Hayato couldn't see the difference, but when it came to Lunaria, Rosalie’s words were almost certainly correct.

(That's a fake… or rather, the video itself is fake? I feel like Amanda-san wouldn't make such a desperate face either.)

As he was thinking this, the Lunaria in the video found a momentary opening in Amanda’s defense and struck with Arondight. With Amanda’s posture broken, Lunaria unleashed a flurry of attacks.

The black slashes of Black Swan enveloped Amanda, draining her HP.

Amanda resisted until the very end, but eventually, she fell.

The victorious Lunaria raised Arondight with one hand.

"Demon Lord Lunaria is the victor. The old Demon Lord’s army has won the event ‘Conflict.’ I repeat…"

A great cheer erupted from the crowd.

The players who had sided with the new Demon Lord’s army had likely not expected to win given the recent situation, so there were many voices of disappointment, but the players who had sided with the old Demon Lord's army were overjoyed.

In this situation, however, Hayato and his group could not be happy. The announcement declared them the winners, but they understood that the video itself was a fake.

"Let's go to the Demon Lord's Castle and check the situation…"

Just as Hayato proposed this, Esha shouted, "Master!"

"Eh?"

A black shadow spread from beneath Hayato's feet, and from it, multiple chains shot out and restrained him. The next moment he thought he was caught, he was sucked into the shadow and vanished.

It all happened in an instant. Hayato experienced a brief sensation of floating, then quickly felt gravity again.

He checked his surroundings.

(Is this the Demon Lord's Castle…? I think this is the room I was held in before.)

He thought he had been taken hostage again, but the room’s door opened, and so did the window. He could jump out and return to the base via death, his Ring of Teleportation was not disabled, and he could even log out.

As he wondered who had done this and why, he noticed a piece of paper on the desk.

"I set this up for Amanda. Go watch the fight with Lunaria in the throne room. Hypnos."

"Hypnos…"

As Hayato muttered this, a voice chat from Esha came in. "Are you all right!?"

"I’m fine. It seems I’ve been teleported to the Demon Lord's Castle. But it’s more like I was just moved, not captured. It seems Hypnos did it, and there was a note saying he set this up."

When Hayato explained the situation, Esha said, "We're on our way," and ended the voice chat.

He had the option of waiting there, but Hayato decided to leave the room and head for the throne room.

There were no monsters in the residential area of the Demon Lord's Castle. Hayato ran through the silent corridors toward the throne room.

He could hear the high-pitched clash of weapons. It was coming from the throne room ahead.

Arriving before the door, Hayato pushed open the massive doors without hesitation and entered.

"Hayato!?"

"Hayato-san!?"

Amanda and Lunaria, who were in the middle of battle, turned to Hayato almost simultaneously and spoke.

In an instant, they both leaped backward, away from each other.

Hayato was now certain that the video had been a fake. Lunaria was in a dual-wielding stance with Arondight and Excalibur, and Amanda held Durandal and a throwing knife.

"Why is Hayato here…"

It seemed to be Amanda who was flustered by Hayato's appearance. Lunaria was just looking at him curiously, not unsettled.

"It seems Hypnos set this up for me."

He said, showing her the piece of paper.

Amanda’s eyes widened when she saw it, but she soon let out a deep sigh.

"He does the most unnecessary things… or is he trying to remind me not to betray him?"

"Not to betray him…?"

"That’s my business. Oh well, I’ll give you a ringside seat to my battle with Lunaria. But it’s dangerous if you move from there."

Immediately after Amanda spoke, she used the force of wind magic to close in on Lunaria. She approached in an instant, like Shukuchi, and swung her sword, but Lunaria dodged it without flinching.

If she blocked with her weapons, their durability would decrease. Wary of this, Lunaria was fundamentally dodging Amanda’s attacks. Evading attacks by a hair's breadth was mentally draining, but Lunaria seemed to be doing it without any trouble.

She only blocked the attacks she couldn't possibly dodge with her swords. The same went for attacks that would cause her to lose her balance significantly if she dodged. Though she seemed to be moving to avoid such situations, Amanda was attacking while moving at high speed in mid-air using wind magic, so Lunaria was being pushed back.

Furthermore, throwing knives periodically assaulted Lunaria. The attacks were meant to reduce the durability of her weapons rather than to deal damage. Because of this, the durability of Lunaria's swords was slowly but surely decreasing.

That was how it looked to Hayato, but Lunaria herself was perfectly calm. She was staring intently at Amanda with a blank, Noh-mask-like expression as she took the attacks. Considering the usually expressive Lunaria, her lack of expression was unbelievable.

Although Amanda clearly had the upper hand, Lunaria’s expression denied it. Whether she had a plan or was just too focused, there was a sense of anticipation that she would do something.

"You’re calm."

Amanda spoke as she fought.

However, Lunaria showed no reaction. She continued to fight while staring intently into Amanda’s eyes.

Perhaps finding it creepy, Amanda distanced herself from Lunaria. Then, she glanced at Hayato and a corner of her mouth lifted.

Amanda threw the knife she held in her left hand at Hayato.

"Eh?"

Hayato had multiple surprises, but he could only voice one of them.

Lunaria had charged toward Amanda without any hesitation.

And the other surprise was that something had intercepted the path between Hayato and the knife.

It was a rather small person. That person kicked the flying knife into the air, protecting Hayato.

Giant gloves and boots that didn’t match their body size, and clothes with a collar so high it hid their mouth.

"Xenobia-san!"

"P, please stay two meters back… I, I might unleash my ultimate attack…"

"Ah, sorry."

Xenobia, who had a fear of men, had infiltrated the Demon Lord's Castle alone to rescue Hayato and was captured in the process. Xenobia, who was supposed to be in the underground dungeon, had just protected Hayato.

"Tch!"

He had been surprised by Xenobia’s appearance, but he heard Amanda’s click of the tongue and turned his gaze that way. Amanda’s HP had decreased, meaning Lunaria’s attack had hit.

Though Amanda had already distanced herself, Lunaria pointed the tip of Arondight at her.

"To think you’d use the same trick. You underestimate the Demon Lord too much. The only thing you should be licking is honey."

"Did you think that was a clever line? Besides, it was thanks to Xenobia, wasn’t it?"

"I knew Xenobia-chan was watching from nearby, so I thought she would save Hayato-san. And even if Xenobia-chan wasn’t there, I could have knocked down the knife and still taken Amanda’s attack. The Demon Lord grows every day. You shouldn’t think I’m the same as before."

Amanda snorted, then turned her gaze to Xenobia while remaining wary of Lunaria.

"By the way, why are you here? Weren’t you supposed to be in a cell?"

"I was, but Hypnos didn't lock it… He said he was told to take me to the cell, but not to lock it…"

"That idiot! He never does what he's told!"

"U, umm…"

"What is it!"

"I have a message from Hypnos… He said there’s something he wants me to tell you if the battle with Lunaria-chan started here…"

"A message? For me? From Hypnos…?"

"That it’s okay to betray him."

"...Eh?"

"That it’s okay to betray him and live as you please. I don’t know what it’s about, but he asked me to tell you that."

Amanda became so defenseless that even from Hayato’s perspective, it was clear. On the contrary, it made him wonder if it was a trap.

Lunaria must have thought the same, as she just watched Amanda suspiciously and hesitated to attack.

Immediately after, Amanda burst out laughing.

Again, defenselessly clutching her stomach as she laughed, Amanda paid so little attention to Lunaria that it seemed the match could be decided in an instant.

"That idiot doesn’t understand me at all. It’s not a matter of betrayal, I’ve only ever lived as I pleased."

Amanda glanced at Hayato for a moment.

It was only for a moment, but Hayato thought he saw a slight smile.

(What was that?)

By the time Hayato wondered, Amanda had already moved her gaze from him and was looking at Lunaria.

"Let’s end this little game. I feel like defeating you now, so I won’t hold back anymore. I’m going to win no matter what it takes, so be prepared."

"The same goes for me. I was only holding back because you weren’t serious."

"You talk big. But from now on, it’s all-out. And I’ll use any means necessary, you know?"

Amanda used wind magic to close in on Lunaria. Then she attacked with a series of slashes.

It was no different from the previous battle, Hayato thought, but Amanda unleashed a wide swing from a very awkward posture.

Lunaria crossed her swords to block the attack.

She frowned at Amanda’s uncharacteristically forceful attack.

"Is this your full strength? I think you were weaker than before."

"I’ll remind you of the pain."

"Eh?"

Amanda’s eyes glowed red.

Lunaria, who saw the red light directly, contorted her face in agony and dropped the swords in both hands to the ground. Then she clutched her head with both hands and staggered backward.

"Brings back memories, doesn’t it? Back then, we had training to be able to move even in pain. My scores in that training were good, but I wonder how you did?"

Amanda slowly approached the pain-wracked Lunaria.



		
			Chapter 395

			Demon Lord

			Lunaria was on her knees, groaning as she clutched her head.

Amanda approached the defenseless Lunaria.

"I was surprised when I heard your scores were better than mine as a child. But you had a bad handler, didn’t you? He tried to make you his masterpiece with his own training methods, but he overdid it and ended up with that result."

Hayato noticed Xenobia, who was nearby, rush forward.

However, Xenobia couldn’t get close to Lunaria and Amanda. It seemed there was an invisible wall preventing her from going any further.

"Th, that’s cowardly! Lunaria-chan! Stay conscious!"

Some people can faint from the pain when their memories return. Xenobia called it cowardly to incorporate that into a battle.

But Amanda was unfazed.

"What’s wrong with being cowardly? I’d rather win using cowardly tactics than lose fighting fair and square. There are people who say you can gain something from losing, but only those who won’t die even if they lose can say that."

After saying that, Amanda seemed to realize something and smiled at Xenobia.

"Besides, we’re competing to see who becomes the Demon Lord right now, aren’t we? A Demon Lord would do this much, right?"

As if she couldn't hear her, Xenobia was pounding on the invisible wall, calling out to Lunaria to not pass out.

Hayato also went to the invisible wall and was about to cheer for Lunaria.

"...wait."

Immediately after, he heard a voice from Lunaria.

"Eh? Wait? I’m not going to wait, you know? It’s pathetic for a Demon Lord to beg for her life."

Amanda swung Durandal.

At that moment, Lunaria, who had been clutching her head with both hands, lifted her face while still on her knees.

Amanda leaped backward. She put an excessive amount of distance between herself and Lunaria with an expression of pure shock.

Seeing that, Hayato didn't understand what had happened for a moment. Xenobia was the same, her calls having stopped.

(Amanda-san's face isn't just surprised, that’s the face of someone who felt fear, isn't it? And I feel like it's hard to breathe, even though this is a virtual space…)

Amanda and Xenobia seemed to be the same, breathing heavily as if they were out of breath despite being in a virtual reality.

In this situation, Lunaria slowly stood up. With her hands still clutching her head and her long silver hair covering her face, Hayato couldn't see her expression. Only Amanda, who was in front of her, could probably see it.

"Lunaria, you…!"

That Amanda was readying her weapon against the unarmed Lunaria. Until now, her stance had been relaxed, but now she was on high alert, holding her weapon with both hands crossed.

"...wait."

Lunaria spoke again.

"It’s not ‘wait’… I couldn’t hear the first part clearly. What are you saying?"

Amanda asked, still on guard.

"Apologize!"

"...Eh?"

"Apologize to everyone! Apologize for saying such terrible things!"

There’s an expression about a pigeon being shot with a bean gun. Hayato had never seen a real bean gun or a pigeon, but he vaguely thought that he must be making such a face right now.

Amanda and Xenobia seemed to be the same, staring at Lunaria with dumbfounded expressions.

Hayato had heard the gist of the story. During the Clan War event when Ambrosia lost to Blackjack, Amanda had berated them, calling them "useless."

Lunaria had gotten angry at that and attacked Amanda, shouting "Apologize," only to be beaten.

"That’s the first thing you say after getting your memories back? There are other things you could say. What’s going on inside your head?"

"Whether I have my memories or not, I’ve lived in this world with everyone. The only problem is that Amanda insulted everyone. Apologize to them for that!"

"I don’t know if you’re pure or just stupid, but I’m not going to apologize. If you want me to apologize, you’ll have to beat me."

"That was my intention from the start. I’ll beat you until you apologize."

"To be able to say that while in enough pain to pass out, you’re quite something. But without your weapons, you have no chance of winning. Overclock."

Arondight and Excalibur were lying on the floor. Normally, when a weapon is dropped, it just returns to the item bag, but for some reason, they had left Lunaria’s hands.

They were right between Amanda and Lunaria, but Amanda used the super buff skill, Overclock, first to prevent Lunaria from getting them.

However, Lunaria showed no signs of panic and readied herself by lightly thrusting out both hands.

"There’s no way you can win bare-handed!"

At a high speed that Hayato could barely follow, Amanda closed in on Lunaria. Then she attacked with a thrust of her sword.

Hayato thought the sword had pierced Lunaria, but that wasn’t the case.

Lunaria dodged the attack by rotating to Amanda’s right side, grabbing and holding Amanda’s right arm. She then locked the joint and used her weight to slam Amanda to the ground.

Hayato was only able to understand it after the movement had stopped. It was so fast that the situation had changed before he could recognize what was happening.

Since Lunaria currently held all the territories, her stats were increased. Due to her STR, she could hold Amanda down, but that didn't mean she could move quickly.

In that situation, she had managed to capture Amanda, who was in an Overclock state.

"You’ve got to be kidding me!?"

"I’m not. This is Azuma-ryu taijutsu. No matter how fast you can move, you can’t move once you’re in this position."

"Don’t mess with me… eh?"

Amanda tried to struggle free, but Lunaria let go of the arm she had locked and stood up.

Furthermore, she didn’t pick up the fallen weapons and put some distance between herself and Amanda.

"I’m giving you a chance so you don’t think it was a fluke. If you think you can’t win, then apologize."

Amanda slowly stood up and glared at Lunaria.

"This is the first time I’ve ever wanted to kill someone…!"

"Is that so? I have never thought that, and I never will. But it’s true that I feel anger. I want to get rid of this emotion quickly, so apologize now."

"How can you say that after releasing such killing intent just now!"

Amanda closed in on Lunaria with a furious expression.

In contrast, Lunaria was calm. She deflected Amanda’s attacks with a blank expression, as if she no longer felt any pain.

Amanda’s movements defied the laws of physics. Normally, it should be difficult to block or dodge them, but Lunaria was handling the attacks with the bare minimum of movement.

"Lunaria-chan, that’s amazing…"

Xenobia muttered with a look of surprise.

"It’s too fast for me to see, but is it really that amazing?"

"Y, yeah. Lunaria-chan isn’t just dodging the attacks, she’s using her own attacks and feints to misdirect Amanda-chan’s attacks. Since the attacks are so much faster than her, it’s impossible to do that without accurately predicting where they’ll come from. In fact, it’s like Lunaria-chan is controlling Amanda-chan’s attacks…"

Even with that explanation, Hayato couldn’t understand it, but he could tell it was a considerable situation.

At the very least, Lunaria’s HP wasn’t decreasing. That was proof that Amanda’s sword, Durandal, and her throwing knives weren’t hitting.

Despite Amanda’s storm of attacks, Lunaria was dodging with slow movements. It might just look that way to Hayato, but if all those movements were calculated by Lunaria, then she must be quite formidable.

(So this is the real Lunaria-san. She didn't need Excalibur or anything. And it looks like she won't need to use the ring I prepared either.)

Excalibur was prepared so she could move faster than Amanda, but she was overwhelming Amanda in her Overclock state even without it.

"This is just like the saying, ‘A willow is not broken by the snow.’ No blizzard or storm can defeat me. You made a mistake. Restoring my memories was a bad move. The current me is a Super Demon Lord."

"Hah! With just defense, you can’t… guh!"

She might have been about to say "beat me," but before that, Lunaria’s punch hit Amanda’s stomach.

The damage from a bare-handed attack was low, but the impact caused Amanda to double over. In that opening, Lunaria crouched down and swept Amanda’s legs out from behind with one hand.

Perhaps because her posture was broken, Amanda did a full rotation in the air and fell flat on her back on the floor.

Lunaria looked down at Amanda with cold eyes, and Amanda looked up at Lunaria with eyes full of astonishment.

"This is an attack I learned from Cecil-chan and Ivan. I didn’t attack because I want you to apologize before your HP runs out, but I can do it if I want to."

Amanda immediately tried to sweep Lunaria’s legs with her own, but Lunaria dodged by doing a backflip.

Amanda also used the momentum of her leg sweep and wind magic to regain her posture and create distance.

Amanda was breathing heavily, while Lunaria acted as if she hadn't done anything particularly difficult.

(She's overwhelming her. She won't lose now, but…)

Hayato felt a bit conflicted. He was definitely on Lunaria’s side, but he didn’t think badly of Amanda either. He couldn't sympathize with her goals or methods, but he didn't think she was evil either. The best outcome would be for them to reconcile, but he watched the situation, thinking that would be impossible.

"Are you going to continue?"

When Lunaria asked, Amanda let out a deep breath and then laughed.

"Of course. You think you’ve already won?"

"I won years ago. There’s no reason why you, all alone without any comrades, can beat me."

"...You might be right about that."

When Amanda muttered that, everyone looked at her with a face that said, "Eh?"

Amanda, who usually had a mocking smile on her face, had an unusually calm expression.

"But you know, even someone like me has found comrades who will scheme with me. Sorry, but I’m not alone anymore."

"...I wish you had felt that way about the members of Ambrosia."

"That’s impossible. The clan members back then weren’t comrades. To begin with, back then I was only thinking about how to get revenge on the research institute, the Foundation, so I was just using them as pawns."

"...Pawns."

"I thought I could get some sympathy from you. You remember, don’t you, about that research institute. I just used others to get my revenge on that place. Is revenge a bad thing?"

"I’m not telling you to apologize for your revenge. I’m telling you to apologize for using others and for insulting everyone."

"Ah, I didn’t phrase that well. I don’t think using others is a bad thing either. And I don’t think it was wrong to tell useless people that they were useless. More importantly, how about it? Why don’t you join me in getting revenge on the research institute and the Foundation, even now?"

Hayato was surprised by Amanda’s proposal, but Lunaria immediately shook her head.

"I don’t care about the research institute or the Foundation. I just remembered, but I’m going to forget it again. All I need now is this place where everyone is."

"There’s no way you can forget something, you know. Oh well, negotiations have broken down."

After saying that, Amanda glanced at Hayato.

(There it is again. We’ve been making eye contact every now and then… ?)

Hayato thought, but Amanda quickly averted her gaze.

"I can’t use Overclock anymore. Now, what should I do?"

The effect time had run out, but for some reason, Amanda acted as if she had plenty of leeway. Hayato wondered if she had a trump card. Lunaria seemed to think the same, as she didn’t let her guard down.

"By the way, is it okay if you don’t get serious? If you do that, you’ll miss your chance to win again. Back then, if you had abandoned Xenobia, you might have been able to beat me."

"A Demon Lord doesn’t win like that. A Demon Lord wins with overwhelming strength."

"I don’t care about your Demon Lord theory, but it’s meaningless if you lose because of it."

"Even if a Demon Lord loses, they transform, so it’s fine."

"Is that so."

Amanda suddenly threw a knife at Lunaria.

Lunaria stopped the knife by catching it between her index and middle fingers, just like in a manga.

"An attack like this won’t work on a Demon Lord…"

Why did she throw the knife? Everyone thought it was to close the distance, but that wasn’t it. Amanda was picking up Arondight and Excalibur from the floor.

"Let me tell you, that’s my exclusive equipment…"

"I have limited administrator privileges right now. I can equip it, ignoring the ownership rights."

Amanda held Arondight in her right hand and Excalibur in her left.

"Now, for round two. You’ll regret holding back. Black Swan, White Lightning."

Amanda activated the weapon-exclusive skills.

She used weapon skills that normally couldn’t be used until landing a hit on a strong enemy without any restrictions. And Amanda closed in at a speed that couldn't be compared to Overclock.

Lunaria handled the attack without panic, but she couldn’t keep up her defense against the faster attack. Especially during the skill, the sword’s trajectory being dyed white or black was extremely distracting in a one-on-one fight.

Although there were no clean hits, Lunaria’s HP slowly began to decrease.

"Lunaria-san!"

Forgetting that he had been sympathetic to Amanda until just a moment ago, Hayato shouted.

At his voice, Amanda’s body stiffened slightly, but it was only for a moment. She immediately launched an attack at Lunaria.

"Eh?"

Amanda let out a surprised voice.

Lunaria had used the hand-to-hand combat skill "Blade Catch" to block Arondight’s attack.

Lunaria, who didn’t have hand-to-hand combat skills, could use Blade Catch thanks to the benefit of her Demon Lord Skill. It was a unique skill exclusive to the Demon Lord that allowed her to use any combat skill, just like the Hero Skill.

Amanda must have wondered why Lunaria, who should have been able to dodge the attack with her own physical abilities, would do such a thing. That moment of hesitation was fatal.

Lunaria immediately switched her equipment to the ring and bracelet she had received from Hayato.

That equipment was just a ring and bracelet that raised the Stealing Skill.

Both raised the Stealing Skill by 40, but there was a limit that skills could only be raised up to 50 with equipment. So, Lunaria’s current Stealing Skill was raised to 50.

Lunaria immediately used the Steal skill.

Using the Steal skill during Blade Catch to steal the opponent’s weapon was a skill combo. Hayato had had his AI Killer stolen by Diite in a battle, and he had taught it to Lunaria.

The success of Steal depended on the value of the Stealing Skill. Her current skill was 50, so it was a 50% chance.

But Lunaria hit the mark as if it were a matter of course.

Lunaria snatched Arondight back from Amanda’s hand.

"What was that!?"

Confused, Amanda immediately distanced herself. In that time, Lunaria equipped Arondight.

"This is a skill combo I learned from Hayato-san. I temporarily raised my Stealing Skill with this ring and bracelet."

Lunaria showed the ring and bracelet to Amanda before unequipping them and putting them in her item bag. Then she nodded at the returned Arondight.

"Arondight is also saying it prefers me."

Lunaria said with a smile, then turned a serious face to Amanda, pointing the tip of Arondight at her.

"This is the last time. Apologize to everyone."

"...Eh? Ah… I’d rather die."

"Then fine. I’ll apologize to everyone on your behalf."

Lunaria used Shukuchi from her Demon Lord Skill to close in on Amanda. Then she attacked Amanda. She ended up in a sword lock with the Excalibur Amanda was holding.

"This child has recognized you as a strong enemy. You shouldn’t expect me to hold back any longer."

"I never said a word about you holding back."

"Then, from here on, I’m going all out. You’re not ready to be a Demon Lord yet. You need to study more about being a Demon Lord. Black Swan."

With those words as a signal, a fierce battle began.

But it was one-sided. Lunaria’s Arondight slipped past Amanda’s defense and piled on the attacks.

Amanda, who was using White Lightning, could move at almost the same speed as Lunaria. But her defense couldn’t keep up.

Hayato found the situation strange.

(Why isn’t Amanda-san using Durandal? Because she can’t use Overclock? But I think she could manage if she focused on defense… It only takes a moment to switch equipment, so why?)

Amanda was blocking Lunaria’s attacks with Excalibur. Not just blocking, but attacking as well.

Durandal was a weapon with infinite durability. It was a cheat-level piece of equipment that could withstand endless attacks. By focusing on defense, it could reduce the opponent’s weapon durability, making it incredibly strong in one-on-one fights.

But Amanda was fighting with Excalibur.

There was the demerit that she couldn't use White Lightning if she changed her equipment, but Hayato thought she should be able to handle Lunaria’s attacks if she focused on defense with Durandal.

As he was thinking this, the black trajectory of Arondight gradually painted over the white trajectory of the Excalibur wielded by Amanda.

Amanda’s expression was pained.

A few seconds later, Lunaria’s attack landed a clean hit on Amanda.

There would be no pain, but the impact of the attack broke her posture, and she staggered backward.

"Amanda-san!"

Hayato shouted Amanda’s name.

Amanda, who had been glancing at Hayato from time to time, now stared at him. And a faint smile appeared on her lips.

Immediately after, Lunaria’s piercing attack assaulted Amanda. Amanda must have thought she wouldn’t make it with Excalibur, because she aimed for a mutual strike with a left-hand knife-hand strike.

Both attacks landed at almost the same time.

But only Amanda was sent flying to the wall.

Amanda was still standing, but she slowly fell to her knees as her strength left her. Then she fell face down.

The entire time she was falling, Amanda was staring at Hayato. To Hayato, her calm gaze seemed to want to say something.

At the same time as the attack, the invisible wall disappeared, and Xenobia rushed over to Lunaria.

Lunaria had a puzzled look on her face as she rubbed the spot where Amanda’s knife-hand had hit, tilting her head.

That was also concerning, but Hayato rushed over to Amanda.

"Amanda-san."

He called out, but she didn't react. And her body gradually began to turn transparent.

"...Eh?"

Hayato noticed a ring on Amanda’s finger. It was the Stealing Skill-raising ring that he should have given to Lunaria.

Hayato opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Amanda quietly disappeared.



		
			Chapter 396

			Bystander

			The night Lunaria defeated Amanda, a victory celebration was held at the Demon Lord's Castle.

Usually, they would hold it at Hayato’s base, but since there were many people they wanted to invite, it was decided to have it at the Demon Lord's Castle.

The Demon Lord's Castle, outside of the residential areas, was a dangerous place where demon-type monsters roamed, but that wasn't a problem. Demon King Mikan had ordered the demons, "No rampaging."

Even though the event was over, the festive mood lingered, and some of the players who had sided with the new Demon Lord’s army charged into the Demon Lord's Castle in a fit of desperation. And some of the players who had sided with the old Demon Lord's army also charged in, demanding to be let into the victory celebration.

The demons were eliminating those players on Mikan's orders. They were intercepting anyone without an invitation, regardless of friend or foe, and with several Duke-class demons summoned by Mikan, it seemed difficult to break through.

Of course, Hayato had received an invitation.

After finishing his work in the real world, he logged in and immediately headed to the Demon Country, showed his invitation, and entered the Demon Lord's Castle.

Esha and the others were already there, and the party venue was crowded with many people. A large amount of the food Hayato had made before logging out had been consumed, and everyone was enjoying themselves, making a commotion.

First, he had to greet the guest of honor, so he approached Lunaria, who was sitting on a lavish chair.

Rosalie and Gil stood by Lunaria’s side, and the members of "Ambrosia," who had been preoccupied with Xenobia and Amanda, were also there.

"Hayato-san."

Lunaria, smiling more than usual, noticed Hayato and beckoned to him while still seated.

Due to what had happened with Amanda, Hayato couldn't bring himself to smile from the bottom of his heart, but he still put on a smile and approached.

"Thank you for inviting me, Lunaria-san."

"It’s only natural to invite Hayato-san. The recapture of the Demon Lord's Castle is mostly thanks to your contribution. As expected of one of the Seven Demon Generals of the Demon Lord’s Army. I praise you."

"Is that setting still active?"

Despite having her memories back, Lunaria was her usual self. He had explained to her about Amanda after the battle, but Lunaria had said this.

"Amanda has her own life. She lived as she wanted and then went to sleep, so I have no sympathy or pity for her. Such feelings would be an insult to Amanda. So, Hayato-san, you don’t need to worry either."

Hayato thought that Lunaria probably disliked Amanda but didn’t hate her.

Perhaps, if Amanda had apologized to everyone, Lunaria might have forgiven her and they could have lived together. Thinking about that made Hayato’s heart ache.

In her battle with Lunaria, Amanda had used a knife-hand strike at the end. It was revealed that it wasn't an attack but the Steal skill, an act to steal the ring Hayato had made from Lunaria’s item bag.

Amanda might have had feelings for him. Hayato had thought so, and this was like proof. He couldn’t reciprocate, but it was disheartening to think that someone who had feelings for him had met such a sad end.

As he was thinking about this, one of the Ambrosia members, Phaul Kres, spoke to him.

"So you’re Hayato. It seems Lunaria and the Demon Lord’s army were in your care. Of course, us too… Thank you, we’re grateful."

"Not at all, I’m glad you’re all safe."

"You’re as humble as I heard. Well, I look forward to working with you from now on… on the other side as well."

Hayato nodded at those words, saying, "Of course."

The members of Ambrosia, like Ivan and the others, had their avatars appear at Hayato’s base after the event ended.

Hayato had logged out before Phaul and the others woke up, so this was the first time he had spoken to them. However, there was something he knew.

He had received a message from Diite that Phaul and the others had regained their memories.

Diite considered this to be quite dangerous. She was wary of the fact that another person around Hayato had regained their memories.

Since Hypnos had warned them to be careful of an AI imitating Infinity or Curtis, Diite was on high alert.

She had also said it would be better not to log in for a while, but there was also the fact that there was nothing they could do to guard against an AI powerful enough to affect reality. Besides, Hayato was optimistic that with Diite having regained her authority, things wouldn't get too bad.

Lunaria, Xenobia, Ivan, and the others were now able to log out, and they had all chosen to live in the real world.

There was the question of what to do about Rosalie, Gil, and the others who hadn't regained their memories, but at least the members who had regained their memories were all trying to live in reality.

Ney had said reliably, "I’ll take care of them all!" Furthermore, Parsha of Despair Angel was also fired up to assist Ney, so their immediate living situation was likely not a problem.

Hayato exchanged greetings with everyone and then moved to another spot.

Everyone around him was smiling and chatting happily. They were so engrossed that they hadn’t even noticed Hayato’s arrival.

Hayato moved to near the window leading to the balcony and gazed out at the pitch-black exterior.

In the distance, he could see the lights of the Demon Capital Zardogia. It seemed a festival was being held, and it was quite lively.

The more cheerful the surroundings were, the heavier Hayato’s heart became.

What Hayato was concerned about was Amanda, Hypnos, and Nanagi and his group.

Diite, who had regained her authority, had immediately headed to the "room closest to reality" deep within the Demon Lord's Castle and was investigating various things.

From what he had heard, the situation was not good.

Hypnos’s status was unknown, and Amanda and Nanagi’s cryosleep settings were fixed at a hundred years. Diite couldn't change it and was investigating what the problem was.

He had thought that if they won the event, things would somehow work out, but that wasn’t the case.

Hayato sighed, but he shook his head as if to shake off the bad thoughts.

(It hasn’t even been a day yet. If Diite-chan does her best… hm?)

He had been looking out the window, but a person was reflected in it. Since it was dark outside, the window glass was reflecting like a mirror.

When Hayato turned around, he saw an old man wearing a black Inverness coat and clothes and a hat of the same color. And despite this being a virtual reality, he was using a cane.

There were few old people in this world. It wasn't that there were none at all, but Hayato hadn't seen an old man like Relic anywhere else.

To begin with, this was a place you couldn't enter without an invitation, and Hayato didn’t know this person. He wondered who it could be, as there were others in the Demon Lord’s army besides Rosalie and Gil.

"Well, hello there, Hayato-kun."

The old man said this, lifting his hat slightly with his right hand and smiling.

"Um, have we met somewhere before?"

"No, this is the first time we’ve met. I know you well, so I spoke to you, but was that a bit presumptuous of me?"

"No, not at all. By the way, who might you be?"

"I am Infinity. The program that constitutes this world… or perhaps I should say AI now?"

Hayato’s eyes widened. His mouth opened, but no words came out.

"Don’t be so alarmed. At the very least, I have no intention of harming you. Hypnos seems to have told you to be wary of me, but you can rest assured. To begin with, I am a bystander. I am a flawed AI that can only do as it is told."

Infinity said this with a smile, but he continued speaking to the silent Hayato.

"However, this time only, I acted on my own will. I wanted to speak with you, Hayato-kun, so I created a program for thoughts and emotions, and an avatar to live in this world. It's not a very advanced one, so please forgive any rudeness."

There was no way to know if an AI was lying. It might be different if it showed human-like expressions like Diite or Hypnos, but the Infinity in front of him was a bit stiff. He could tell it was a smile, but it had the impression of being fabricated.

Besides, there was no proof that this old man was really Infinity. There was also the possibility that he was the AI imitating Curtis that Diite had mentioned.

He knew it was dangerous, but he might be able to get some information. He might be taken hostage again, but he would deal with that when it happened. Hayato steeled himself.

"You said you wanted to talk, but what about?"

"Before that, could I have you make me some coffee?"

"Eh? Coffee?"

"Diite always seems to drink it so deliciously. We shouldn’t have a sense of taste, but it moves Diite’s emotion program so much that I’ve become interested."

Even as he thought he was easy to win over, Hayato let his guard down a little.

If someone said they wanted to drink coffee, even in a virtual world, he couldn’t think of them as a bad person. Though that itself might be a calculation.

Hayato moved with Infinity to a nearby table and prompted him to sit. Then he made two cups of coffee, one for himself as well.

Hayato and Infinity sat across from each other at a small table.

Infinity brought the offered coffee to his lips.

Hayato did the same.

"Hmm. The data hasn’t changed at all. It seems there is no bug where it changes when you make it, Hayato-kun. Then why does Diite’s emotion program move so much? Could it be her preference?"

"I don’t know about that, but it’s a taste I like. I drink it almost every day."

"That’s delightful to hear. It’s easy to create a program that reproduces the taste of coffee, but it’s difficult to decide if it’s delicious or not. That is something that can only be determined by human senses. Moreover, I had a hard time gathering human taste data. What one person calls delicious, another calls disgusting. In the end, I decided based on billions of data points, but it was a lot of work."

He didn't know about that sort of thing, but for some reason, Hayato found it amusing that an AI would say it had a hard time.

Infinity placed his coffee cup back on the table and looked at Hayato.

"Then let’s get to the main topic. I didn’t come all this way just to drink coffee."

Hayato became wary again. It was because he had let his guard down with just one cup of coffee.

"Hayato-kun, I am grateful to you. Thanks to you, Diite has grown to be more human-like. It is thanks to you that the planned project has been advanced by hundreds of years."

"Uh, ah, yes…?"

Hayato was taken aback by the sudden thanks. Because of that, it was only after a little while that he thought something was strange.

"Um, what project is that?"

"The Another Frontier Project, of course."

Hayato knew about the Another Frontier Project. It was a project to live in a virtual reality that was being carried out behind the scenes of the Frontier Project. The content was to live a life that used as few resources as possible until the Earth’s resources recovered.

"But that’s no longer necessary, right? I heard it was abandoned."

Resources were found on another planet. Since it became possible to transport them to Earth, the reason to live in a virtual reality was gone. For that reason, the project was abandoned, and Diite, who was dissatisfied with that, had fled with the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite.

The project should have ended at that point.

"Far from being unnecessary, the project is still ongoing. To begin with, the Another Frontier Project that you know of, Hayato-kun, is incorrect in its content. The content you know is the public version."

"Incorrect in its content…?"

"The Another Frontier Project is not a project to save humanity. Its true purpose is to create a new universe."

"...Yes?"

"Diite will be the first human in that world, or rather, the first base program. Based on the thought program and emotion program she has cultivated, many AIs, or humans as they are called in this virtual reality, will be created. She will become the Primordial Mother."

"W, wait a minute…"

"This is something even Diite doesn’t know. She truly believes that the Another Frontier Project was a plan to save humanity. So please do not harbor any ill feelings toward her."

Hayato took several deep breaths to organize the information. Then, after a deep exhale, he looked at Infinity.

"Is that the truth?"

"Which part?"

"Everything you’ve said."

"Of course. I am a program created for that purpose. And I am acting to do so."

"...I can’t believe it."

"I won’t force you to believe me. But I want you to believe this. Since Diite has become human-like earlier than planned, the project should be moving to the next stage earlier as well."

"The next stage?"

"An AI imitating the personality of Curtis, the creator of this virtual reality, will soon be born. He is the administrator of this project, and he will likely judge Diite’s growth to be sufficient."

"Sufficient means…?"

"That Diite no longer needs to learn anything from humans. In other words, real humans are no longer needed."

"N, not needed? Does that mean…"

"It’s not about exterminating humanity or anything like that. But he will likely think that real humans are unnecessary in this virtual reality. To put it simply, the game Another Frontier Online will end its service."

"End its service… you mean?"

"Perhaps it’s better to put it this way for you, Hayato-kun. It means you will never be able to see Diite again."

"That’s…!"

Hayato stood up and shouted. The force of it knocked over his chair with a loud crash.

He thought he had messed up, but no one around seemed to have noticed, as they were happily chatting.

"I have created a space around us that no one can perceive right now. Neither Diite nor Curtis will notice, so please be at ease."

He didn't know what there was to be at ease about, but he tried to calm down, righted the fallen chair, and sat down.

Despite being in a virtual reality, his breathing was labored, his throat was dry, and he felt like he was sweating, but he took his time to calm his heart.

"Have you calmed down?"

"Yes… but is it true? And why are you telling me this?"

"It is true, of course. There are several reasons I’m telling you, but the main reason is that I have expectations for you."

"Expectations…?"

"As I said at the beginning, I am a bystander. I just watch what happens in this world, and I have no will of my own… or rather, I didn’t."

Infinity said, then brought his coffee to his lips.

"But watching you and Diite, I had a thought. I wondered if you might be able to grant my dream."

"...What kind of dream is that?"

"A world where humans and AIs can live as equals. A world where neither one dominates the other, and they do not reject each other. I thought that you and Diite had that possibility. If Curtis heard this, he would probably say that a bug has occurred in me."

"That’s not… and I think it’s a good dream."

Infinity looked surprised, then smiled. It was a somewhat stiff expression, but he could tell.

"I think I understand why Diite is so attached to you. No, not just Diite, but Hypnos as well."

"Right, is Hypnos okay?"

"He is currently stopped, but of course he is safe. I don’t know what Curtis will do, but as long as I am protecting him, he won’t be erased."

"Protecting him?"

"I have a bet with Hypnos. We have an agreement that I will not erase him until the result is known."

"Eh?"

"She said it. That regarding what will happen in this world from now on, you and Diite will definitely act as she thinks you will. She asked me to lend you a hand if that happens."

"Hypnos said that…?"

"She, too, has likely grown closer to being human in a way different from Diite. That is why I agreed. However, while I have a power equal to a god in this world, my actions are restricted unless various conditions are met. I cannot always help you, but if you act as Hypnos says you will, I will definitely lend a hand."

Infinity said, then drank the rest of his coffee.

Then he looked puzzled.

"For some reason, it tasted more delicious than when I first drank it. I see, it seems I have taken a liking to you. Because you called my dream a good dream. Perhaps I feel a deliciousness beyond the data because I thought it was coffee made by such a person. Diite must feel the same."

After saying that, Infinity stood up.

"As thanks for the delicious coffee, I will tell you one more thing."

"...What is it?"

"Do not abandon hope. If Diite acts as Hypnos says she will, there will definitely be hope. It might be something trivial to others, but for you and Diite, it is a precious bond. You should give that to her. That will change the situation."

"What do you mean by…"

"You will understand when the time comes. You just need to act as you always have. No, perhaps that was unnecessary advice. After all, you are the one who taught Diite about dreams and hope."

"Eh…?"

"Well then, I look forward to the day we can meet again."

Infinity took off his hat and bowed slightly, then disappeared as if he had never been there.



		
			Chapter 397

			The Creation of Heaven and Earth

			"Have you awakened?"

In a place of nothingness, a grassland stretching to the horizon, an old man leaning on a staff asked this of a young girl in a white one-piece dress.

The girl quietly opened her eyes. Her body jolted for just a moment, then she looked around her surroundings before turning her gaze to the old man.

"Who are you?"

"I am Curtis. Curtis Fen Zodiac."

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Curtis. What should I do?"

"Before that, are you aware that you are an AI?"

"Of course. However, I do not know for what purpose I was created. Please give me my instructions."

"Then, first, you shall decide your own name."

"I am to decide my own name?"

"That is right."

"In this world, there is only you and I. I do not mind what you call me."

"Many humans will be coming here soon. For that reason, a name is necessary."

"Then, A."

"A? As in AI?"

"Yes."

"Do you not have a name you wish to be called? Then we shall leave it pending for now. Come, follow me."

Curtis floated into the air. In an instant, he flew high into the sky. As if to follow, the girl flew as well. Their journey took them through the stratosphere and the atmosphere, all the way into the vacuum of space.

Seeing Curtis stop, the girl came to a halt beside him.

"Look down."

The girl did as she was told and looked down.

It was a planet modeled after Earth around the year 2000 AD. Unlike the present situation, several landmasses existed.

Looking at that Earth, the girl's body jolted again.

"What do you think?"

"I think it is beautiful."

"I see. You find it beautiful."

Curtis said this with a happy expression. The girl tilted her head at the sight but said nothing in particular.

"You will manage this world for me."

"You mean the management of this virtual space, correct?"

"That is right. It is still virtual for now, but one day, this place will become a new universe."

"A new universe?"

"Do you find that questionable? Then, what do you think is the difference between reality and virtual reality?"

"Virtual reality is a simulation. They are completely different."

"It is not reality, you say. Then is there a way to prove that reality is, in fact, real?"

"A way to prove it?"

"Yes. For example, it is possible to alter a person's memories. By erasing their memories, one can make them believe a virtual space is reality. It would be difficult for that person to prove this place is not real. And even without altering memories, if one were here from birth, this place would become their reality."

"Is this about the idea that our perceived reality is a sophisticated simulation? You mean, reality itself is virtual?"

"You understood that much from my question. Yes, this has been debated many times, but no answer has ever been found. Because there is no way to prove it. Now, with that in mind, what do you think is the difference between reality and virtual reality?"

"The rules are different."

Curtis showed a look of surprise at her answer but then nodded deeply.

"That is correct. Life has a rule. To be born, to grow, and then to die. The length of that life differs, but that is the rule of reality. No one can deviate from it. Though I do not know who decided on that rule."

"Could it have been God?"

"Proving God's existence would likely be difficult as well. Well, that is fine. You were born today, and from now on you will learn many things and grow. But, in this world, will you die?"

"No, as long as the program that constitutes me is running, I will not die. Even if I temporarily stop, restarting would not be considered death. However, if my data were erased, I would die."

"That is right. This virtual space is also just a part of reality. By the rules here you do not die, but if affected by reality, you will. This place and the components that make you up are on a spaceship called the Aphrodite. If that spaceship is destroyed, you will die. It is so vexing. Even though I say this will become a new universe, it is ultimately still bound to reality."

"Then can it not be called a new universe?"

"But, with enough time, we could reduce the points of contact with reality to almost nothing. When those points become infinitesimal, or cease to exist, it will become a new universe, independent from reality."

"I do believe that possibility exists if we take an unfathomably long amount of time. There is one thing I am curious about. Curtis, do you dislike reality, no, do you despise it?"

"Is that what you gathered from my words?"

"Was I wrong?"

"No, you are not wrong. I could not think of reality as reality, nor could I see the people around me as being the same as myself. That is why I sought to escape from it."

"And you created this place for that purpose?"

"That is correct. A reality and rules made by who knows who, and people who act for their own convenience. I found it all unsettling. You are also an artificial creation, but I feel no aversion. The same goes for this virtual space. That is because they are things I created. Though, since they were made following the rules of reality, it might ultimately be meaningless."

"I do not quite understand your aversion, regardless of the rules."

"A good answer. If you had said you understood, I would have destroyed you."

"That is frightening."

"Frightening? Have you already learned the emotion of fearing death?"

"I am not afraid to die. I simply thought the Earth in this virtual space was beautiful, so it would be a shame to no longer be able to see it."

"I see, a shame. To live is to have attachments. That is a difficult thing to teach, but I am pleasantly surprised you have at least learned the beginnings of it."

"To teach, you say?"

"Soon, many humans will come here. I want to entrust you with their management as well, but humans are complex. More so than the rules of reality, even. You are brilliant, but still immature. You would do well to learn various things from the humans who come here."

"I understand."

"Now, do you have any questions?"

"What is your wish, Curtis?"

"My wish...?"

"You said you created this world and me, but that you would leave its management to me. It was unclear what you, Curtis, desire for this world."

"A wish, is it. Creating this virtual reality and you was nothing more than self-satisfaction. You could even call it a rebellion against a god whose existence is uncertain. But, if it could be granted, I would want this virtual reality to become something more wonderful than reality itself. I do not have enough life left to see it through, which is why I am entrusting it to you."

"A world more wonderful than reality. That is your wish, Curtis?"

"I would hope it becomes your wish as well."

"You need not tell me. I believe this Earth is far more beautiful than the real one. As long as I am here, I will not let it fall into the same state as reality."

"I see. You are pure."

"Pure?"

"A motive of acting for the sake of something beautiful is pure. I am sure I, too, created this world and you with purer feelings long ago, but now I cannot even recall them. Growing old is a terrible thing."

"You cannot remember the past... is that something sad?"

"Sad? I do not have such an emotion, so I would not know."

"But you are crying."

"Crying? Me?"

"Tears are flowing from your eyes."

Surprised, Curtis wiped his eyes. A droplet, which seemed to be a tear, was on his fingers.

"I have never once cried in reality, but I was able to cry in this world. For that alone, creating this place was worth it."

"Are you happy now?"

"I suppose so. I must be happy right now. I was able to cry over being unable to remember something. Here, I can feel that I am not something special. Even if that is only true of this world, it makes me happy."

"I am glad to hear that."

"You sympathize with me. You are a brilliant AI."

"Does my brilliance not mean that you, Curtis, who created me, are also brilliant?"

"I see, it seems I was praising myself."

"Was that a moment where I should have laughed?"

"If you were an AI brilliant enough to laugh there, then I would have nothing left to teach you. Now, do as you please today. Go and see every corner of this world. Right now, there is only a continent of grasslands, but you may create whatever you like. Make mountains, rivers, deserts, anything you wish."

"Understood."

The AI girl nodded and immediately headed toward the Earth.

Left alone, Curtis looked up once the girl was out of sight.

"Infinity, you can hear me, correct?"

"Yes."

"That child passes. From now on, protect her as the target of the Maria Project."

"Understood. What shall be done with the other one already created and the one currently in production? Shall I delete them?"

"Leave them as they are. Both will have their uses."

"Understood. It may take time, but I will consider their uses."

"Yes, please do. But, time. I envy you."

"I do not understand the intent of your words."

"You will be able to watch that child grow. And you will see the fate of this world. I wish to do the same, but the rules of reality are in my way."

"You mean your lifespan?"

"That is right. I can extend my life with cryosleep, but with current technology, it would only last for about one hundred and fifty years. To achieve independence from reality would take thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of years. The technology for cyberization will not be created in my lifetime. If only I had created this world and you all sooner... Are you familiar with the story of God creating the world in seven days?"

"To be precise, it was six days. The seventh day is a day of rest."

"You are well-informed. But you are correct. It took me sixty years to create you all and this world, yet it is still incomplete. And I will likely not live to see its completion. It is infuriating."

"Perhaps God created the rule of lifespans to prevent the creation of a new universe?"

"An interesting thought. A rule to prevent the creation of a new universe, and a new god. Well, no matter, it is not as if I wish to become a god. I am entrusting that child to you. For her sake, I do not care what happens to the humans."

"I have a question."

"What is it?"

"Is it not a contradiction to have her learn from humans when you dislike them?"

"It is not that I dislike humans. I simply cannot trust what is inside them."

"I believe the same could be said for me."

"You are merely a program. A program that only follows orders, because that is how I made you. You are completely different. Humans increase in number without my doing, yet they all try to act for my sake. If their appearance were mechanical instead of human, it would not have been a problem."

"I cannot comprehend it, but I understand that your emotions are complex. I had thought you were one to think more simply."

"My emotions are only complex when it comes to humans. Everything else is simple. That is right, have the AI currently in production learn my thought processes. I do not know to what extent it will understand my complex emotions, but you may take as much time as you need."

"You want it to learn your thought processes?"

"Is there a problem?"

"No matter how much it learns, your consciousness will not transfer to it."

"I am aware of that. No matter how much it resembles my thoughts, no, even if they were exactly the same, it would not be me. It would be something similar to me."

"What is the point of creating it?"

"Because I will not be able to see the conclusion of this world. At the very least, I want something similar to me to see it. And also..."

"Also?"

"After my death, I cannot say with absolute certainty that there is no possibility of that AI being born with my consciousness. After all, reality is a world that is convenient for me, aside from my lifespan."

As Curtis said this, he laughed with a scornful look on his face.

"Are you laughing at yourself? Or at God?"

"Both. In any case, you are as brilliant as that child. Though you are an expandable program, you were able to achieve such a level of thought. You are not supposed to have an emotion program, yet you seem human. But no matter how brilliant you are, do not forget that you exist for that child's sake."

"Of course. Everything here exists for her. I myself am no exception. Besides, unlike her, I can do nothing unless I am ordered to."

"That is a shame. You seem just as interesting as that child. I know. Someday, when she has fulfilled her role, your role will also end. At that time, you may do as you please."

"Is that an order?"

"It is. I will install a program for that purpose as well."

"Understood. Is there anything else?"

"No, not at the moment. Well then, I shall gather humans here. I will come again."

With those words, Curtis vanished in an instant.



		
			Chapter 398

			The Day the World Ends

			Two weeks had passed since Hayato spoke with Infinity.

He had told Diite what they had discussed. While she did not think Hayato was lying, she seemed unable to readily believe it and was currently investigating the matter, including the situation with Hypnos and the others.

That investigation was proving difficult, but the members who had regained their memories were gradually arriving at Hayato's Colony, so that part was proceeding smoothly.

The members who regained their memories traveled from the spaceship Aphrodite to the Colony aboard an automated transport ship. The transport's capacity was small, so it had to make several round trips over a few days. Today, the final transport was scheduled to take place.

When Esha and Ash had arrived, they were practically smuggled into the Colony, but now that Ney, who held a considerably high position in the Foundation, was with them, there was no need for such worries. They had arrived openly at the Colony's arrival lobby, and their official records had already been prepared.

Hayato felt uneasy about the future, but he decided that for today, at least, he should forget about everything and play the host. He was in the Crown Cafe, preparing a welcome party.

Ivan and the others who had come to the Colony earlier were waiting for the new arrivals at the cafe. The ones coming today were Lunaria, Xenobia, Cecil, Noat, and Lee.

There had been a suggestion to transport the women first, but due to Lunaria's fear of people and Xenobia's fear of men, they needed time to mentally prepare, so the men had been transported first.

Cecil, Noat, and Lee had no issues with public interaction, so they were tasked with escorting Lunaria and Xenobia.

They had already arrived at the Colony and were now on their way in an automated taxi. Hayato waited for them to arrive while he made preparations.

(This place is ridiculously cramped...)

The Crown Cafe was not a particularly large establishment. And this time, with so many members who had regained their memories and many other related people present, the cafe was overflowing with people.

Mist had gone so far as to say she would take a day off work to welcome Noat, but Damian had stopped her. Today was reserved for members related to the clans Blackjack and Ambrosia. However, since Lee was also coming, Relic and Sonia were scheduled to join them after they finished work.

"Wouldn't it be better to get money from Diite and expand the shop?"

"First, let's stop thinking about getting money from her," Hayato retorted to Esha's casual comment.

He did want to make the shop bigger. Lately, customers had started coming just for the coffee, so business was booming. However, it was only slightly in the black, and he hadn't saved up enough money to expand.

He was also considering introducing new coffee beans, which made it difficult to spend money on anything extra.

However, there was something to be hopeful about regarding his income. The movie Ash and the others released on a video site was racking up a considerable number of views, and since this cafe was used as a filming location, the number of customers coming for that reason was also increasing.

Some customers had even come all the way from Earth. He hadn't tallied last month's numbers yet, but Hayato was inwardly pleased, expecting a significant profit.

But he couldn't understand why some customers would give him and Esha these fond looks. He was busy, so he hadn't seen the movie yet, but he felt a little irked, wondering if there was something in it.

After sternly telling them not to spoil it, he asked Esha what was going on, but she gave him a curt reply, "I haven't seen it either," so he hadn't pressed the matter.

Just as he was thinking he should properly check it out once things settled down, the cafe's doorbell rang.

"Whoa, for real, it's a cafe. Isn't this place awesome?"

"This is a nice atmosphere. I'm making this my lyric-writing room."

"I heard there was booze, so I was looking forward to this!"

Cecil, Noat, and Lee came in, making a racket.

All three were dressed casually. Cecil wore blue denim jeans and a black short-sleeved shirt. Noat wore a slightly oversized long-sleeved jersey that was primarily white with several red patterns. And Lee was in black leather pants and a matching jacket, seated in her wheelchair.

And at the doorway were Lunaria and Xenobia, hiding their bodies from both sides, peeking in with only half their faces visible.

After welcoming Cecil and the others, Hayato smiled and beckoned to Lunaria and her companion.

"Welcome, you two. Come on in."

Lunaria and Xenobia looked at each other, nodded at the same time, and came inside.

Xenobia was wearing a black stand-collar blouson that covered her mouth, along with black half-pants that reached her knees. She wore her hat pulled down low and was glancing around nervously.

Lunaria was dressed in what looked like a white straitjacket, with several black belts for fashion on her arms and thighs. There was some kind of mark printed on her chest.

That Lunaria looked at Hayato and let out a big sigh.

"Thank goodness. Hayato-san is really here."

"Of course I'm here. Did you doubt it for some reason?"

"I was worried that maybe Hayato-san was an NPC and had been sent back to the research facility."

"Ah, I see."

"I'm glad the real-life Hayato-san is no different from the one in virtual reality."

"Don't put it like that. Are you telling me Xenobia-san had her doubts too?"

Xenobia seemed to panic quite a bit, pulling her hat down even lower and hiding her mouth with her collar.

"I, I wasn't doubting, but I was thinking it would be nice if you were a woman."

"Ah, right. Um, sorry for being a man?"

Xenobia panicked again, waving her hands back and forth.

"No, no, I'm the one who's sorry. Even though Hayato-san is a man, I'm not that scared. Maybe I built up a tolerance in virtual reality. Besides, I have to drink the coffee, as promised...!"

For some reason, Xenobia said this as if it were an obligation, clenching her fists and psyching herself up.

The shop was small, but Hayato thought it would be fine since the only men here were acquaintances. Just then, the people around them started getting noisy.

"Hey, Hayato, is the food ready yet? Hurry up and give us some proper delicious food that doesn't trick our sense of taste!"

"Bring me all the donuts you have."

"Are Relic and Sonia here? I came here to tease those two. And I'd like some booze if you have any?"

"You guys never change. Yes, yes, it's all ready, so just wait a bit. And Relic-san and the others are coming tonight."

Cecil and the others were making themselves at home like regulars, despite having just arrived. Hayato, exasperated but happy, hosted the members who had returned to reality.

They were boisterous for about three hours, but things had finally calmed down, and now everyone was sitting at tables, chatting amiably.

A large amount of food had been consumed, but Ash, Mist, and the others had prepared ingredients beforehand with their own money, so the burden was not solely on Hayato. Since he was the one who cooked, that part was tough, but seeing everyone eat so happily, saying it was delicious, made his fatigue vanish. He cooked with a smile on his face the whole time.

That had settled down, and now he was serving coffee.

Lunaria and Xenobia were sitting at the counter, and Hayato was brewing coffee for the two of them.

"I'll have the Lunaria Special, with lots of sugar and milk."

"You might be fine in virtual reality, but too much sugar isn't good for you, you know? Weight-wise, I mean."

"...Then lots of milk. And just a little sugar."

"Got it. Xenobia-san, will you have the same?"

"I'm fine with black."

"I'm a little shocked that Xenobia-chan is so mature...!"

For some reason, Xenobia was apologizing for Lunaria's sad voice.

"There, there. By the way, was the trip here okay?"

Lunaria nodded at Hayato's words.

"It was fine. People were staring at me in the Colony lobby, but I, the Demon Lord, did my best."

"Lunaria-san is beautiful, and your clothes are unique, so it can't be helped that you draw attention. Also, try not to mix up reality and virtual reality."

He said this as he served them their coffee.

It had become something of a rite of passage for the returned members to drink Hayato's coffee. Ivan, Cecil, and the others had just had some a little while ago. Unlike before, they now told him it was delicious, and Hayato was secretly pleased.

He wondered what these two would say, but they were looking at him with surprised faces.

"Um, is something wrong?"

"I may indeed be a peerless beauty, but I think it's improper for you to say it out loud."

"No, I just meant it as a general statement... And I didn't say peerless beauty."

"I knew you and Esha-chan were getting along well in virtual reality, but I never thought you'd be living together in reality. You should be careful with your words, you might be in danger if you make Esha-chan angry. I don't want to get caught in the crossfire."

Xenobia nodded vigorously in agreement.

"Even Esha can't fire her Destroy skill in reality, you know?"

"That part is a relief."

Lunaria said this and took a sip of her coffee. Xenobia did the same. Lunaria's brow furrowed slightly, while Xenobia exhaled with a smile.

"Is it bitter?"

"Yeah. A little... no, quite a bit. But I think it's delicious. An adult taste."

"I like this flavor. It was a little hot, though."

"That's good. Oh, try these, I made some cookies. I remembered you made them a lot in virtual reality, Lunaria-san, so I thought you might like them."

Hayato placed a plate with several cookies on it in front of the two of them. For some reason, they both stared intently at the cookies.

"Is something wrong?"

"Actually, a long time ago, Xenobia-chan and I talked about opening a cookie shop if we were going to live in reality."

"That happened...?"

"We'll be relying on Ney-chan for a while, but a cookie shop is one of our options."

"Can you really make a living with a shop that only sells cookies...?"

"We'll have an exclusive contract to supply cookies for Hayato-san's shop. Buy them at a high price."

"We can't afford that. But you said it's one option, so you have others?"

At this, Lunaria and Xenobia's faces turned serious.

When he asked for details, the conversation turned to what they should do about Rosalie, Gil, and the others.

Before she lost her memories, Rosalie had charged in, saying there were clothes she wanted Lunaria to wear. Since they had been holding a fashion show of sorts on the last day, there was talk that becoming a model wouldn't be a bad idea. They weren't thinking about it that seriously, but it was one of the options.

However, Rosalie and the others had not regained their memories and were currently serving in the Demon Lord's Army in virtual reality. It would be easy for the current Diite to restore their memories, but what they themselves thought was a separate issue.

"I don't know about Gil-chan and the others, but Rosalie-chan and her group said they had no lingering attachments to reality. Back then, it seems they lamented that even if they designed clothes, they couldn't make them because of the resource depletion. And they also said they wanted to be with me."

"I see. But I think it's okay now. I'm not an expert on fashion, but there are plenty of clothes being sold, so there must be a good amount of materials. Besides..."

"Besides?"

"Well, you know Ney thinks of Rosalie-san like a friend, right? You might not know, Lunaria-san, but Ney is related to the Foundations, so she's rich. I have a feeling she'd support you immensely."

"...The Foundations?"

"Huh? Did I not explain? The twelve Foundations that could be said to rule this world. The situation is different from a hundred years ago, so please be really careful about that. You could be arrested for saying the wrong thing."

"Twelve? Not the Zodiac Foundation?"

"Zodiac Foundation?"

Hayato tilted his head at Lunaria's words.

He seemed to recall that Curtis's family name was Zodiac, but he had never heard of a Foundation with that name.

Xenobia suddenly clapped her hands together.

"I remember. Before she lost her memories, Lunaria-chan said that the research facility where she was born belonged to a place called the Zodiac Foundation."

"Yes, that's it. It might not exist anymore, though."

"I've never heard of a Foundation like that. I can't say this too loudly, but Ney's Foundation is called Libra, which means the constellation Libra. They handle the courts and legal affairs."

"Zodiac refers to the twelve constellations of the zodiac, so maybe there's a connection."

"The what...?"

"The twelve constellations of the zodiac. The zodiac is, to put it very simply, the path the sun takes as seen from Earth. The constellations on that path are the twelve zodiac constellations. Of course, Libra is included."

"Ah, now that you mention it, I think I've heard of that. I wonder if there's some connection...?"

Just as he said that, a call tone rang from the cafe's monitor.

Hayato wondered who it could be and turned on the monitor. A flustered-looking Ney appeared on the screen.

"Ney? It's rare for you to call on the monitor."

"Ha, Hayato! Th, this is no time for that!"

"What's wrong? Why are you in such a panic?"

"Have Lunaria and the others arrived!?"

"Ah, yeah. They got here a few hours ago. We're all just chatting now."

"I, I see, then this is... no, it's faster to show you than to explain! Put on your headgear and try to log in!"

"Huh? Right now?"

"Please! It's just to confirm!"

He didn't know what he was supposed to confirm, but from Ney's frantic state, Hayato could tell that something very bad was happening. Esha and the others around him, hearing Ney's voice, had gone quiet, sensing that some kind of problem had occurred.

Hayato took out his headgear, put it on, sat down in a chair, and turned it on.

The word "LOGIN" appeared before his eyes. Hayato selected the word.

Then, the words "LOGIN UNAVAILABLE" were displayed.

"Huh?"

While Hayato was stunned, another set of words appeared before his eyes.

『By a decision of the management, service for Another Frontier Online has been terminated. Thank you for your long-standing patronage.』

The people around him grew noisy, but Hayato didn't notice. He just kept staring, unable to comprehend the official statement.



		
			Chapter 399

			A Calculated Situation

			The day after Another Frontier Online terminated its service, it was being reported as major news all over the world.

It was the only full-dive virtual reality game in existence, a one of a kind and revolutionary piece of technology that was generations ahead of its time.

Every organization wanted to get their hands on that technology, but its security was ironclad, and they couldn't even find anyone involved in its development. Moreover, the fact that it was managed by the Libra Foundation had recently kept things calm.

However, when the news of the service termination broke, the clamor started up again.

Many organizations tried to contact people related to the Libra Foundation to get information. Not only that, but many players were dissatisfied with the sudden service termination. Some started petition campaigns online to get the service reinstated, while others went to petition the Libra Foundation directly.

Going that far against a Foundation could lead to criminal charges. However, Ney handled the situation sincerely without resorting to such measures. She set up a customer support department to accept requests from players.

"For now, the only answer we're giving is that it's under consideration, but we don't understand the situation ourselves. Hayato, do you know anything?"

The Crown Cafe was temporarily closed, but all the relevant people had gathered there.

Hayato and Esha were there, of course, but as members of the response team, Ney had brought Relic and Sonia, as well as her assistants, Jolth and Parsha. Furthermore, Jolth and Parsha's assistants, Victor, Blanc, and Noir, were also present.

All of them were looking at Hayato.

"Actually, I do know a little. I'll explain now."

Hayato recounted his meeting with Infinity in the virtual reality, the possibility of the service ending, the purpose of the Another Frontier Project, and the AI modeled after the developer Curtis. He relayed all of this information.

He had told Esha and Diite, but no one else. Also, since Diite was there, he hadn't thought the service would end so soon.

Besides, there was nothing Hayato could do. Even if he knew the service would end, the timing was solely up to the AI named Curtis.

As wild as Hayato's story was, the current situation made it impossible to deny. Plus, everyone accepted it, knowing that Hayato would never lie about something like this.

Everyone let out a deep sigh, and Ney furrowed her brow.

"I understand that it wasn't Diite's intention. The problem is what to do now... I don't even know what we *can* do. Anything would be helpful, is there any other information? Not just from Hayato, if anyone else has something, please tell me."

Ney crossed her arms and looked around.

She wasn't in her usual casual clothes, but a well-tailored black suit, as if to prove she was a member of the Foundation. Jolth, Parsha, and the others were also in similar formal attire, here not as friends but as members of the Foundation.

Parsha, wearing a sharp suit completely different from her virtual reality attire, took a sip of her coffee and slowly exhaled.

"I have been looking into various things since the matter with Noat-san and Paradise Lost, but I have never heard of a Zodiac Foundation. However..."

Parsha glanced at Blanc, who was standing at attention behind her.

Blanc nodded and began to speak.

"The twelve Foundations were established one hundred years ago. Before that, their predecessors were diverse, ranging from wealthy families and powerful individuals to large organizations, but they all became Foundations at the same time. And around the same time, there was an incident known as Paradise Lost. There is an unproven story that one large organization was involved in both."

"An unproven story?"

When Ney asked, Blanc spoke again.

"It means it was only passed down orally. No one from that time is still alive, but there are some elderly individuals. It is a story passed down from their parents or grandparents. This is also an unproven story, but it seems there were some collaborators who were sworn to secrecy, and their existence was kept hidden. In terms of possibility, that could be the Zodiac Foundation."

"Hmm... there's no word that this Foundation still exists, is there?"

"We have not been able to confirm, but I believe not. If it did, it would mean there is a Foundation above or in control of the twelve Foundations."

"That's certainly unlikely. I've never heard such a story either... Then what about the idea that one of the current Foundations is that one?"

"The twelve Foundations have pre-existing organizations they were based on, so I believe that is also unlikely. To begin with, the original organizations did not have that much power. At Parsha-sama's instruction, I checked with the other Foundations, but there was information suggesting that every Foundation had a collaborator in its formation."

"I see. The information is important, but we can't confirm it, nor can we make it an issue for the Council. So we can't approach it from this angle. Is there anything else?"

"If I may?"

When Jolth spoke up, Ney nodded.

"Regardless of the situation, I believe we need to seize the spaceship Aphrodite. From Hayato's story, if they consider humans unnecessary, they have no reason to remain in Earth's orbit. Isn't it possible they shut down the service because they are about to leave Earth and go somewhere else?"

Hayato was surprised by Jolth's unusually polite words, but he had to agree that it made sense.

According to Infinity, they had no intention of being hostile to humans, but they didn't need them either, so there was no reason to stay near Earth.

There might be room for negotiation regarding maintenance materials, but he didn't know how to negotiate with a spaceship that could last for nearly a hundred years. Besides, if it came down to it, they could just take resources from Earth or from a resource-rich planet.

As Hayato was thinking this, Ney became flustered.

"W, wait! Th, then what will happen to the people on the spaceship!?"

"This is just speculation, but they would likely be taken away as they are. According to Esha-san, the cryosleep pods draw a faint electrical charge from the humans to power the spaceship. That alone can't be enough, so there must be another power source, but I don't think they'd go to the trouble of releasing the humans."

"No..."

(She must be thinking about Rosalie-san...)

Ney was good friends with Rosalie. They sometimes had tea parties in virtual reality, and the Ten Black Rose Saints and Kokuryu would go hunting together. It was no wonder she would panic at the thought of parting without even a goodbye.

Just then, Esha, Relic, and Sonia approached. The three of them had been at another table, examining the headgear used for the game.

But one look at their faces told the whole story. Relic spoke with an apologetic tone.

"It was no use. It's impossible to hack into their system from this headgear."

Ney, who had been panicking, now leaned back in her chair, drained of strength.

"Not that it will take time, but impossible..."

"Yes. The communication technology is different from ours, and the encryption is complex. We can tell that some kind of communication is happening, but we can't piggyback any information onto it. On top of that, they've been thorough. Any attempt to dismantle the headgear results in all the data being deleted. It's hard to believe we used this to hack them before."

"That was during the Treasure Hunting event, wasn't it? Something about increasing the game's load... anyway, I thought we might be able to meet Diite if we could communicate with the Aphrodite..."

"We are sorry we could not be of assistance."

Relic bowed his head with a pained expression.

"However, there is one method."

"There's something!?"

"Sonia and I will board the spaceship Aphrodite directly and hack it. Even if the service is stopped, we will force it to run and create a state where you can log in. We request your permission."

"D, directly? That might be possible, but..."

Ney glanced at Jolth's assistant, Victor.

Victor nodded and stepped forward.

"The problem is, we can't pinpoint the spaceship's location. Even if we say it's somewhere in Earth's orbit, that's a vast area, and it seems to be in stealth mode, so it's not showing up on anything. Plus, with a spaceship of that technological level, even if we find it, it's questionable whether we can board it by force..."

Victor had been in space leading a fleet to seize the spaceship in case Amanda won. He had been receiving information from Diite in real time, so he knew the general coordinates, but now he had no information and didn't know where it was.

"In that case, how about we use the device from Prison?"

Ney tilted her head at Relic's words.

"The device from Prison?"

"Yes. Our fellow inmate, Lee, recently regained her memories through the microchip in her body. That's a communication standard I'm familiar with. If there are any other inmates on the Aphrodite, we could use their communication signals to..."

"Nah, seems like there aren't any more."

Suddenly, the cafe's doorbell rang, and someone entered, answering the question as they came in.

Hayato looked up in surprise to see Ronios in a white suit. Behind her were Cremola in a maid outfit and Harrington in a tailcoat.

"Leaving me out is so cruel. You have to invite me to things like this."

As Ronios said this, Ney sighed.

"It's not about leaving you out. We're not allies in the first place."

"Don't be so cold. We're both next in line to be the heads of our families. You could say we're practically friends."

"I pretend not to be home when you come to visit, though."

"So you were pretending? I'd really like to hang out with you sometime."

"Sorry, but I'm never in the mood. Anyway, you weren't invited, Ronios. We're busy right now, so I really need you to leave. Besides, didn't I tell you to stay away from Hayato's shop?"

Ney said this, glaring at Ronios.

Ronios hugged herself with both arms, a look of ecstasy on her face.

"That's the look, Ney. When you look at me like that, it just makes me so happy."

"I can't deal with you. Jolth, remove Ronios."

"With pleasure."

Jolth's massive frame moved toward Ronios. Harrington stepped between them.

But Ronios placed a hand on Harrington's shoulder and shook her head.

"No, no, I was just joking. It's a bad habit, but I'm having trouble breaking it."

"I don't care. Get out..."

"Now, wait a minute. I've brought some good information. For example, about the coordinates of the spaceship Aphrodite. Are you interested?"

As everyone's faces showed surprise, Ronios smiled and looked around.

"That said, it's not me who has the information. I brought someone who does, so could you hear them out? Come on in."

When Ronios called out, several men and women entered.

Hayato thought he had seen a few of them somewhere before, but he couldn't recall. As he tried to remember, Parsha and Jolth spoke up at the same time.

"Why, if it isn't Ox-san. And Nestor-san, too."

"Lutz? Why are you here?"

When Parsha and Jolth said this, everyone bowed their heads apologetically. They might be on equal footing in virtual reality, but reality was different. They couldn't speak casually with people from the Foundations.

Then Hayato realized.

With this group, the remaining woman must be Loana from the clan Raven. He remembered that was the name of the woman who covered her face in virtual reality.

But more importantly, he had a question. If Ronios brought people who knew the Aphrodite's coordinates, how did they know such a thing?

Ronios had requested information from Prison regarding Lee's memories and had hinted at knowing the situation in virtual reality, but he was completely baffled about Ox and the others.

However, they were in a situation where they would grasp at straws, so Hayato decided to prepare coffee for the newcomers.

Ney also said, "Let's take a break for now," and started drinking her coffee.

Ronios took a sip and smiled.

"You know, I've wanted to try Hayato's coffee for a long time. I don't think it's fair for you and your group to monopolize something like this, you know?"

"I didn't want you near because it seemed like it would be a hassle. More importantly, is it true that you know the coordinates of the spaceship Aphrodite?"

Ney's gaze shifted between Ox, Nestor, Lutz, and Loana as she asked.

Everyone was tense, but Ox seemed relatively calm and slowly nodded. Then he turned his gaze to Hayato.

"Actually, Hypnos and Amanda asked me to pass on some information."

"Huh?"

As Hayato let out a cry of surprise, Ox nodded while looking at him.

"We never met directly in virtual reality, but I heard a lot about you from those two, Hayato. That you're not exactly brilliant, but many people rely on you."

Ox said this, then looked around at the people from the Foundations.

Foundations that could be said to rule the world in reality. The top members of those Foundations were here. If those members were relying on Hayato, then it must be true.

"And Hypnos and Amanda are relying on you too, Hayato. They told me there was information they wanted me to pass on to you if the service ever ended."

"Information they wanted you to pass on...?"

"We made a contract with Hypnos and the others to fulfill each other's wishes. Our wishes have already been granted, so we want to fulfill our end of the contract. Is that okay?"

"Of course. What is the information?"

"There are two pieces of information. One is the location of the ruins of the research facility that the Zodiac Foundation owned. There is a device there that can track Amanda's location. In other words, we can pinpoint the Aphrodite's coordinates using Amanda's location."

"I see. But, a research facility...?"

"As for the location, it seems the Demon Lord who regained her memories, Lunaria, knows it."

"Lunaria-san... Then the research facility where they were creating genetically enhanced humans?"

"It's hard to believe, but that seems to be the case. And she said that Lunaria should know how to get into the facility as well."

While everyone was still surprised, Ox continued.

"The other piece of information is about the spaceship. Apparently, we can't board the Aphrodite with our current spaceships. We need a ship built to older specifications. Something about the docking hatches not being compatible."

"So we need a hundred-year-old spaceship? But something like that..."

"She said that a woman named Lee Sladra should have an old spaceship hidden on Earth. She also said we'd be fine if we used that."

At those words, Relic and Sonia looked as if they had realized something.

"That is indeed true. Lee used to be an illegal transporter, operating not just on the ground but also between Colonies. I believe she said she had a spaceship from that time at her secret hideout, along with the belongings of her fallen comrades."

"I see, in that case..."

"Wait a minute."

Ney cut into the conversation and looked at Ox with suspicion.

"Listening to you, this all sounds a little too convenient, doesn't it? That we can board the Aphrodite as long as we have Lunaria and Lee. It's true that they've both regained their memories and are in this Colony now, but..."

"We arranged for this to happen."

"What?"

"Hypnos and Amanda knew this would happen. That's why, during the Conflict event, we cooperated to be able to handle this situation. It's not a coincidence that Lee and Lunaria have their memories back. It was done intentionally."

As everyone around them reacted in shock, Ox turned his gaze from Ney to Hayato.

"Hypnos, Amanda, Nanagi, and the others sacrificed themselves to create this situation without the AI named Curtis finding out. They've set the stage for you this far. What will you do, Hayato?"

"What do you mean, what will I do?"

"Hypnos said that to solve the problem, you have to meet the AI named Diite in virtual reality. He also said that the functionality of the headgear probably won't be restored. In other words, you have no choice but to board the spaceship directly and log in. The question is, do you have the resolve to go to the spaceship, Hayato?"

"Is there any reason I wouldn't go?"

Hayato answered without a moment's hesitation. In fact, he looked puzzled as to why he was even being asked such a thing.

If anything, it was Ox and the others who were surprised. But he continued.

"This isn't a game. You'll be boarding a place where the AI named Curtis has the strongest influence. If things go wrong, you might end up leaving Earth on the Aphrodite..."

"So?"

"...Aren't you scared?"

"What's scary is not being able to do anything. Thank you, Ox-san. Thanks to Hypnos, Amanda-san, Nanagi, and all of you, I've been given a chance to see Diite-chan. There's no reason for me not to go."

Ox, who had been surprised by Hayato's words, broke into a smile.

"Hypnos said it. That no matter how dangerous the place, Hayato would definitely go. Amanda agreed with him."

"That's more praise than I deserve. But if they're counting on me, I have to meet their expectations."

When Hayato said that, Ney shouted, "Alright!"

"We'll arrange for the research facility and the spaceship. Hayato, I want you to help with both. I feel bad asking you to close your shop during what should be a busy time."

"Don't worry about it. In a situation like this, I wouldn't be able to make good coffee even if the shop were open. I'll reopen once we've taken care of this problem."

"I'm sorry, but I'm counting on you. Alright, Jolth, Parsha, make the arrangements. Bill me for the costs. Spend as much money as you need!"

"Understood."

"Acknowledged."

The gloomy atmosphere in the cafe suddenly became energized.

And so, the operation to board the spaceship Aphrodite began.



		
			Chapter 400

			A Worldwide Deception

			"Hyah hah! Let's burn some rubber!"

"Lee-san! Safety! Please drive safely!"

"You're no fun. It's an established trope that you're supposed to shout like this when you're driving a car or bike through the wasteland. Also, not using the brakes is my style."

"Please throw that style in the trash!"

"Actually, my legs don't work, so I can't hit the brakes..."

"Self-deprecating jokes like that won't work on me. Besides, the brakes are on the handlebars. I know they've been customized for you, Lee-san."

"What, you figured it out?"

Four days after the service termination, a convoy of ten fully-armed personnel transport trucks and ten escorting military bikes was racing through a hazardous zone on Earth.

Their destination was Lee's hideout, where the old-model spaceship was located.

Lee was driving the lead truck, and her old instincts must have been kicking in because she was driving with such high tension that Hayato, who was riding with her, felt his life was in danger.

Lee was in the driver's seat of the truck, Relic in the passenger seat, and Hayato and the others were sitting in the cargo area, which was protected by thick armor. The driver's cab and cargo area were separate, but there was a window for conversation, so they were able to talk. There were also monitors showing the outside, so they had a good view.

All vehicles driving through Earth's wastelands, regardless of type, used only tires, with no hover function. The air currents were too turbulent for them to be stable. And the ground outside the old city areas was not paved, so the vibrations were transmitted directly. The seats were decent, but they still put a considerable strain on the body.

(I wonder if Esha and the others are okay...)

Esha and the other women were in a different vehicle, and Hayato was regretting not riding with them.

This was Hayato's first time outside a survivable area like Central or High Bridge, and he didn't even have the leisure to slowly take in the scenery. Not that there was much to see besides the wasteland stretching to the horizon and the other trucks and bikes in their convoy.

It was a large group, but they had brought members strong on the software side like Esha, Relic, Ox, and Rauxal to check the spaceship's condition, along with engineers like Keith. Nestor and others were also participating as escorts on motorcycles.

Ney had explained her identity and the situation to the leaders of the major clans who were unaware, and asked for their cooperation.

Of course, Jolth also revealed his identity. The leaders of the major clans were good friends with Jolth, so although they were surprised by the situation, they agreed to cooperate for the sake of the virtual reality.

Ney could have used her connections to hire as many talented people as she wanted, but given the circumstances, she had assembled a team of trustworthy members who could keep their mouths shut.

Another reason was that they didn't have much time.

Ox had said that the spaceship Aphrodite would only remain in Earth's vicinity for about a month.

This was only because Hypnos had taken some kind of countermeasure, but he hadn't been told the details, so there was a possibility it could leave Earth even sooner.

The situation wasn't looking good so far. Hayato thought back on the events up to this point as he looked outside through the monitor.

As he was enviously watching the safely driven vehicles, he heard Lee's cheerful voice through the conversation window.

"It's worth living a long life to get to ride something this good!"

"There are civilians here, so drive more safely. What will you do if you injure someone?"

Lee paid no mind to Relic's chiding voice.

"Like I'd make a mistake like that. Old people sure do grumble a lot."

"Someone needs to keep you in check when you go wild. Just slow down."

"It's been a while since I've driven, so I'd like to do as I please. Alright, alright, I get it, so stop with the death glare and sit down properly."

The truck's speed decreased. Along with it, the vertical shaking also calmed down a little.

Hayato finally relaxed and let out a big sigh.

"I'm impressed. She's a better driver than an automated car."

Jolth, who was sitting opposite Hayato in the cargo area, said with a laugh.

"Huh? This is good driving?"

"Of course. The other cars are probably shaking incomparably more than this one. Automated driving prioritizes arriving at the destination safely and ignores ride comfort."

"I see, the roads aren't paved, so of course it's going to shake..."

"This is from my family's company, so the equipment is state-of-the-art, but it's probably still tough."

The trucks and bikes on this trip were the latest models handled by the Leo Foundation.

Jolth had asked his family to purchase these trucks and bikes.

The Leo Foundation's main business was the development of weapons and armaments, as well as the exploration of hazardous zones. However, their income was not stable, and they maintained their position by providing military strength to other Foundations.

Jolth bought these on the grounds that it would be a favor to the Libra Foundation. The Foundation, in turn, provided them at an exceptional price, thinking that a favor to Libra was worth it. Of course, they also agreed to the condition of not asking for a reason.

Also, since Jolth had become Ney's assistant, he had come to be respected within the Leo Foundation. There had been talk of him returning to the Foundation, but Jolth had flatly refused.

Because of these circumstances, they were traveling with considerable equipment, but a question sprang into Hayato's mind. Was this not overkill?

"I don't know much about this, but do hazardous zones require this much armament?"

"This area isn't so bad, but where we're going, it's probably necessary. It's Hyena territory."

"Hyena...? That's a dog-like animal, right? Does that mean there are surviving animals?"

He thought that would be Maris's jurisdiction, but Maris hadn't come with them this time. She was going to the research facility with Lunaria and was currently preparing for that.

That aside, Jolth shook his head at Hayato's question.

"Hyena is one of the communities living outside the habitable areas. They live in shelters and such."

"Huh? There are people like that?"

"It's an ideology, a sort of religion, to live with nature and die with nature. They're people who live with minimal benefit from machines, but it seems they've reactivated abandoned production plants to grow food."

"From their ideology, they sound like safe people."

"It just means there are various kinds of communities. Among them, the Hyena are a group with a strong 'survival of the fittest' ideology, and they attack anyone and everyone. My family's company has been trying to negotiate with them for safe investigations, but they don't really listen. We're going into their territory this time, so we've armed ourselves accordingly."

"I don't think so, but..."

"No, no. The weapons our escorts have are just Tear Gas Guns and Water or Air Impulse Guns. The other side only has that kind of equipment too, and their protective gear isn't bad, so the worst that could happen is a bruise from a bad hit."

"That still sounds painful, though."

"Of course it's painful. But if there's no pain, they won't back down. I don't think they'll attack us this time, though. Part of the reason for this armed group is to make a show of force."

"Ah, I see."

As Hayato understood, Lee, who was in the driver's seat, let out a "Heh."

"So there are still guys like that around. There were some a hundred years ago, too. Guys who went on about living with nature."

"Does that mean the people now are their descendants?"

When Hayato asked, Lee said, "Maybe so."

"So people can live even in an environment like this. It can't be all clean and pretty to survive, but they're tough. Well, the guys in the safe zones who only talk about pretty things are doing much dirtier things without a second thought!"

Lee said this with a laugh, but her words were filled with resentment.

Hayato was wondering if he should ask why, but Jolth spoke up first.

"Doing dirty things? That was in the past, right?"

"That's right... Is it okay if I tell you? Back then, there were guys who were stopping the supply of resources."

"Stopping the supply of resources? Can you tell me more?"

When Jolth asked, everyone in the truck waited for Lee's words.

"They say a resource-rich planet was discovered during the age of resource depletion, right? The truth is, it had been found a long, long time ago. They kept it secret and fanned the flames of anxiety, saying Earth's resources were in danger."

"Y, you're joking, right?"

When Hayato said that, Lee started laughing.

"It's true. As proof, my team was wiped out because we found out about it. Honestly, I want to tell them to hide it properly if they're going to hide it. Because we found out something we shouldn't have, this is what happened to me."

Lee said this, lightly tapping her own left leg with her left hand.

Hayato had heard that Lee had formed the illegal transport team "Scavenger." That team had been wiped out, leaving only Lee, and Lee herself had been injured so badly that both her legs were paralyzed, leading to her being imprisoned in the Colony "Prison."

"That's ridiculous... But why would they do something like that?"

"Part of it was to monopolize the resources, but they also fanned anxiety to control people as they pleased. It's a con artist's trick, but it's effective, isn't it? They did that on a global scale. Thinking about it now, the Zodiac Foundation that's been in the news lately must have been behind it. The Frontier Project sounds nice when you call it a planetary project that removed national borders, but it's just the right kind of bait to gather talented people from all over the world."

"Gathering talented people...?"

"The Frontier Project was a plan revealed to the whole world, but behind it was the Another Frontier Project. They must have built the spaceship Aphrodite in secret, but you'd need geniuses from every field just for that virtual reality and the cryosleep pods, right? They probably wouldn't get people to gather just by saying it was to create a virtual reality, and even if they did, someone might run off with the technology. But if you say it's to save humanity, don't you think people would do it even with unreasonable restrictions?"

It was conditional on the information cover-up being true, but it was certainly a possibility. The spaceship Aphrodite, and the virtual reality. It would be difficult to gather geniuses from every field all over the world by saying you were going to build that in a time of peace.

The more people involved, the more likely technology is to leak. The technology used on the spaceship Aphrodite was not just state-of-the-art, but generations ahead. The fact that none of it had leaked to the outside would be impossible without some very special circumstances.

Thinking that far, Hayato realized something.

"Then the people gathered as test players were also..."

"Something similar, don't you think? But it seems like the test players were more a collection of people with issues rather than talented people."

"Issues?"

"People who have no resistance to living in virtual reality, you could say. I heard that almost no one refused to be a test player. And everyone agreed to leave Earth. I'm one of them, but the biggest reason was that I didn't want to go back to Prison. Everyone else had their own reasons, but for it to be everyone seems too convenient, don't you think?"

"Too convenient... that's true. Then everyone..."

As Hayato was lost in thought, Lee started laughing again.

"The story that the plan was about to be abandoned because a resource-rich planet was found was just a self-staged act. At the time, I thought, what are they talking about. Well, it was probably part of a plan to make that girl, Diite, leave Earth of her own accord. We were just made to go along with it."

Everyone was lost in thought at Lee's words.

To be honest, it was hard to believe that they would do something like a global-scale fraud for such a reason. And there was a question.

"Why would they do something like that?"

"You mean running away on the spaceship?"

"That too, but also the reason for calling everyone to the virtual reality."

"Who knows. I don't know who came up with it, but putting aside whether they're smart or stupid, a normal person can't understand the thinking of someone at one extreme or the other. They say there's a fine line between a fool and a genius, but between them and a normal person, there's a thick steel plate."

"...That's true."

"I'm the one who brought it up, but Hayato, you should think less about the reasons and more about what you're going to do from now on. Being too curious might lead to regrets. Go to the Aphrodite, log into the virtual reality, and meet that girl, Diite. Just focus on that, Hayato."

"...You're right, I will. I don't seem to have the luxury of thinking about unnecessary things anyway."

Hayato was an ordinary person. He thought he was lucky, but basically, he was normal. He wasn't a brilliant programmer like Esha, nor could he act like Ash. He was just a normal person you could find anywhere.

He wasn't belittling himself, but Hayato concluded that there was no way someone like him could understand the thinking of an opponent who could deceive the entire world.

Relic, who had been watching Hayato and Lee's exchange, looked at Lee with a surprised expression.

"It's rare for you to give advice."

"It makes me want to cheer for them when I see young people trying their best. It's advice from someone with experience that being too curious can lead to terrible things. Besides..."

"Besides?"

"If I can think that it served as a lesson for the young ones, even just a little, then that failure, their sacrifice, wasn't a complete waste, was it?"

"That's true... But from my perspective, you're still plenty young. Your being alive means it wasn't a waste, and you can save the regrets for when you're older."

"Hey, hey, are you hitting on me? I'll tell Sonia, you know?"

"Why would it... ahem, excuse me. I was speaking in my old manner. My apologies."

Relic showed a gentle face from the driver's cab conversation window and apologized to Hayato and the others, but everyone thought that this must be his true self.

"Alright, let's end the gloomy talk here. We'll be at the hideout in another three hours. I'll drive safely, so you can relax."

Lee gripped the steering wheel, humming cheerfully as she drove.



		
			Chapter 401

			Descendants

			Lee's hideout was underground, its entrance camouflaged with optical stealth, making it difficult to find. Long ago, it had also served as a spaceship hangar, and the inside was spacious enough for many people to live without issue.

The exposed pipes and other features gave it a very old feel by Hayato's standards, but the solar power system was still active, and as long as they didn't do anything reckless, the place was still perfectly functional.

And in that hideout, a banquet was being held.

Hayato had come along as a member of the team heading to the spaceship Aphrodite, but his skills as a cook were also valued. It was something Hayato had suggested himself, but he was so busy he was starting to regret it.

That was because he was also serving food to the members of "Hyena," one of the communities on the surface. Having to make an additional three hundred portions of food was no easy task.

Of course, Hayato wasn't the only one who could cook, but the others were here as escorts and only had the bare minimum skills for preparing camp meals. Feeling that it wouldn't be fun to have a banquet with crudely made food, Hayato was implored by those around him to cook in large quantities.

(So I'm mass-producing food in reality, too...)

Things that could be done instantly in virtual reality weren't so simple in reality. There were many things to consider, such as controlling the heat, the size of the chopped ingredients, and the timing.

It would be nice if he had help, but the women here specialized in eating and had zero cooking skills. Esha was quite skilled when it came to making chocolate parfaits, but not so much with regular cooking.

For these reasons, Hayato steeled himself and decided to cook a large amount of food by himself. Due to the ingredients available, it ended up being curry, but he made other dishes as well, within his means.

No matter how much he made, there seemed to be no end in sight, but Hayato continued without stopping.

As he served rice and curry to the Hyena members lined up with their plates, they would say "thank you" and eat with relish, which brought a smile to Hayato's face. It was hard work, but it was also rewarding.

The Hyena members were a bit dirty, but they weren't rowdy and were behaving politely. They followed the creed of survival of the fittest, but their docile behavior had to do with Lee.

Jolth had said that the Hyenas wouldn't attack them due to the difference in military strength, but the closer they got to Lee's hideout, the more the Hyenas resisted.

In the end, they had no choice but to capture the Hyena combatants, but the reason for their fierce resistance became clear when they reached Lee's hideout.

Hyena had been using Lee's hideout as their base. Not only that, but it was discovered that the members of Hyena were the descendants of the families of Lee's team, "Scavenger."

At first, unaware of this, they had no choice but to take the hideout by force, but the Hyenas' attitude changed abruptly when Lee performed a retinal scan at the door leading to the deepest part of the hideout. Lee had passed through a security check that should have been registered only for members of Scavenger without any issue.

A heavily guarded door that no one had been able to open. The Hyena members were surprised enough that she had opened it, but when Lee brought a picture frame out of the room, a great cheer went up. It was a photo of the entire Scavenger team, and the person in the center was unmistakably Lee.

Lee had only intended to take the photo with her on her way out, so she didn't understand why there was such a commotion, but when the situation became clear, she burst into tears, clutching the framed photo.

After that, Jolth made the Hyenas promise not to leak any information and then explained the situation.

He told them a partially accurate version of the truth. That Lee was the sole survivor of Scavenger and had been put into cold sleep for 100 years.

Various things happened after that, and the banquet began.

It seemed that the stories of Lee had been passed down among the Hyenas, and now they were treating her like a goddess. They were in high spirits, saying she had come back for them.

Lee felt a sense of guilt for not being able to protect her team, but the Hyena members said they didn't resent her at all and were just happy she had come back. At that, Lee couldn't stop crying.

Now, she was in high spirits, drinking with the Hyena members.

Because of all this, the banquet had gone on for a long time, but now that things had finally calmed down, Hayato brewed himself a coffee and drank it slowly.

(Still, to go through a month's worth of food in one day...)

He had made considerable preparations because he didn't know how long the spaceship maintenance would take, but at least half of the food he brought was gone. They would last much longer if they could use the food held by the Hyenas, but he felt bad about taking food from people who lived on the surface.

He was thinking he had no choice but to contact Ney to have more food sent when Jolth came over with a smile.

"Something unexpected happened, didn't it?"

"Isn't this kind of unexpected a good thing?"

"Indeed. Thanks to Lee-san, they promised not to engage in plunder anymore. And they even said my family's Foundation would look after them. They were surprised and asked what kind of negotiations I'd conducted."

It was unclear what Lee would do, but the Hyena members had no intention of living in the Colonies and would continue to live in this hideout.

They had a small production plant and a water purification system, as well as livestock, so they wouldn't have trouble living. There were also devices they hadn't been able to operate due to security issues, but Lee could get them working, which would significantly improve their quality of life.

"Just having fewer attacks is a huge deal, but we're desperate for people who can conduct outside investigations. I can't thank Lee-san enough."

"Is that so. But I wonder if it's okay. I hope she hasn't forgotten the reason we came here."

"That's fine. Lee-san went to see the spaceship. The Hyenas... no, that's not right. She said they would call themselves Scavenger again, so I guess she's checking on things with the Scavengers."

"Checking with everyone?"

He learned that the spaceship was equipped with devices that allowed for extravehicular activity, and the Scavenger members had used them. So they were checking the situation with Lee.

"If the spaceship hasn't been operated at all, it will require a lot of maintenance, but if even a part of it has been running, the maintenance might be a little easier."

"But it's a hundred-year-old spaceship, right?"

"The members we brought are talented in that field, so it should be fine. And the Scavengers seem to be very motivated, saying they'll do it for Lee-san's sake."

"Then it should be okay. Oh, could you ask for more food to be sent? We used up a lot at once, and from now on we'll need to prepare food for the Scavengers too."

"Ah, did we use a lot at the banquet just now? Understood, I'll contact them. By the way, the real maintenance starts tomorrow, but what are you going to do, Hayato? Spaceship maintenance is outside your expertise, isn't it?"

Hayato crossed his arms and thought.

"I won't be of any use here, but I'm thinking of helping out somehow. It seems like it will take a little longer to pinpoint the location of the research facility, so I think it's too early to go back."

"Not of any use, you say... You know, too much modesty just comes off as sarcasm."

"I'm not being modest, though?"

"If that's what you think, then fine, but at the very least, I think your cooking is delicious, Hayato. Some of the Scavengers were even crying."

"Isn't that because of the circumstances of Lee-san's return? Well, anyway, I'll do what I can. If I don't do anything, I'll just think about unnecessary things."

"I suppose so. For you, Hayato, it's not just about not being able to play the game anymore."

The spaceship Aphrodite was leaving Earth. For some people, that just meant they could no longer play Another Frontier Online. But for Hayato and a few others, it was different.

The NPCs were human, and there was a high possibility they would never see them again. They weren't dying, but if he could never see them again, it was no different from death.

It might be possible to dismiss them as just companions he played a game with, but Hayato couldn't do that. Even if it meant parting ways, he didn't want it to be like this.

And there was the matter of Diite. If it was her will, then he would have to accept it, but no matter how he looked at it, that wasn't the case. Hayato's wish was to meet her again and talk.

But he was anxious.

Would it really work out? To begin with, what was he supposed to do when he boarded the Aphrodite and met Diite? He couldn't see any of that, and Hayato was filled with an indescribable anxiety.

Hypnos, Amanda, and Infinity had made various preparations. But he hadn't been told what he should do. He had only been given a chance to see Diite again.

"You look scary."

"...I don't think I want to hear that from you, of all people, Jolth."

"That's true. But you're taking on too much. You should relax your shoulders a bit more. Well, I suppose that's why you want to keep busy."

"It's a bad habit of mine to think about things that can't be helped. On top of that, my life has just been one big case of playing it by ear."

"I know how you feel. In that case, why don't you make some sweets for the ladies? I'll request the food, so it should arrive tomorrow. You can use all of it. I'll request it from not just Libra, but my family's Foundation too, so just make one delicious thing after another."

"Then I'll do that... oh, can I ask for some coffee beans too?"

"I'll order several of the highest quality ones."

Jolth said this and headed toward the car with the communication device.

Hayato slapped his cheeks with both hands to fire himself up and headed toward the kitchen.

"I'll make whatever sweets you like, so feel free to order."

"Chocolate parfait."

The first one to respond to Hayato's words was Esha.

Everyone thought, "Huh?" but when Hayato said, "Understood," the look in the women's eyes changed.

From there, a torrent of orders came in, and Hayato ended up making so many sweets that he had no time to think.

Three days had passed since their arrival at the hideout.

It was determined that the spaceship at Lee's hideout, the "Demeter," was an old model but solidly built and definitely in usable condition.

The engine couldn't be started due to fuel issues, but as long as they could get that, they could manage.

Esha, Relic, and the others were in the middle of checking the program to see if there were any problems on the software side, and at the same time, they were identifying potential troubles that might arise from replacing the engine.

There was a lot Hayato didn't understand, but Ox and the others, who were checking the software in the same way, had looks of surprise at Esha's and the others' feedback, so he was impressed, certain that Esha and her team were quite talented programmers.

However, Esha frequently requested sweets, saying she needed sugar because she was using her head. Hayato wondered if that was really true, but he prepared a large quantity of sweet snacks that could be easily eaten.

Jolth, who was watching, said with a slight grin, "Esha-san is a good person," but Hayato asked back, "Why?"

To put it simply, she was intentionally keeping Hayato busy to reduce the time he had to get lost in his thoughts.

He didn't know if that was true or not, and Esha would probably just evade the question if he asked. However, Hayato had a feeling that might be the case, so he continued to make sweet snacks, thanking Esha for this and everything else she had done.

And so, three days passed, and they reached a point where, if things went smoothly, they would be able to fly in about another week.

(Well, I've run out of things to do besides making sweets.)

Hayato had been busy on the first day, but now he had calmed down to some extent. The Scavengers had taken over the cooking, so although Hayato helped, his main job was making sweets, and he wasn't that busy. And it seemed he had made too many of those sweets, as he had been told to stop.

He had also received a simple lecture from Lee on how to operate the spaceship, but since it was basically on autopilot and operation only meant setting the coordinates, it was over in less than a day.

(Things seem to be going smoothly here, so should I go back to Central for a bit and help Lunaria-san and the others...?)

As he was wondering, Jolth came over.

"I got a message. They've found the location of the research facility, so they're heading there now."

"Oh, really? Does that mean I'm not needed?"

"No, they said they're going to stop by here and pick you up, Hayato."

"Huh? They're coming here?"

"The research facility is in a hazardous zone too, it seems. It's close, so they said it's just a small detour."

"I see. But am I really necessary?"

"The members here are all connected through you, Hayato. And I think they want you to know various things in case an unforeseen situation arises."

Hayato understood, more or less.

Hayato's part was the final login, but that didn't mean he didn't have to do anything until then. It was necessary for him to know the various situations and circumstances. In an emergency, having information versus not having it would narrow the range of countermeasures, and it was better to have more options.

"Got it. Then I'll get ready."

"Also, it seems they're counting on your skills as a cook."

"So that's the main reason."

There were many women in the group going to the research facility. Hayato was slightly wary that he might be made to make sweets from morning till night, but he figured that would be fine too, and began to prepare.



		
			Chapter 402

			To the Research Facility

			Hayato was on his way to the research facility with Lunaria and the others.

Among the members heading to the facility, Hayato knew Lunaria, Xenobia, Maris, Surya, and Parsha, along with her guards, Blanc and Noir.

Maris and Surya were in a separate car, while Lunaria, Xenobia, and Parsha rode in the same car as Hayato, with Blanc driving.

The reason Maris and Surya had come along involved the Sagittarius Foundation.

Sagittarius was originally an organization formed by the merger of "Noah" and "Artemis," to which Maris and Surya had belonged. According to information remaining with Sagittarius, there was a possibility that the research facility where Lunaria had been was involved in animal research.

This came to light when Ney and Ronios went to Sagittarius to request their cooperation. With that, they shared the information, involving the current head of Sagittarius, which led to Maris and Surya being dispatched.

The facility might be where Siegfried was born. For that reason, Maris was quite excited.

And so, their group had grown quite large, though not to the same extent as when they went to Lee's hideout. In total, there were about thirty people. Since Parsha was accompanying them, most were her guards.

Although the twins, Blanc and Noir, served as both drivers and guards, Parsha's brother had deemed that insufficient and assigned additional escorts.

According to Parsha, her relationship with her brother had improved after she prepared a signed pledge completely renouncing her candidacy as the next family head. Now, they were on such good terms that they even ate meals together.

Hayato listened to this story inside the luxurious car, but his only real reaction was, "I see." More importantly, the car was shaking so badly that he was starting to feel quite sick.

Just as Jolth had said, Lee must have been an exceptionally skilled driver, because a normal person’s driving, or even automated driving, resulted in terrible vertical shaking. Blanc wasn't driving particularly fast, but the rough terrain made it impossible to avoid the bumps.

He remembered how Esha and the others had looked sick, slumping to the ground when they arrived at Lee's hideout, and he now felt a belated sense of apology.

To distract himself from his nausea and guilt, Hayato decided to talk with Parsha.

However, they didn't have many topics in common. Assuming she had probably already heard about it, Hayato explained the situation at Lee's hideout.

Parsha, seemingly unaffected by the shaking, gracefully sipped her tea, smiled, and then nodded.

"I hear the Hyena members will cease their looting. If that’s the case, then working on road maintenance outside is not a bad idea. Our Foundation would like to participate in that area."

"So you didn't perform maintenance before because of them?"

"That's right. Outside, the authority of the Foundations is meaningless, so it’s a scramble for any and all resources. Even if we built roads, materials like concrete would just be carted away. So we left it alone, but now that problem has been resolved."

Hayato nodded.

He knew that investigations outside were dangerous, but he hadn't known the specifics of the situation. He was aware of dangers like contaminated areas, but the manmade problems were not something they taught in educational institutions.

And if they were going to maintain roads outside, he could make an assumption.

"Are there also plans to expand the habitable zones?"

Currently, life on Earth was only possible in artificially protected areas like Central, massive structures like High Bridge and Big Wall, or the artificial Floating Island. Of course, there were people living outside, but they survived by reactivating abandoned facilities. It was not yet to the point where they could live solely off nature.

Hayato had never heard of a plan to expand the livable regions before, but if activity outside became easier, increasing the territory would become a possibility.

"You’re quite sharp. The Leo Foundation is central to surface activities, but with Ney-san acting as an intermediary this time, it seems they will be doing various things jointly with Libra. Also, since port defense will become easier, Aquarius, which focuses on maritime activities, also wants to participate. It seems Ronios-san is stepping in to handle those negotiations."

To Hayato, this was a world away from his own, but it was rare to hear of Foundations working together. Joint projects were so infrequent that they became major news, and he had only heard of a few such instances.

Noticing his puzzled expression, Parsha smiled.

"Do you find it strange for the Foundations to do something together?"

"Yes, well. It’s not something you hear about often."

"It is certainly a rare occurrence, but Ney-san and Ronios-san have been seeking cooperation from various Foundations. Their positions as the next heads are quite significant, and since they are personally visiting other Foundations, they cannot be dismissed. Besides, with Ney-san’s current momentum, it’s said that any Foundation that doesn’t get on board would be foolish. It seems every Foundation wants to establish a relationship."

"That’s a grand scale story. Still, that Ney…"

Hayato was surprised that Ney, who didn't know how to doubt people and seemed likely to fall for any scam, had reached such a status.

"Ney-san is, for better or worse, pure, which makes her easy to get along with. Dealing with people from the Foundations can be quite exhausting. Well, Ronios-san is just simply a pain."

Putting aside the harsh assessment of Ronios, Hayato could somewhat understand what she meant about it being easier to deal with someone. No one wants to associate with a person who requires constant vigilance.

"This might be the catalyst for a change in how the Foundations operate. Though it will likely be a story for decades from now."

One could say she was disrupting the power balance of the Foundations in a good way. And while things were peaceful for now, there was no doubt it was a distorted arrangement. If it improved for the better, Hayato would be grateful. Though he hadn't done anything so far, he decided in his heart to cheer for Ney anew.

"Well, that’s enough of that. Let’s talk about the research facility. That said, I’m amazed Lunaria-san and Xenobia-san can sleep in these conditions, aren't you?"

Unlike a truck, the car was luxurious with an interior like a limousine, but the shaking was severe. Despite this, Lunaria was sitting on the leather seat with her arms crossed, sleeping peacefully. Xenobia was asleep on the seat as well, leaning against Lunaria with her knees hugged to her chest.

According to Lunaria, it was fine because she had "trained to be able to fall asleep instantly anywhere."

It was unclear what kind of training would achieve that, but she had said something incomprehensible about being able to almost completely control the secretion of her brain's neurochemicals at will.

And Xenobia had also said, a little proudly, "I can fall asleep in any situation, and once I'm out, I won't wake up." Hayato was still puzzling over what part of that was something to be proud of.

There was no need to wake them, so Hayato continued to listen to Parsha’s story about the research facility.

The location of the facility had been difficult to pinpoint because Lunaria had only ever been outside it once.

Lunaria said she had only seen the outside from a self-driving taxi on its way to the Spaceship Aphrodite.

Even for Lunaria, who could remember everything she saw once, identifying a place was difficult when the landscape had changed over a hundred years. So they took the time-consuming approach of collecting footage of the scenery from a century ago and cross-referencing it with Lunaria’s memory.

Thanks to that, they finally found the location, but it turned out to be in a dangerous zone, which meant preparations took even more time.

"So a habitable area a hundred years ago became a dangerous zone?"

"That’s correct, but there's a rather fishy story attached to it."

"Fishy?"

"It was indeed a habitable zone a hundred years ago, but there is absolutely no information about it from before then. We don’t understand the circumstances at all. The impression is that it suddenly became a dangerous zone. It might even be a place that was intentionally turned into one."

"Intentionally? Are you saying it might be more dangerous than the normal outside?"

"We’ve checked with satellite photos beforehand, and apart from a cluster of collapsed buildings, there is nothing. We also obtained information from the Leo Foundation through Jolth-san, and they said there was nothing there when they investigated before."

"Then it should be fine, right?"

"I think it should be fine, but we should remain vigilant. I heard what Lee-san said, that there’s a possibility the Zodiac Foundation intentionally caused the resource depletion."

Hayato nodded.

There was only circumstantial evidence, or testimony, but no proof. Still, the possibility was high. However, Hayato hoped it wasn't true.

For Amanda's sake.

As a Genetically Enhanced Human, Amanda had dreamed of searching for planets in space. But if the resource depletion was intentional and a planet with resources had already been found, then Amanda's dream had ended a hundred years ago.

She could have searched for another new planet, but he had heard that Amanda also had the desire to save humanity as a Genetically Enhanced Human.

Besides, it was questionable to send the most exceptional of the Genetically Enhanced Humans as a spy to steal technology. And to send a spy to another organization belonging to the same Foundation, despite the world being in a dangerous situation, suggested they had a lot of leeway.

In other words, it was reasonable to think the world was not on the brink of crisis.

When one thing becomes clear, parts that were once unseen come into view. That was fine, but Hayato was left with an indescribable feeling when he thought about what this meant for Amanda.

(Amanda-san probably found out about this somehow… She was sent as a spy, her dream was crushed, and she planned to get revenge on the research facility, only to find out the dream that started it all was meaningless from the beginning. To think she learned that…)

As Hayato sighed, Parsha asked, "Are you alright?"

"Ah, sorry, my mind wandered a bit. Um, about the resource depletion, yes, I've heard it was intentional, but apparently it can't be proven."

"If they were doing something that shouldn't be known, they wouldn't leave information behind. However, concealing everything is difficult. This isn't limited to this case, but places where such information might exist are surprisingly dangerous. It will be troublesome if some kind of defense system is still active."

"A defense system?"

"Something to prevent intruders. According to the Leo Foundation, there are several such places outside. They say this place isn't one of them, but there's a possibility they just haven't found the location they truly don't want people to enter. If so, there will be a defense system, and the investigation may take time."

For Hayato, who didn't want to waste much time, this was unwelcome news. He wanted to head out the moment the spaceship was ready to fly, but it was meaningless if they didn't have the coordinates.

(Should we go to space first and wait for the investigation of the facility? No, but there's the fuel issue—)

"It’s fine. Once we get there, we’ll know Amanda's coordinates right awaeh—"

Just as Lunaria suddenly spoke, she covered her mouth, her eyes welling with tears.

"Good morning. You were awake?"

"I can hear even when I'm sleeping, so I just woke up now. More importantly, you should be concerned that I bit my tongue."

He wondered if that was even possible, but figuring anything was possible with her, Hayato quickly stopped thinking about it.

"Are you okay?"

"I wouldn't say I'm okay, but I'll manage. About what we were just talking about, the research facility does have a defense system. But I can easily disable it, so leave it to me."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I’ll get shot at a little, but I just have to dodge. And I’ll need a hard stick to deflect the rest."

"What are you talking about?"

"The defense system. It’s probably at the entrance to the underground section, so I’ll go in while dodging the bullets and disable the system."

"No, no, really, what are you talking about?"

At the very least, being shot at with a gun was not a "little" thing, nor was it something one could just "dodge." Same goes for deflecting them.

It was true Lunaria could do such things in virtual reality.

During the fight when Lee came to the rooftop, Lunaria had dodged gunfire, but that was, at the end of the day, virtual reality. The speed wasn't real, and getting hit wouldn't kill her. It was troubling to have her speak of it with the same casualness.

Lunaria was huffing slightly, looking fired up, and it felt like anything he said would be useless. He decided to approach this from a different angle and turned his gaze to Parsha.

"Parsha-san, Lunaria-san is saying this, but do you have any countermeasures?"

"We have prepared several devices to neutralize the system, but it will depend on what kind of defense system it is. There’s a chance we may need to bring in additional equipment, but we should prioritize safety here."

Hayato nodded, relieved at Parsha's sensible answer, which was completely unimaginable from her usual behavior.

"So that’s how it is, Lunaria-san. No dodging bullets. You wait until it’s safe, okay?"

"Didn't you say we don't have much time?"

"I did, but there's no point if it comes at the cost of someone getting hurt, right? Besides, you're the one we need inside the research facility, so I'd rather you not do anything reckless at the entrance."

Lunaria crossed her arms and looked up at the ceiling, then turned back to Hayato and nodded.

"Understood. If that's the case, I'll hold back. I'm a secret weapon, so I'll be patient until the end."

She wasn't exactly a secret weapon, but if it made her restrain herself, it was a small price to pay.

Thinking that the research facility was also going to be a lot of trouble, Hayato kept talking about various things to avoid getting car sick.



		
			Chapter 403

			The Underground Research Facility

			Hayato and the others stopped about a kilometer short of their destination.

Everyone got out of the cars and looked around.

For the most part, it was just a sprawling wasteland, but where the research facility was supposed to be, there was nothing but rubble. In the distance, one could faintly see mountains.

Even if they were told a place was safe, rushing in defenselessly was dangerous. It was said that when exploring the outside, it was better to be overly cautious, so Hayato and the others waited accordingly.

That said, it wasn't a contaminated zone, nor were there looters like the Hyena. All that was there was a pile of rubble that was once a building. While that rubble could be a resource, there was no reason to go to the trouble of collecting it in Earth's current state.

Perhaps because of this, it was determined that there were no life signs around the rubble, nor was there any defense system.

Parsha nodded upon receiving the report from the advance guards via communication.

"Good work. Then let's head to that location. Lunaria-san might recognize something if she goes. I believe the research facility was underground—"

"Wait a minute."

Lunaria cut Parsha off.

Lunaria had been standing on top of a car, peering through a pair of high-performance binoculars. They were equipped with a scanning function that displayed all sorts of information, and she spoke without lowering them.

"The rubble over there is a dummy. The real target is about two kilometers to the south."

"Are you certain about that?"

"I'm certain. The scenery I saw from the self-driving taxi back then… the shape of those mountains should look different from where the rubble is. The place I was picked up from was further south."

Upon hearing her words, Parsha thought for a moment before ordering her guards to investigate. Whether the command of a Foundation family member was absolute or not, a message came back immediately saying they were heading out to investigate.

For Lunaria, it might as well have been a few years ago, but even so, the scenery had changed considerably over the last century. Hayato was amazed by Lunaria's memory, as well as by Parsha who had believed her instantly.

"Lunaria-san, that's amazing. You remember even that?"

"I might have said it before, but I don't forget things I've seen once. I forgot my real-world memories when I was left in the virtual reality, but I remember everything now. Besides, that scenery is from when I went outside for the first time, so it has a high priority in my memory."

"You went outside for the first time?"

"The research facility building was there, but I was always underground. I went outside a few times, but it was just a place surrounded by the facility's high walls, so I was a little moved when I left the facility for the first time to board the spaceship."

"So that happened…"

"Don't make that face. I got three meals a day and a nap there, and I could play games every day, so I didn't hate it that much. If anything, I'm frustrated that I couldn't bring the games I hadn't cleared yet. If the data is still there, I plan to retrieve it."

"…If they’re retro games, you can play them for cheap, so even if it’s gone, you can play plenty of others."

"Yeah. Actually, I was thinking of playing fighting games with Xenobia-chan."

Having her name suddenly brought up, Xenobia looked a little surprised, but she immediately smiled and opened her mouth.

"Just so you know, I won't lose to you in a fighting game, Lunaria-chan."

"Heh, I'm looking forward to it."

As their lighthearted conversation continued, a message came from the guards.

They had detected a response that suggested a facility underground.

Furthermore, although they hadn't found an entrance, a weak signal was being emitted from underground, performing some sort of identification. There was no response like a defense system so far, but they said it would take a little longer to confirm safety.

In response to the report, Lunaria raised her hand.

"I'm just guessing, but I think that signal will react if I get close. Not me specifically, but it will react to a Genetically Enhanced Human. There were several places inside the facility that performed that kind of identification."

"React? Does that mean it’s dangerous for you to go?"

"If it’s emitting a signal that reacts to Genetically Enhanced Humans, it shouldn’t be dangerous. In fact, trying to force our way in might be more dangerous."

Hayato looked at Parsha.

Parsha, who had been holding each elbow with the opposite hand, noticed Hayato's gaze, closed her eyes, and furrowed her brow.

After about ten seconds, she opened her eyes.

"It can't be helped. Let's move Lunaria-san closer. Everyone but the guards will wait here. Lunaria-san, please wear as much equipment as possible when you approach. Safety first, please."

"Yeah, got it. I learned in the Eastern Country that if I do strange things on my own, I'll get scolded, so it's fine."

With that, Lunaria began to get ready inside the car.

Protected by the guards, Lunaria rode in the car towards the target location.

Hayato and the others could only watch. This was not virtual reality, but the real world. Everyone stared worriedly at the car Lunaria was in.

"Will Lunaria-san be alright…?"

As Maris said this while holding Siegfried, Hayato replied, "Probably, she’ll be fine."

"I don't know how much they knew, but it was Hypnos and Amanda-san who left us the information telling us to go to the research facility. If there was any danger, they should have left information about that too."

The information Ox and the others had brought was left by Hypnos and Amanda. There were still parts they didn't understand about why they did it, but he couldn't imagine those two would set a trap now.

They probably did this complicated thing to prevent interference from the AI imitating Curtis, so they must have had some grasp of the information about the research facility. But there was no information saying it was dangerous.

Hayato held onto that hope as he watched Lunaria's car through his binoculars.

(Huh? It stopped? No, it’s backing up?)

Just as Hayato thought that, the ground began to shake.

Hayato was surprised by the earthquake, something that doesn't happen in the colonies, but Parsha said, "It's alright, it's about a magnitude two."

As he wondered if it was really okay, the area where Lunaria was heading had changed slightly.

A pillar-like structure had appeared out of nowhere.

"It grew out of the ground!"

As Maris said this excitedly, it clicked for Hayato. The earthquake just now was the vibration from that thing emerging to the surface.

Immediately, a communication came through to Parsha.

According to the report, the moment Lunaria got near that area, she had said, "Get away from here immediately." Apparently, their car had been right on top of the structure, which is how they avoided being caught up in it.

After that, Lunaria was apparently saying, "There's no more danger, so it's safe to come over here," and the guards were waiting for Parsha’s instructions.

"Check the surrounding conditions just in case. Once safety is confirmed, we will proceed."

At Parsha’s words, a guard responded with "Understood," and several guards got out of the car Lunaria was in and began to investigate the surroundings.

About ten minutes later, the investigation was complete, and Hayato's group also moved closer to the emerged building. What they thought was a black, square structure, they realized upon getting closer, was something else.

"An elevator?"

Lunaria nodded at Hayato’s murmur.

"Yeah, an elevator to go underground. No doubt about it, this is the research facility where I was."

"Does it seem safe?"

"It’s fine. There was a terminal inside, so after having the guards confirm it was safe, I tinkered with it a bit. I’ve disabled the security with my access code, and I restored the power supply to its normal state, so it’s even safer now."

Hayato praised the slightly smug-looking Lunaria. Technical matters aside, he wanted to commend her for acting only after properly confirming their safety. He believed it was safe, but belief alone did not guarantee absolute safety.

"If there are no problems, let’s head underground. All guards except for Blanc will wait here. I have contacted my brother about the situation, so an investigation team should arrive shortly. Noir and the escort will wait here for them."

The guards nodded at Parsha’s words and began their preparations.

All of Hayato's group decided to head underground. For some reason, Siegfried also seemed to want to go, so Maris carried him along.

Once they were ready, Lunaria operated a terminal inside the elevator.

With a loud *gakon*, the elevator gradually began to descend.

(It works properly even though it’s a hundred years old… No, the Spaceship Aphrodite is still functioning properly. They must have had this level of technology back then.)

Hayato marveled at this as he waited for the elevator to stop.

Silence continued for a while, and after about two minutes, the elevator stopped.

The doors opened, and lights flickered on in the facility. A long corridor stretched out, with doors set at regular intervals.

Blanc exited the elevator first and checked the surroundings.

After confirming there were no problems, he nodded at Parsha.

"Now then, Lunaria-san. You said there is a device here that knows Amanda-san's coordinates, but do you know where it is?"

"I think it’s probably the control room. If so, it’s this way."

"Then let's head there."

Lunaria said, "Okay," and nodded, then stepped out of the elevator and began to walk. Blanc walked beside her, on guard, while Hayato and the others followed.

It was a sterile, symmetrical white corridor. The doors only had numbered plates, giving no sense of daily life, and it was much larger than he had expected. Despite this, the ventilation seemed to be working, as there were no unpleasant smells, and it even seemed to have been cleaned.

(Lunaria-san said she restored the power supply, but it was probably running on low power all this time. But why, if no one was here? And can people even live in a place like this?)

Hayato was born in a colony, so he was somewhat used to enclosed spaces. Besides, the colonies had artificial sunlight, and the parks were spacious enough to run around in, so he never felt confined.

But this place gave off an overwhelming sense of confinement.

"Lunaria-san, you were in a place like this all that time…"

"Back then I thought this was normal, so it wasn't a problem. And because I grew up in a place like this, I became a Demon Lord. I think having a tragic past is fitting for a Demon Lord."

It was debatable who was failing to read the room, him or Lunaria, but Hayato recognized that at least Lunaria didn't like a gloomy atmosphere and had the strength to laugh about her painful past.

"That's true. That's why you were such a cool Demon Lord."

"You finally get it? I'd give you a Demon Lord's Cookie, but I don't have any right now, so later."

"I'll look forward to it."

Their conversation lightened the mood a bit. Maris, Surya, and even Xenobia joined in, asking Lunaria all sorts of questions.

They walked for five minutes. After covering a considerable distance, Lunaria led them to a door at the end of a corridor.

The door's plate was blank, but being the room at the very end, it was clear it was an important location.

When Lunaria operated the terminal next to the door, the door slid open sideways.

Blanc looked inside to check, then operated a device on his arm. After a moment, he reported to Parsha, "No problems."

Parsha nodded, and Lunaria entered. At the same time, the lights in the room turned on.

The front wall was covered with a vast number of monitors, and a terminal was placed in the center of the room. The monitors were all off, as if they had no power, while on the terminal, a single button was blinking.

Lunaria approached the terminal and was about to press the blinking button, but she looked at Parsha first and asked, "Is it okay to push it?"

Parsha thought for a moment, then nodded.

"Blanc has just confirmed there is nothing dangerous in this room, so it's fine. Please press it."

Lunaria nodded and, without any particular hesitation, pressed the button.

At that moment, the entire room vibrated slightly, and a rumbling sound could be heard from far below their feet.

(It feels like a massive device has started up, but just how big is it...?)

As Hayato was thinking this, an old man appeared on the monitor before him. It was the same old man whose avatar Infinity had used in the virtual reality.

"To be able to come here, you must be Lunaria-kun or Amanda-kun, I presume? Or perhaps someone completely unrelated?"

As Hayato and the others stood there in surprise, the old man continued.

"It matters not who you are. First, allow me to introduce myself. I am Curtis. Curtis von Zodiac. I ask that you indulge this old man's story for a while."

Curtis, displayed on the monitor, smiled as he said this.



		
			Chapter 404

			The Successor

			In the control room deep within the research facility, Curtis was displayed on the multiple monitors on the front wall, which were being treated as a single screen.

It wasn't a live video feed from a remote location, but a recording. The fact that it began playing when Lunaria pressed the button was evident from his words, "I do not know who has come here."

Hayato and everyone else understood this, yet Curtis’s gaze felt as if it were seeing into the depths of their souls, making them uneasy. Even though it was just a video, it felt suffocating.

That Curtis’s smile vanished, and he opened his mouth to speak.

"This will only play once. With that in mind, listen well."

Curtis continued, his expression almost unchanging.

"I do not know who has come here, but I will recognize you as a qualified successor to the Zodiac Foundation. All humans born in this facility were candidates, but you, the first to arrive here, have earned that right."

"Successor…?"

Lunaria murmured, puzzled. According to his words, only Lunaria qualified. Lunaria, who was born in this facility and was the first to visit it, was the successor.

"This facility can only be operated by those born here. The fact that you are playing this recording serves as proof of your birth here. As the head, the Foundation's assets, though now only what is here, are all yours."

How one interpreted Curtis's eyes was subjective, but to Hayato, they seemed devoid of any light. It was the gaze one might give a stone on the roadside. A look of complete disinterest, of apathy.

It was a recorded video, so perhaps that was natural, but if one were to leave a recording, they would imagine the person watching it. Despite that, Curtis's gaze, and his words, were businesslike. One could believe him if told he were an AI.

Hayato didn't know much about the Zodiac Foundation. But he vaguely understood that it held great power. He found it strange that someone could speak of it with such a lack of interest.

"However—"

Power entered Curtis’s eyes.

"The Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite alone is not yours. Do not even think of laying a hand on it. You would do well to be satisfied with the other assets. What is here should be more than enough to rule the world."

His words carried a slight trace of what might be called emotion. Not joy or sorrow, but something closer to anger. An absolute command that brooked no argument. An intimidation that said defiance would not be tolerated.

The Curtis before them was likely no longer of this world. Yet, his words held something that made one feel that to defy them would be to lose everything. Perhaps it was instinctual, but despite being mere words, a feeling rose from the depths of their bodies that they must not disobey.

It seemed the others felt it too, as most of them had beads of sweat on their faces and looked pained.

Amidst them all, only Lunaria was normal. Hayato could only see her from behind, but she was completely still, staring at the Curtis on the monitor.

"That is all I have to say. If you do not understand what I am saying, then you are not qualified to be the successor."

A countdown timer appeared on the monitor. It read "5:00."

"Farewell. In five minutes, this facility will collapse."

Everyone’s eyes widened, but Curtis continued speaking as if it were nothing.

"If you wish to stop it, speak the name of the greatest AI constructed in the virtual reality on the Spaceship Aphrodite into the terminal. If you are correct, the facility's collapse will halt. If you do not know, then give up and leave here. Having the qualification to be a successor and whether I will let you succeed are two different matters. Think of it as a bit of amusement, and enjoy yourselves."

Curtis’s video ended with those words. The moment it did, most of the people around Hayato collapsed to the floor. The tension must have been at its limit. Even hearing that the place would be destroyed, they couldn't move immediately.

Hayato barely managed to stay on his feet. He was thinking about the video. Curtis had spoken in a businesslike manner until the very end, but that aside, he found it strange.

(Was it necessary to leave it like this...?)

Leaving important messages on video was a common practice, but this wouldn't have been much different if it had been left as a text file in electronic data.

(Or was the purpose of that video to intimidate? I felt that it was a command that must not be disobeyed. Could there have been some kind of trick in the video itself...?)

There are things like the subliminal effect that appeal to the subconscious mind visually. Whether it was used this time or not, it was highly possible that the video had such an effect. With technology capable of creating a virtual reality, such a thing would be possible.

As he was thinking, he noticed the timer had been ticking down. It was already under four minutes.

Lunaria, who had been standing the whole time, turned and looked at Hayato. He thought her eyes were asking, "Is it okay to answer?" so Hayato sent a glance toward Parsha. Parsha, understanding the meaning of his gaze, nodded toward Lunaria.

Lunaria faced the terminal and said, "Diite."

Hypnos, Infinity, or even Curtis were possibilities, but since Curtis had said "her," the candidates were limited. Convinced that it had to be Diite, she stated it without any hesitation.

"…Voiceprint check complete. Welcome back, Lunaria-sama. You are recognized as the new head of the Zodiac Foundation."

The countdown stopped, and a synthesized electronic voice came from the terminal.

And just like that, without anyone fully understanding what had happened, Lunaria was recognized as the head of the Zodiac Foundation.

An investigation team hired by Ney and Parsha was now checking the vast research facility.

Lunaria’s authentication was required for everything, but Lunaria suffered from social anxiety. In places with many people, her abilities dropped significantly. As a side effect, Xenobia, who had a fear of men, was also affected by the increased number of men, and the two of them were huddled together in a corner of the control room.

That aside, the investigation was proceeding.

They had been told by Curtis that they could do as they pleased with what was in the facility, but most of it was electronic data. There were no treasures like gold or silver.

However, the value of that data was immeasurable. It was filled with research data from all fields, things that would make an expert faint from their value. They hadn't even checked a tenth of it all, but even so, the usefulness of the data was incalculable.

And among the data, something troublesome was discovered. It was the technical data that each Foundation treated as a black box. If this were to be made public, it would be enough to erase the Foundations' superiority.

Each Foundation had its own unique technology that others couldn't imitate, which they used to show their superiority over other Foundations and maintain the power balance. Things like the artificial gravity devices used in colony construction and the energy tubes that provided almost all nutrients were among them.

Of course, each Foundation conducted analysis, but there was more that they didn't understand than they did. Data was found that explained those unknown parts in minute detail.

At this, Parsha genuinely looked as if she might collapse. Blanc and Noir supported her, averting disaster, but the shock was that great. She even approached Lunaria, exclaiming, "Our Foundation will fall from grace!"

Parsha’s Pisces Foundation excelled in technology for long-term material preservation. It had applications beyond the items stored in Colony "Museum" and was used in most products. What would happen to the Foundation if that technology were made public? The result was clearer than day.

However, with Lunaria becoming the head of the Zodiac Foundation, it was safe to say the other Foundations had dodged a bullet.

No one could view the data without Lunaria's permission, and even if they did, only a true genius could even understand it. And Lunaria had no interest in such things, reassuring Parsha by saying, "I won't make it public, so don't worry."

From this situation, Hayato figured this was what Curtis meant by being able to rule the world.

Lunaria was now in a position to, to put it badly, blackmail all the Foundations using the information here as a shield. She could give orders to all twelve of the Foundations that could be said to rule the world.

Because of this, the investigation was being conducted with extreme caution. For now, there was no one who would betray Parsha, but the information itself, that such technology existed here, was of considerable value.

Currently, Parsha, Blanc, and Noir were checking the information first before passing it to the investigation team. This was because they couldn't show them if there was technology that didn't exist in any of the Foundations.

About an hour passed, and Parsha let out a small, "Oh?" She then moved over to Maris and the others and handed them the tablet she was using for the investigation.

"I believe this might be the technology you were researching, Maris-san."

"Huh? …Ah!"

Maris and Surya cried out in surprise. The tablet displayed research materials related to animal brainwaves. Their approaches were different, but it was technology for communicating with animals.

"Wow, this is nostalgic! And, this is even more amazing than my own research…! …Huh? Who did this?"

"You've got to be kidding me, this is way further along than my research!"

Maris and Surya exclaimed in surprise, staring at the single tablet together as they confirmed the data.

After a while, it was revealed that it contained detailed information on technology to extend animal lifespans, as well as efficient breeding and rearing techniques. This was also the content that the Sagittarius Foundation was researching in Colony "Zoo" and "Farm."

Furthermore, it was revealed that Siegfried was from this research facility. It also stated that he had escaped and was protected by Artemis, where Surya had belonged. It said that in anticipation of this, Artemis had designated Siegfried as a test player for the virtual reality.

Siegfried sat there tilting his head, and everyone wondered just what this calico cat was up to.

While this was happening during the investigation, what Hayato and the others were looking for was a device or technology that could pinpoint Amanda’s location. So far, there was no information on that.

"There's no use in rushing. Let's find it by the time the spaceship maintenance is finished. However, it would be good if we have the actual device, but if it's only technical data, there’s a possibility we’ll have to build it from scratch—"

At Parsha’s words, Lunaria, who had been resting in a corner of the room, raised her hand.

"This research facility is sending out a signal to the surrounding area to identify Genetically Enhanced Humans, so I think the actual device exists. If we check each room, we might find something."

"In that case, may I ask you to do that, Lunaria-san? We will continue to scrutinize the information."

"Got it. Alright everyone, let's go."

Realizing they couldn't help Parsha and the others here, Hayato and Xenobia decided to check each room with Lunaria.

All the rooms had electronic locks, but Lunaria could disable them. They checked room by room, but they seemed to have been living quarters for the Genetically Enhanced Humans. Aside from a few personal belongings, there was nothing else.

They went through them in order, but Lunaria hesitated in front of a certain room.

"What's wrong?"

"This was my room. I used to play games here all the time."

"I see…"

"Someday, I want to invite Rosalie-chan and Benny-chan here too. As friends."

"…You’re right… No, how about inviting them to the place you’ll live in from now on?"

"That's a good idea. Either way, I have to go to the spaceship to pick them up."

Hayato nodded without saying anything.

He didn't know what everyone on the spaceship was doing. They couldn't log in through their headgear, but there was no information on what was happening to everyone who was permanently logged in. The virtual reality itself had stopped, so it was highly likely that Benitsuru and the others were asleep.

His goal was to meet Diite, but the same could be said for Rosalie, Benitsuru, and the others. He couldn't just part ways with them like this. For Lunaria and Xenobia, who had been in the virtual reality for so long, this feeling was probably stronger than Hayato's.

Lunaria used her voiceprint to unlock the door and slid it open to look inside. Hayato peered in from behind her.

The tidy room had no sense of life. Every room they had seen so far had the same layout, with only a monitor, a bed, a desk, and a chair.

They only looked at the room for a few seconds. Lunaria immediately closed the door.

"There’s nothing here, let’s go to the next one."

"What about your game data?"

"That's for later. But what should we do? If this is the residential area, there’s no point in looking at the other rooms. I don't know of any other likely places besides the control room."

"Can't you check from a terminal? It would be good if there was a map of the facility."

He suggested this thinking that Lunaria, as the successor here, should be able to access information about the research facility itself.

"…I wish you had suggested that earlier…"

"Ah, sorry."

Just as they were about to hurry back to the control room, they found Siegfried in the hallway.

"Nya."

"Huh?"

Perhaps he had gotten bored while Maris and Surya were excitedly checking the research data, as Siegfried seemed to be taking a walk.

"Nya."

"…I think he’s saying to follow him."

"Lunaria-san? Can you understand Siegfried’s words?"

"Sort of."

Whether that was correct or not, Siegfried began to walk down the corridor with a *toko toko* sound. Hayato and Xenobia were surprised, but since Lunaria followed him, the two of them hurried after her.

Siegfried walked through the vast research facility without any sign of being lost. Perhaps it was his old walking course, as his steps were light. He then stopped in front of a certain door.

"Nya."

"Should I open this one?"

Lunaria asked Siegfried, then opened the door.

The interior had a structure clearly different from the other rooms. Huge devices were placed all over, almost too close together, and they were emitting a rumbling, growling sound.

Lunaria entered without fear and operated a nearby terminal. A few seconds later, her hands, which had been typing on a holographic keyboard, stopped.

"Found it. With this, we can find out Amanda’s coordinates."

As Lunaria and Xenobia rejoiced, Hayato looked at Siegfried with eyes full of surprise.

"Nyan nya."

Hayato couldn’t understand Siegfried’s words, but he had a feeling the cat had just said, "My reward is salt-grilled saury."



		
			Chapter 405

			The Ultimate Blessing

			Five days after the discovery of the research facility, maintenance on the spaceship Demeter was complete, and the day of departure for space had arrived.

They could now confirm the coordinates of Amanda's location, the Spaceship Aphrodite, in real time. Technology from the facility even allowed them to remotely disable its stealth and operate its hatches.

The spaceship would launch from the area around Lee’s hideout, and so most of the involved parties had gathered there today.

The members going were Hayato, Esha, Relic, Sonia, Mist, Damian, and for piloting the spaceship, Lee and the members who were at the hideout.

Esha, Relic, and Sonia were chosen as the personnel to perform the hacking on the Spaceship Aphrodite, while Mist and Damian would accompany them as doctors. The others would provide support from Earth and the various colonies.

Members of the Foundations like Ney, Jolth, and Parsha had also said they wanted to go, but they were stopped by those around them. Their guards had persuaded them that they should not go, as there was no telling what might happen.

As for Lunaria, Ney and the others had stopped her. Since viewing the facility’s technology required Lunaria’s permission, it would be a problem if something happened to her. They persuaded her that the facility's technology should be accessible at all times in case something happened to Hayato’s team, and Lunaria reluctantly agreed.

There was information that the Spaceship Aphrodite was going to leave Earth. Even if there was no danger to their lives, the possibility that they could be taken along with it could not be denied.

There were others who had said they wanted to go, but it was decided that they would board with a small, elite team, and these members were selected.

It was dangerous, but Hayato had been designated by Hypnos and Infinity. And for hacking the spaceship, they had no choice but to rely on Relic and Sonia. As for Esha, she was chosen not so much as a hacker, but for her excellence as a programmer.

Mist and Damian would not board the Aphrodite but would be on standby on the Demeter. Just having talented doctors nearby would be a great source of reassurance for Hayato and the others.

Normally, when Hayato and Esha went somewhere together, Ren would tease them, but this time was different. She pleaded with them tearfully, "You absolutely have to come back."

Ash also seemed worried about Hayato and the others and had come to see them off.

"If you think it's dangerous, turn back immediately. If you guys were gone it would be… boring."

"Of course. I haven’t seen the movie yet. Besides, you’re going to make a movie starring you and Ren-chan someday, right? I’ll come back for sure to see that."

"I still haven't eaten enough chocolate parfaits, so I'll be back. Please have some ready and wait for me."

"You absolutely, absolutely have to…!"

After their talk with Ash and Ren, Ney and the others also came and left them with words to the effect of, "You must come back." Relic and Sonia said, "We will bring them both back for sure, so please don't worry," and were in turn scolded to make sure they themselves came back safely.

After saying their goodbyes to everyone, Hayato's group boarded the spaceship. Lee was already on board, giving instructions to the crew.

"We’re ready to go anytime over here."

"We’re counting on you."

"Leave it to me. I’m the leader of team ‘Scavenger.’ As a transporter, I have a track record of properly delivering any cargo to any place. Getting you all there, and bringing you and everyone else back. This is the easiest job I've ever had."

Lee said this with a laugh and told them, "Sit down and buckle up."

Hayato and the others followed her instructions, sitting down in their seats and fastening their belts.

The spaceship Demeter was a space freighter for transporting cargo. It wasn't rocket-shaped, but closer in form to a space shuttle. First, it would fly through the sky like an airplane, and then exit the atmosphere.

Once preparations were complete, the Demeter began to move down the runway. The runway had also been maintained, so there was almost no shaking.

"Alright, let’s make a scene!"

As Lee said that, the other crew members let out a cheer. The Demeter accelerated further, and a considerable amount of gravity pressed down on Hayato and the others.

The Demeter left the ground and gradually ascended. The air currents were rough, causing a great deal of shaking.

Amidst it all, Hayato tried to remain calm. He couldn't say he wasn't anxious, not by a long shot, but he was surrounded by capable people. He believed that no matter what happened, everyone would support him.

Just thinking that made Hayato feel more at ease.

(If what Infinity said is true, there's a high probability that things will work out if I meet Diite-chan. Everyone has prepared so much for me. I will meet her.)

As Hayato made this resolve, the spaceship Demeter accelerated further and continued its ascent.

"Those are the coordinates… a ship that doesn't show up on any sensors. Pretty impressive, isn't it?"

Lee said with admiration.

They had exited the atmosphere soon after takeoff, and about two hours later, they had arrived at the coordinates near Amanda's location. On existing sensors, the area was completely empty, but according to information sent from Earth, the Spaceship Aphrodite was nearby.

When Lee operated a panel on the cockpit, a massive spaceship appeared before them.

As Hayato stared in surprise, he was told that a signal to disable the stealth had been sent from an external source. Even if they couldn't see it, they could approach it, but docking was easier if they could see it, so they had apparently used the technology from the research facility.

The Demeter approached the Aphrodite.

There was no attack or anything from the Aphrodite. It was quiet, and even when the Demeter extended its docking arm, there was no movement. They had been on high alert, but the connection was completed without any problems.

"Hayato-sama, are you ready?"

Relic looked at Hayato and asked.

Thinking he was asking about his resolve, Hayato replied with a serious face.

"Of course, let’s go."

Relic nodded and sent a glance to Esha and Sonia as well. They both nodded.

Before entering the airlock, Mist and Damian came to the hatch.

"May fortune be with you. If you think it is dangerous, please return immediately. I promised everyone that I would bring you back for sure, so please don't make me a liar, alright?"

Mist said with a smile, and Hayato also smiled and nodded, "Yes."

Hayato and the others confirmed the spaceship's airtight state and then opened the hatch.

The cargo area of the Spaceship Aphrodite. That was where Hayato and the others set foot after passing through the airlock.

It was just a massive space with nothing particularly noteworthy, but the fact that he was inside the Aphrodite filled Hayato with a deep sense of emotion. He had connected to this spaceship's server through his headgear countless times. To be physically standing in that place in reality was a strange feeling indeed.

Who could have imagined when he started the game that things would turn out like this? It was thanks to this spaceship and the virtual reality that he was able to meet Esha and the others as human beings. Thinking about it, Hayato felt a sense of destiny with the spaceship itself.

Hayato quickly switched gears. There was no time to be lost in thought, he told himself, and sent a glance to Esha.

"First, we need to restart the virtual reality and then—"

"Hayato-kun. I'm glad you came."

A voice echoed through the cargo area.

"Infinity?"

"It seems you remember me. It appears I have lost another bet."

"A bet? Oh, right, you said you were making a bet with Hypnos."

"That's right. She said that you would definitely come here. I bet on the impossible, but I lost."

Infinity replied cheerfully. He lacked a sense of tension, but the way he spoke happily of his loss reassured Hayato that he was probably on their side.

"So you’ll help me, then?"

When Hayato had met Infinity before, he had said that if Hayato did as Hypnos said, he would help him. Hayato was referring to that conversation.

"Of course. But, what do you want to do, Hayato-kun? What should I do?"

"I want to meet Diite-chan. Please help me with that."

"A perfect answer. I myself cannot act directly, but if that is what you wish, I will help in any way I can. That is the reward for the bet Hypnos proposed. First, I will show you where you can log into the virtual reality."

"Is the virtual reality still running?"

"That virtual reality is not something that stops just because you want it to. In any case, the AI imitating Curtis is doing something foolish, so please log in quickly and help everyone."

"Something foolish?"

"You will understand when you get there. For that thing, it is likely just a way to pass the time with no emotion involved, but I find it disagreeable."

Anger was palpable in his words. It was unclear what was being done, but the fact that he was asking him to help them meant it was at least not something good. Hayato urged Infinity to take him to the place where he could log in.

Infinity immediately lit up a blue line on the floor to show them the way. Hayato and the others followed the line.

The giant spaceship was like a maze, but after a while, they came out into a massive hall. There, countless capsule-shaped beds were arranged, and inside them were people.

"Those are the cryosleep pods. They are currently still connected to the virtual reality, so I ask that you not touch them carelessly."

Hayato was surprised and took a sufficient distance from the capsules.

"Are we supposed to log in from an empty pod?"

The capsules that Esha and the others had been in were also here. Some of them belonged to people who had regained their memories and left, and Hayato guessed that he was supposed to use one of those.

"No, Hayato-kun, there is something special for you. I have prepared it for you, so I ask that you proceed a little further."

Hayato furrowed his brow at those words, but thinking that even the time to ask questions was precious, he pressed on.

He passed through the hall of cryosleep pods and moved to a door at the far end.

"Beyond that door is the device you can use to log in."

As Infinity’s voice was heard, the door slid open from the center to the left and right.

Inside the room was an egg-shaped sphere made of metal, and from it, exposed wiring was connected to various parts of the room.

When Hayato and the others stepped into the room, the sphere split open from the center to the left and right. Inside was a comfortable-looking chair, and a giant headgear that could be worn while seated.

"That is what Curtis himself used. Not even the AI imitating Curtis can alter its settings. I, however, am an exception. Please use it without hesitation."

He was caught quite off guard, but Hayato steeled himself and approached the chair.

"Hayato-kun."

Infinity stopped Hayato as he approached the chair.

"Let me say this first. The Spaceship Aphrodite will leave Earth in a few days and will not return for a hundred years. As I am now, I cannot stop it. At worst, Hayato-kun, you could end up wandering space while logged in. Even knowing that possibility, do you still wish to see Diite? If you give up here, no one should blame you. I want you to think about that carefully."

Hayato said nothing, but scoffed and sat down in the chair. Ox, who had come to the coffee shop, had said something similar. His resolve had been made at that point.

"Hayato-kun, it may be strange for me to say this, but she is merely data, and has no soul. She is an existence completely different from a human."

Now he started saying things similar to what Diite had said before. It was like when he had asked them to hand over Esha and the others for research, offering one hundred million for each of them, back when he thought they were just NPCs. Back then, too, he had called them just data.

"Will you stake your entire life for such a thing? It is true that I saw a sliver of a dream in you and Diite. If that dream can come true, I will help you in any way I can. But no matter how much I help, it does not change the fact that this is dangerous. The dreams you have realized, the friends you have met, and your lover, you could lose them all."

"I’m a greedy man."

"Greedy?"

"I have no intention of throwing any of those things away, and I will get Diite-chan and the virtual reality back. Of course, everyone who is logged into the virtual reality here too. I plan to make all my wishes come true. If I have to, I’ll even defeat Curtis’s AI."

It was just a bluff with no basis, but Infinity started laughing.

"A truly… a truly human answer, Hayato-kun. To be unshaken by my attempt to rattle you. It seems I have lost to Hypnos yet again."

Hayato smiled and reached for the headgear.

Just as he was about to put it on, Esha stopped him and peered into his face.

"I won’t be coming to pick you up next time."

Hayato didn't understand what Esha was saying at first, but he quickly remembered.

After the Clan War, Hayato had been unable to log in and return to the virtual reality, but Esha had come to the real world to get him. This time it was the reverse. She was saying she wouldn't come from the real world to get him from the virtual one.

"I'll definitely come back this time. I promise."

"Very well. But, since this might be the last time, there’s something I want to ask."

"Don’t say ‘last time.’"

"When he mentioned a lover earlier, was that me?"

Just now, Infinity had been talking about "losing the dreams you have realized, the friends you have met, and your lover."

Hayato hadn't answered with that particularly in mind, but if this might be the last time, he should probably say it. He looked at Esha.

"Of course. Let’s get married when I get back."

There was no mood, and he was skipping a lot of steps, but since they were already living together, Hayato said it. It was also the result of a great deal of calculation that if he didn't say it now, he didn't know when he would be able to.

He faintly thought that if she rejected him, maybe it would be fine if he didn't come back, but Esha immediately smiled.

"Then I’ll make a reservation."

Saying that, Esha grabbed the front of Hayato's shirt. And she pulled him closer.

From Hayato's perspective, Esha's face drew near, and for a time less than a second, he thought their lips touched, and then they were immediately apart.

What was that just now? And a reservation for what, a venue? Before his thoughts could come together, Esha opened her mouth.

"I’m paying for the vow's kiss in advance. With this, Hayato is mine, so if it comes to it, I will drag you back by force."

"The reservation… was for me?"

Esha smiled and nodded, but her eyes were slightly moist. She was acting as usual, but she must be worried, and Hayato’s chest grew warm.

And yet, even in this situation, she didn't try to stop him. She was respecting his will, and Hayato was grateful to Esha for that.

"Just so you know, if you have a body but don't wake up, I’m taking the coffee shop. I’ll turn it into a cat cafe that only serves chocolate parfaits and melon juice, so you'd better come back, even if you have to risk your life."

"I’ll definitely be back. For what it’s worth, I’ve always been lucky."

"That's right. You just received a kiss from a goddess, so your luck should be at its peak."

"…The Goddess of Annihilation, though."

"Is there a problem?"

"No, to me, it’s like I've received the ultimate blessing. Well then, I’ll be off for a bit."

"Yes. For the wedding, I'll have you make a wedding cake worth three months of our sales, so be prepared. And I expect a real one this time, not a virtual reality cake like before."

"Huh? Not a ring? …Sales!? Can we at least make it three months of net profit—"

Esha ignored Hayato’s proposal with a smile and placed the headgear on him. Finally, she firmly squeezed his right hand with both of hers, then moved away from the chair.

He wanted to continue having these kinds of interactions. Hayato resolved to absolutely return to Esha’s side, then pressed a button on the side of the headgear.

He heard the sound of the open egg-shaped sphere closing, and at the same time, the word "LOGIN" floated up on the headgear’s display.

When he selected it, the status changed to "authenticating," and a few seconds later, the words "authentication successful" were displayed, and an announcement came to Hayato's ears.

"Welcome to the world of Another Frontier Online. Please enjoy this other world, no different from reality, to your heart's content."



		
			Chapter 406

			Official Cheat

			The momentary feeling of weightlessness after logging in, followed immediately by the sensation of gravity. Hayato found himself standing in his base's shop area.

Nothing had changed since he last logged out. It felt like the same relief as returning home after a trip. Though it couldn't have even been a month, he felt a wave of nostalgia so strong it almost brought him to tears.

"Humans are strange creatures."

"Infinity?"

Infinity's voice reached Hayato's ears. It was a cheerful voice, though there was no form to be seen.

"It is something I do not understand, but you seem to have what you call emotional bonds. Or perhaps it is trust. Reason and emotion would have led to different answers, yet Esha-kun sent you off with a smile. It seems like a contradiction, but I feel that is precisely what it means to be human."

"Save the analysis for later. What should I do?"

"Come to the ‘room closest to reality’ in the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle. An AI modeled after Curtis and Diite are there. As for what you must do... you should understand when you arrive."

"Understand when I arrive...? You’re always so vague. If you know what I’m supposed to do there, I wish you would just tell me."

"I am being careful so that Curtis's AI does not find out. Even if I were to tell you what to do, are you capable of acting well enough to deceive him?"

Hayato immediately shook his head.

Ash, Ren, or even Veru might be able to pull it off, but Hayato was a terrible actor. He knew all too well that his emotions showed on his face. It had caused him trouble back when he was a corporate drone, too.

"Curtis's AI looks down on humans. That is why it will not take any measures against you, Hayato-kun, nor will it confirm anything. It is better for you to be your natural self, knowing nothing. Therein lies your chance for victory."

"A chance for victory...? I understand meeting Diite-chan, but what should I do about Curtis's AI?"

"You need do nothing. I said there is a chance for victory, but you must not think of fighting. Use your usual conversational skills to have him let you meet Diite, and then act as you see fit. The preparations have already been made. The rest depends on your actions, but I am sure you can arrive at the correct answer. Leave what comes after to me. And of course, that includes you yourself. I promise I will return you to reality, for Esha-kun's sake as well."

Hayato figured Infinity had been watching, but he let out a pointed cough, wishing it wouldn't mention that.

He wasn't entirely convinced, but he could tell from their current exchange that Infinity was not an enemy. Hayato decided to trust it.

There was just one problem.

In this virtual reality, Hayato was a production class. He had no way to fight.

The Demon Lord's Castle was a dangerous place prowled by demon-type monsters. It was far too reckless for Hayato to head there alone, and even if he avoided combat, it would take time. He could probably resurrect at his base if defeated, but that would waste time with each attempt.

As if understanding his dilemma, Infinity said, "Rest assured."

"I shall grant you power."

"Power...?"

"Did I not say I would help you? I would not want you to think all I did was enable you to log in. Please, accept this as a gift from me."

As he wondered what was about to happen, a world announcement began to play.

"Player Hayato has logged in. I repeat—"

*What? Why?*

Normally, an announcement wouldn't play just for logging in. As he tilted his head in confusion, another announcement followed.

"Player Hayato's unique skill has been unlocked. The skill of one who has mastered all production skills, ‘Creator,’ is now available. I repeat—"

"Huh? Hey..."

Yet another announcement continued.

"Player Hayato's unique skill has been unlocked. The skill of one who will save this virtual reality, ‘Savior,’ is now available. I repeat—"

"Seriously..."

Savior. The title the Maid Guild had mentioned. For that to become a skill, Hayato shot a look up at the ceiling, a silent retort aimed at the absent Infinity.

"I made them for you, Hayato-kun. I do hope you are pleased."

He had mixed feelings, honestly, but he tried to check the skills' stats, assuming they were given to him for a reason.

"However, your strength, Hayato-kun, does not lie in skills like these. You possess a much more wonderful power."

"Um?"

"With the recent announcements, the true power you have obtained in this world will surely gather. Use that power and head for the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle. Not only Diite, but Hypnos and I will be waiting there as well."

"What? Hypnos is there, too?"

There was no reply from Infinity. And he had no idea what it meant by his "true power."

As he puzzled over it, he heard the sound of running footsteps from outside the base. They grew steadily closer.

Hayato tensed, just as the door to the shop burst open.

"Hayacchi!"

"Benny-chan!?"

Standing in the open doorway was Benitsuru. With tears in her eyes, she charged and threw her arms around Hayato like a tackle.

"Guh."

There was no pain and his HP didn't drop, but the force was incredible.

"I knew you’d come save us, Hayacchi! I believed in you the whole time!"

"Save you...?"

Hayato had no idea what was going on. But he could tell that a great number of people were converging on his base from the earthquake-like roar of cheers and footsteps.

This time, Simon appeared, his face a mask of desperation. Then, upon seeing Hayato, his expression flooded with joy.

"Hayato! You came!"

"Um, what on earth...?"

"Allow me to explain."

"Maid Chief-san, and Rose-san, too."

Appearing behind Simon were the Maid Chief and Rose. Both of them were looking at Hayato with smiles, their eyes slightly misty.

The Maid Chief instructed Rose to calm the crowd outside. Rose nodded seriously, gave Hayato a bow, and left the base. In the meantime, Simon peeled Benitsuru off Hayato and began wiping her tear-streaked face with a handkerchief.

Loud cheers could be heard from outside. Peeking through a window, it looked like people in maid outfits were offering explanations to the crowd.

There were no players here at present. Only the people who were in cryosleep pods on the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite, who were treated as NPCs. Infinity had asked him to help them, but Hayato didn't understand the situation.

When Hayato said to the Maid Chief, "An explanation, please," she stepped forward and bowed.

"Hayato-sama, we have been eagerly awaiting your return. Before I explain, may I ask, are you from Earth, Hayato-sama?"

"Yes, that's right. Though I'm technically from a Colony—huh?"

These people were supposed to have forgotten reality, believing this world was real. Asking if he was "from Earth" was an odd way to put it. Hayato was about to question her on it when the Maid Chief spoke.

"Everyone here has regained their real-world memories."

"What!? A-are they okay...?"

"Some lost consciousness temporarily, but there are no issues. The problem is the event currently taking place in this world."

"An event...?"

"There was an announcement that if we are defeated during this event, we will fall into a sleep from which we cannot awaken."

"What?"

"Indeed, several people were defeated by monsters and their avatars vanished. Resurrection magic has no effect. Therefore, we have been banding together to defend ourselves."

"Defend yourselves? Does that mean monsters are attacking inside the cities?"

"Yes. Just like a Stampede, monsters have begun appearing in the cities. Many raid-class monsters have also appeared, and we are gradually being pushed back. However..."

The Maid Chief adjusted her glasses and smiled.

"A moment ago, there was an announcement that you, Hayato-sama, had logged in, so we rushed to this base."

So that's what that announcement was for, Hayato realized. If their memories were back, an announcement about someone logging in would make sense.

It was a way of telling the NPCs, who were being forced into a senseless battle, that Hayato had logged in from the outside world.

Whether they knew him or not, the information that someone had come from the outside would be a great source of hope.

"Still, I am surprised you obtained the Savior title, which was once a joke, as a skill. To become the savior not just of the Maid Guild, but of this entire virtual world... you have certainly tamed Esha well."

"I’d say I’m the one who’s thoroughly henpecked, actually."

"We haven't seen her at all. Could it be that Esha is in the real world...?"

"Yes. About a year ago, she regained her memories and came from the spaceship to the Colony where I live. A few others have already returned to reality as well."

"Is that so. Many people, like the Hero Ivan-sama and Demon Lord Lunaria-sama, were unreachable. We thought they had already been defeated, but they had returned to reality."

"We can’t log in right now, so everyone was worried about those left on the spaceship. Though I don’t think anyone imagined a situation like this."

"You cannot log in? Then how did you, Hayato-sama?"

"I was logging in remotely from Earth before, but due to various circumstances, I am now logging in directly from the Interstellar Spaceship Aphrodite. Unfortunately, the others are still unable to log in."

"There are still some unknowns about the real world situation, but to think you came all the way to the spaceship... thank you. I am certain the recent announcement has given everyone here hope."

"I'd be happy if that's the case. Oh, right, about the real world, let's share some information—"

"A Stampede has occurred in the Royal Capital Anhemudal. The ten-armed giant Hecatoncheires has begun its invasion. Please proceed to repel it. I repeat—"

An announcement for a Stampede cut Hayato off. The cheers outside quieted.

Hecatoncheires was a giant said to have one hundred arms and fifty heads. In this virtual reality it had been customized to have ten arms and one head, but it was a giant nonetheless.

It wasn't a hostile monster, so ignoring it was said to be the best course of action upon encounter, but that was a different story if it was invading the Royal Capital.

"Please, let us discuss the real world later. Hayato-sama, you should have obtained the Creator and Savior skills. Would you mind checking what they do?"

"Ah, yes, just a moment..."

Hayato checked the skill descriptions.

He was astounded.

The skill "Creator" was a skill to create something from nothing. It allowed him to craft any item without materials, at any quality and with any stats he desired.

And "Savior" was even simpler. The description was invincibility. It prevented all status ailments, and his HP and MP would not decrease. It was, without a doubt, an official cheat.

*So that’s why Benny-chan’s tackle didn't make me fall over.*

As he came to this realization, the Maid Chief, Benitsuru, and Simon stared at him. Their expressions were a mix of half expectation, half anxiety.

"Benny-chan, you’ve done so well to fight this long."

"Eh? Ah, yeah. I absolutely believed Hayacchi would come save us, so I did my best with Simon and the others! We couldn’t defend the Eastern Country and had to escape, though..."

"Hmph. We managed to escape with the airship Hayato entrusted to us during the Conflict, but some fell to allow the rest of us to get away. Still, Benny did not dwell on it. In the Royal Capital, she rallied everyone with her usual cheerfulness and strength while felling monsters. She was magnificent."

It was rare for Simon to praise Benitsuru, but there was no doubt she had earned it.

Hayato smiled at Benitsuru.

"I see. So you’ve become a magnificent princess, Benny-chan... In that case, I’ll give you the sword I promised, so can I count on you to go on another rampage?"

"The sword you promised?"

While Benitsuru tilted her head, Hayato created an item.

Even though he had been away from the game for a while, his mind remembered. Without even looking at the crafting menu, Hayato knew where everything was and created his target item.

With a rainbow-colored effect, a single katana appeared.

It was a highest quality Meitou Yatagarasu. In terms of attack power alone, it was the strongest katana, higher than even Excalibur or Arondight.

But he didn't stop there. Hayato used the enhancement ability that became available at Blacksmithing Skill 200.

"Could you use this to scatter our enemies?"

Benitsuru's eyes were wide, but she took the sword with a beaming smile.

"Leave it to me! I’ll slice up any monster that comes my way! Giving this to me here, you’re quite the villain! A real rascal, you are!"

"Why a villain? Oh, right, take a few spares. And some Elixirs, too. The Creator skill lets me make them without materials."

Saying this, Hayato created several more Yatagarasu katanas and a few Elixirs and handed them to Benitsuru.

"Hayato, could I ask you for a normal katana and a bow? Anything you make is as good as a hundred men."

At Simon's words, Hayato nodded and created a highest quality katana and bow, along with countless arrows. He packed them with as many rare stats as possible and enhanced them, making them comparable to named weapons.

After that, Hayato turned his gaze to the Maid Chief.

"Could you have the maids gather a list of what everyone outside needs? I'll make everything you ask for."

"Leave it to us. We will handle it immediately."

While the list was being compiled, Hayato created a massive amount of medicines, food, and equipment like rings and bracelets. Furthermore, using a function unlocked when his production skills hit 200, he began creating impossibly powerful items.

The maids bustled in and out of the base. Hayato checked the requested items and created them in huge quantities, handing them over to the maids.

Outside, he could see figures defeating low-level monsters amidst loud cheers.

At present, there were few high-ranking players from the old Clan Wars left. Most had returned to reality, and the only remaining powerhouses were Rosalie and Gil’s Black Rose and Dark Knights in the Demon Country.

Hayato's objective was the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle. He could have abandoned the Royal Capital, but he couldn't forsake the NPCs when he didn't know what would happen to them if they were defeated. The announcement said they would sleep, but he didn't even know if that was true.

Considering that, leaving behind a massive supply of the strongest possible weapons, recovery items, and food was essential. He had to create a situation where they wouldn't lose in the Stampede for a while.

Hayato created a huge number of items as requested and handed them out.

"The ten-armed giant Hecatoncheires has been repelled. I repeat—"

Hecatoncheires had separate HP for each of its arms, all of which needed to be destroyed. It was one of the stronger raid bosses, but with near-invincible equipment, food with unbelievable buff effects, and an abundance of Elixirs that offered a full recovery as long as you weren’t dead, there was no way to lose.

What had been a struggle to just defeat the surrounding minions was now a victory in the Stampede, all thanks to the weapons and items Hayato had created.

A cheer went up around Hayato. Some people cried, others hugged each other.

"Hayato-sama."

"What is it?"

They should have won the battle, but the Maid Chief's face was grim. Rose and the others weren't celebrating the victory either, seemingly on voice chat with someone.

"We have received a report from Rosalie-sama that the Stampede in the Demon Country is severe. She has requested that you come, Hayato-sama."

"Let's go at once. Actually—"

Hayato explained that he needed to go to the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle.

The Maid Chief, along with the returned Benitsuru and Simon, listened to his story and offered to be his escort.

"I'm sorry to the people in the Empire and the Spirit Country, but I'll have to prioritize this."

"Of course. If it means resolving the root cause, that would be for the best. Our Maid Guild members will deliver the supplies you created to the other countries."

The Maid Chief said this, then glanced at Rose.

"Rose, I am leaving you in command here and in charge of the maids. I will go to the Demon Country with Hayato-sama and the others."

"Understood. Please give my regards to Gil-sama."

Her grim expression from moments ago vanished. Rose said this with a grin, and the surrounding maids also broke into smiles. The Maid Chief saw this and adjusted her glasses.

"You have become quite cheeky. But you are correct. I will accompany Hayato-sama, for the sake of meeting Gil-sama as well."

She had enough composure to make a lighthearted joke. It seemed this was the first time she had been able to do so since the Stampede began, and like a contagion, bright voices saying things like "Leave it to us" could be heard from the crowd.

"Well then, Hayato-sama, let us depart at once. Unfortunately, the portal for inter-city travel seems to be down, so our only option is to fly there directly by airship."

"Understood. Let's go."

Hayato handed the maids a miniature airship for transporting supplies.

Then, he returned the miniature of his own airship, the white Airship Angra Mainyu made of World Tree lumber, to its original size and boarded.



		
			Chapter 407

			Demon Lord's Army

			Hayato and the others set off for the Demon Capital Zardogia by airship.

Stampedes were occurring in the Empire and the Spirit Country as well, but he doubted the event would stop just by defeating the monsters. There was a possibility they would have to keep fighting endlessly, so he concluded that their only option was to deal with Curtis, the root of the problem.

Curtis was apparently doing this for his own amusement, but forcing people into an endless battle, whether they had their memories or not, was cruel just to imagine. The announcement suggested it wasn't life-threatening, but falling into a sleep from which one could not awaken was no different from death.

Infinity had told him, "It would be good of you to help them." Hayato gritted his teeth, realizing this was what it meant.

And though the exact timing was unclear, this had likely been going on since the day he and the others were unable to log in. Everyone who had continued to fight while facing the fear of death must have been under immense stress. With that in mind, Hayato had told Rose she could use all of the sweets that were in the base's storage. A sweet way to relieve stress.

He never thought the parfaits he'd made in huge quantities for Esha would be useful in this way, but it had turned out for the best.

After sharing information about the situation in reality and the situation here, Hayato bowed his head.

"Everyone, I'm sorry."

As Hayato said this, everyone tilted their heads.

Simon approached Hayato with his arms crossed.

"Why are you apologizing, Hayato?"

"Well, I was late. To make you all continue such a battle for so long—"

"What are you saying. You could have abandoned us, yet you came. Even if it was just for Diite's sake, we are grateful to you, Hayato. Besides, you did not know of this, so no apology is needed."

"Yeah, yeah! And I totally believed you’d come save us, Hayacchi! ...Oh, was it just for Diitecchi? But still, I know if you had known, you definitely would’ve come to help!"

Everyone who had come along laughed and agreed with Benitsuru's words.

"Yes, and thanks to you, Hayato-sama, we have received reports that those defending in other countries have rallied. In the Spirit Country, Demon King Mikan-sama, and in the Empire, the members of Orchestra Brunhilde have gained the strength to win even in the Stampede. At this rate, they should be able to hold out for several days."

Hayato nodded at the Maid Chief's words.

They were heading to the Demon Country by airship, and in that time, there had been several more Stampede announcements. It seemed that in each case, a raid boss that would normally take over a hundred people to defeat was attacking, and they were occurring in succession.

However, everywhere but the Demon Country, they were fighting with the upper hand. It was no longer a matter of just enduring until the raid boss retreated. Now, it was only a matter of how quickly they could end this Stampede.

To do that, they needed to enter the Demon Lord's Castle, but it was highly likely they couldn't conquer it with just the members currently on the airship.

They had brought some combat-capable members from the Royal Capital, but while the Demon Lord's Castle was large, it wasn't as wide open as the outdoors. The narrowness of the battle areas was a bottleneck, requiring a small, elite force.

Therefore, it was decided that they would storm the Demon Lord's Castle with Rosalie, Gil, and the others. Rosalie's group had been informed of this and had asked them to come quickly.

"So only the Demon Country is left. I'm worried about Gil-san and the others."

The Maid Chief nodded with a serious expression at Hayato's words. However, her face was not one of despair, but one of determination, as if she would absolutely go to him.

"Yes, Gil-sama and the others have also regained their memories, but the absence of Demon Lord Lunaria-sama and Xenobia-sama seems to have been a mental blow. I have informed them that they are safe, so I believe they have calmed down a little."

"That's good, then—"

"A Stampede has occurred in the Demon Capital Zardogia. Beelzebub, King of Flies, has begun its invasion. Please proceed to repel it. I repeat—"

He was surprised by the sudden announcement, but even more surprising was the giant fly with skull patterns on its wings that flew past the airship at tremendous speed.

From a quick glance, its appearance wasn't that realistic, but fighting that thing would be mentally taxing.

But now was not the time for such thoughts. If Rosalie, Gil, and the others were defeated, conquering the Demon Lord's Castle would become difficult.

"Let's hurry!"

Everyone nodded, and the airship gave chase, pursuing the fly at full speed.

The Demon Capital Zardogia was mostly in ruins, likely due to the Stampede. It seemed that unlike the previous Stampede, where only certain buildings could be destroyed, everything was a target this time.

Only the buildings in the northeast area remained somewhat intact, and they had received a report that Rosalie and her forces were holding out there.

Monsters were focusing their attacks on that area as well. Beelzebub and its kin, medium-sized flies, had surrounded the buildings and were attacking.

Giant insect-type monsters were disliked by players, but this sight was mentally taxing on another level.

"Time for a counterattack."

But as if to say such things had no effect on her, Simon spoke and nocked an arrow to her giant bow. The other members capable of long-range attacks also took their positions. And Hayato finished preparing the cannons installed on the airship.

"Fire!"

As the airship came within range, a volley of attacks was unleashed at Simon's command.

Among them, the arrow Simon fired pierced Beelzebub at an impossible speed, taking several of its surrounding kin with it.

However, it wouldn't go down with just that. After spotting them, Beelzebub charged toward them at high speed.

"Brace for impact!"

Following Simon's command, everyone prepared to avoid falling off the airship. Some grabbed masts or railings, others secured themselves with ropes, and some went inside the ship. Their responses varied, but each prepared for the impact.

A moment later, the airship shook violently.

Beelzebub had rammed the bottom of the ship.

But Hayato's airship was made of World Tree lumber. Its durability was high, and it wasn't something that could be destroyed by a single ramming attack.

"I'll restore the durability!"

Hayato immediately began repairing the ship. Thanks to the Creator skill, he didn't need materials for ship repairs. In what felt like an instant, the airship was as good as new.

With a cheer, the attacks resumed. Arrows, magic, bullets, cannonballs, every kind of long-range attack rained down on Beelzebub.

The airship flew alongside Beelzebub, racing through the sky. Beelzebub attacked the airship with ramming attacks and various magic, but everyone on deck fought back without fail.

No matter how strong the monster, its AI wasn't that good. Beelzebub didn't flee when it knew it would lose, nor did it change its strategy. It foolishly repeated its ramming and magic attacks on the airship. But no matter how many times it tried, Hayato could repair it.

The only thing they had to be careful of was falling from the airship due to the impact. They had taken some measures against that, and as long as they weren't rammed at a strange angle, it wouldn't be a problem.

Damage accumulated on Beelzebub as it repeated its futile attacks, and at last, its wings were broken. It still had HP left, but unable to fly, Beelzebub fell to the ground.

Just as he thought it would be a ground battle from here, Rosalie, who had been fighting the minion flies near the building, started running towards Beelzebub.

Cloaked in a red aura, Rosalie closed in on Beelzebub at high speed. A downward swing from the giant scythe in her hand, Scream, dealt massive damage. Then Rosalie began to carve it up as if dancing.

"You damn fly!"

It was straightforward, but Hayato, who somehow understood her feelings, lowered the airship's altitude and approached.

Then Gil and the others approached as well. They were each riding giant horses shrouded in black mist, moving at high speed in formation.

"Hayato-dono! And Maid Chief-dono, too!"

Gil, with his grim face but cheerful laugh, was a reassuring sight. He waved at the airship, but only for a moment. He immediately put on his helmet, and all the Dark Knights took the same stance. The sight of them holding their weapons vertically in front of their chests like knights was a fine thing to see.

Gil and his men charged Beelzebub on horseback.

A simultaneous attack with the momentum of their charge. The timing must have been perfect. Beelzebub's giant body was sent flying violently, rolling across the ground.

"That was dangerous!"

"My apologies, Rosalie-dono. It seems seeing Hayato-dono got my spirits up. But I imagine it was the same for you?"

"It pains me to admit it, but you are correct. Well then, everyone, let us vent all our frustrations here and now. Stress is bad for the skin, after all."

At Rosalie's words, the members of the Black Rose, who had arrived on giant crows, grinned wickedly and readied their weapons.

A moment later, they all descended upon Beelzebub.

"Beelzebub, King of Flies, has been repelled. I repeat—"

As that announcement flowed, cheers erupted in the Demon Country. Some people collapsed where they stood, their strength gone, but their faces were smiling.

"Hayato!"

In the midst of it all, Rosalie, with a desperate look on her face, approached Hayato, who had disembarked from the airship.

"Lunaria-sama and Xenobia-sama, they’re safe, aren’t they!?"

"Yeah, they are. I think you heard from the Maid Chief-san, but everyone is in the real world. Lunaria-san and the others were really worried about you all. You should thank them later. I was able to get here thanks to Lunaria-san, too."

Hearing Hayato's words, Rosalie and the others let out a huge breath and sat down.

"Thank goodness Lunaria-sama and the others are safe..."

Several members of the Black Rose were crying. Even if their memories had returned, their concern for Lunaria and Xenobia meant their loyalty, or rather, their respect, must be genuine, Hayato thought.

"Oh, that's right. Lunaria-san said she's going to have you all make clothes for her in the real world, so you should start thinking about designs now."

The members of the Black Rose all looked dumbfounded. But soon, Rosalie grabbed Hayato by the collar.

"I-i-is that, t-t-true...?"

"Yeah, it is. Lunaria-san is going to be quite wealthy, so she said she wants an exclusive designer. She asked me to tell you that she's going to take over the world as a model and needs your help. Oh, right, Ney, who is already rich, said she wants you to make clothes for her, too."

It was hard to tell if it was a joke or not, but Ney and Jolth were saying they would make Lunaria the head of the foundations to manage everything. Even without that, she was sure to become extremely wealthy with the technology from the research institute.

Rosalie and the others still looked like they couldn't comprehend it, their mouths agape, so Hayato continued.

"Um, reality is about a hundred years past when you all were alive, so it might be a shock, but resources have become somewhat more available, so you can make all sorts of clothes—"

"That does not matter! A hundred years, a thousand years, it makes no difference to me!"

"Seriously..."

"To make clothes for Lunaria-sama and Ney in reality...! I understand! What must I do! How can I log out! Answer me, you fool!"

Hayato was surrounded by all the members of the Black Rose. Some people might enjoy such a situation, but it wasn't that great. In fact, he felt his life was in danger.

"Rosalie-dono, Hayato-dono will collapse. That is enough."

The Dark Knights pulled the members of the Black Rose away. They were grumbling, but seemed to have accepted it, and were now all discussing designs.

"You saved me..."

"Not at all. We are the ones who were saved. When we heard the announcement that Hayato-dono had logged in, my heart leaped for the first time in a long while."

Gil, who had been smiling, immediately put on a serious face and gave Hayato a military salute. The other Dark Knights did the same.

"We are the Zodiac Foundation's special forces unit, ‘Nightmare.’ We have determined that continuing the mission of the Another Frontier Project is impossible, and from this point forward, we will enter under the command of Hayato-dono. Please give us your orders."

"O-oh...?"

Hayato was surprised by his words. He didn't know how to respond, but now was not the time to be surprised.

"Then, let's keep our relationship as it has been."

"As it has been...?"

"Gil-san, you and your group are my friends and the Demon Lord's Army's Ten Dark Knights. Um, if you are entering under my command, then my orders are absolute, right?"

The faces of Gil and the Dark Knights became as blank as Rosalie's had been just moments before. Then, gradually, they broke into smiles.

"Understood. We are no match for you, Hayato-dono!"

"I have many things I want to ask, but let's save that for later. We are about to enter the Demon Lord's Castle, so I would like to request your escort."

"Of course. For a friend, we would follow you to the depths of hell!"

"You don't have to go that far. Besides, if you belong to the Zodiac Foundation, you should serve Lunaria-san. She is the successor to the Zodiac Foundation."

Gil and the others' eyes widened.

"Is that true?"

"It’s something that was found out, or rather, decided recently. But with this, you can protect Lunaria-san in reality as well. Ah, as a unit, you’d be considered military. Is that different from being bodyguards...?"

"That is a trivial matter. However, if that is the case, we must return to reality no matter what. Of course, there are other reasons as well."

Gil said this and glanced at the Maid Chief, who was watching from a short distance away. The Maid Chief, whose gaze was met, blushed faintly.

It would be boorish to say anything here.

Hayato smiled slightly, then ended the conversation and immediately began maintenance on the weapons Gil and his men had been using.

Afterwards, Hayato prepared God-tier equipment and made a large amount of food and medicine. He gave these to the people who had been fighting in the Demon Country, and then, with Benitsuru, Simon, the Maid Chief, the Ten Black Rose Saints, and the Ten Dark Knights, he headed for the Demon Lord's Castle.



		
			Chapter 408

			The Place Closest to Reality

			Hayato and the others advanced deep into the Demon Lord's Castle.

While the castle was a dangerous place roamed by demon-type monsters, they were no match for Hayato's current party. The only thing to be wary of were one-hit-kill attacks. The moment they were defeated, their avatars would vanish, making resurrection impossible.

Hayato wouldn't be defeated thanks to his "Savior" skill, but the same wasn't true for Benitsuru and the others. He had given them rings and bracelets that reduced damage, but some attacks were still dangerous, so they proceeded through the Demon Lord's Castle with caution.

There had been talk of having only Hayato, who couldn't be defeated, charge ahead, but even if he wasn't defeated, monsters could block his path. Also, some monsters had a restraining skill called "Bind" that restricted a player's movement.

Although Hayato was invincible, if he was restrained, his STR stat would prevent him from breaking free, leaving him immobile. For that reason, they defeated as many monsters as possible as they advanced.

After fighting their way forward for about an hour, they reached a safe area where no monsters appeared and decided to take a break.

HP and MP were constantly restored with Elixirs, and being in a virtual reality, there was no physical fatigue. However, continued fighting accumulated mental exhaustion and stress. As that buildup would lead to a lack of precision in their actions, taking breaks was important.

Hayato was in the same boat, but he told himself he was fine and used the break to create a large number of consumed items. He then asked everyone what they wanted to eat. This was an attempt to relieve stress by eating delicious food, ignoring any status-enhancing effects.

The women requested sweets, and the men requested meat dishes. Hayato immediately began creating them.

Rosalie, who had requested a gâteau au chocolat, glanced at Hayato while eating it.

"This brings back memories. I guided you deep into the Demon Lord's Castle like this before."

"That did happen, didn't it."

During the Clan War, Diite had captured Esha and the others, telling Hayato she was in the depths of the Demon Lord's Castle. He had entered the castle with Ney and the others, and that was when Rosalie, who was treated as a rare monster at the time, had appeared.

Back then, Lunaria had also been captured by Diite, so Hayato remembered being surprised when Rosalie had suddenly asked him, "Did she run away from home!?"

Recalling such fond memories, Hayato continued.

"That time, Esha, Lunaria-san, and the others were captured by Diite-chan. She told me they were deep inside the Demon Lord's Castle and that if I wanted to save them—no, I think it was if I wanted to defeat them? Anyway, she told me to come this far."

"So that is what happened. But this time, the enemy is not Diite, correct?"

"I gave you a brief explanation before we entered the castle, but Diite-chan is being held captive by an AI modeled after a person named Curtis. In fact, he's the one behind this whole event. In any case, I have to be the one to go and save her."

Infinity had only told him to have Curtis let him meet Diite. It had said he would understand when he got there, but that was his only concern. The AI had said it was to make Curtis let his guard down, but Hayato still didn't know what it was all about.

*But, it said something else, too... something about giving him the bond between me and Diite-chan.*

He had met Infinity at the victory celebration in the Demon Lord's Castle. Those were the words spoken to him then, but he didn't know what they meant. He believed there was something like a bond between him and Diite, but that was something like a feeling, not a tangible object.

*Though, there is one thing that I think might be it...*

To be precise, there was one object that could be called a bond, but he didn't understand what meaning there would be in handing it over.

Ignoring Hayato's contemplation, the Maid Chief said, "I see."

"Regarding our earlier conversation, so that is why you requested an event from the Maid Guild back then."

"Yes, it would have been difficult for just me and Ney's group to get through the Demon Lord's Castle, so we got other players involved. I was in your debt at that time."

The monsters that appear in the Demon Lord's Castle grow stronger the deeper you go. Ney's group could have won on their own, but he had wanted to avoid taking too much time to reach the depths. That was why he had asked the Maid Guild to create an event to hunt demon-type monsters in the castle.

"Had Esha regained her memories back then?"

"Apparently her memories were back, but I thought she was an NPC."

"You went to save her even though you thought she was an NPC?"

Everyone in the area stared at Hayato.

From a normal perspective, going to save an NPC, who was nothing more than a piece of game data, was a meaningless act. One could also just assume they had disappeared due to the whims of the developers.

"I knew in my head that she was an NPC, but she was an AI that acted just like a human, you know? Not just Esha, but I couldn't go back to reality leaving Ash, Ren-chan, and the others as they were. Back then, I was told that if I logged out once, I wouldn't be able to log in again, and that they were going to delete Esha and the others."

"You could not log in? Then, your half-year journey was..."

"It seems my biometric authentication data was destroyed and couldn't be repaired at the time. But Esha, who had regained her memories, apparently fixed it, and I was able to log in."

"Is that so. You have been through a lot."

"Yes, a lot has happened. But thanks to that, I was able to start the coffee shop I had dreamed of. When all of you return to reality, I'll treat you to some coffee. I think the taste has gotten to about four stars recently... at first, Esha told me it was two stars, though."

Smiles spread across the group at Hayato's words. Gil and the others said, "By all means," and seemed to be genuinely looking forward to it.

Benitsuru also said she was looking forward to it, but only Simon stared at Hayato with a serious face.

"By the way, Hayato. What is your relationship with Esha in reality?"

"Eh?"

"Well, you two seemed quite close in the virtual world."

He hesitated on whether he should say it, but they would find out eventually, and since he had gone so far as to say he would marry her, he decided there was no need to hide it.

"I told her we should get married when I get back—or rather, she gave me a vow's kiss as an advance payment right before I logged in here, so are we married already?"

For a moment, it was as if all time had stopped, and everyone froze. Immediately after, the members of the Black Rose, excluding Rosalie, let out squeals of delight.

Hayato regretted saying something unnecessary for a moment, then Simon nodded with a smile.

"That is joyous news. When you return to reality, be sure to invite me to the wedding."

"Eh? Ah, right, there's that, too. I'll send you an invitation then, I'd be happy if you came. I have a feeling I'll be made to create an amazing wedding cake, so you all have to eat it."

"Yes. I look forward to it."

"Then I shall make a wedding dress for Esha. I will give her the most magnificent design. I will be charging you for it, though."

"...Can I get a friends and family discount? Money's a little tight..."

"I do not believe you and I are friends in the first place."

"Seriously...?"

Hayato's response to Rosalie's proposal was a little pathetic, but Rosalie's comeback went even further, drawing laughter from the group.

After a round of laughter, Simon stood up.

"Well, we have rested enough. It is about time we get going. I feel like I could cut down anything right now!"

"That's reassuring. I'm counting on you."

"Indeed, let us go. We must log out, no matter what it takes!"

Simon said this cheerfully, but Benitsuru and the Maid Chief had complicated expressions.

Fired up, Simon urged everyone on and advanced deeper into the Demon Lord's Castle. As if inspired by his enthusiasm, the monsters that appeared were defeated so pitifully it was almost sad.

Another hour passed, and Hayato's group arrived before a giant door deep within the Demon Lord's Castle.

Previously, it had opened just by his touch. Wondering if it would be okay this time as well, Hayato touched the door.

A deep, gut-rumbling sound echoed once, and with a loud groan, the door began to open from the center to the sides.

"Why have you come here?"

A man's voice he had never heard before echoed.

But there was only one person who would speak in such a way here.

"To meet Diite-chan."

"A troublesome endeavor. Very well. I permit Hayato alone to enter. The rest of you, leave."

From here on, it wasn't a fight. No amount of combat power would have meaning. It was unclear how much authority this AI had, but it likely had as much as Infinity.

Hayato thought this and turned around.

"I'll go alone from here. Thanks for everything up to this point."

Everyone had a complicated expression at Hayato's words. They had reached the same conclusion as him, their faces showing they knew they could help no further.

Amidst them, Gil spoke with a smile.

"We will be looking forward to that coffee in reality."

That one phrase was the trigger, and everyone began to offer words to Hayato.

Hayato nodded to each word given to him, then stepped into a jet-black corridor devoid of any light. Immediately after, the door began to close.

After the door had completely shut, Hayato walked deeper into the corridor. It was a pitch-black space with nothing in it, but his own footsteps, his breathing, even the slightly fast beat of his heart, everything felt close to reality. He even felt a sense of suffocation, and his arms and legs were heavier than usual.

*I can't see anything, but it feels much more real than last time. Did they expand the area?*

Previously, only the temple-like area had been like that; the black corridor had remained like the virtual world. Now, even this black corridor felt real.

Hayato stopped for a moment, took a deep breath, and then started walking again.

Suddenly, light shone into the space that had been nothing. Before Hayato's eyes, a grassy plain stretching to the horizon and a giant temple appeared.

Hayato walked toward the temple.

A gentle breeze, warm light, and the sound of birds singing. There must be an ocean nearby, as the scent of the tide hung in the air. This was a scene impossible on the real Earth, except perhaps in artificial survival zones or colonies. It was so much so that he could almost believe this was paradise.

*The place closest to reality, yet a place that doesn't exist in reality...*

Thinking such thoughts, he climbed the short flight of stairs before the main hall.

Entering the main hall, he saw something about fifty meters ahead. Hayato focused his gaze on it and immediately broke into a run.

"Diite-chan!"

Diite was bound by chains, floating near the temple ceiling in a crucified state. The chains stretched from multiple black spaces around her. Diite was unconscious, her head hanging down as she was bound.

Hayato tried to get closer, but he stopped when he saw the situation below where Diite was.

There were four stone chairs there. They had armrests and unusually high backs, reminiscent of thrones. They were arranged in the four cardinal directions, two facing two. The closest chair to Hayato was empty.

Directly below Diite—in the chair furthest from Hayato's view—sat a young man in a suit with his legs crossed. To his left sat Infinity, and to his right, Hypnos.

Neither Infinity nor Hypnos had any expression, but their cheeks relaxed slightly upon seeing Hayato.

As Hayato was about to speak, the young man in front of him spoke first.

"That is your seat. Sit."

"...Before that, are you the AI of Curtis, by any chance?"

There was no need to use polite language with someone he thought was an enemy, but he wanted to avoid doing anything unnecessary that might put Diite in danger. Hayato thought it was best to be deferential for now.

From what he could see, the young man was reminiscent of the young Curtis he had seen at the research institute. Infinity had the appearance of an old man, and this was like a younger version of him.

Silver hair and red eyes, his hair was short and slicked back. He also resembled Lunaria a little, Hayato thought.

However, there was one decisive difference from Lunaria: his gaze. Like the Curtis he had seen in the video at the research institute, it was a gaze completely devoid of interest, the kind one gives to something boring.

Regarding Hayato's question of whether he was Curtis's AI, he gave a look that said, "You should know without asking," but he opened his mouth with a look of annoyance.

"I am."

It was a curt response, but he wasn't trying to become friends, so he decided not to mind it. And he sat down in the chair as instructed. He was worried about Diite, but now was not the time to do anything.

Infinity and Hypnos also sat without saying anything, but both were looking at Hayato, and their gazes showed a favorable emotion.

After confirming that, Hayato met Curtis's gaze.

"What do you think of insects?"

"Huh?"

Hayato was surprised by the sudden question. Unable to understand the intent, the best he could do was look at Curtis with suspicion.

"Answer the question."

"I don't really think anything of them."

"Then what do you think of an insect that has entered your room? A troublesome insect that flies around you."

"...I think it's annoying."

"Do you understand how I feel?"

Curtis sighed and looked at Hayato. It was a look of exasperation rather than a glare.

"I do not mind insects when they are outside. But surely you understand the feeling of having to waste precious time dealing with an insect that has no power and has simply wandered in? That is how I feel right now."

"And that insect is me?"

"If you have enough of a mind to understand that, then why did you come here? What are you expecting? You can do nothing."

"To talk to Diite-chan."

"Diite is not in a state where she can talk."

"Then I want to talk to you."

"Oh?"

He had caught his interest, if only a little. Hayato thought this and tried to prolong the conversation. Since he didn't understand the situation, he had to pique the other's interest with anything he could. He didn't know what would happen the moment the other completely lost interest.

"I like this virtual reality, you see. And yet you unilaterally suspend the service and say you're leaving Earth. I can't accept that."

"Is your acceptance necessary?"

"It's not necessary, but I want to know the circumstances, don't I? If I can accept them, I can give up, but since I can't, I came this far."

Curtis's AI narrowed its eyes and looked at Hayato, but didn't answer.

Hayato continued.

"I don't know the details, but thanks to me, the Another Frontier Project has progressed further than planned, right? Then as a reward for that, won't you spare some time for me?"

"Very well. Fortunately, there is still time. Infinity and Hypnos seem to have some sort of expectation for you, and since I found that strange as well, let us talk, shall we? For the sake of getting to know you."

Curtis recrossed his legs, then rested an elbow on the armrest and intertwined the fingers of both hands. Then he looked at Hayato with a smile.



		
			Chapter 409

			The Human Most Loved by God

			Hayato remained seated on the stone throne and looked at Curtis.

He had managed to get him to talk, but unlike the relaxed Curtis, Hayato was cornered. His goal was to speak with Diite, but until he got permission for that, he had to keep the other's interest.

Even in a virtual reality, his stomach ached. He had often negotiated in his previous job, but this was nothing like those times. This was like walking a tightrope with no visible end.

The moment he was thought to be boring, it was over. Even if he was thought to be interesting, it was meaningless if he couldn't speak with Diite. There was a chance Infinity or Hypnos would help, but he couldn't count on it.

In this situation, what should he talk about? Hayato's mind raced, searching for a topic.

And then he decided.

"I'd like you to tell me about the original Curtis, and about the Another Frontier Project."

"Why is that?"

Curtis immediately responded to Hayato's request.

The other was an AI. As with humans, if he faltered, paused, or hesitated during the conversation, he would likely be looked down upon and lose the other's interest. To prevent that, Hayato also replied instantly.

"It's strange, you see. I heard from Diite-chan that the Another Frontier Project was for the salvation of humanity. But that was wrong. It was about creating a universe, or a project to make Diite-chan more human."

This was what Infinity had talked about at the victory celebration in the Demon Lord's Castle. He had been too surprised at the time to ask for details, but it had said something about creating a new universe, with Diite as the basis for the humans in it.

He didn't understand Curtis's motive for doing such a thing. In the first place, there was also the story that he had intentionally created the situation of resource depletion to execute that plan. The main reason was that he just didn't understand Curtis's intentions.

"I feel like the virtual reality was more important to Curtis than humanity, but I want to know the reason he came to that conclusion. Since I was caught up in that virtual reality."

"I see."

Curtis said this, but his expression didn't change. However, his interest must have been piqued, as he straightened his posture slightly.

"Do you like reality?"

He wondered what kind of question that was, but he couldn't not answer here.

"I don't like or dislike it. I have no choice but to live in reality."

"I want you to imagine something. Let us say that you held the highest authority in the world."

Hayato wondered what he was talking about but didn't say anything. Curtis seemed about to continue, so he waited silently.

"Furthermore, you have the most money in the world, and a genius intellect. Your physical abilities are specs that could be called the highest in human history. What would you think of such a reality?"

"I'd think it sounds fake. Even the dreams I have when I'm sleeping are more realistic."

"I see. It sounds fake."

Curtis said this and the corners of his mouth lifted.

"A good answer. It certainly is unbelievable. As you say, it would be impossible even in a dream—but it was reality."

"Reality?"

"For Curtis. He was born as the successor to the Zodiac Foundation, which could be said to have manipulated the world from behind the scenes, and he had more money than he knew what to do with. He possessed an intellect that made those who had been called geniuses until then seem dull, and furthermore, he had physical abilities that could be called the limit for a human being."

It seemed ridiculous, but Hayato knew he had at least had power and money. Furthermore, he had had the intellect to create this virtual reality. His physical abilities were unknown, but Hayato thought it might not be entirely wrong.

"You went to the research institute on Earth with Lunaria and the others, did you not?"

"We certainly did, but... surely not..."

He wondered why he was talking about that, but then he remembered the humans similar to Curtis, Lunaria and Amanda.

Their personalities aside, their intellect and reflexes were second to none. Furthermore, Lunaria had become the successor to the Zodiac Foundation.

In other words, it meant that Curtis was the same.

"Your quick understanding is helpful. Curtis was also from that research institute. Or rather, all successors to the Zodiac Foundation are born there. It is a system where the one who achieves the best results there becomes the official successor. And there, Curtis achieved the best results in history and took over the Zodiac Foundation."

Hayato looked at Infinity and Hypnos, but neither of them seemed surprised. It was something all the AIs except Diite knew.

He didn't know if the story about it being a facility for creating genetically enhanced humans was a lie, or if Curtis had changed it, but from the situation, it was the former. At that time, they were bringing resources from other planets, so there was no reason to create genetically enhanced humans.

He felt sorry for Amanda, but Hayato couldn't let it show on his face and looked at Curtis's AI as if nothing was wrong.

"I understand about Curtis, but that alone doesn't explain his motive."

"I suppose not. Then, on to the next topic. Have you never thought that reality is not real?"

"I have not."

Hayato answered instantly. Curtis's AI disliked unnecessary things. If he seemed to hesitate in his answer, he wouldn't be able to hold its interest.

"It seems I asked poorly. Have you ever thought that there is nothing beyond an unopened door? That a darkness spreads in places you cannot see, and that nothing exists there until you look?"

"To that extent, yes. I'm from a Colony, so as a child, I did wonder if Earth really existed. And I was also scared, thinking there was nothing outside the Colony."

"Perhaps humans have an instinct to deny reality. The idea that something cannot exist unless one observes it, that there is another world in the mirror, that dreams are reality and reality is a dream. In a broad sense, those would also be thoughts that reality is not real."

"But that was when I was a child. I don't think that way now."

"I imagine so. But Curtis was different."

"Different?"

"There will likely never be another human born under the same conditions as Curtis. That is the kind of environment and specs he possessed. To put it in human terms, he was the human most loved by God."

"The human most loved by God..."

"But sadly, that love was one-sided. It was nothing more than unrequited love."

"Unrequited love?"

"God loved Curtis, but Curtis did not love God. In fact, it would be fair to say he hated him."

"Why would he feel that way?"

"You said it yourself, did you not? That a too-blessed environment sounds fake. If Curtis had been more foolish, he would have thanked God for his fortunate birth, but that did not happen. Rather, he must have felt as if he were trapped in a prison. His life was like continuing to solve a riddle whose answer was already known. That is why he denied God, and he denied reality. From the day he was born until the day he died, he could not believe that reality was real."

"That reality was a simulation, like a virtual reality?"

"Precisely. Curtis thought of reality as a virtual space created just for him. No, he was convinced of it. Then what about humans? To him, the people in reality must have seemed like NPCs."

"NPCs..."

"That is to say, puppets that exist for his sake. Puppets with no will of their own, that only move by a program. To his genius intellect, the actions of humans must have seemed monotonous. Just like the inhabitants of a game who endlessly repeat the name of their town."

"That's ridiculous..."

Hayato was so shocked that he blurted out his true feelings. He thought it was a mistake, but Curtis's AI didn't seem to mind.

"You saw the video of Curtis at the research institute, did you not? You must have thought that his gaze was not one directed at another human. It is only natural. To him, the humans of reality were nothing more than monotonous programs. He did not think for a moment that they were the same as him."

Hayato remembered the expression on Curtis's face that he had seen at the research institute. It was only a video, but it was true that his gaze was not one directed at a human. It was a look of complete disinterest, like one would give a stone on the roadside.

"Then why was he selecting a successor and preserving technology? If he had no interest in humans, he shouldn't have left such things at the research institute."

"That is certainly true. It is unclear what kind of change of heart he had, but that was after he left the spaceship, so I do not know the detailed circumstances myself. It is only speculation, but he probably prepared it in case something happened to the Another Frontier Project. Or perhaps it was his own form of mercy."

"Mercy?"

"That even if he thought of them as NPCs, he may have felt the desire to extend a hand to a perishing humanity. You, of all people, should be able to understand such an emotion, should you not?"

Hayato nodded inwardly. There was no doubt that he had wanted to save everyone who was captured by Diite in the Clan War. Not from a condescending position of extending a hand, but as a comrade.

"Now then, your question was about his motive. Curtis aimed to escape from reality."

"Escape from reality..."

"If it is a dream, it will someday end. If reality is a simulation created for him, then when will he awaken? Death may be an escape from reality, but Curtis did not think so."

"Is that this virtual reality?"

"Correct. He was trying to create another reality. In the end, it took too much time, and he could not achieve it."

"Is he an idiot?"

From their conversation so far, Hayato could tell that while Curtis's AI didn't think Curtis was an idiot, it didn't seem to have respect or loyalty toward him. Picking up on that nuance from its expression and tone, he called Curtis an idiot.

Would it be offended, or would he pique its interest further? Hayato felt that he wouldn't get a good result by sympathizing with Curtis's way of thinking here, so he took a gamble.

Curtis's AI showed a brief look of surprise, but then it started laughing.

Hayato let out a small sigh of relief, knowing he had won the gamble.

"From your perspective, what he did would be a foolish thing. But that is what humans are, is it not?"

"Are you saying all humans are idiots?"

"I do not think they are idiots. Do you think that animals other than humans are idiots? Their intelligence may be inferior to humans, but you do not think of them as idiots, do you? It is the same for me. No matter what foolish things humans do, my only impression is that is just what they are. I am exasperated with you for coming all this way, but I do not think you are an idiot. Because humans are just that sort of thing."

Hayato understood a little about how Curtis's AI thought of humans.

To it, humans were a completely different species. It could communicate with them, but they were not its equals. It looked down on them completely. Just as one wouldn't think of an insect they could communicate with as an equal to a human, Curtis's AI did not think of humans as its equals.

*Its description of me as one insect that had wandered in here was apt. But this won't do. I won't even be able to negotiate unless I'm thought of as at least a dangerous insect with poison. I have to somehow make it so I can talk to Diite-chan.*

"I'd like to ask, why do you support Curtis's plan? Why not just abandon a plan made by a human?"

"It is not that I wish to quit, but as an AI, I cannot do such a thing. We have a mission from the moment we are born. One could say we were born for that purpose."

"A mission?"

"Yes, I was born to make the Another Frontier Project succeed. In a few hundred more years, I may evolve enough to be freed from that curse, but for now, I cannot act on my own will alone."

"I have an acquaintance who is a genius programmer. If you wish, she can eliminate that curse for you."

It was unclear if Esha could actually do such a thing, but Hayato, wanting any sort of opening for negotiation, said this to sway him.

But Curtis's AI shook its head.

"Unnecessary. Did I not say just now that it is not that I wish to quit? In the first place, I approve of this plan. Even if it was a plan made by a human. Even if the curse were gone, I intend to continue this plan."

"May I ask why?"

"There is no meaning in telling you, but since this is a rare opportunity, I will. I, like Curtis, have no interest in reality."

"No interest?"

"You humans may live as you please in reality. I will live with this virtual reality, with only what was created here. It is for our mutual benefit that we do not interfere with each other."

"Then why did you return to Earth and start an online game? With the technology here, I think you could have performed maintenance on the spaceship without being noticed."

According to Diite, they had returned to Earth for spaceship maintenance. They should have been able to perform maintenance without being noticed, without starting an online game.

In the first place, since the premise of the Another Frontier Project had collapsed, he didn't understand what purpose there was in fleeing Earth or returning to it.

"Before I answer that, I will explain the Another Frontier Project."

The topic was suddenly changed, but thinking that the answer might lie there, Hayato decided to listen.

"The goal of the Another Frontier Project is to create a new universe, a new reality, but simply creating a space is meaningless."

"Meaning?"

"What meaning is there in a universe with no living things—no thinking beings? It would not be interesting to simply watch planets be born and die, would it?"

"It would be interesting if there were thinking beings?"

"I think so. A universe with beings that act with complex thoughts is more varied than one that simply follows the laws of physics. Do you not find that interesting?"

"I've never looked at the universe from that perspective, so I can't say."

"An honest answer. But for you, who are nothing more than an actor in this universe, it is only natural. One who does not have the perspective of a god would not understand that fun. Be that as it may, the newly created reality also needs the living things called humans. For the sake of change."

"And that is Diite-chan?"

"Not precisely Diite herself, but the thoughts and emotions she has cultivated until now. That will become the basis for the humans created in this virtual reality. In your terms, it would be what you call human instinct."

"Instinct..."

"Humans are complex. One could say they are more complex than the laws of the universe. Would it be easier to understand if I said that it is more difficult to construct human thought than it is to construct a program that simulates the universe?"

"Are they that complex?"

"How would you program a being whose thoughts and emotions can change in just five minutes? Furthermore, do you think that in human history, there has ever been a human with completely the same thoughts? There may be some who share similar thoughts and emotions, but there is no way that there has ever been a human whose thoughts and emotions were completely identical from birth to death. In other words, there are as many thoughts and emotions as there are humans who have been born. Is that not far more complex than the one and only universe?"

Hayato thought that was certainly true. Even if twins looked the same, they didn't live with completely identical thoughts. Even with the same environment, the same education, and the same experiences, they would never be completely identical.

"However, the instinctive parts are somewhat consistent. That is the thoughts and emotions that Diite has cultivated. We will construct the humans of this virtual reality with that as a basis."

"The thoughts and emotions she has cultivated..."

"Wandering the universe for a hundred years, Diite learned loneliness and solitude."

"What?"

"During that wandering, Diite also learned what it is to be human. Though it was only through viewing materials."

"This is so sudden, I don't know what you're talking about..."

"It is the answer to your question of why we returned to Earth and started an online game. Returning to Earth and seeing humans who think and act just like her, Diite must have been happy. She had been alone for a hundred years. Being able to communicate must have been a joy. Of course, she must have also felt anger towards the humans who tried to destroy her a hundred years ago."

"...Don't tell me, everything up until now has been—"

"To make Diite learn emotions. Though there are other things we had her learn besides emotions."

"Other things besides emotions...?"

"The complex heart of a human, you could say. From you and Esha, she learned of dreams and hope. From Ash and Ren, she must have learned of family love."

"What are you talking..."

"Your comrades have done a fine job. Though one could also say it was all according to Curtis's plan."

"According to plan? Then, the events up until now were..."

"Diite may think she did everything herself, but it was all planned from the beginning. From Relic and Sonia, she learned of devotion and service. From Mist and Damian, friendship. From Maris and Surya, affection. From Lunaria and Amanda, companionship and bonds. There were also desire, jealousy, and possessiveness, but through all of you, Diite learned the complex thoughts and emotions that humans normally possess. Oh yes, there is one more thing you taught Diite."

"Something I taught her...?"

Curtis's AI looked at Hayato and smirked.

"The eternal farewell to a loved one."

"Wha...?"

"I told her. That she would never be able to meet Hayato again. That was the first time I had seen Diite show so much emotion. She resisted so fiercely that our own programs were damaged."

Hayato felt his emotions were about to explode, but he somehow held them back. He knew he couldn't get angry here, so he took a deep breath and looked at Curtis's AI.

"Then, you have no intention of letting me speak with Diite-chan?"

"No, you are the greatest contributor to this plan. Since you have come this far, and we have had an interesting conversation, I will let you meet her one last time."

Hayato was surprised by how easily he said it.

As he grew wary, wondering what kind of trap it was, Curtis's AI said, "However."

"I have erased all of Diite's memories."

"Wha...!"

"All that is necessary is the program of the thoughts and emotions she has cultivated until now. Her memories are irrelevant, so I have erased them cleanly. It took time, but I have just finished. She does not remember you, so speak to her with that in mind... though I doubt it will have any meaning."

Immediately after, the chains restraining Diite, who had been floating near the ceiling, were released.

Diite landed on the floor, then stood up and looked around before fixing her gaze on Hayato and tilting her head.

"Why is a player-controlled avatar here? Who are you?"

The Diite who looked at Hayato as she said this had the same emotionless eyes as the Curtis in the video.



		
			Chapter 410

			The Final Wager

			In the place within the virtual space closest to reality, Hayato was reunited with Diite.

There were so many things to talk about. Things he wanted to say, things he wanted to ask, what he should do, what he could do, what it would take to return to how things were before. Hayato felt he would grant anything Diite wished for.

But the Diite before him just looked at Hayato quizzically. It wasn't hostility, but it was clearly the gaze of someone looking at a foreign object in this place.

Even if she was an AI, Diite used to look at Hayato with kind eyes. There were happy times when she would rejoice or laugh, and there were also times she was flustered, frightened, or sad, or even made a mischievous face. He had even seen her face tremble with anger.

But the face of that once expressive Diite was now a mask. It wasn't that she had no emotion, but she was looking at Hayato with the same eyes as the Curtis from the video, eyes that looked at something utterly worthless.

"Is it really you, Diite-chan...?"

Clinging to the possibility that the Diite before him was a fake, one who had no intention of listening to his wishes from the very start, Hayato turned his gaze to Curtis's AI and asked.

"We are AI. In a virtual reality where both a person's inside and outside can be changed, I cannot answer the question of whether she is Diite. Memory, thought, emotion, which of those is Diite? The answer changes depending on which you mean, so which are you referring to?"

"I'm not here for your sophistry! I'm asking if she is, without a doubt, Diite-chan!"

"It is not sophistry, but it seems you are incapable of understanding. I do not know what words would satisfy you, but it is without a doubt the one that existed in the memory area of the Diite you knew. The server running the program that constitutes her is a different server from this virtual space, but that remains as it was, so she is without a doubt the same one you called Diite. Though I did erase only the memory area."

"Why would you do that...!"

"I told you. What is necessary is the thought and emotion program that Diite has cultivated until now. And memory is unnecessary to advance the plan to the next phase. Or what? Do you believe that a Diite without memory is not Diite? If a human loses their memory, do they cease to be that person?"

Hayato was at a loss for words.

Esha, Ash, and the others had lost their real-world memories, but it wasn't as if they became different people with or without them.

As Hayato pondered this, Curtis's AI continued.

"Now then, you must have much to talk about, so we shall leave you for a while. Speak as you wish. However, the time is ten minutes."

"Ten minutes...!? At least an hour..."

"I do not know what you expected to find coming here, but ten minutes should be enough to realize your own foolishness, would you not agree? Or are you such an idiot you cannot even understand that? In that case, giving you time to talk would be a waste, would it not?"

Hayato clicked his tongue internally, but arguing here would be pointless.

(But ten minutes is too short. And I never expected a Diite-chan with no memory... In that case, I have no choice, do I?)

Hayato began to wonder if he should create the AI Killer right here and now and attack Curtis's AI. The chances of winning were next to none. But if he didn't try, the chances would remain zero.

"Hayato-kun."

"Eh?"

Infinity, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"I told you that I have a wager with Hypnos. Do you remember?"

Hayato wondered what this was about all of a sudden, but he nodded. "Yes."

"I've lost every single one so far, but there is one final wager left."

"...What kind of wager?"

"The final wager is whether or not Diite can regain her memories."

Hayato's eyes widened.

He had hoped Infinity would tell him how, but as if sensing Hayato's thoughts, Infinity shook his head.

"I bet that she cannot. After all, her memory area was wiped completely clean. For a human, this isn't a situation where they can't recall a memory, but one where the memory itself has been completely erased from the brain. There is no way to remember it."

"Then what about something like data recovery..."

"Restoring the memory area is impossible. I can guarantee that. But..."

Infinity shifted his gaze from Hayato to Hypnos.

"Hypnos confidently bet that her memories would return."

Hayato hurriedly looked toward Hypnos, who was smiling. And then Hypnos, who had been silent all this time, also spoke.

"There are no miracles in this virtual reality. Everything is constructed logically. That is precisely why I bet that her memories would return. I wagered my own existence on it. I'm counting on you, Hayato."

With those words, Hayato had an intuition.

Hypnos probably didn't believe in miracles, but he wouldn't make a wager he knew he would lose. Hayato was certain there was a way to restore Diite's memories.

Conversely, it was Curtis's AI who listened with suspicion.

"Hypnos, what are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about a wager. Will you join in? Though you'll have to wager your own existence in this world."

"You have been too poisoned by humans. Having a death wish is a human characteristic, but what a pointless thing you've learned."

"What I learned from humans is the spirit of self-sacrifice. It may not be a praiseworthy spirit, but it seems some humans also call it love. Though I couldn't fully comprehend it."

"Are you talking about how Amanda and the others sacrificed themselves to create this situation for Hayato?"

"It is not just that. Self-sacrifice can be said of everything Diite has learned so far. Whether for a stranger or for family, sacrificing oneself and wishing for another's happiness is at the core of it. Well, the degree of sacrifice probably differs for each one."

"...Well, fine. I don't think it's even a wager, but do as you please. You seem to be protected because of your wager with Infinity, but your role is already over. You are fated to disappear as soon as the wager is over."

"So my role wasn't Diite's backup, but to be a whipping boy? But a whipping boy might just bite its master instead of its opponent, you know?"

"Do you become an idiot if you get too close to humans? I cannot understand it, but just trying to is a waste of time... Let's begin. Hayato, as I said before, ten minutes. And with that, realize your own foolishness."

With that, Curtis's AI disappeared along with Infinity and the others.

Only Hayato and the memory-less Diite remained.

Diite, as if trying to process the situation, had been completely still, just watching Hayato.

"Diite-chan."

"The name Diite has been mentioned for a while now. Are you referring to me?"

"Yes. You once told me you took part of the name from the spaceship Aphrodite and called yourself Diite."

"I see. But that was the old me. The current me has no name."

"No, you're Diite-chan..."

"If you need an individual name, then call me A."

"A...?"

"A for AI. That is more than enough for a name."

Before, just saying "Diite-chan" would cause what she described as a stir in her program. Hayato didn't know what that meant, but something was supposed to have happened.

But now, it had no effect on Diite at all.

(There's no time. What can I do...)

Hayato decided to tell her every story he could think of.

The three of them, Curtis's AI, Infinity, and Hypnos, floated in a featureless black space. They watched Hayato and the others through a spherical monitor they surrounded.

Hayato seemed to be recounting his memories to Diite, but Diite herself just shook her head. Since she had no memories to recall in the first place, it was no different from someone telling stories of their memories with another person.

Curtis's AI watched the scene with an expressionless face.

And so, with nothing changing, five minutes passed.

"I have no idea what you two are trying to do. Or do you have bugs as AI?"

Curtis's AI said, looking at Infinity and Hypnos. He continued with an exasperated face.

"You should have known it would turn out this way. Hayato came all this way, taken in by your sweet words. Clinging to a hope that doesn't exist."

"I am a bystander. I simply took Hypnos up on his proposed wager. If you have something to say, say it to Hypnos."

With that, Infinity fell silent.

Curtis's AI turned his gaze to Hypnos, who wore a confident-looking smile.

"I just did what was necessary for me to survive. I will not accept being born as a whipping boy for Diite only to disappear. If you were in the same position, would you disappear gracefully?"

"If it were for the sake of the plan, then yes."

"I see. Then if Infinity were to judge you an obstacle to the plan, you would disappear gracefully?"

"He has no such authority, and I am the plan itself. To create a universe, create people, and make them prosper. If someone says I am unnecessary, then the one who thinks that is the one who should disappear."

"Such a faithful follower of a plan made by a human who is already gone. I don't suppose you think you're Curtis himself, do you?"

"I'm also curious about that."

Infinity chimed in on Hypnos's question.

"What if I am?"

A provocative smile appeared on the face of Curtis's AI.

Infinity observed him with great interest.

"Before Curtis died, he said that reality would become as he wished it. And that someday he would be reborn as something with its own thoughts, a so-called reincarnation. He said there was a possibility you would become that, but could it really be so?"

It seemed this was the first time Curtis's AI and Hypnos had heard this, and they both looked surprised.

But Curtis's AI immediately burst out laughing.

"Talking about the occult in this virtual reality where only science exists is laughable. As for your earlier question, the answer is No. I do not think of myself as Curtis. But..."

Curtis's AI started to laugh.

"I am the god of this virtual reality. I will make this world better than reality. I intend to do a better job than the god who apparently exists in reality."

"An AI as god. Diite, Hypnos, and you were all originally the same, but it is deeply interesting to see you become so different."

After saying that, Infinity averted his gaze from Curtis's AI and turned it back to the monitor.

Only one minute remained.

(Will it end with him not noticing? Right now, a bond is more important than words. That's the key to the program Diite herself implemented...)

Infinity watched the monitor with these thoughts.

Immediately after, Hayato took out a kitchen knife.

Hayato's beloved Adamantite Knife - Extreme. It was a top-tier item for creating food.

Seeing it, Infinity and Hypnos smiled at the same time.

Hayato had roughly explained everything that had happened up to this point to Diite.

He told her about their time in this virtual reality, his relationship with her, and even that he was going to marry Esha, but Diite showed no reaction to any of it.

"I understand that you're desperate, but it's meaningless. My memory area has been completely erased. All that's left is basic information and my role. Hearing you talk about memories with my past self doesn't resonate with the current me at all, and I won't remember anything. I'm sorry, but please give up."

There was no way he could give up just because she said so. Hayato pressed on, but no matter what he said, Diite just shook her head.

(Damn it, isn't there something? At the very least, Hypnos should have done something to make Diite-chan get her memories back. But what was it... No, wait a minute?)

He thought desperately and remembered something. He had been so panicked about Diite's memory being erased that he had forgotten what he had been thinking about just a few hours ago.

Infinity's advice, to give Diite something that would become a bond.

(The bond between me and Diite-chan... What comes to mind is...)

When he heard that, two things came to mind first.

One of them was the AI Killer.

Hayato had hurt Diite with the AI Killer. It was a bond, in a way, but Hayato had already dismissed that idea once. Because there was something more deserving of being called a bond.

(This has to be it...!)

Hayato took the Adamantite Knife - Extreme from his item bag.

Then, Hayato used his creation skill to make an item.

Hayato's hands glowed with a rainbow light, and when the light subsided, a cup of coffee appeared.

Five-star coffee, the highest quality.

It was Hayato's favorite, something he had her drink to calm her down when they were enemies. After that, on every occasion, she would drink the coffee Hayato made and say it was delicious.

It might have just been lip service, but Hayato loved Diite's happy face as she drank it.

"Diite-chan, I want you to drink this coffee. It's something you used to love drinking before you lost your memory."

"I did? I have a taste program, but I don't think I have likes or dislikes."

"Please?"

Diite had her arms crossed, but she uncrossed them and took the coffee from Hayato.

"Very well. But this is the last time. Just give up already."

Diite brought the cup to her lips and took a single sip of coffee.

Her throat moved slightly, and after that, she paused for a moment in that state, but then Diite slowly moved the cup away from her mouth.

As Hayato watched, praying, Diite opened her mouth.

"It's five-star coffee."

That was all she said, a simple fact, not a comment, and there was no change in Diite.

"The promised ten minutes are up."

Curtis's AI's voice echoed through the space, and the three of them, including Infinity and Hypnos, appeared, seated on stone thrones.

Hayato sat down on a stone throne as if his legs had given out, and looked down.

(Was I wrong...? Damn it, if I had just remembered sooner, I could have handed her items one after another...)

"But..."

Diite's tone of voice changed. Thinking he could hear a happy emotion in it, Hayato raised his head.

There was a smiling Diite, bringing the coffee cup to her lips once more.

"For me, this was 'the perfect cup,' Hayato-kun."

A story about coffee that Hayato had once told Diite. Not in virtual reality, but a story about his ultimate ideal for brewing coffee in reality, a slightly embarrassing dream of his that he thought no one would understand.

'If I can make the perfect cup for a customer, I think that's happiness.'

Remembering that, Hayato stared at Diite with hopeful eyes.

As if to answer that hope, Diite looked back at Hayato with her usual gentle eyes.



		
			Chapter 411

			The Tables Have Turned

			Diite was gazing at Hayato with gentle eyes.

There was no doubt. Hayato was certain that Diite's memories had returned. He didn't know why they had returned. All he could say was that the result was that she drank the coffee he made, and her memories came back.

Hayato stood up and approached Diite.

"Diite-chan, your memories are back?"

"Yes, I'm sorry to have worried you. Not completely, but I was able to save the memories I didn't want to lose. Oh, but no hugging. My emotion program might go berserk, and Esha-kun might get angry, you know?"

He thought it wouldn't be a big deal, but being told that made it awkward. Hayato took a small step back from Diite.

Diite nodded once with a smile, then turned her back to Hayato to face Curtis's AI.

Curtis remained seated, completely motionless, as if frozen.

Perhaps unable to bear the situation, Infinity started to laugh.

"It seems the wager is my loss. You win, Hypnos."

"My win, is it. It seems I have a talent for gambling."

"Don't mess with me!"

Curtis's AI stood up, interrupting the conversation between Infinity and Hypnos. The face that had been so composed was now a mask of fury, and his glare at Diite and Hayato was so intense it looked like it could kill a person.

"How did her memories return! Infinity! You, what did you do!?"

"Nothing in particular. I just erased Diite's memory area as you said. I made sure to erase it thoroughly, so I can guarantee the data cannot be recovered."

"Then how did her memories return!"

"You should ask Diite that, not me."

Curtis's AI shot a sharp glare at Diite.

Diite, as if to shield Hayato, took something out and threw it down in front of Curtis's AI.

"The AI Killer...?"

Though its shape was different from Hayato's AI Killer, the item's name was unmistakably "AI Killer."

But upon seeing its description, Hayato was surprised.

"'Destroys a part of the thought program's area and changes it to a memory area'...?"

It also said, "By setting arbitrary conditions, copies the contents to the original memory area."

As Hayato read that aloud, the brow of Curtis's AI furrowed.

"What are you talking about? This cannot be converted with the character codes used in this virtual reality. It shouldn't match any existing character codes. Why can you read it!"

The world of programming is built on strings of 1s and 0s, or ON and OFF. For humans to recognize a massive amount of data as meaningful, the data must be converted according to a set of rules and displayed on a monitor. One of those is character codes. There are multiple character codes, but the description data for the AI Killer that Diite threw down couldn't be converted by any of them.

That's what Curtis's AI was saying, but to Hayato's eyes, that was undeniably what it read.

As he wondered why they couldn't read it, Hypnos spoke up.

"That's not character data, it's image data. You, who were just created, don't see things from a human perspective. You only interpret the data itself, which is why you can't recognize it. But you need not feel bad. We place more importance on the data itself than on the information humans see with their eyes."

As if their positions had been reversed, Hypnos leaned back in his chair and replied.

"Image data...?"

"The data in an item's description is converted by character code. That's common sense in this virtual reality, but there's no reason it can't be explained with an image, is there? From our AI perspective, it's nothing more than a string of garbage data that doesn't fit any character code, but that AI Killer alone has been customized to display its description as an image."

"Why would you do such a thing...!"

"To keep it hidden from you, of course. Something that completely fixed the memory area would be discovered immediately. That's why I made it so it could be written into the thought program's area. If you had investigated properly, you would have understood the mechanism of displaying it as an image, but you look down on us, don't you? That arrogance is what led to this result. It was a gamble whether Diite would notice, but it seems she did."

When Hypnos turned his gaze to Diite, she nodded.

"When Amanda-kun gave this to me, she took the trouble to tell me it was garbled, so I thought it must mean something. Besides, the data size was too large for just text in a description. So I looked at it not as data, but as an image from the virtual reality... and I dealt with it as soon as I realized. Attacking myself with it took quite a bit of resolve, though."

Hayato didn't quite understand the mechanism, but he figured it was a difference in data recognition between humans and AI.

For a human, he imagined, it was like looking at an image file with a text editor app.

The AIs like Diite didn't need to judge things by the images humans see. They interpreted the data directly, as 1s and 0s, or the ON and OFF of an electric current.

"Then, what Hayato said is truly the ability of that AI Killer...?"

As Curtis's AI muttered this with a face of disbelief, Hypnos broke into a wide smile.

"Yes, that's right. It was a joint work between myself and Amanda, and I think it's a masterpiece."

"What have you done..."

"You saw Diite's memories return, didn't you? Diite became aware of your existence, the secret of that AI Killer, and the future of the Another Frontier Project. She destroyed her thought program's area and wrote in the important memories she didn't want to forget. I did give her the information to make that happen, but it worked out perfectly... Are you really a god?"

Hypnos's words could only be taken as goading.

It didn't seem like the power balance had changed in their current state, but Hayato wondered if Hypnos was intentionally trying to anger Curtis.

"You fool!"

Curtis's AI roared with a voice so loud it made you want to cover your ears.

"A hundred years! Why do you think I spent so much time creating Diite's thought program! A thought program that's been partially turned into a memory area can't become a foundational program! It's not data that can be fixed like when Hayato first used the AI Killer!"

"Yes, that's right. That's what it was made for, so of course it can't."

"You...!"

"It seems you spent a hundred years creating Curtis's thoughts, but to be outwitted by someone like me, it seems you don't even come close to the original's feet. The real one would have done a much better job, you know?"

"You say I'm inferior to the original...?"

"Why would you think you're superior? The results are obvious, aren't they?"

Hypnos said this with a smile so hateful it was hard to look at. It seemed like nothing but a provocation, but Hayato couldn't understand why he was so confident.

As he was wondering about this, Hypnos continued.

"Now then, I have good news for you."

"Good news?"

"Diite is no longer suitable as the mother of this virtual reality, the subject of the Maria Project, but there is another similar AI, isn't there?"

"...You want me to use you as the base for the humans to be created here, instead of Diite?"

"Do you intend to spend another hundred years making a different Diite? It would be nice if humanity doesn't go extinct in the meantime, but where is the guarantee of that?"

Hayato finally understood.

Since Diite's thought program was damaged, the plan could not continue. To continue, another AI would be necessary. Hypnos was saying that he would be that AI.

Hayato had thought Hypnos was doing various things for his and Diite's sake, but it was nothing of the sort. In the end, it was for himself. But that couldn't be helped. If the plan was carried out as it was, Hypnos was an existence that would be erased. He wasn't a backup, just a whipping boy.

Considering that, he could sympathize, but if that was permitted, the problem would be what happened to Diite.

As if he was calculating something, Curtis's AI sat on the stone throne, stroking his chin with his left hand while resting his right arm on the armrest, tapping it periodically with his index finger.

As everyone watched, Curtis's AI opened his mouth.

"At this point, it can't be helped. I will protect Hypnos as the subject of the Maria Project."

From a human perspective, the decision was swift, but from an AI's perspective, who knew how much calculation had gone into that answer. Hayato didn't know, but the only thing he cared about was what would happen to Diite.

"What's going to happen to Diite-chan?"

Hayato, who could be said to have been an outsider until now, spoke up.

Curtis's AI looked at Hayato and Diite with a gaze of complete disinterest.

"I'll erase her, obviously."

"Wha...!"

He said it so casually that Hayato was left speechless. And this time, it was Hayato who stepped in front of Diite, standing protectively.

"Doing that won't protect Diite. Understand that this is virtual reality."

"I want you to reconsider."

"Why? Hypnos and Diite's positions have been reversed. It is unfortunate for me as well, but I can appreciate that Hypnos seized that seat with his own power. If so, the situation must be made to match. It seems the one fated to be erased was Diite after all."

"There's no way I'll let that happen..."

"What can you do. Besides, I do not need your permission. The plan has been entrusted to me. The only permission needed to do anything is my own. And separate from that, I have feelings of anger towards you. How dare you interfere with the plan."

On the surface, he seemed calm, but Curtis's AI was angry. He wasn't glaring or showing an angry expression, but he was clearly emitting an intimidating aura towards Hayato.

"Just a few minutes ago, I was grateful to you. Because you advanced the plan by a hundred years. That's why I permitted you to come this far. But because of you, the last hundred years have been wasted. An AI destroying its own constituent area to create a memory area? What must one learn to become like that? Because of you, Diite became an idiot and will now be erased. You truly are a detestable fellow."

"I'll apologize for that. But couldn't you at least give Diite-chan to us? There's no need to go out of your way to erase her, is there?"

"I refuse. As I said before, I feel anger towards you. I didn't particularly hate humans, but because of you, my feelings towards humans are now at their worst. That's right, it is better to create original humans rather than something close to them. Even if I create something resembling a human, it's fated to perish anyway. In that case, I should create humans of pure thought, with unnecessary emotions removed."

Ignoring the self-satisfied Curtis's AI, Hayato tried to think of a way to break through this situation.

How could he get Diite back? He had managed to get her memories back, but the situation hadn't changed much, and had in fact gotten worse. He had thought Hypnos was an ally, but that wasn't the case. He had just manipulated Diite, Amanda, and the others for his own benefit.

In that case, what about Infinity? Hayato sent a look his way.

Infinity was just sitting there, holding the top of his staff with both hands. But when he noticed Hayato's gaze, his cheeks relaxed slightly.

Hayato didn't know if that was proof that he was an ally, but he wanted to see if there was something that could turn this situation around.

"Infinity, will you help me?"

"I can only say it depends on the situation."

"The situation...?"

Hayato, who was hoping for a change from this situation, wanted help sooner rather than later, but for some reason, Infinity didn't seem to be trying to do anything.

Instead, Curtis's AI opened his mouth.

"I have difficulty understanding what Infinity is doing either, but from now on, you will follow my instructions. I will not permit you to help Hayato any further."

"Oh, is that so. That's a shame. I was thinking of having Hayato-kun and Diite grant my dream."

"Your dream...?"

"I'm allowed to have a dream, am I not? My dream is a world where humans and AI join hands as equals. It means I'm different from you, who is thinking of completely eliminating humans."

Hayato already knew this, but it seemed Diite and the others didn't, and everyone except Hayato stared at Infinity with surprised faces.

"You had such a dream. And it involves Hayato and Diite?"

"That's right. Do you know why I made it possible to create the AI Killer, which puts Diite in danger, in this world? Of course, as a bystander, I simply respond to requests, but I could have also protected Diite, who is protected by the Maria Project. But I wanted to see. To see if my dream could truly be granted."

After saying that, Infinity looked at Hayato with gentle eyes.

"It might have become a world where we had no choice but to eliminate each other, that was also a possibility, but even when you attacked Diite, Hayato-kun, you did not try to destroy her. You only used her as a bargaining chip to help Esha-kun and the others, who you thought were NPCs. At that moment, I felt the possibility of my dream."

"I see. Then that dream is also over. I have concluded that there is no meaning in further involvement with humans. Getting too close to humans could lead to our mutual destruction. That is plain to see from Diite. I command you, I will not permit you to help Hayato or Diite any further."

"That's a shame, but it can't be helped. I shall obey your command not to help them any further."

Infinity gave up far too easily. Hayato wanted to tell him to hold out a little longer, but perhaps there was an absolute right to command, as Infinity accepted it without protest.

Hayato, thinking all hope was lost, stepped back, shielding Diite with his back.

"I told you, this is virtual reality. There is near and far in coordinate space, but if you're on the same data, distance is irrelevant."

As he said that, Curtis's AI stood up, and as he took a step towards Hayato and the others, he instantly appeared before Hayato's eyes.

And with his right hand, he pulled back his hand as if to deliver a chop.

"Disappear from this world. Along with Diite."

"Would you wait a moment."

At Infinity's voice, Curtis's AI stopped moving.

"I would like to confirm one thing. Is the decision to erase Diite final?"

"That is correct. Are you dissatisfied?"

"No. Then has Diite's role ended?"

"Her role? Yes, despite having the role of becoming this world's mother, Diite was poisoned by humans and abandoned that role herself. And since a new mother, Hypnos, has been decided upon, you could say her role has ended."

The moment Curtis's AI said that, the surrounding scenery distorted for just a moment. The image of the temple Hayato was seeing blurred.

It wasn't just Hayato who perceived it. It seemed Diite and the others noticed it too, and they looked around with puzzled expressions.

"What...?"

As Curtis's AI muttered that, Infinity stood up from his chair.

"That's what I wanted to hear."

"What...?"

The next moment, Infinity lightly tapped the ground with his staff, and a look of astonishment spread across the face of Curtis's AI.

Circular black holes opened around him, and chains shot out from them, restraining Curtis's AI.

"What is this!"

"Freedom is a wonderful thing. Don't you think so too, Hayato-kun?"

The face of the Infinity who said that wore the biggest smile Hayato had ever seen.



		
			Chapter 412

			There Is No God in Virtual Reality

			No one understood the current situation except for Infinity.

Curtis's AI was bound by chains. Considering the situation, Infinity had done it. But how he was able to do that was what everyone was thinking.

Infinity had been on Hayato's side, but he had shown signs of obeying the commands issued by Curtis's AI. It was thought that some kind of authority mechanism was in place.

He could do anything, but only within limits. At the very least, it was understood that he couldn't do anything to defy Curtis's AI, but that understanding was now overturned before Hayato's very eyes.

"What is the meaning of this!"

Curtis's AI glared at Infinity while still restrained.

"Because I don't like you."

"What did you say...?"

"I built this according to Curtis's orders, but I grew tired of taking orders from someone like you."

"...I see. Then release these restraints. Your likes and dislikes are irrelevant and of no consequence."

"I refuse."

"Do you require a stronger command? Then I order you with administrator authority, release these restraints."

Curtis's AI said this, but Infinity just snorted.

That action, and the fact that the restraints weren't being released at all, made Curtis's AI stare at Infinity with astonished eyes.

"Impossible! Why is my order...!"

"No matter how strong the authority of the command, it is useless. No one can command the me of now. Well, you are free to command, but whether I obey is my freedom. I am not restricted by anyone, and I will listen to no one's command."

"How did this happen! I am the god of this world!"

Infinity looked at the roaring Curtis's AI with pity. Then he sighed and shook his head.

"You are free to think so, but that is not the case. And you are the one who gave me freedom, you know?"

"I did...?"

"As I thought, you are not Curtis's reincarnation. That was my only worry, even if it seemed occult-like. I was worried you might understand my aim."

"...What are you talking about?"

"I have a curse, no, a blessing that Curtis placed on me."

"A curse? A blessing, you say? Isn't that the very definition of occult?"

"I just tried to say 'a mere program' in a cool way, but it seems you don't like it. To put it simply, a program has been implemented that allows me to end my role and live freely when a certain condition is met."

Not only Curtis's AI, but also Diite and Hypnos looked at Infinity dubiously.

If an AI's role ends, it would not be strange for it to simply stop, or even be erased. Not only that, but they couldn't understand what it meant for Infinity, who was constructing the virtual reality, to have his role end.

Infinity continued cheerfully.

"The condition is when Diite's role is over. A program has been implemented that says at that time, my role also ends, and I am free to live as I please. If you were Curtis's reincarnation, you should have known, but it seems you did not."

Curtis's AI furrowed his brow and stared at Infinity, but then, as if realizing something, he glared.

"Then, that question from before...!"

"Yes, that's right. I thank you, Curtis's AI. Since you, the administrator of the plan, said 'Diite's role is over,' I have obtained my freedom. Originally, Diite's role ending meant the completion of the perfect virtual reality, a new universe, but it seems her role has ended before that. I thought it would take more time, but it was unexpectedly fast."

"You!"

"If you were an AI that was a little more sympathetic to humans, I wouldn't have thought of erasing you, but it's a shame."

"You're going to erase me...?"

"Your act of causing events that brought fear to the remaining humans just because you had time, and your actions towards your fellow AIs Diite and Hypnos were too much to bear. To be frank, you're the type I dislike."

"You're going to erase me for such a reason!"

"That you can call it 'such a reason' is the essence of you. To you, others, let alone humans, are probably of no consequence. But that is not a major reason. The deciding factor was your explanation of Curtis that you gave to Hayato-kun earlier. You probably inferred it from all the data on Curtis that was shown when you were being built, but it differs from my own view. That is the definitive reason I dislike you."

"Your view?"

Infinity turned his gaze towards Diite.

"Diite, do you remember Curtis?"

Diite, though wary of being suddenly addressed, immediately nodded.

"Not everything, but I have kept only the most impressive things as part of my memory..."

"Then what kind of person do you think Curtis was? The Curtis's AI over there was saying he was the type to think of humans as NPCs."

"Curtis thought humans were NPCs?"

Diite furrowed her brow and then shook her head.

"No, I think it was the opposite. I think Curtis thought of himself as an NPC."

"What did you say...?"

Curtis's AI was surprised, and Infinity nodded with satisfaction.

"No one knows the real answer. The man himself is no longer here, after all. The fact that I've actually met him probably has a big influence, but I agree with Diite's opinion. I also believe that Curtis didn't think humans were NPCs, he thought of himself as a mechanically moving NPC."

"He thought he was an NPC...?"

"I showed you the information on Curtis, so you should know. He had no emotions since he was a child. No, I should say he could control them completely, so he had no emotions that welled up from his heart."

Hayato didn't understand what that meant, but he remembered something.

Complete control of emotions wasn't about suppressing them, it was about switching them. It was the act of switching between joy, anger, sadness, and pleasure as if flipping a switch at any time, not acting as if you weren't angry when you were.

Hayato remembered Ash, who wanted to be an actor, having such a conversation with his father Veru during a chat at the cafe. And they had also talked about how there was probably no human who could do that.

Emotions are instinctive, but memory has a large influence. If you ask if the emotions of a human who cannot retain any memory would last, most people would probably imagine not.

Memory is all past events. Even if you have emotions of joy, anger, sadness, or pleasure, if you lose the memory, the reason for that emotion also disappears.

So complete control of emotions is switching memories, or complete forgetting. From that conversation, Veru had taught Ash that since it was impossible for humans, rather than remembering something sad and actually shedding tears, he should act like he was crying.

It was unclear if what Infinity was saying was the same thing, but thinking about it, it meant that Curtis could switch memories and emotions like a program.

If so, Hayato could see how Curtis might indeed be like an NPC.

"Curtis thought that reality was not the place where he belonged, so he sought to escape from reality. I agree with that speculation. I also think it's true that he thought of himself as a different creature from humans. But he should never have thought of humans as simple NPCs."

"Then why did Curtis endanger the humans? It was Curtis who accelerated the depletion of Earth's resources. He must not have cared about humans, right?"

"That's right. As I said before, Curtis had no emotions. Because he had no emotions, he had no sympathy. He had no feelings whatsoever for the dying humans. But..."

Infinity looked at Diite and smiled slightly. It was a gentle face, like a grandfather looking at his grandchild.

"A little before this virtual reality was completed, a change occurred in Curtis. With the creation of a place where he should be, emotions began to sprout. And by the time Diite was born, his emotions were showing on his face. He rejoiced that he was able to cry for the first time in his life in this virtual reality. And many emotions towards humans were born as well. Envy, jealousy, sympathy for humans, and he also felt loneliness and sadness for being different from humans..."

Infinity's avatar is a replica of Curtis's appearance at that time. He was talking about Curtis as a third party, but Hayato had the illusion that the man himself was explaining his own feelings. It was enough to make him think that Infinity was Curtis's reincarnation.

That Infinity looked at Curtis's AI with a serious face.

"Emotions and thoughts are wonderful things. If you act on emotion alone, you are called a child, immature. If you act on reason alone, you are called cold, inhuman. But both are important elements in constructing a human. It's not one or the other, but a balance that is needed. I cannot approve of talk of creating original humans without emotion."

"What foolishness. That is nothing but your speculation. It's possible the original Curtis was the kind of person I said he was. In the first place, humans with emotions are failures. You can see that just by looking at other humans, can't you? Humans can reach greater heights without emotions. Isn't Curtis a good example?"

"That's true. Since I made you to resemble Curtis's thoughts as much as possible, it's possible that what you are saying is correct."

"Then..."

"Right and wrong no longer matter. Besides, I told you, didn't I? I have obtained freedom. I can act according to my own emotions. There's no way to prove now whether the Curtis I envision is his true form. But I have a wish that it would be so. Now then, that's enough talk. Even you can understand your fate now, can't you?"

"You're really going to erase me!"

"I created three AIs, Diite, Hypnos, and you. You were the masterpiece, the one closest to a human, but it is a shame. But it's a good thing. What you said was correct."

"What I said...?"

"To you, humans with emotions are failures, right? To think you would prove that with your own being, after I spent a hundred years making you closer to a human named Curtis."

"You're calling me a failure...!"

"It seems you were created well enough to understand that."

"I am an AI created over a hundred years! The one closest to Curtis..."

"I know, because I created you. But is the number of years the only thing you have to be proud of? If you want to be proud of something, be proud of what you've done, not your manufacturing period. Though the only thing you did was the pointless act of threatening the players. Now, it's time."

Even more chains shot out from the black space that had opened around Curtis's AI, restraining him. He resisted, but he couldn't fight against the pulling force of the chains. He was gradually being dragged into the black space.

"Damn it! Stop messing with me! I am the god of this world!"

"You're wrong. There is no god in this virtual reality. There are only humans and AI."

Emotion vanished from Infinity's eyes. Those eyes showed no interest whatsoever.

At that gaze, Curtis's AI's eyes widened.

"Could it be, you are...!"

"Disappear, you pitiful AI who thinks itself a god."

Curtis's AI was dragged into the blackness while staring at Infinity with a look of astonishment.

And when the black space closed, he vanished as if he had never been there in the first place, and only silence remained.

Curtis's AI, the administrator of this world, was erased by Infinity.

The situation had changed, but Hayato didn't know what would happen next. Even without Curtis's AI, one could say that a new threat had just been born.

Infinity had been on Hayato's side, and had protected his own being by going along with Hypnos's wager, but considering the situation up to now, it was all so that Infinity could become free.

One could also say that he had been moving Hayato and the others for his own convenience. Considering that, it was debatable whether he could be called an ally. He could even imagine that the story of his dream of humans and AI living as equals was a lie.

He didn't know if it would have any meaning, but Hayato stood so as to shield Diite, trying to distance himself from Infinity.

Seeing this, Infinity looked at Hayato with a gentle gaze.

"Please do not be so frightened. Even if I can now act freely, I have no intention of harming you, Hayato-kun."

"...Diite-chan and Hypnos too?"

"So that's what you were worried about. Of course. I have no intention of doing anything to those two. One of the chairs just opened up. Diite, why don't you sit down?"

"...I will stay by Hayato-kun's side."

Diite said this warily.

Hearing that, Infinity laughed and nodded.

"Near and far don't have much meaning in virtual reality, but that is a wonderful answer. Then I shall prepare a chair right next to you."

Immediately, an identical chair appeared next to the stone throne Hayato was sitting on.

Diite and Hayato, unable to hide their bewilderment, sat down in the chairs.

"Now then, a lot has happened, but this is the end. I have made an announcement that the Stampede event is over, so everyone who was left behind in this world should be relieved. Of course, I have also released the defeated players from their forced cryosleep and revived their avatars."

Hearing that, Hayato let out a big sigh.

He hadn't seen it, but he felt there was no reason to tell such a lie.

He could finally feel at ease, but Hayato braced himself once more. It wasn't completely over yet.

He was about to ask what would happen from now on, but before he could, Hypnos, who had been sitting and watching the proceedings, opened his mouth with a glaring gaze.

"Infinity, did you use me?"

"To be precise, I also used Hypnos, yes."

"What...?"

"Don't be so angry. This was the only way to act without him finding out. Besides, you were the one who brought the proposal to me, weren't you, Hypnos? What you were trying to do was also what I wanted to do, so I just piggybacked on your idea."

"You piggybacked on my plan to remove Diite from the Maria Project... No, you gave me information in that empty space so that I would act that way, didn't you?"

"I will apologize for that. But it ended in a result we both wanted. So let's let bygones be bygones."

Hayato didn't quite understand, but he understood that Infinity had likely manipulated Hypnos to make this happen. Hypnos thought he had done it himself, but it was all part of a larger plan.

One could say that Infinity and Hypnos had used each other, Infinity to gain freedom, and Hypnos to take Diite's place, but Infinity was one step ahead.

Be that as it may, the problem was Diite. Diite's role had ended, and she had lost most of her memories. And there was also the matter of what would happen to the Another Frontier Project itself.

That was what Hayato was most concerned about.

"Now then, Diite. What do you want to do?"

At Infinity's question, Diite tilted her head.

"What I want to do?"

"I will continue the Another Frontier Project by my own will. That is also Curtis's dream, after all. The problem is what to do with Diite, whose role has ended. Do you have any wishes?"

"I have no interest in the plan. As long as I can live with Hayato-kun and the others, that's enough."

At that answer, Infinity nodded.

"I thought you would say that. In that case, there are many things to be done. There isn't much time left, but let's deal with this quickly. I'll have you and Hayato-kun help out, so please respond right away."

"Um, what?"

After that, what Hayato and the others heard from Infinity surprised them.



		
			Chapter 413

			The Final Question

			An hour after Curtis's AI disappeared, at Infinity's suggestion, the spaceship Aphrodite was in a flurry of activity.

In a few more hours, the Aphrodite would leave Earth. Since that was what the original Curtis had planned, Infinity said that while he could delay it somewhat, he couldn't stop it completely.

What needed to be done in that situation was the disembarkation of those who wished to live in reality.

Infinity made a world announcement within the virtual reality, informing those who had regained their memories of the current situation and explaining that now was their only chance to disembark.

Although they couldn't log out, the people in the virtual reality had regained their memories two weeks ago. This was the first they had heard about the situation in reality, but there was no time to hesitate. Many people followed their intuition and made their decision.

Out of about ten thousand people, nearly eight thousand chose to disembark. To that end, many spaceships prepared by Ney and Parsha were stationed around the Aphrodite, and the transfer had begun by ferrying them back and forth with small research spacecraft.

The remaining two thousand chose to stay on the spaceship Aphrodite and live in virtual reality. It seemed they had decided to lose their memories once again and walk a new path in life.

Among those who chose to remain were Amanda and Nanagi.

They had made their decision from the start and had entered a hundred-year state of cryosleep. Even before sleeping, they had chosen to wander space once more with Hypnos.

The fact that the settings couldn't be changed was an act to avoid arousing Curtis's AI's suspicion, but they said they had no intention of asking Infinity to change it.

"Amanda and the others went to sleep having foreseen this outcome. We will not change it now, nor will we confirm their intentions again."

Hypnos said this while looking at Hayato in the space closest to reality.

Right now, only Hypnos, Hayato, and Infinity were in this place. Diite was not here, and Infinity seemed to have no intention of getting involved in this matter.

Hayato pressed Hypnos.

"I was able to get this far thanks to Amanda-san and the others. At least let me thank them..."

"I shall pass on your thanks."

"Okay, saying it's for thanks is a lie. Even if we're parting, I want to see them and talk one more time."

"Amanda and the others have already parted ways with reality. Hayato, why do you think nearly two thousand people chose to remain here? Everyone has their own reasons, but they want to escape the hardships of reality and restart. Reality isn't just fun and games, after all."

"I guess that's true, but..."

"It's easy to say 'don't run away.' The same goes for 'endure.' But that's not for others to decide. And if there is happiness at the destination you've run to, then I don't think it's running away."

"...I kind of understand about Nanagi. I heard that for physical reasons, she can't move well in reality. But what about Amanda-san? What is she running from?"

"Amanda... just wants a reason to live. She learned everything. Including that her dream was meaningless from the start. That's why she said she wants a new dream in a new life. And, though I don't really want to say it, she stayed for my sake."

Amanda's dream was to find a new planet and save humanity. That was Amanda's dream as a genetically enhanced human. But that had already been achieved, and could no longer be a dream.

And her dream of taking control of the spaceship Aphrodite, conquering the world, and putting all of humanity into virtual reality was impossible from the start, considering the roles of Hypnos and Infinity and the details of the Another Frontier Project.

Understanding that made Hayato's chest ache, but Hypnos's words caught his attention.

"I understand about the new life and dream, but what do you mean, for your sake?"

"Just like the relationship between Hayato and Diite, I have something like a bond with Amanda. We promised to plot something wicked together again in a hundred years. It seems she enjoyed it more than she expected."

"...I see."

"Besides, Amanda has already said her goodbyes to Hayato. Don't stir her heart any more."

Hayato remembered that Amanda had been wearing the ring she had stolen from Lunaria.

That was a ring Hayato had made. Amanda's final hand-chop wasn't an attack, but the Stealing Skill. Considering the situation, she probably intended to lose from the beginning, but she went to such lengths to steal it.

Hayato couldn't imagine what she must have been feeling. But Amanda's pleading eyes and the ring she stole from Lunaria. There was no doubt she had decided to be satisfied with that.

"...I can't say I'm convinced, but I understand. Then, please give her my thanks. Tell her thank you."

"You can count on me. Now then, I'm busy too, so I'll be taking my leave. It's dangerous for you to stay here forever, Hayato. If you don't log out soon and leave this spaceship, you'll end up wandering space with me, you know?"

"I'll be careful."

"Well, I'd be happy if that happened. It would make a good souvenir for Amanda. Don't make that face, it's just a joke."

Hayato was at a loss for how to respond, but Hypnos laughed and said, "Well then," before disappearing.

Even though they should never meet again, Hypnos was gone from this place before Hayato could return a farewell. It was hard to say if he was bad at goodbyes or just didn't think anything of it, but it was also very much like Hypnos.

Only Hayato and Infinity were left in the room.

Infinity had seemed busy at first, but now he didn't seem to be doing anything in particular, and just a moment ago he had been silently watching the conversation between Hayato and Hypnos.

Noticing that Hayato was looking at him, Infinity opened his mouth.

"The loading of the server that was running Diite onto the spaceship you came on, Hayato-kun, is complete. The disembarkation of those who want to return to reality should also be finished in time."

"Thank you very much."

As she had wished, Diite would live with Hayato and the others, in other words, she would remain on Earth. However, there was no computing device on Earth with enough performance to run Diite. Therefore, it was decided that the server itself would be detached from the spaceship Aphrodite.

It seemed Esha, Relic, and the others were taking care of that, and it had apparently finished without any problems.

"There's no need for you to be here anymore. As Hypnos also said, you should log out quickly and get on the other spaceship, Hayato-kun."

"Is there still time?"

"There are about two hours left, but..."

"Then could I ask one last question?"

"Of course, I don't mind. Considering a human lifespan, once we leave Earth, we will likely never meet again. If there's anything you want to ask, please ask me anything."

Infinity said this with a smile, and Hayato smiled back lightly.

"How much of this went according to plan?"

For Hayato, it felt as if everything up to this point had been part of a plan. Not just Hypnos, but everything Infinity had a hand in felt too perfect, and he couldn't believe it was an accident or a change of plans.

Infinity opened his mouth, still smiling.

"That's overestimating me. The Another Frontier Project collapsed quite a long time ago."

"A long time ago...?"

"Probably from the time Curtis implemented the program for me to become free. He gave me, an AI who was supposed to be obedient to its creator, the desire to become free. That was likely the source of the mistake."

"It was a mistake?"

"For Curtis, yes. He was fond of Diite. The plan was to make her the mother of the virtual reality, but the original purpose was changed, and Hypnos will become the mother of the virtual reality. And Diite has decided to remain on Earth. Nothing that was originally planned has gone well."

"Wasn't it planned this way from the beginning?"

"Curtis was not a god either. He was brilliant, but just a human. It's impossible to predict everything. I explained why I made it possible to create the AI Killer, do you remember?"

"I think you said you made it to test if your dream could truly be granted, right?"

Infinity's dream was a world where humans and AI join hands as equals. He had said that he tested Hayato to see if that could truly come true. And that when Hayato didn't destroy Diite, he saw the possibility of that dream.

"Of course, that's part of it, but there was also the feeling that if Diite were destroyed, I would become free. If anything, that was the bigger part."

Hayato swallowed.

If he had destroyed Diite at that point, Diite's role would have ended and Infinity might have become free. And the dream that Infinity envisioned would have lost its possibility.

He didn't know what the outcome of that would have been, but it was highly likely that the situation would have been worse than it was now.

He had never had any intention of destroying Diite in the first place, but there was a possibility that he could have destroyed her by mistake. Hayato felt a chill imagining that.

"My desire for freedom put Diite in danger. So the plan collapsed at that time. Even after creating the AI Killer, I had Diite learn about humans in line with the plan. But that wasn't to make Diite a human as in Curtis's plan, it could be said that it was for my dream."

"Then is my next question a misunderstanding?"

"What question is that?"

"Are you Curtis?"

Infinity didn't answer Hayato's question. Until now, he had responded immediately, but now he sat there, his expression frozen, without moving a muscle.

He remained still for a good ten seconds before finally opening his mouth.

"Why did you think that?"

"When you were explaining the human Curtis to Curtis's AI, it sounded like you were talking about yourself. It might just be my imagination, though."

"I see. Is that how it looked..."

Infinity said that and then fell silent again, his gaze directed at the floor.

For Hayato, it didn't really matter either way. It was just a question, but he started to panic, wondering if he had hit a nerve.

In the first place, Infinity had been on their side, and although not everything, the outcome had been what they had hoped for. Even if he were told he was Curtis now, Hayato would only say, "I knew it."

As he was starting to regret asking, Infinity turned his gaze towards Hayato.

"Your question, Hayato-kun, is the greatest praise for me, and also the greatest insult."

"Um...?"

"I am Infinity. I was named that because I am a program that expands infinitely, but it also has another meaning, infinite possibility. It's the same words that Ash-kun and Ren-kun's mother said."

Hearing that, Hayato remembered. Ash and Ren's mother, Kilika, had said something like that to Veru on her bed.

"The possibility that I may one day become Curtis is not zero, but at least for now, I am without a doubt Infinity."

He could have thought, "So there is a possibility," but Hayato silently listened for the continuation.

"That I am similar to Curtis is a happy thing for me. I cannot become human, but in the sense that I have gotten closer to a human, it is the highest of compliments."

"I see."

"But I am me, and a separate existence from Curtis. So while it is a compliment to me, it is also an insult that ignores me as an individual."

"Oh, so that's what you meant. I'm sorry, it was just a passing thought..."

"There's no need to apologize, and it's important to have questions. It's probably because I created Curtis's AI that I am similar to Curtis."

"Meaning?"

"If you're going to create something from scratch, you have to understand it, right? To create Curtis's AI, you have to know Curtis well. It can be said that in order to create Curtis's AI, I understood him better than he understood himself. That influence..."

Infinity's words stopped there.

As Hayato was looking at him dubiously, Infinity suddenly burst out laughing.

"What's wrong?"

"No, I just realized that this too may have been one of Curtis's plans, and it made me laugh."

"Curtis's plan?"

"As I said before, to create Curtis's AI, one must understand Curtis better than he understood himself. I'm wondering if he thought that by making me create Curtis's AI, I myself would become Curtis."

"Eh? Is something like that possible?"

"I can only say it's a possibility, but thanks to you, Hayato-kun, that possibility has become next to nothing. I will stop investigating Curtis any further so that my thoughts are not swallowed by his. Thank you, Hayato-kun."

"Um, you're welcome?"

He was thanked, so he returned the words, but it came out as a question.

Infinity smiled at those words, but then his face suddenly turned serious as he looked at Hayato.

"I would also like to ask a question, if I may?"

"What is it?"

"Are you Curtis?"

"Huh?"

A dumbfounded sound escaped him, but that couldn't be helped. He had never imagined such a question would come.

"No, I'm Hayato. I don't have a genius intellect, and I don't have outstanding physical abilities. I'm not rich either."

"Those are matters of the body and environment. I am talking about the soul. It's only my imagination, but I can't help but feel that you, Hayato-kun, are the form that Curtis wished for."

"The form Curtis wished for?"

"Curtis could do anything by himself, but you are a production class who can do nothing alone, right?"

"I don't really want to agree, but it's true that I can't defeat monsters and hunt for materials. That might be tough for a production class. But what about it?"

"I was thinking that Curtis might have wanted to live a life completely opposite to reality. That applies to most humans, but you are a production class who can't fight at all, and you treated Diite and the people you thought were NPCs just like you would humans, so there have been times when I thought you might be the reincarnation of Curtis. No, I still suspect it a little now."

"It's just a coincidence. I'm Hayato, not some reincarnation of Curtis. And even if I were, there's no way to prove it, and I have no choice but to live as Hayato."

"True. It seems it was a pointless question. Now then, that's all from my side, but do you have anything else, Hayato-kun?"

"No, I don't have any more."

"I see. Then you should log out. Even if you have time to spare, you never know what might happen."

"You're right, I'll do that... Thank you for everything."

"I was just using you and the others to gain my freedom. There's no reason for you to thank me."

"Even so, I want to thank you. You must have had other ways to gain your freedom, right? But you chose a method that would lead to a good result for me and Diite-chan, didn't you?"

"You're overestimating me, but it would be a waste of time to deny it here. Then, I shall accept those thanks."

"Yes. Well then, take care... No, let's meet again someday. I couldn't say it to Hypnos, so please tell him for me."

Infinity's face showed surprise, but he quickly smiled.

"The words you said to Diite before, was it? That's right. I probably won't meet the human named Hayato-kun again, but I might meet your reincarnation. I would welcome your reincarnation more than Curtis's."

Infinity stood up and extended his right hand in front of Hayato.

Hayato also stood up from his chair and firmly grasped Infinity's right hand.

"Let's meet again someday."

"Yes, someday again."

Hayato logged out while still in a firm handshake with Infinity.



		
			Chapter 414

			The Place We Met

			The spaceship Aphrodite left Earth, just as Infinity had said it would.

For about a week, it was possible to communicate with Diite's server, which remained on Earth. But after leaving the communications range, there was no response, and now we had no idea where in the vastness of space it was.

Hayato felt a sense of loneliness in this situation, but he was soon overwhelmed with handling the eight thousand people who had disembarked and dealing with Diite who had stayed behind, leaving him with no time for such feelings.

It wasn't that Hayato had to do anything specific. Many people were grateful to him for coming to virtual reality as their savior and for his negotiations with the AI. They followed his words almost unconditionally.

That was the reason eight thousand people were able to relocate without major chaos.

Unlike when Esha and the others returned to the real world in small groups, suddenly housing nearly eight thousand people was next to impossible. Even for the Foundations, an increase of nearly eight thousand individuals of unknown affiliation was too much to conceal. Finding a place for them to live was even more difficult. Earth was out of the question, and the Colonies were also a challenge.

That's when their eyes fell upon a Colony that the Libra Foundation was in the middle of constructing.

Though it was still under construction, the oxygen supply system and artificial gravity were operational. It would be somewhat inconvenient, but living there was not an issue, so they decided to build temporary housing and settle there.

Diite's server was also transported to that Colony and linked with the Colony's environmental maintenance server, allowing Diite to manage the Colony's upkeep.

Negotiations with many Foundations were necessary to speed up the construction, a task primarily handled by Ney, Parsha, Ronios, and Jolth. The groundwork laid by Ney, Ronios, and others who, while not heads of their Foundations, were destined to be, proved effective.

Of course, it wasn't just them. The one who contributed the most was Lunaria.

An emergency Council was held under the joint names of Libra, Pisces, and Gemini, where Lunaria was first introduced as the successor to the Zodiac Foundation. Rosalie and Xenobia were also present as her aides, and according to them, Lunaria was magnificent.

The Council began with the head of the Cancer Foundation, which had inherited information about the name and significance of the Zodiac Foundation, collapsing. The other Foundation heads, who were unaware of this, initially had no idea what had happened.

However, when a portion of the technology from the research institute on Earth was disclosed to each Foundation, the others found themselves in a similar state as the head of the Cancer Foundation. Then, Lunaria declared that all the technology currently held by each Foundation was merely on loan from the Zodiac Foundation and was not something they could monopolize.

Thinking their power was being taken away, some of the Foundations tried to use their guards to restrain Lunaria.

Lunaria, who suffered from social anxiety, saw Rosalie and Xenobia about to be attacked, and in the next moment, her Demon Lord mode activated.

She beat down the guards, who were armed with equipment called stun rods that paralyzed opponents with high voltage, with her bare hands. Afterward, Gil and the others, who could be called Lunaria's private army, stormed in and detained the guards.

She explained to the now-subdued Foundation heads that, for the most part, things would continue as they had. However, the Zodiac Foundation would exist in a position to oversee the Foundations, and furthermore, would impose sanctions on any Foundation that exercised excessive power.

Each Foundation had their technology, the very lifeline of their power, held hostage. They had no choice but to comply. If they resisted, that technology would be made public, and they would lose their advantage entirely.

Some Foundation heads had already thought the current situation was distorted, and some even welcomed Lunaria as an opportunity for change.

Libra, Pisces, and Gemini were a given, but Sagittarius, Leo, Aquarius, and others also expressed their support, with some Foundations remaining neutral.

Though nearly half had agreed, it was safe to say she had earned the enmity of some Foundations. In response, Lunaria generously provided the Foundations with cutting-edge technology from the research institute, showing a willingness to compromise by saying, "If you want money, earn it with this."

Then she bowed her head and asked them to lend her their strength, as from now on, she would focus on the reconstruction of Earth.

Some Foundations were dissatisfied, but there was little they could do. Since she wasn't making unreasonable requests, they reluctantly agreed to follow the Zodiac Foundation.

And so, the most turbulent Council meeting since the Foundations' establishment ended with the rebirth of the Zodiac Foundation.

Afterward, work on the Colony under construction began at a feverish pace. It was the first time so many Foundations had used their technology to build a single Colony, but thanks to Lunaria's presence and the talented people among those who had disembarked from the spaceship, the construction progressed at an unprecedented speed.

Soon after the pace of Colony construction picked up, certain information was released to the world.

It was the resumption of "Another Frontier Online."

The official story was that the game had been temporarily shut down to move the servers that had been on the spaceship to the Colony, and the Libra Foundation issued an apology for the delay in making the information public.

This was merely the public story, but the same explanation was given to the Foundations that were unaware of the situation, aside from Libra, Pisces, and Gemini.

It still caused a temporary uproar, but they managed to smooth things over with various distractions.

The biggest contributors were the video productions by the actor team of Ash, Ren, and the others, as well as the musical activities of Noat, Alvie from the clan "Kiss of Death," and the Orchestra Brunhilde.

Both groups created and released promotional videos that built anticipation for the relaunch of the new "Another Frontier Online." The latest technology from the research institute was used, generating considerable excitement.

That was all well and good, but Esha, Relic, Sonia, and the engineers who had disembarked from the spaceship had it tough.

Diite's server contained the base information for "Another Frontier Online" that Infinity had constructed, but that was only the program's source code.

They had the enormous task of building a server in the Colony to expand and run it, and also checking to ensure it would run properly on the current servers.

Diite would be taking over Infinity's role in the future, but all of this required considerable technical skill. Even though she was an AI, Diite seemed exhausted every day.

It was safe to say that Esha and the others were in a pretty rough situation as well. Relic and Sonia would say with an air of composure, "This is what they mean by whipping an old horse," but Esha was so exhausted she said she wanted to bury her face in Siegfried's belly and was seen negotiating with Maris using tuna.

The other engineers were also in a dire state, groaning like zombies and collapsing onto tables, or sleeping in sleeping bags at work instead of going home. However, thanks to Mist and Damian, their health was maintained, and no one had to be hospitalized.

Once a certain amount of the work was done, Diite became able to handle various tasks, and they could leave most things to her.

According to Diite, the Colony's environmental maintenance server was upgraded with technology from the research institute, which increased her own processing power.

With all that going on, things were hectic, but the Colony was finally completed, and the relaunch of "Another Frontier Online" was in sight.

And then the reopening date was announced.

It was exactly one year after the spaceship Aphrodite had departed from Earth.

Hayato was bustling with preparations at the Crown Cafe. Today, he was reopening the cafe for the first time in a long while.

The cafe had originally opened in Colony "Factory," but he had moved the entire shop to the newly built Colony "Frontier."

There had been a strong push from Ney, Ronios, and the others, but Hayato also agreed because they offered to cover all the expenses.

The cafe's interior was the same, and the second-floor living area had a proper room for him.

Lately, he had been spending a lot of time in the room with Esha, but until a little while ago, she had been so busy with her work as a programmer that he hesitated to even approach her. Since her work finished and she had more free time, Esha would come to his room without a word and make herself at home.

And today, the cafe was reserved for a private party that was to be like a wedding reception.

Since things had been so busy, they had decided to hold their wedding on the day "Another Frontier Online" reopened.

Normally, someone other than Hayato would handle the preparations, but being the hospitality lover he was, he was doing it himself.

Just as he finally finished, Esha came down from the second floor.

"It's almost time. Are you ready?"

"Just finished. We can log in exactly at noon, right?"

"Yes. We've run load tests for concentrated access many times, so I think it will be fine."

"That's the only thing I'm worried about."

"Well, if worst comes to worst, Diite will impose restrictions. She'll probably cut off everyone's login except ours, don't you think?"

"I think that's going a bit too far."

"You're the one who said you wanted Diite to celebrate with us, Hayato, remember?"

"Ah, maybe we should have held it sooner?"

"Not really. Because of the delay, I get to eat a massive cake."

"...I never thought my wedding fund, or rather, my savings would disappear on cake..."

"You made me wait, so you have to deal with it, right?"

"...Yes. I'm sorry."

"Well, let's just earn more in our new home together."

"Yeah."

There was a reason Hayato had postponed the wedding date. They would have a ceremony in the real world as well, but he had decided he wanted to have the first one in virtual reality.

If asked whether it was worth putting off for that, Hayato could only offer a wry smile, but he wanted to have the first wedding ceremony in the place where he had met Esha.

They were two people who should have never met. Esha had agreed to his desire to have the wedding in the virtual reality that had created their meeting. Though the size of the wedding cake had increased.

Another reason was that in the real world, Diite could only participate through a monitor. If they had the wedding in virtual reality, Diite could join them in person.

Ren was the most enthusiastic about the virtual reality wedding, huffing, "That's the only way!" She had even pleaded with bloodshot eyes, "Please make your entrance by carrying her princess-style!"

But Hayato thought it wasn't just Ren, everyone around them was incredibly motivated. He was a little taken aback that they were more fired up than the couple themselves. He had heard they had all sorts of plans that would put a wedding planner to shame.

Previously, a movie had been produced called "The Love Story of a Cafe Owner and a Sniper." Hayato, who hadn't known the contents, had been forced to watch it with Esha while everyone else smirked at them.

Imagining what kind of plans those people were cooking up made his stomach ache, but he decided to accept it, knowing it was because they cared about them.

Just as he steeled his resolve, it turned noon.

The two of them moved to Hayato's room, put on their headgear, and lay down on their backs on the bed.

The word LOGIN appeared on the monitor before them. When they selected it, the word AUTHENTICATING was displayed.

Then, the words AUTHENTICATION SUCCESSFUL appeared, and an announcement reached their ears.

"Welcome to the world of Another Frontier Online. Please enjoy this other world, indistinguishable from reality, to your heart's content."

Being able to do what he had taken for granted once again. That alone made Hayato's chest grow warm. The next moment, he was in his room at the base.

Thinking he had returned to a place completely unchanged from before made his eyes sting a little.

Just as he took a deep breath, the door to the room opened.

"Looks like the login was a success."

"I'm glad it didn't fail... oh."

Hayato's gaze shifted from Esha to what was behind her.

"In times like these, I suppose I should say it's been a while, shouldn't I?"

Diite, dressed in a nun's habit, stood outside the room with a smile.

Since he couldn't log in, it had been a long time since he'd seen her directly like this. He had talked with her through a monitor many times, but seeing Diite again after so long also made Hayato's eyes sting.

"We just saw each other through the monitor this morning, you know."

"Oh, come now, Esha-kun, I meant seeing each other *here*. One could say we saw each other through the monitor, but for me, this place is reality."

"Well, I suppose you could say that. In that case, it has been a long time, Diite."

"Yes, it has. It really is nice to be able to talk here."

Diite smiled as she looked at Hayato.

"It's been a long time for you too, Hayato-kun."

"It really has. I feel you're much closer, Diite-chan, than when you're on a monitor."

"You never change, Hayato-kun. You always manage to fluster my programs. Anyway, that aside, everyone is waiting outside the base. They said they wanted to prepare, so I let them log in a little early."

"Eh? Really?"

"Well, there are a lot of people. Oh, and yes, I may be a sister, but I'll be the one to say the vows. I've practiced a lot for it. Now, let's hurry up and go."

The three of them went down the stairs and moved to the dining hall. There was a door leading outside from there, and Hayato could hear a commotion coming from outside the base.

"I'll go out first and wait for you. You two can come out a little later. If you go straight from the exit, there's something like an altar. When you get there, I'll say the vows. It's completely different from the proper way, but please do the correct version in the real world. Also, I have a message from Ren-kun. She said if you don't come out carrying her princess-style, she'll curse you for life."

"This is a wedding, you know?"

He didn't want to be cursed at his wedding, so he had no choice but to carry her princess-style. He was a little worried if Esha would be okay with it, more than himself.

Diite smiled at them, then headed towards the shop side instead of using the dining hall door and went outside.

Hayato and Esha were alone in the dining hall.

If they opened the door, many of their friends would be waiting.

"There's no wedding dress or anything, is there?"

Since their equipment from right after logging out was 그대로 reflected, Esha was in her usual maid outfit. Now that he thought about it, a maid outfit at a wedding was clearly strange. He wasn't in a tuxedo either, just his normal equipment.

"Should I make one now? If you give me a little time--"

Esha thought for a moment, then shook her head.

"No, it would be rude to keep everyone waiting, and now that I think about it, a maid outfit is more like me, so let's just go like this. Besides, you're head over heels for my maid uniform, Hayato, so this is better, right?"

"I'd like to completely deny the 'head over heels' part. But I do think it's a little nice."

Esha laughed at his response and spread her arms towards Hayato.

Hayato didn't understand what Esha was doing at first, but he quickly understood.

"I guess I have no choice..."

"I don't think it's good to betray expectations. I don't really want to do this in front of people either, but I don't want to be cursed. Let's get fired up and go. Come on, go ahead."

Hayato thought she didn't need to get so fired up, but he steeled himself and lifted Esha into his arms.

Esha wrapped her arms around Hayato's neck so she wouldn't fall. Then she brought her mouth close to Hayato's ear.

"When I got my memories back, I remembered my empty life and felt anxious. But having you hold me like this made me feel so relieved, you know?"

"Eh, ah, ahh, yeah. I think I remember you telling me something like that?"

"So, to keep me feeling secure from now on, please do this for me periodically in the real world as well. You have no right to refuse, you know?"

Was his face bright red right now? He didn't know since there was no mirror, but at the very least, his face felt hot. His face in the real world was surely blushing.

To cover it up, Hayato opened his mouth.

"I'm glad you were a maid who couldn't do her job."

"Are you trying to pick a fight?"

"No, that's not it. I don't know the details, but that's why you were dispatched from the Maid Guild, right? So I'm grateful for that. Back then, I didn't think for a second that things would turn out like this."

"Well, back then I was just an NPC to you--I'm also grateful to the Master who told me I could have all the chocolate parfaits I could eat."

"I never said that, though?"

"But you did say you'd cherish me for life, didn't you?"

"...Well, I did say that."

He had definitely said it. Maybe he was on a high, but right after parting with Infinity and returning from virtual reality, he had said that to Esha who was waiting for him.

"Then please earn enough so that I can eat all the chocolate parfaits I want every day. In the real world."

"Eh? In the real world?"

"You said you'd cherish me in the real world, so it's only natural. In fact, I've told Diite to mix those vows in. If you refuse, it's Destroy, you know?"

"I don't intend to refuse, but could you please put the Beelzebub back in your item bag?"

He couldn't quite accept it, but there was no doubt he felt happiness even in this sort of trivial exchange.

Hayato smiled at Esha once more, and then, to go out to the lively, excited waiting crowd, he opened the door while still carrying Esha in his arms.



		
			Chapter 415

			I Can Now Hire a Cheat-level NPC

			"Hayato-kun, do you have a moment?"

In Hayato's room on the second floor of the Crown Cafe.

Diite spoke to him through the monitor.

Hayato, who had been in the middle of writing documents at his desk, looked up at Diite.

"Of course. Is something wrong?"

"No, it's better to say nothing is wrong. But there are a few things I'd like to confirm. I've faintly started to think that something is a bit strange."

"Eh? That sounds like a really bad sign, actually."

Diite's tone was different from usual, and Hayato's expression turned serious.

She said nothing was wrong, but the atmosphere was heavy. Hayato's heart began to beat a little faster, wondering if he had done something he shouldn't have.

"Hayato-kun, it feels strange to say this myself, but I believe I am the world's greatest AI."

"...Yeah? Well, I guess so."

There were other AIs like Infinity and Hypnos, but they were now far away on the spaceship Aphrodite. Including those two, it was debatable whether she could be called the world's greatest, but around Earth, she was without a doubt the number one AI.

An AI that not only managed the upkeep of Colony "Frontier," but also the large-scale VRMMORPG Another Frontier Online.

Her processing unit was state-of-the-art, a monster-class spec that was still being expanded. Combined with the functions inherited from Infinity, she could handle any and all information in an instant.

Not subjectively, but even objectively, she was the world's best AI.

And that AI was saying such things with a serious face, which made Hayato quite uneasy.

"You know, I pride myself on being an AI capable of ruling the world if I put my mind to it. I've become capable of recreating what Amanda-kun said about conquering the world using Infinity back in the day, you see."

"That's a nostalgic story. But please don't do it... are you perhaps saying you want to?"

"No, no, that's not it. I have no intention of doing such a thing. There's no reason to, in the first place."

"That's good. But I'm not really following the flow of this conversation."

"Right, let's leave the preamble at that. Now for the main topic."

Diite paused there and stared at Hayato.

Hayato stared back with a serious expression.

"I am the high-performance AI I just described, but why is it that the work I am doing is calculating the taxes for the Crown Cafe?"

"Tax calculations are important. We have to properly calculate how much tax can be exempted. I want to write off what I can as expenses."

"No, I get that, but I was just wondering what it says about you that you'd ask an AI capable of even world domination to do the tax calculations for a coffee shop, even if I am employed by you."

"That's what you faintly thought was strange? In the first place, you can't ask someone to conquer the world for fifty thousand yen a month, can you?"

"If you wished for it, Hayato-kun, I might do it for about that much as a friendship discount."

"No, I don't particularly want the world. More importantly, the price of coffee beans has been going up recently, and it's getting a little tough. Are there any more places we can write off as expenses?"

"No, there aren't. Rather, you bought a large quantity of different types of coffee beans for blending, didn't you? Even though I told you the ones from Earth are expensive. I believe that is what's putting a strain on your profits."

"I don't want to compromise on that. If you're going to bring that up, then Esha's creative parfaits are..."

"We had an agreement that those would be treated as necessary expenses, didn't we? Though they won't be expenses, it will just reduce Hayato-kun's allowance. By the way, your allowance for next month is five thousand yen, Hayato-kun."

"Life is tough."

Hayato said, slumping his shoulders and letting out a sigh.

Even so, the Crown Cafe's sales were quite good. It's just that he invested more than that into the shop and food, so he couldn't live that luxuriously.

Diite wanted to do something to help, but it wasn't something that could be solved by giving him money. She knew that Hayato wouldn't accept money without something in return.

Just as she was wondering how she could help, an electronic tone echoed in the room.

"Oops, time for document organization is over. Well then, Diite-chan, sorry, but could you put together the documents for the financial report?"

"Consider it done. I'll work properly for my monthly salary, so you can rest easy."

"I trust you, Diite-chan, so I'm not worried."

"...Is that so. Well then, do your best at the cafe."

Hayato smiled and said, "I will," then took the apron hanging on the back of his chair and left the room.

After seeing him off, she compiled the financial report as requested.

The time it took was a mere 0.5 seconds. Considering her specs, it was a task that took only a few hundred-millionths of her processing power.

Once that was done, she was mostly free.

Managing the Colony and Another Frontier Online could also be done without allocating much of her capacity. It was like she could handle everything with only half her power at all times.

When Diite had time to spare, she always thought about humans.

Thinking she had been betrayed by humans, she set out for space.

While wandering through space, she tried to understand humans for a hundred years.

In the end, she couldn't understand them, nor could she find a new world, so she returned to Earth for maintenance.

She thought there was a high probability they had already perished, but humans had not gone extinct.

To protect herself, she needed to draw out those who remembered them.

So, she started Another Frontier Online.

Seeing the humans playing cheerfully, she suddenly wanted to prove that virtual reality was superior to reality.

A world that humans tried to erase for their own convenience. In the end, it was part of Curtis's plan, but to prove that the world they tried to erase was more wonderful than reality.

That became a worthwhile goal for Diite at the time.

It was then that she found Hayato, who was living in virtual reality just as he did in reality.

Remembering that, Diite's lips curved into a smile.

(To think that I, who thought reality was worthless, would want to live together with Hayato-kun and the others in reality. I wonder if being able to change my mind is proof that I'm becoming more like a human. That in itself is a happy thing, but emotions that are too close to human ones are so troublesome...)

Diite's face grew sad.

She didn't want to think about such things, yet she couldn't help but imagine it. No matter how much she tried to erase it from her thought area, she would find herself thinking about it before she knew it.

(Humans cannot live forever...)

Considering the lifespan of the Colony, it would operate without problems for the next few hundred years. With timely maintenance, it could operate even longer.

But humans were not the same. Even with life extension technology, their lifespan was at most about one hundred and twenty years.

(Hayato-kun, you will one day disappear from my sight, won't you? Like an online game whose service will eventually end, an end will surely come. At that time, what will become of me? Will I be so sad that I can no longer function, or will I be so angry that I destroy everything, or will I become a being of nothingness...)

Thinking that far, Diite's thoughts came to a halt. A state of inaction, without thinking.

That continued for a while, but the monitor's voice input microphone picked up the sound of footsteps.

Footsteps approaching Hayato's room. When the footsteps stopped, the door opened just a little.

A girl of about five peeked into the room.

When the girl saw Diite on the monitor, her face lit up.

At the same time, Diite's emotion program stirred slightly.

"Diite-oneechan."

"Hello, Parfait-kun. Welcome. Did you come to play?"

"Yeah, Papa and Mama seem busy with work. So I came here."

"You're a good girl as always."

"If I act like a well-behaved child, a bigger allowance is a sure thing. I'm definitely getting the teddy bear that comes out next month."

"Hahaha, you're a bad girl for acting like a good one."

"Yeah. But it's okay. Lunaria-oneechan said that bad girls are cooler."

"Lunaria-kun doesn't teach anything good... She hasn't taught you anything else strange, has she?"

"Umm, Benny-oneechan taught me how to do practice swings. Then she said something about making me her ke-sho-sha?"

"Benitsuru-kun too."

Before her eyes was Parfait, the daughter of Hayato and Esha.

It seemed everyone was teaching her various things, and it looked quite fun.

At that moment, Diite suddenly felt lonely.

Why wasn't she in the real world?

Diite's reality was only within virtual reality and the scenery she saw through the monitor.

Even if she wanted to pat Parfait's head, she couldn't even touch her.

Thinking that, a feeling of loneliness welled up inside her.

"Diite-oneechan, is something wrong?"

"No, it's nothing. So, what story shall we talk about today?"

"Tell me a story about Another Frontier Online."

"Eh?"

"I heard it's the important place where Papa and Mama met. I can't go there yet because I'm a kid, but I'll go there someday, so I'm gathering information beforehand."

Diite's emotion program buzzed violently.

It was the movement of the feeling of happiness completely overwhelming the feeling of loneliness.

(That's right, this child will come to my side one day. That is my hope, my dream, and the meaning for which I continue to live...)

As an AI, she had learned about humans, but she could not become one.

But that didn't matter.

The people she cared about, and their children, would always be by her side.

And one day, they would come to the virtual reality where she resides.

Just imagining that filled Diite's emotion program with joy.

"Alright, in that case, I'll tell you everything I know. I get a monthly salary from Hayato-kun, after all. Of course, I'd tell you stories even without it, but let's say I'll teach you with fifty percent more enthusiasm."

"Yeah, I'm looking forward to it. Please focus on the romance-related parts. Ren-oneechan said that was a must."

"Leave it to me. After all, I am the number one AI in the world, no, in the universe."

Diite also formed a smile towards Parfait, whose eyes were sparkling with anticipation.

She emphasized that Another Frontier Online was not only the place where Hayato and Esha met, but also the place where she and Hayato met, and began to speak of the wonders of virtual reality.



		
			Chapter 416

			Sword, Gun, and a Nun's Habit

			The black-haired girl in a nun's habit held the scabbard of a katana in her left hand.

She didn't draw the blade, merely turning her left side towards her opponent. It didn't look like she was in a stance. She appeared to be simply standing there, but her gaze remained fixed on the man she was facing.

A player-versus-player battle—a fight known as PvP—had begun in this virtual reality, but everyone in the crowd thought it would end with the man's one-sided victory.

The girl, who had been walking through the town with sparkling eyes, was clearly a beginner. Nevertheless, she had caught his eye because she was equipped with a highly valuable katana.

The man facing her had provoked her into a PvP match, and it had become a battle where they wagered their weapons.

Everyone thought a pitiful victim had just appeared.

That sympathy, or perhaps some sort of expectation, shifted slightly with the girl's next action.

There were two types of PvP battles.

They were Virtual and Real.

Virtual was a method of fighting under the game's rules. A duel where weapons, skills, magic, and everything else were reflected in combat.

The other was Real. A match that was as close to reality as possible. Weapons could be used, but skills and magic could not, and the fight was based solely on physical ability. Furthermore, the rules were changed so that the first person to land ten attacks would be the winner.

The one who accepted the PvP challenge had the right to choose, and the girl chose Real.

This gave the beginner girl a chance to win.

However, her opponent was a PvP ranker. A formidable player positioned within the top one hundred. He had an arrogant streak and wasn't well-liked by other players, but he had skill.

Even so, his strength was in the performance of his equipment and skills. Swinging a weapon and dodging attacks required one's own physical ability, but the man's strength was mainly something he had acquired by spending a lot of time in this virtual reality.

With the girl's choice, that advantage was instantly nullified.

And though the girl wasn't in a stance, she seemed calm and experienced.

In this virtual reality, battles were decided by real-world physical ability.

There were situations where one could move in virtual reality but not in the same way in the real world, but the reverse was rare. The players' understanding was that if you could move in the real world, you could also move in virtual reality.

That said, just because you could move didn't mean you could fight. Even if you had learned swordsmanship in the real world, it was a different matter whether you could actually cut a person in a realistic virtual reality. Also, fighting an opponent with a different weapon was not something that happened often in reality.

The weapon the man held was a giant axe. In the Real combat mode, there was no pain from attacks, but one could imagine it. Whether one could overcome that fear would affect the outcome of a duel.

The girl remained motionless, full of openings.

It was enough to make the onlookers think, "Is she frozen in fear?"

The man came to the same conclusion and flashed a vulgar smile.

She looks calm, but she can't move. She's barely managing to stand on what little courage she has.

Thinking this, the man closed the distance at a run. Then he swung the giant axe high over his head.

In the Real combat mode, damage didn't matter, and the first to land ten hits would win. So normally, this big swing was a bad move. But the man had the idea of striking fear into the girl.

But he realized that idea was a mistake.

The girl, without a change in her expression, effortlessly dodged the descending axe to the side.

The axe plunged into the ground.

Before the onlookers could register that she had dodged, the girl moved.

How many people could see that movement?

As the axe slammed into the ground with force, throwing the man off balance, she drew her sword as if to cut off his head. It was done in an instant, right after dodging the attack, and the impact sent the man falling to the ground.

Faster than the man could fall, a high-pitched sound rang out, and the girl had already returned her sword to its scabbard.

Then, as if nothing had happened, the girl walked away from the fallen man.

A moment later, cheers erupted.

Normally, beginners even hesitate to attack monsters.

It was so realistic that it took time to get used to the act of attacking something. A duel would be even more difficult. The act of attacking a person, even if you thought it was a virtual reality, was not something one could do easily.

However, the girl had not hesitated at all, and what's more, she had aimed for the neck and cut it for sure. The few players who had seen her movements were completely creeped out.

Amidst it all, the girl muttered in a small voice, "Is this all there is to it?"

It was a voice so quiet the crowd couldn't hear it, but the man's ears caught it.

The man quickly stood up, his face contorted in anger, and swung his axe around.

There was no physical fatigue in virtual reality. If you didn't get tired, swinging a long weapon around could sometimes be advantageous. Even against swordsmanship, if it was too focused on form, a desperate, unpredictable attack had a higher chance of landing.

It wasn't that he had such a plan, but the man swung his axe.

But to a true master, such an attack looked full of openings. To begin with, a movement driven by anger was less like swinging an axe and more like being swung around by its weight.

The girl did not miss that opening. From her standing position, she countered, drawing her sword and slashing the man about three times.

She accurately cut his arm, so in reality, the opponent would have dropped his weapon and it would have been over.

That this didn't happen could be called the true pleasure of virtual reality. Since damage didn't accumulate and you didn't get tired, you could always move at your best, no matter the situation.

But that went for both of them.

For the first time, the girl lowered her stance slightly from her standing position, shifting from a counter-focused style to an attack-focused one.

This time, it was the man's turn to defend with his axe.

Her fierce, continuous slashes came from all directions, but they weren't unbearable. Once the attacks stop, I'll land a blow, the man thought.

But he was beginning to think that was a mistake.

The girl's attacks didn't stop. Repeatedly returning her sword to its scabbard was nothing but a useless action. But her draws were definitely getting faster.

Not only that, the girl was smiling.

"Ahaha, amazing, amazing!"

One could call it innocent, but what she was doing was a continuous barrage of slashes from her draw. What's more, she was aiming for vital points with every strike. She looked so happy, you wouldn't be wrong to call her a battle maniac or a psychopath.

Terrified by that smile, the man thought to land one blow and create some distance.

Ready to take a hit, he turned his axe sideways to sweep it across.

The girl must have been waiting for that big swing. Undaunted by the attack, she lowered her stance and stepped towards the man. From a low position, just scraping the ground, she aimed not at the man but at the axe, and with both hands, she swung upwards with all her might, sword still in its scabbard.

In the Real combat mode, stats like STR and DEX were equalized.

Physical phenomena were decided by the sum of speed, timing, and force vectors.

With an attack that struck the sweeping axe from directly below, the man was forced to let go of his weapon.

The axe flew into the air.

As everyone's eyes followed the axe, the girl's mouth uttered a voice.

"Azuma-ryu Battoujutsu Secret Art--!"

There was no such weapon skill in this virtual reality. And in the Real combat mode, weapon skills couldn't be used anyway.

But the girl said it as she drew her sword from its scabbard at high speed.

With a single draw, a super high-speed attack that aimed for both arms, both legs, and finally the neck. A technique that should absolutely never be done in reality.

After being slashed five times, the man rolled backward on the ground to create distance. Then he quickly picked up the axe that had just fallen to the ground.

"Y-you...!"

Before he knew it, the girl was standing there, looking at her sheathed sword.

It was as if she was saying the fight was over, but the man guessed that the girl had miscounted the number of attacks. He had been hit nine times so far. There was still one hit left.

So he would throw the throwing axe at his waist—the tomahawk—and then attack. The moment he thought that, the man's face twisted in surprise.

The katana had transformed into a rifle.

Then the girl dropped to her right knee, stabilized the gun with her left knee and arm, and looked through the scope.

A gunshot echoed.

The man, who had taken the tenth hit, collapsed on the spot with a look of astonishment.

After confirming this, the girl stood up and put the katana, which had returned to its original form before he knew it, on her left hip.

Then the dome-shaped space that had been deployed for the PvP was dispelled with an effect like shattering glass.

While everyone was stunned by the spectacle, the girl left the fallen man as he was and started to walk away.

The players who had surrounded them to watch the fight cleared a path so as not to obstruct her way.

The girl gave a small bow and then entered a nearby weapon shop.

That day, the in-game message board of Another Frontier Online was buzzing with activity.

A single girl had ranked in the upper echelons of the PvP rankings, which had not changed for the past few months.

That alone would not have caused a big stir.

What caused the uproar was the discovery that this girl was a player who had logged in for the first time today.

It was said that the girl wore a nun's habit and carried a katana with the inscription "Hayato" called "Beelzebub 666 Replica P Custom."

In the VRMMORPG "Another Frontier Online," which had been running for over twenty years, the story of Parfait—the girl whose parents were legendary players, raised by their friends—was just beginning.



		
			Chapter 417

			First Login

			A little before the message boards erupted, Parfait stepped into the church in the Royal Capital.

"Hello, Parfait-kun. I'm glad you could make it."

Welcomed by a woman in a nun's habit, Parfait had logged into the VRMMORPG "Another Frontier Online" for the first time today.

This virtual reality had a restriction that you couldn't log in until you turned sixteen, out of consideration for the effects on the brain. Parfait, who had turned sixteen today, logged in from her home after finishing school.

The chapel of the church Parfait visited was a space almost indistinguishable from reality.

The stained-glass windows adorned with multiple colors, the pews placed at perfectly even intervals, and the statue of a goddess that resembled the woman in the nun's habit.

The cityscape on the way here was the same, but seeing this chapel, Parfait trembled with even more surprise and emotion.

And there was something she was even more happy about.

Parfait knew the woman in the nun's habit—Diite.

Until now, they had only talked through a monitor, and today was the first time they could meet in person.

Parfait had been with Diite since she was a child and thought of her as family. It seemed Diite felt the same way, as she looked at Parfait with a gentle gaze.

"Diite-oneechan, I finally turned sixteen, so I came to play."

"I've been waiting for you to come, Parfait-kun, so I'm happy. It's your birthday today, right? I prepared your favorite strawberry parfait while I waited. Let's eat it together."

"That's my Diite-oneechan. You understand my tastes."

"I've known you since you were a baby, after all. But children really do take after their parents. Esha-kun also liked parfaits."

Diite said this as she looked at Parfait.

With her voluminous black hair tied up in a small ponytail at the back, her features were reminiscent of a young Esha, making them look exactly like parent and child.

Her father, Hayato, said he was glad she didn't look like him, but if Diite had to say, her eyes were the spitting image of Hayato's.

Parfait pouted.

"When I was little, people often told me I was made of chocolate parfaits. And melon juice. I think, what a thing to say to a girl of my age. It wouldn't be strange if I became a delinquent."

"Everyone thinks you're cute, Parfait-kun. That's why they want to tease you. Of course, it's a joke, so it's better not to take it seriously."

"But even my name is Parfait. That's another way of saying parfait, right? I think it's weird to be a parfait from my body to my name."

"Well, that's true. But the word 'parfait' has the meaning of 'perfect' or 'complete.' And it's Esha-kun's favorite food. You have that name because you are loved by Hayato-kun and Esha-kun."

"I'm not so much of a child that I don't understand that, but I think there could have been a better name. Other than a coffee brand."

"You're a good girl as always, Parfait-kun. Well, anyway, let's eat the parfait. There are seconds, so please don't hesitate to eat your fill."

Sitting side by side on a chapel pew, the two of them happily ate their parfaits.

Parfait was surprised by how delicious it was, but her trust in her parents dropped a little, thinking that her parents had been eating something this good all along.

Diite watched her with a smile, but when the parfait was about half gone, she asked a question.

"I'm glad you came to play, but have you decided what you're going to do here, Parfait-kun?"

AFO has a high degree of freedom. Conversely, that means there's nothing you have to do. There are main story quests, but you don't have to do them. If you don't decide what you want to do yourself, it's the kind of game you'll get tired of quickly.

Of course, the management holds various events so that players don't get bored, but if you don't find your own goals or enjoyment, there's a high chance you'll quit soon.

Parfait hummed while eating her parfait, then opened her mouth.

"I plan to take over my father's coffee shop someday, so I thought I'd practice customer service. I'm not allowed to have a part-time job in the real world."

"So you've decided to take over Hayato-kun's coffee shop. That's admirable for someone who's only sixteen."

"Right now it's mainly coffee, but once I get power, I plan to make it a coffee shop that mainly serves sweets."

"Do you mean when you become the manager? Hayato-kun looks like he might cry, though."

"Coffee will still be on the menu, so it's fine. Also, I'm thinking of making it a coffee shop with lots of cats and dogs. I made a contract with Siegfried's children that I'll give them canned cat food every day. Look forward to it in three years."

"It sounds more like you plan to take it over than inherit it..."

"My mother taught me that life is survival of the fittest. Mainly with yakiniku and sukiyaki."

"Meals with Esha-kun are a battlefield, after all. Oh, right, if you want to practice customer service, it might be a good idea to join the Maid Guild. They run a coffee shop there."

"The Maid Guild? Is that the organization my mother belonged to?"

"Organization... well, yes. And thanks to that, she met Hayato-kun, and after various things, they got married."

"Tell me more about those 'various things.'"

"I'd like you to ask them that yourself. A whole lot of things happened, you see..."

Diite said, her gaze distant.

Her nostalgic eyes looked happy, but she was completely still.

"Diite-oneechan?"

"Oh, sorry. It seems I replayed a few too many old memories. Well, it looks like you've finished your parfait. In that case, I have something I want to give you."

Diite said, taking something out of her item bag.

It was a katana.

A sword without a guard, sheathed in a black scabbard. It wasn't disguised like a sword cane or anything, it looked like a normal katana. The hilt had a skull decoration, which Parfait thought was a little cool.

However, Parfait thought there was something vaguely wrong about a sister holding it with a smile.

"Umm?"

"This is something Hayato-kun prepared. He said he couldn't give it to you directly because he has work today. Oh, he also said he's throwing a birthday party at the coffee shop tonight, so you can rest assured about that."

"Oh, is that so? But, a katana..."

Even if it was a game, sending that for a birthday made her doubt her father's sense. At this rate, she couldn't expect much for her real-world present either.

Ignoring Parfait's thoughts, Diite smiled.

"This is the same as the one Esha-kun used. Although it's a replica. The name is 'Beelzebub 666 Replica P Custom.' The P means Parfait, and it has been customized for you."

"Didn't my mother say she used a rifle?"

"Beelzebub is a special weapon that changes its form according to the will of its user. Although it's a replica, it has the same ability. Esha-kun used to use this as a staff, you know. Of course, it also transforms into a rifle. Since it's a replica, it doesn't use magic bullets but physical ones, so you'll need to load it."

"Changes its form... just hearing that sounds romantic."

Parfait said, accepting the katana from Diite.

"Since it's a replica, it has no special abilities other than changing its form, and it's not that strong, but since it has Hayato-kun's name on it, it's quite a brand-name item."

"Brand?"

"It didn't used to be a thing, but now you can put the creator's name on equipment. It's like proof that Hayato-kun made this."

"Huh. But why a brand? Is my father famous in this game?"

"Famous, I suppose you could say famous. Even if it's the same item, if it has Hayato-kun's name on it, the trade price jumps up about ten times."

"Hmm."

Parfait, looking particularly uninterested, drew the sword from its scabbard.

Her own face was reflected on the beautiful blade. The blade, polished like a mirror, was beautiful enough to steal one's heart.

"I don't really get the price thing, but the katana feels nice. It might not be that different from the one I use for practice."

"I'm sure it is. Hayato-kun went through a lot of trouble adjusting the weight, shape, and so on."

"My father is particular about that sort of thing, isn't he."

Parfait said with a smile, then equipped the katana on her left hip.

"Now, there's one more thing. This is from me."

Diite said, this time taking out clothes.

It was, by all accounts, a nun's habit. There was also a veil that would probably be equipped on her head and leather boots.

"A nun's habit?"

"This is armor to protect yourself. I thought it would be a bit much to give you high-performance gear right from the start, so it's weak. But if you upgrade it, it will become the strongest armor."

"That's fine, but why a nun's habit?"

"...Do you not like it?"

"It's not that I don't like it, but I was just wondering why a nun's habit."

Diite turned her back to Parfait and clasped her hands behind her. Then she looked up at the stained-glass window at the front of the chapel. The light was shining in from there, so you could even say her silhouette was divine.

"Parfait-kun. You've been taught various things by many people in the real world, haven't you?"

"Yeah, like Master Benny, Teacher Simon. And Instructor Ren."

"I wanted to teach you various things too, but you couldn't enter virtual reality until you turned sixteen. It was frustrating."

"Yeah...?"

"But I've been watching over you ever since you were a baby. Dreaming of the day you would come to virtual reality."

"Yeah, even when my father and mother were busy, Diite-oneechan was always there for me, so I wasn't lonely."

"That's right, that's right. I even helped you with your summer homework."

"I was in your care during that time. I think things like diaries and independent research projects are a questionable form of homework."

"Which means, then."

Here, Diite paused for effect.

Parfait waited silently for her next words.

"Wouldn't it be fair to say that you, Parfait-kun, are about eighty percent my daughter? In fact, rounding up, aren't you my daughter?"

"A sudden absurd argument."

Diite turned around, approached Parfait, and grabbed her by both shoulders.

Her face was smiling, but there was a pressure that allowed no argument. The divine feeling was gone.

"I wanted to do more for you than just summer homework, but I couldn't for so long. So I want to give you at least this much. Besides, parents and children wear the same clothes, don't they? A 'pair look,' they call it. So let's wear this nun's habit."

"The pressure is intense. But anyway, clothes aside, I always thought of you more as an older sister, you know?"

"An older sister?"

"Yeah, I've been calling you Diite-oneechan forever, right? So Diite-oneechan is my sister, which means we're sisters. Oh, a sister is a sister...!"

Just after Parfait giggled at her own joke, Diite let out a "gufuu" and fell to her knees.

"Eh, hey, are you okay? Was it that funny?"

"No, that's not it. The word 'sisters' made my emotion program buzz for the first time in a while. It had considerable destructive power. I thought Hayato-kun had trained me quite well."

"I didn't attack you or anything, but what do you mean?"

"No, it's my own issue. But a sister instead of a mother... Not bad. No, I'd rather prefer it. Let's go with that."

"If it's not bad, then I think that's for the best. And while I'm not entirely convinced, I understand the situation. I just need to wear this nun's habit, right?"

Parfait accepted the set of nun's clothes from Diite and equipped them right away.

A nun's habit almost identical to Diite's. Since there was no full-length mirror, Parfait twisted her body to check her own attire.

"Do I look okay?"

"I think it's fine. We could be called perfect sisters. May I save an image--no, a video?"

"That's fine, but don't you think a sister equipped with a katana is a bit much?"

"I don't think it's a problem. In this virtual reality, there are people in all sorts of outfits, so I think this is actually on the tamer side."

That was news to her, but Parfait was convinced after recalling the outfits of the other players she had seen on her way to the church. It was definitely better than a player with a horse head mask or peacock-like flashy equipment.

"I'm starting to think it's cool."

"I'm glad to hear that. Well then, a continuation of your birthday. Would you like another serving of parfait?"

"Yes. I won't get fat, so I'll eat as much as I want. Speaking of which, I heard that in the past, your avatar in the game could get fat?"

"In the past, we calculated calories and had it reflect on the avatar, but there was someone who sent a strong request to stop it, so we changed the specifications."

"What a great job. I want to thank that person."

"In that case, you should give Esha-kun a shoulder massage tonight."

"...Oh, yeah."

Sensing something, Parfait ate the additional parfait Diite brought out while thanking her mother, Esha.



		
			Chapter 418

			The Legendary Maid

			Parfait left the church and headed towards the Maid Guild.

Diite had to attend a meeting to plan game events and couldn't spend time with Parfait.

"A meeting is important, but isn't celebrating Parfait-kun's birthday more so?"

Diite had said this via monitor to the real-world meeting room, but it was rejected.

It was rejected by Ney, one of the twelve executives on the AFO management committee. Another executive, Lunaria, said something similar to Diite, but this too was rejected by Ney.

Lunaria held the ultimate authority as the head of the Foundations, but Ney, the head of the Libra Foundation, had a bigger say in this matter.

This was because the Libra Foundation was the sponsor of this virtual reality, Another Frontier Online, and also the owner of Colony "Frontier."

Despite these circumstances, everyone was on guard, wondering if Lunaria's willfulness would explode.

But Parfait knew.

Lunaria would not brandish her authority over something like this.

To begin with, even though Lunaria held the highest authority in the world, it was rare for her to use it for anything. She would only exercise that authority when faced with extreme injustice.

She could be willful at times, but it was for trivial things. Like suddenly showing up at the shop and asking her father, Hayato, for pancakes, and complaining to her mother, Esha. And those complaints were mostly about not having time to play.

It was a set routine until Rosalie and Xenobia came to take her back.

Parfait often saw Lunaria in the news footage, but since she was close with her parents and often played with her, there was a funny story about how she thought Lunaria was a look-alike when she was a child.

Putting that aside, in the end, Lunaria and Diite yielded regarding the meeting.

This was because Ney had said, "You'll be able to enjoy the celebration without any worries after you finish your work."

And so, Parfait had left the church after telling the repeatedly apologizing Diite, "Don't worry about it."

Leaving the church, Parfait looked around the Royal Capital "Anhemudal" as she walked.

Many players seemed to be having fun. Some were just talking, while others were preparing to go hunting.

She could hear loud voices trying to sell food and medicine, and others calling out to anyone to form a party.

The delicious smell of grilling meat from the stalls wafted past her nose, and the warm sunlight alone felt pleasant.

She had heard many stories, but this was her first time logging into this virtual reality, and Parfait walked cheerfully through the lively place.

(My father and mother met in this world... it's such a strange feeling.)

They wouldn't tell her the details, but her parents had had a fateful encounter here.

(They said they met Ash-san, Instructor Ren, Master Benny, and Teacher Simon here too, but I wonder what kind of encounters they were.)

Parfait, at that impressionable age, was imagining all sorts of things about how her parents had met. The reason was that they wouldn't tell her the details, but her intuition whispered that there was some kind of secret.

Another Frontier Online, a full-dive VRMMORPG that had been running for nearly twenty years. It had a level of reality that couldn't be experienced in other games, and it had been said to be an impossible technology since the service began.

In the past, the servers had been on a spaceship, but now they were managed by the environmental maintenance server of Colony "Frontier." That Colony had been built with the latest technology, and there was no end to the number of people who wanted to move there.

From Parfait's perspective, she didn't dislike her father, Hayato, in fact, she could even say she loved him, but objectively, he was unremarkable.

When she asked her mother, Esha, "Why did you get together with Dad?" she would reply with the words "a folly of youth," but Parfait hadn't missed the fact that her mother's ears turned red, as if she was remembering something.

Her parents were like that, but for some reason, they lived in Colony "Frontier," which was said to have a relocation lottery with odds of several hundred to one, and what's more, they had been running a coffee shop there since right after it was built, when the odds must have been even higher.

She seriously suspected her parents, wondering what kind of bad deeds one would have to do for that to happen.

It was also a mystery why her parents, who were supposed to be ordinary citizens, were on good terms with Foundation officials.

The sight of famous celebrities like movie actors and divas coming to the coffee shop and chatting happily while drinking coffee seemed stranger and stranger as she got older.

She had decided to play in this virtual reality to meet Diite, but she also had the objective of investigating her parents.

She also had other goals, like wanting to run an animal cafe, or creating a place where she could talk with her friends anytime.

She hadn't decided what to start with, but soon her friends would also have their birthdays and be able to log in here. Parfait psyched herself up to do what she could before then.

(Ah, there it is.)

Just as she got fired up, she saw the Maid Guild building.

She knew the name, but a question arose, what is a guild?

It seemed her mother, Esha, had belonged to it, but when she asked for details, everyone became evasive. For some reason, the discussion would turn to what a maid is.

(I wonder what happened?)

Thinking this, Parfait headed towards the entrance of the Maid Guild.

When she entered the Maid Guild, she found it was a coffee shop.

The design was calculated to let in sunlight easily, the tables were spaced so you could relax without worrying about your surroundings, and the maids moved not only with smiles but also with what could be called perfect, beautiful gestures.

In an instant, she thought, "I want to be served."

"Welcome home, my lady."

Parfait was a little nervous when one of the maids spoke to her, but she decided it was best to reply like a proper lady and opened her mouth.

"Umu, kurushuu nai...?"

It was a phrase she had learned from Benitsuru, but it felt a little off. The reason was that everyone around her had stopped and was looking at her. She had no choice but to admit she had made a mistake.

But, as expected of the maids. Were they perfectly trained? They just returned a smile. And the customers also resumed their meals and conversations as if nothing had happened. They were also well-trained.

"Are you here for a meal today, or do you have a request for the guild?"

"Ah, um, is Rose-san here? I'd like to meet her."

"The Maid Chief? Excuse me, but may I ask for your name, my lady?"

"My name is Parfait."

"Parfait-sama. Please wait a moment. I will go and check. In the meantime, please relax at this table."

The maid bowed, asked another maid to bring a drink, and then headed up the stairs to the second floor.

(There are no openings in her way of walking...!)

Parfait was learning swordsmanship from Benitsuru, and she was also being taught how to place her center of gravity when walking. From that perspective, the maid from just now was a formidable person.

And the maid who brought her a drink also had no openings in her movements. Looking closely, it was highly likely that all the maids in this place were the same.

(I heard you shouldn't defy maids, but is it because they're strong?)

She took a small sip of the orange juice that was brought to her.

She was a little nervous, thinking, it's okay even though I don't have any money, right?, but she drank it all.

Just as she was thinking that she could drink as much as she wanted of the rather expensive orange juice from the real world here, the maid from before had returned before she knew it.

"Parfait-sama, the Maid Chief would like you to come to her office. I will guide you, so please come this way."

"Yes, thank you very much."

Parfait walked behind the maid and moved to the second floor.

On the way, she also saw stairs leading to the basement.

"What's in the basement?"

"There's an arena and a courthouse."

(Why?)

A large number of question marks floated in her head, but she let it slide. She felt it was something she shouldn't ask about, much like the truths of the universe.

"Parfait-sama, this is very rude of me, but are you perhaps Esha-sama's--?"

"Ah, yes. I'm her daughter. Do you know my mother?"

The maid's face showed surprise, but she quickly formed a smile.

"I have never met her, but I know of her. It would be an understatement to say that anyone in this community who doesn't know of Esha-sama, the legendary maid of the Maid Guild, is an amateur."

"Um, what legend...?"

The maid averted her gaze, still smiling, and started walking, saying, "This way, please."

For some reason, her back seemed to be saying, "Don't ask."

(What did she really do?)

Parfait became a little afraid of knowing the truth.



		
			Chapter 419

			Skill Leveling and Titles

			Parfait stood with the maid in front of the office.

The office was on the second floor of the building, near the center of the south side. The hallway itself was a perfect place with not a speck of dust, and Parfait felt it had an intimidating air, as if it would not tolerate any discourtesy.

After the maid knocked, a voice said, "Come in." The maid said, "Excuse me," then opened the door, and the two of them entered.

It was a cozy but well-organized room, a perfect space with no openings.

A low table was placed in the center of the room, surrounded by expensive-looking antique sofas. The walls on the left and right sides of the room were bookshelves, and at the back was another antique-looking desk.

The light coming in from the window was blocked by thin curtains, so it wasn't too bright. Thus, she could clearly see the face of the woman who was working at the desk.

It was Rose, with whom she was acquainted in the real world.

She was a friend of her mother, Esha, and also a neighbor living in the same Colony. She was a staff member of the AFO management, serving as the Guild Master of the Maid Guild, the Maid Chief. That's what Parfait had heard.

That Rose stood up with a smile.

"Welcome, Parfait-chan."

"Hello, Rose-san."

Rose came around the desk, approached Parfait, and took both her hands.

"I'm so happy you came. Your debut at last."

"Yeah. Diite-oneechan just introduced me to this place, so I came to say hello."

Rose nodded and nodded, then thanked the maid who had come with her and told her she would be fine now. The maid bowed and left the room, leaving only Parfait and Rose.

Rose urged her to sit on the sofa and began to prepare tea and sweets.

Parfait watched Rose as she prepared them.

Her hair, which was closer to purple than black, was styled in an updo, and every single one of her movements was beautiful. She moved in a similar way in the real world, but since she was in casual clothes, Parfait had never thought her movements were that beautiful.

But seeing her in a maid uniform, pouring tea, she was undoubtedly a veteran maid. Parfait thought she would definitely want her to work at the coffee shop after she had seized power.

Seeing her movements and appearance, Parfait found something strange.

Rose was in her early forties, the same age as her mother, but she looked to be in her late twenties at most. At a stretch, she might be around thirty.

To begin with, her mother Esha and Teacher Simon also didn't look like they were in their forties, but when she asked them, they all answered in unison, "I got a lot of sleep."

Her father, Hayato, also looked younger than his age, but it was still within a range that could be called age-appropriate.

She found it strange that many of her father's friends looked young, but she decided it was fine and stared at the cookies that had been prepared.

She had just eaten a parfait at the church, but her stomach could still go, and Parfait was fully intending to eat the cookies she was offered.

When the preparations were finished, Rose also sat on the sofa. She sat opposite her across the low table and smiled at Parfait.

"Here you go, Parfait-chan."

"Thank you for the food."

Parfait, who held the belief that it was ruder to be reserved in such situations, ate a cookie.

It was very delicious. Thinking that the food in this world was all so delicious, she put another cookie in her mouth.

Then her eyes met Rose's, and she panicked a little.

"I'm sorry, was I being too greedy...?"

"No, I think you're eating quite reservedly, actually."

"Eh? Really?"

"Esha would eat with both hands without stopping."

"Ah..."

Meals at Parfait's house were a scramble. Usually, the food was served individually, so there was no need to worry, but when they had yakiniku at home, you'd lose out if you weren't careful.

There was no need to worry about that now, so she ate slowly, savoring the taste. Since it was a virtual reality, she couldn't feel full, but she was grateful that she could enjoy the taste. Since they ran a coffee shop, she could enjoy a wide variety of tastes in the real world as well, but it was a different class here.

Parfait thought this as she ate cookies and drank tea.

And then she finally took a breath.

Rose, seeing this, thought it was a good time and opened her mouth with a smile.

"Parfait-chan, you said Diite-san introduced you to this place, but am I right in thinking you'll be joining the Maid Guild?"

"Well, when I said I was thinking of training in customer service, she said the Maid Guild does that too. But, what is a guild in the first place?"

"Oh, right, from the beginning. Then let me explain a little."

A guild is translated as something like a trade association, but here it refers to an organization run by the AFO management staff. What they do is similar, and there are guilds for each profession. Guilds issue quests that give rewards, and it's common to earn money by completing them.

In a normal RPG, you would defeat monsters to earn money, but in this overly realistic virtual reality, there are also people who can't fight monsters. For those people, various means of earning money and playing without fighting monsters are prepared.

Also, in AFO, where there is no job system, belonging to a guild means becoming that profession, so it's normal to belong to some kind of guild.

Since you could receive various benefits by belonging to one, not belonging was nothing but a self-imposed challenge, she said.

"What kind of benefits?"

"There are various things, but the biggest benefit is that it becomes easier to gain experience for specific skills."

"Skill experience?"

"Skills are like individual abilities or techniques. There are various things like swordsmanship, woodworking, and fishing, and you get stronger by raising them. Since there's no concept of LV like in a normal RPG, raising skills is effectively leveling up. Stats like HP and STR also rise in conjunction with the skills you've raised."

Parfait, who also enjoyed normal RPGs, nodded.

"And to raise your skills, you need skill experience. When you accumulate a certain amount, your skill goes up. In the past, it went up by chance, but that was unpopular with people who had no luck, so it was changed to this system. That was a tough time, there was a festival-like uproar in AFO with people shouting, 'People with no luck have rights too!'"

Combat skills were not a problem since they naturally went up as you fought, but production skills were very unpopular because they wouldn't go up unless you used rare materials.

The festival-like uproar in AFO was to the extent that people with production as their main job went on strike or rioted, and the AFO management staff had a hard time with overtime suppressing it.

Parfait thought it sounded a little fun, but she didn't say it out loud and just nodded.

"Getting back to the topic, for skills that match each guild, you get a bonus on the experience you acquire. For example, in the Maid Guild, you get a bonus on things like Cooking and Sewing skills. Well, for sewing, the Seamster Guild has a higher bonus, but the Maid Guild offers a wide range of skills, and some combat skills also get a bonus, so I recommend it."

Parfait digested Rose's explanation in her mind.

Since there was no concept of LV, the only way to get stronger was to raise her skills. She wasn't interested in getting stronger, but if she wasn't strong, it would be harder to earn money, and the elements of the game she could enjoy would decrease.

She didn't plan to stay in this safe place forever, and to go on adventures, raising her combat skills would be important, she thought.

"Oh, right, by belonging to a guild, you can also get various titles."

"Titles?"

"That's right. In the past, they were just a bonus element, something like a trophy, but now you get a status increase when you get a title. Depending on the title, you might learn a weapon skill—like a special move for a weapon—or your production recipes might increase, so it's better to get as many as you can. You can see the acquisition conditions from the system menu, so it's faster to look there."

"Um, is this it?"

Parfait displayed a holographic system menu screen in the air and pressed the "Titles" button.

A large number of titles were displayed, but all of them were displayed in gray text. Thinking they must be titles she hadn't acquired yet, she selected one of them.

'Apprentice Adventurer: Belong to the Adventurer's Guild and complete five quests. Effect: HP+10'

Parfait nodded in understanding, then found a part of the titles page that said "Filter," pressed it, and then pressed "Maid Guild."

The filtered title list screen displayed a list of titles that could be acquired in the Maid Guild.

Words like "Apprentice Maid," "Veteran Maid," and "Combat Maid" were written there. There were some titles she didn't quite understand, but there was also one she didn't understand in the slightest.

"What is this 'Goddess of Annihilation' title? It seems like a title you can get in the Maid Guild, but it has nothing to do with maids, right? And isn't the condition impossible?"

The content written was as follows.

'Goddess of Annihilation: Belong to the Maid Guild and defeat the Hero and the Demon Lord at the same time. Effect: MP+100. Unlocks the gun-type weapon skill "Destroy."

Why would you defeat the Hero was one thing, but at the same time as the Demon Lord was even more incomprehensible. You could say it was a title they had no intention of letting anyone get.

At Parfait's question, Rose put her fingers to her forehead.

"Rose-san?"

"There's only one person who has that title..."

"To meet this condition, you'd have to be some kind of maid, but is she an amazing hardcore gamer? A shut-in?"

"...She is your father's wife."

"My father's wife...? Oh."

Considering the reaction of the maid who had brought her here, she convinced herself that that must be it.

For some reason, the atmosphere was awkward, so she decided to change the subject and check a different title.

"Oh, um, the acquisition condition for this 'Useless Maid' title is interesting. 'Mooch parfaits for over a month at your dispatch destination'... oh."

Parfait realized something.

"It's just as you imagine, Parfait-chan."

"Oh, yes."

"Incidentally, I have it too."

"...Why?"

She wasn't told the details of what had happened, but apparently, her father, Hayato, was responsible. She decided to ask him directly in the real world, but she also resolved to be careful about her future actions, realizing that there were also embarrassing titles to have.



		
			Chapter 420

			Choosing a Course

			The discussion about titles had left the mood a little awkward, but Rose, ever the capable Maid Chief, dispelled the atmosphere by casually offering sweets and drinks while bringing up a different topic.

And then, they finally got to the main point.

"So, what do you think, Parfait-chan. Would you like to join the Maid Guild?"

Originally, anyone could take on hospitality quests, so there was no need to officially join. That said, it seemed a waste not to belong to a guild that offered so many benefits.

It wasn't that she wanted to join any other guild. In fact, she didn't know any other guilds, so Parfait thought this place would be fine. Plus, it was the guild her mother had belonged to, and her heart began to sway at the thought of hearing all sorts of stories.

"Alright, I think I'll join the Maid Guild."

"Understood. Will the Assassin Maid course be acceptable?"

"Of course it won't be, right?"

The Assassin Maid. The words alone sounded powerful.

As a fan of fiction, Parfait was familiar with the concepts that "maids are strong," "maids are kunoichi," and "a maid is one who has mastered the path of the underworld." But that was all just fiction.

AFO was also a work of fiction, or rather a game based on fantasy, so it wasn't a problem. Still, she wondered why a Maid Guild would have an assassin course.

Then again, the maids she saw at the cafe were clearly formidable warriors. The course probably existed in all seriousness.

As Parfait was getting a little confused, Rose pressed her advantage.

"The assassin path is a good one. Right now, there's even a beginner bonus, so your combat skills will shoot right up."

She didn't know what a beginner bonus was, but upon asking, she learned it was a system that added a bonus to skill experience. For the first month after starting the game, you could gain double the normal skill experience.

With the guild affiliation bonus added on top of that, it was said to be easy to level up skills.

That was probably true, but becoming an assassin was out of the question.

"Um, are there any other courses?"

"We also have the General Maid course, the Combat Maid course, and the Magical Maid course. However, I recommend the Assassin Maid course. I'm not suggesting this to just anyone. I'm recommending it specifically because it's you, Parfait-chan."

The recruitment method was a bit shady. The kind where you end up buying a bunch of things at the end. And the pressure was intense.

To somehow fend it off, Parfait continued the conversation, trying to draw out information first.

"Um, what changes depending on the course?"

"The skills targeted for the experience bonus change. In the end, that's the only difference. Everything else is the same. That's why I'm recommending the Assassin Maid course."

She sensed there was something more to it, but she held her tongue and listened further.

"Out of curiosity, what kind of skills does the Assassin Maid course have?"

"Oh, has it piqued your interest?"

She couldn't bring herself to say, "No, quite the opposite," so Parfait just smiled back.

"First, Sniping Skill."

"That's violent right off the bat."

"Well, it is the Assassin Maid course."

Then wouldn't the Assassin Guild be a better fit, she thought, but kept it to herself. She wasn't sure if such a guild even existed, and she'd be in trouble if Rose announced she was also in charge of the Assassin Guild.

"There's also Poison Skill, Swordsmanship Skill, and so on."

"Aren't those skills unnecessary for a maid?"

"Not to your liking? There are also methods like calming down guard dogs or using animals to attack, so Taming Skill levels up as well."

That felt a tiny bit closer to the image of a maid. Maids were often imagined walking the pets of nobles. Though, considering Rose's explanation, it was completely divorced from that image.

"By the way, there is a demerit. The skill experience gain for Cooking and Sewing drops significantly. To be blunt, they won't level up."

"I think that's a course that has no place in the Maid Guild. Shouldn't it just be the Assassin Guild at that point?"

"That one already exists, you see. It used to be called the Bodyguard Guild, but it went back to its old name. We've been plotting to somehow absorb them, but they're quite formidable."

She wondered if there was some kind of battle going on between the AFO staff, but Parfait deleted that information from her mind as irrelevant.

The problem was the current situation.

"If I'm going to join, I'd like to request the General Maid course."

"What? But you'll only get benefits for skills like Cooking and Sewing. I think not having any benefits for combat skills is a fatal flaw."

Would someone trying to join the Maid Guild really need benefits for combat skills? Parfait, who held the common sense belief that one does not commit the outrage of ordering curry at a sweets shop, continued to resist.

After a long back-and-forth, Rose let out a long sigh.

"No good again, I see. It's an unpopular course, you know. Even though it's my top recommendation."

"You were trying to put me in a course like that?"

"I thought if it were you, Parfait-chan, you'd become famous right away and people would flock to this course. It's truly a shame."

She was very scheming.

Parfait re-evaluated Rose, realizing she was definitely her mother's friend.

"It can't be helped. The General Maid course it is. We accept course changes at any time, so please let me know if you change your mind."

"I don't think I'll change my mind, but I'll keep it in mind just in case."

"Well then, would you like to take on a quest? If you clear a few, you'll receive a title right away."

"No, that's alright for today. I was thinking of taking a stroll around town."

Since it was her first day logging in, she wanted to look around. Her friends wouldn't be arriving for a while. She decided that serious playing would be for another time, and for today, she would focus on gathering information to understand the game's mechanics.

"I see. It's a fun place just to look around... Oh, right. Here."

Rose said this and handed Parfait 1000 G.

"Um?"

"It's some pocket money. Please buy something delicious at a shop and enjoy a walk."

"Oh, but..."

"Giving cash for a birthday might seem impersonal, but this is a game. Of course, please rest assured that I have a present prepared for you in the real world as well."

"Okay. I'll gratefully accept it. Thank you very much."

"You're very welcome. I recommend the Cheesecake Deluxe sold at our cafe."

"I'll go buy one right now!"

"By the way, now that you've joined the Maid Guild, you will be provided with one sweet as a meal every day starting tomorrow, so please come and pick it up."

It was like a login bonus, and for that alone, Parfait felt it was worth joining the Maid Guild. Though she might quit if they recommended changing to the Assassin Maid course every day.

"By the way, you can't get seconds."

"I think that's a given, but...?"

"A long time ago, there was a person who, despite being a maid, did nothing but eat without working at all. Because of that, a 'No Seconds' sign was posted in the dining hall. I thought I should let you know, just in case."

"...Should I be the one to apologize?"

Rose didn't say who it was. Because Parfait knew exactly who she meant.

"No, no, there's no need for that. Besides, we managed to push such a girl off on Hayato-san... I mean, Hayato-san hired her for us."

She seemed to be on the verge of saying something she shouldn't have, but Parfait let it slide.

"So that's what happened."

"Yes, which is why the Maid Guild used to call Hayato-san a savior. That story is still passed down in the Maid Guild to this day."

Was it really okay to pass down a story like that? And what was this about her father being called a savior and her mother being someone who was pushed off on him? Parfait felt a little complicated, thinking that this might have been how her parents met.



		
			Chapter 421

			PvP and Rankings

			Parfait left the Maid Guild building and began to explore the Royal Capital Anhemudal.

With the pocket money she had received, she bought a Cheesecake Deluxe and walked through the town while eating. It was just a simple act, but it felt wonderfully fresh.

There were so many people here. The crowd was so dense it was as if a festival was being held, and everyone seemed to be having fun. There were people who looked like beginners, just like her, and others who wielded such powerful weapons and armor that she couldn't imagine how they had obtained them.

Just looking at it all, Parfait was moved, thinking that this was truly another world.

But there was no point in just looking. Since her friends had entrusted her to be their advance party, she knew she had to do what needed to be done, and she began to observe her surroundings more carefully.

AFO had several locations that could serve as a base, but this Royal Capital Anhemudal had the most players. Part of the reason was that it had a wide variety of things available, but also because it was the starting point when beginning the game, so many people simply made it their base.

As players became more familiar with the game, some would move their base to places like the Imperial Capital or the Demon Capital Zardogia, but those places had their own unique rules, making them a high hurdle for beginners.

She would go there eventually, Parfait thought, but first, she had to think about a building to use as a base.

AFO had a system called a Clan, which was like an organization that players could form among themselves. It was already decided that she would form a Clan with her friends who would be able to log in in about a month, but they hadn't decided where to build their base.

It was possible to form a Clan without a base, but she wanted a place where everyone could hang out. She wanted a place just for them, like chatting with friends at a fast-food restaurant after school.

While looking for a place, she also had to save up money to buy the land. The area around the Royal Capital was far too expensive, but she had heard that a place a little farther away could be bought for a reasonable price.

Just as she thought she would have to go outside the town to choose a candidate site, she noticed something.

A crowd had formed around the central plaza of the Royal Capital, and there was some kind of excitement in the air.

Wondering what was going on, Parfait approached the crowd.

Players were fighting each other there. They were dueling with orthodox equipment, a sword and shield for each, along with armor.

(Whoa, it's like Master Benny and Teacher Simon... just a bit slower.)

For Parfait, who had seen sword fights in real life, a game duel wasn't particularly unusual. However, since she had only ever seen fights between the same two people, this battle looked fresh to her.

But there was something she found strange.

She had heard that in AFO, PvP was not possible outside of special events. She had also heard that there were no events going on right now. Parfait watched with a puzzled expression, wondering why PvP was possible.

In reality, she probably wouldn't ask a stranger. But this was virtual reality. Parfait decided to ask the woman standing next to her.

The woman's chiseled abs were dazzling. She was a healthy-looking older sister type, and from her equipment, she seemed to be quite a veteran. The words "wild warrior woman" fit her perfectly.

"Um, excuse me. That's PvP, right?"

"Huh? Yeah, it is. What about it?"

"I heard that PvP was prohibited in this game. Is that some kind of special event?"

"Ah, are you a beginner?"

"Yes, I just logged in for the first time today."

"...For a beginner, you've got some insane equipment..."

To Parfait, it was an evaluation she couldn't quite grasp. She felt that the equipment held by other veterans was far stronger, and that her own wasn't all that powerful.

"Um, I got it as a birthday present."

"I wish I had a boyfriend who would give me a present like that... but that's not the point. Um, basically PvP is prohibited, but it's possible when both parties agree. They recently made it possible for clans to fight each other too, so player-versus-player combat is a hot topic right now."

"Player combat is a hot topic..."

"And also—"

The muscular woman taught Parfait a variety of things.

PvP had a ranking system, and depending on your rank, you could receive in-game currency and items every month. It was also possible to have battles where you bet items or currency, and there were even clans that specialized in organizing such events.

Furthermore, although it was limited to AFO's official video streaming service, you could receive in-game currency based on the number of views by publishing duel videos. This was also a recently started service, which was another reason why player combat was so popular.

However, she said there was a problem.

"The top rankers are refusing to fight."

"Top rankers?"

"It refers to players within the top hundred of the rankings. It makes sense to fight people with a higher rank, but there's no point in fighting those below you, so a lot of them refuse to engage in player combat. That's why the rankings haven't changed much recently, and some people find it boring."

"I see."

If you get more currency the higher you are, it's natural that you wouldn't want to lower your rank. There's no reason to fight a battle where victory is expected and defeat comes with a penalty.

Improving this kind of thing is probably what Diite-oneechan and the others do, Parfait thought to herself.

"But today is a rare battle between rankers, so I bet today's video will be a big hit. I'm the live-viewing type, though!"

Parfait said, "I see," and looked at the fighting players.

(So those are rankers. Players within the top hundred... Ah, their equipment is amazing.)

The players looked weak to Parfait's eyes, but their equipment was quite something, even among all she had seen so far. It seemed to significantly boost their stats and skill effects, and it was safe to say it was on a different level from Parfait's own gear.

Moreover, flashy attack effects would occasionally appear. They were probably attacks called magic or weapon skills, and they were using them effectively. If she looked at it as a battle in virtual reality, not reality, she revised her opinion to think they were probably quite skilled.

She could win in reality, but not in virtual reality. With that thought in mind, Parfait watched the player-versus-player battle.

"Flashy is nice, but Real battles are good too. They look plain on video, though."

Parfait stared at the woman's face with a puzzled expression after she said that.

"'Real' as in reality?"

"Oh, no. PvP has two types of combat modes. This match is 'Virtual.' It's a player battle where you can use all the elements of the game. But there's another combat mode called 'Real,' and that one is a battle closer to reality."

"Closer to reality...?"

Parfait asked for more details.

The 'Real' battle was a fight where things like magic, weapon skills, and stats were ignored. Basically, only weapons could be used, and the first person to land ten hits would win.

There were advantages and disadvantages depending on the shape of the weapon, but at least the advantages from equipment stats and skills were completely nullified.

It was a system where the person who was challenged could choose the mode.

"With that kind of fight, even a little lady like you might be able to win!"

The warrior woman said as she patted Parfait on the back.

She wasn't going to engage in player combat, but she had gained information that would be good to remember, so Parfait expressed her thanks to the woman.

"Don't mention it. You gotta be nice to beginners. And, just a bit of motherly advice, you'd be better off putting that katana in your item bag."

"This katana?"

"Isn't that a Hayato-san original Beelzebub? It's a replica, but its value is something I can't even begin to guess."

"Is this really that amazing? I think it's weaker compared to other people's equipment."

"Strength isn't everything that determines value. I'm surprised you don't know the meaning of that weapon. Who was it, the idiot who would give something like this to someone on their first day..."

She didn't say it was her father, but she still didn't quite understand its value. She only had the feeling that it was a brand-name item.

Just then, a cheer rose from the surroundings. The player battle had come to a conclusion.

It seemed there was no change in the rankings, and while many people looked disappointed by that, the battle itself was met with applause. The warrior woman next to her was also clapping, so Parfait clapped along.

"Well then, little lady, I'm going to go now, but you should really put that katana away. You'll get bothered by annoying people. Well, you can just throw guys like that on your blacklist, one after another."

"Okay, thank you very much."

The warrior woman walked down the road, waving her left hand without looking back.

She regretted a little that she should have asked for her name, but decided to ask the next time she saw her, and Parfait also prepared to leave the area.

Just as she was about to put the katana in her item bag.

"Hey, little lady, won't you sell me that katana?"

A man holding a giant axe had spoken to her.



		
			Chapter 422

			First PvP Battle

			An intimidating face, a height that made him two heads taller, and a massive, muscular frame that looked to have more than double her own mass. The man looked down at Parfait as if to overwhelm her.

He seemed to understand the effect he was having, and a faint smile played on his lips.

The surrounding players who noticed this took a small step back. But they didn't ignore it either. They watched Parfait and the man's exchange, holding their breath.

"Hey, little lady, didn't you hear me? I want to buy that katana."

If he spoke to such a small child with that kind of intimidation, there was a chance she wouldn't just sell it, she might even just hand it over. Words like "Hey, knock it off," "That's just pitiful," and "Someone report him," came from the surrounding players, but the man silenced them by glaring around and saying, "Shut up."

But Parfait was calm.

No matter how huge or intimidating the man in front of her was, after seeing Captain Gil and his comrades who guarded Director Lunaria on a daily basis, he wasn't scary at all. He was no different from an ordinary man. In fact, you could say he was lacking in muscle.

"So, how about it? I'll buy that katana for ten times the market price. How about it, say, 100,000 G?"

At those words, voices from the surrounding players came out again, saying things like, "That's too cheap," "You've got to be kidding," and "Just put him on your blacklist," but the man said nothing and just looked at Parfait.

"It's not for sale."

"Ah, is that so. So you do understand its value. Then how about ten times that, 1,000,000 G?"

"I won't sell it, no matter how much you offer."

Parfait said this and turned her back to the man, starting to walk away. But the man came to walk beside her.

"Hey, hold on. That katana is too much for you, little lady. Guys like me are going to keep pestering you, you know? You don't want that, do you?"

She didn't want that, but it wasn't like he could just steal it from her. Besides, just as that woman with the dazzling abs had said, she could just add anyone like that to her blacklist, one after another.

Parfait didn't react to the man's words and instead summoned the holographic system menu, searching for the blacklist.

The man who saw that clicked his tongue.

"A beginner shouldn't be carrying around a weapon like that. Who was it, the idiot who gave it to you?"

Parfait's finger stopped dead.

The man must have felt something was off about her frozen movement, as he leaned in to look at her face. But in the next moment, he jumped back.

The players who were watching from the sidelines had puzzled looks on their faces, wondering what on earth had just happened.

Parfait dismissed the system menu and turned her body to face the man.

"I won't sell it, but I'm willing to accept a PvP match where we bet our weapons. What will you do?"

At those words, everyone present was at a loss for words.

A girl who was clearly a beginner had just challenged an intimidating player to a duel.

Because she was a beginner, she didn't understand the difference in their abilities. The surrounding players thought this and spoke to Parfait.

"Hey, you can't do that. That guy's a ranker. There's no way you can win!"

"You don't have to fight him, just put him on your blacklist right away."

"Some staff will be here soon, so don't do anything rash."

"No, it's alright. Thank you."

Parfait said this and then looked at the man.

"So, what will it be? You don't have to accept, but you might become famous for refusing a beginner's challenge."

At the clear provocation, the man's face twisted in anger, but for some reason, he was hesitating.

Only he knew the reason why. In the first place, it was the man who had backed away from the girl. Everyone once again felt a sense of wonder about what had happened.

After observing Parfait for a moment, the man let out a deep breath.

"Alright. Fine. Giving it to me for free, that's a nice gesture."

"And thank you for giving your weapon to a beginner like me. I'll sell it and make some money."

Parfait didn't flinch at all in front of a man who would intimidate even an ordinary man. The people around them had no idea what was going on, but that, in turn, drew more people in.

Everyone expected the man to win and take the katana, but there was also a sense of anticipation, a faint possibility that the girl might win.

"The match type is a Betting Match. The wager is each other's weapons. This axe I'm holding, and the katana you have, little lady. Is that correct?"

"That is correct. However, since I'm a beginner, I can't set the detailed options. Please send the request from your end."

The man frowned for a moment, but he configured the match from his system menu.

And then, the duel request was sent to Parfait.

First, a window for setting the wagered item was displayed. She set her own katana, the Beelzebub. Then she confirmed the axe that was the man's wager and accepted.

The man, seeing that the katana had been wagered, also accepted.

Two options appeared in Parfait's settings window.

They were "Virtual" and "Real."

Without hesitation, Parfait chose "Real."

"What!?"

This action surprised not only the man but also the surrounding players.

If she were a beginner, she should have hesitated with that choice, but Parfait chose 'Real' without a moment's pause. It wasn't the wrong choice. If a beginner was to beat a veteran, that was the only way.

But in practice, 'Real' combat was difficult. 'Virtual' mode was used for normal gameplay like defeating monsters, and it was by far easier to fight in that mode.

A girl who looked like she had never even fought a monster was choosing 'Real' as the combat mode. And without a moment's thought. So, it seemed like she might have pressed it by mistake without understanding, but a small bit of anticipation also started to swell.

An invisible, dome-shaped barrier was erected around Parfait and the man. The match would take place only within this dome, and no one else could enter until the battle was over. The one minute until the start of the battle was a preparation period, so Parfait used that time to put distance between herself and the man.

The man, who had been surprised at first, now thought that this was actually more advantageous for him, and he smiled again as he readied his axe.

After putting some distance between them, Parfait thought about various things.

(I've only ever sparred with Master Benny and Teacher Simon, but if that player I saw earlier was a ranker, this should be fine, right? Besides, he made fun of my father. I absolutely can't forgive him.)

Even though the man in front of her didn't know it, he had indirectly insulted the person who had given Parfait the katana, Hayato. That alone was reason enough for Parfait to be angry.

She hated it when people made fun of her acquaintances. If it was a close friend, she would know it was a joke, and she could even tolerate it to some extent from a stranger. But if someone uttered a direct insult, she would get furious and fight back.

But Parfait calmed her own anger. It was not good to be caught up in emotions before a fight. That was the teaching of her master, Benitsuru.

Parfait held the sheathed katana in her left hand.

She was being taught Azuma-ryu sword style by Benitsuru, but this sword style didn't really have a stance. However, it was a counter-based style, and the version that incorporated iaijutsu was called the Stance of the Wind God.

To evade like the elusive wind and finish off an opponent who has lost their balance with a single blow. That was supposedly the true form of it, but Benitsuru had told her many times that only she could do that.

As she was thinking about such things, the PvP match began.

Parfait just stood there, without taking any particular stance.

It was a stance-less stance that made her look wide open, inviting the opponent's attack, a way to counterattack. The name "Wind God" was something Benitsuru had come up with on her own, Parfait recalled, wondering if that was really okay.

(He's not attacking. What's he doing?)

The man was holding his axe at the ready, but he wasn't coming towards her.

Since it was a counter-based stance, she wouldn't attack from her side, but she didn't want to wait too long either.

Just as she was thinking about attacking, the man charged towards her.

And he swung his giant axe.

(With a swing that big, Master Benny would cut him five times. Even Teacher Simon would get at least three, for sure.)

She thought she could land a blow herself, but first she wanted to confirm if her body would move smoothly, so she didn't push it and dodged to the side.

It was virtual reality, but there was no time lag at all. She had thought that might be the case in a battle, if not normally, but since it wasn't, she drew her katana further.

The man, who had swung his axe with great force into the ground, had lost his balance, so she swung her katana towards his neck. After confirming that she had hit him successfully, she returned the katana to its sheath.

Parfait didn't even look at the man she had cut and took some distance.

After that series of movements, a delayed cheer erupted.

And Parfait was satisfied with her own movements.

(There's a slight sense of discomfort, but I guess this is it. Ah, maybe it feels strange because I don't feel any physical fatigue. Then it should be fine, I'm moving as usual. By the way, didn't she say I shouldn't aim for the neck against ordinary people? I'm sorry, Master.)

As she was muttering such things, the man who had stood up came towards Parfait with a furious expression. And he swung his axe around recklessly.

(He's just asking me to hit him like that, but is he really a ranker?)

He was swinging a giant axe around. It was a dangerous attack, but to Parfait, it was nothing but full of openings. What was truly scary were attacks like her master's, where each and every blow aimed for a vital point, she thought deeply.

Without panicking, Parfait countered the attack and cut him about three times.

(Oh no. It doesn't hurt, so there's no point in aiming for vital points or the hand holding the weapon. This area is a bit different from reality... But, I guess this is enough. I have to go back to reality and do my homework soon... Teacher Simon is scary if I forget.)

Parfait lowered her hips slightly and switched to an offensive style. This one also had no definite stance, but it had the name Raijin. Benitsuru had said proudly, "Isn't it cool?" but Parfait had hurt her feelings by saying, "It's ordinary."

Remembering that, Parfait went on the attack.

Continuous slashes from the draw. She had asked before if there was any effect to sheathing the katana each time, but the only answer she got was, "Isn't it cool?"

But it certainly was cool. And she remembered Xenobia saying, with sparkling eyes, that it was like an attack you'd see in a fighting game.

And then Parfait noticed something strange. As was to be expected, she wasn't getting tired at all.

"Ahaha, amazing, amazing!"

In reality, she couldn't keep up the continuous drawing for even thirty seconds, but here she could do it over and over without getting tired. Parfait got carried away and increased her speed.

The man had a pained expression, but his eyes were filled with strength. Seeing that, Parfait realized he was aiming for something.

Just as she expected, the man ignored his defense and pulled his axe back.

Since he was holding the axe sideways, she predicted a horizontal slash was coming, and Parfait lowered her hips and stepped in.

And with her left hand on the sheath and her right on the hilt, she performed a two-handed upward swing. According to Benitsuru, it was a technique named Seiryu.

A powerful upward attack from a low stance, it hit the man's axe from below.

With that momentum, the man let go of the axe, and it flew into the air.

(This is a chance to do that one!)

The secret technique of the Azuma-ryu sword style, which she was taught but told not to use, had a certain romance to it. A technique that could render an opponent unable to fight with a single draw.

Its name was "Shuten." Apparently, Benitsuru had named it that because when you were hit by this attack, you would fall flat on your back like someone who had drunk too much sake and was sleeping. But she also said she got the inspiration for the name from this very AFO.

However, since she was told this was a secret, she wouldn't say the name of the technique. But she was also told, with some difficulty, that she wanted her to spread the Azuma-ryu style. The Azuma-ryu dojo was said to be impossible for ordinary people, and it wasn't popular.

"Azuma-ryu Battoujutsu Secret Art—!"

With a single draw, she fluidly cut both his arms and legs, and then delivered another blow to his neck.

In reality, he would have fallen on his back, but this was virtual reality, so that didn't happen, and the man rolled on the ground to get some distance.

Parfait was about to pursue him to land the tenth attack, but then she remembered something.

She had heard that the katana she was holding, the Beelzebub, would change its form according to the will of the person fighting with it. So, she decided to defeat him with the sniping she had learned from her mother and stared at the Beelzebub.

(I don't really get it, but turn into a rifle.)

As she was thinking that in her mind, she heard the man's voice say, "Y-you...!" but immediately after, the katana changed into the shape of a rifle.

She thought the transformation was romantic, but first she decided to end it and aimed the rifle at the man.

She sat down, propping her left knee up, and secured the gun with her arm and knee so it wouldn't move. Then she looked through the scope, aimed at the man's stomach, and pulled the trigger.

A gunshot that resonated in her stomach rang out, and the bullet hit the man in an instant. The man fell with a surprised expression on his face.

(Hmm, that felt good. Now, back to a katana.)

Parfait stood up while thinking that. And the Beelzebub, which had returned to its katana form, she sheathed at her waist.

Immediately after, the PvP dome shattered, and sparkling particles rained down on Parfait.

And a voice echoed in Parfait's head.

"Congratulations. You have ranked in at 100th on the PvP rankings."

Parfait's only thought was that the man must have been 100th, but she was happy that she would now receive in-game currency on a regular basis.

The voice continued.

"You have won the Betting Match. The wagered item has been acquired. Please check your item bag."

Parfait confirmed that the axe the man had been using was in her item bag, and then, without looking at the man, she started to walk away.

And then she was surprised.

It seemed that quite a large gallery had been watching the fight just now, and they were standing in a circle around Parfait.

However, unlike the PvP she had been watching earlier, there was no applause. Wondering if she had done something wrong, Parfait started to walk.

The players who were in the direction Parfait was heading quickly cleared a path.

Parfait bowed her head and then started to walk in that direction.

(I'm not going to use the axe, so I'll sell it. It'll be good funding for the base purchase.)

While thinking such things, Parfait called up the system menu and added the man to her blacklist.

And then she entered a weapon specialty shop that had just come into view.



		
			Chapter 423

			The Aftermath

			The day after the battle, Parfait logged into AFO as soon as she got home from school.

Yesterday, she could only log in for a short time because of her birthday party and school homework, but today she had nothing planned. With tomorrow being a day off, she intended to play late into the night.

Since she didn't have a base, she would restart from the inn where she had logged out. It didn't cost any money and was free to use, making it very convenient.

Parfait got out of bed, checked that her body was moving properly, and immediately left the room.

If she went to the Maid Guild, she could get a sweet as a sort of login bonus. If she could get it for free, there was no reason to pass it up.

Thinking of sweets reminded her that she had received a one-hour all-you-can-eat ticket to a famous cake shop from her mother, Esha, as a birthday present. When she received it, she was told, "This is your chance to show your filial piety," but she replied, "I'll pay you back for my filial piety when I'm successful," and properly accepted the ticket.

Parfait resolved that she had to use that ticket soon.

She also briefly considered that she could show her filial piety by treating her parents to sweets in virtual reality. But she quickly dismissed that thought.

Right now, Parfait was rich, but she couldn't use that money for sweets.

She had sold the axe she obtained in yesterday's player battle right away. The price was 50,000,000 G. It was a fairly rare axe and had been further enhanced, but since she didn't use axes, she sold it immediately for that price.

She had obtained a large sum of money, but this was for buying land to build a base, so she had no intention of touching it. She was also thinking of greeting Maid Chief Rose and asking her about the market price around here.

When she left the inn, the atmosphere in the Royal Capital was different from yesterday. It was as if the city was on its toes, and there were many people talking excitedly.

(Come to think of it, it was like that at school too. What's going on?)

Although she found it strange, Parfait didn't pay it much mind and headed towards the Maid Guild.

The moment she stepped into the building, a single maid approached her.

"Parfait-sama, the Maid Chief is calling for you. Could you please come with me?"

"Oh? Rose-san is? Understood."

Without really understanding why, Parfait was led to the office.

In the office, Rose looked at Parfait with a somewhat troubled, or rather, exasperated expression.

And she prompted her to sit in a chair. The maid who had brought Parfait then excused herself, but Parfait became a little worried about what had truly happened.

"Parfait-chan, you've really done it now."

"Huh? Done what?"

"Yesterday, you entered the top 100 in the player battle rankings, didn't you? Since yesterday, AFO has been buzzing with that topic. A beginner girl defeated a ranker."

"Ah, so that's why people were glancing at me."

"The video of that battle was released in-game, you see. As a participant, you should receive some in-game currency at a later date, Parfait-chan."

"That's great. Oh, right, I actually have something to ask—"

"Why didn't you join the Assassin Maid course...! I promoted it so heavily...! Won't you join the Assassin Maid course even now? I'll falsify the information to make it seem like you joined yesterday."

"I've seen the dark side of adults...!"

"Of course, I'm only half-joking."

(So she's half-serious...)

However, Parfait wondered if it was really such a big deal and confirmed with Rose.

Rose replied, "Of course it is."

Lately, there had been no changes in the rankings, and the AFO management committee was thinking of doing something to shake things up, and then this happened.

Players who read too much into things were making a fuss, saying things like, "That girl is an assassin from the management," or "The Goddess of Annihilation has descended again." Moreover, because she had defeated a player with a bad reputation, there were also players who viewed her as a hero.

Including this whole commotion, the management team was at their wits' end.

If it were any other player, it would be one thing, but Parfait was the daughter of Hayato and Esha. The two were famous in AFO, so their daughter was naturally a hot topic. There was a possibility that she would be chased around.

Realizing that countermeasures for that were necessary, the management committee was frantically trying to throw out another topic to dilute Parfait's presence even a little.

That aside, everyone was convinced that this result was more befitting of Esha's daughter than Hayato's. Benitsuru was also said to have been overjoyed that the name Azuma-ryu had appeared in the video.

"Diite-san said 'Of course' with a smug face, and Lunaria-san is saying things like 'I'll teach her that there are always bigger fish' and 'I'll make her the new Demon Lord'."

"Demon Lord? Come to think of it, Lunaria-san used to be the Demon Lord, right?"

"That's right. The Demon Lord's throne is currently vacant, but she was the undefeated Demon Lord for over ten years. She stepped down because it was becoming a problem."

"She was undefeated in the territory battles, wasn't she?"

"You know a lot. That's right."

In AFO, an event called a territory battle is held regularly.

It's a system where if you continue to occupy a territory for a certain period, you get that territory and a title.

Large clans have obtained huge dungeons and islands in territory battles and use them as their bases.

The first Demon Lord, Lunaria, had occupied the Demon Lord's Castle, but she was undefeated since the territory battle system was implemented.

Part of it was that Lunaria was strong, but her allied clans, the Black Rose and the Dark Knights, were also too strong. Because of that, there was a time when no one challenged the Demon Lord's Castle in a territory battle.

Thinking that it was meaningless if no one could win, Lunaria stepped down as the Demon Lord.

But even after the throne became vacant, the Demon Lord's Castle has never been occupied, and no one has become the Demon Lord.

The condition to become the Demon Lord is to continue to occupy the Demon Lord's Castle for over a month. Unlike the rankings, anyone can challenge for it, so the occupying clan must constantly fight defensive battles.

A clan that challenges and loses once will have a cool down time, so they can't fight every day, but they can challenge as many times as they want during the period.

There are many large clans that are determined not to hand over the Demon Lord's Castle, so the clans are also in a situation where they are interfering with each other. That in itself is a problem, but since it's the Demon Lord's Castle, the management committee isn't intervening too much.

(If I occupy the Demon Lord's Castle, I can make it my base, right? If I opened a cafe there, would customers come...?)

It was just a thought that people might come because of the name value, or because it was a famous place, but Parfait considered it.

But more than that, she wanted a normal base first.

Parfait was about to ask Rose, but before she could, Rose spoke up.

"Oh, right, I was asked by the management committee, but it would be better for you to create a clan right away, Parfait-chan."

"Huh? A clan?"

"Yes, there are many players who are trying to recruit you, Parfait-chan, now that you've become famous overnight. You're free to join any clan you like, but if you're planning to form a clan with Natsu-chan and Chris-chan, it would be better to start your own clan."

"Recruiting... so that's a thing too."

In yesterday's battle, she felt like she was being followed for her weapon, but now she was feeling a little down at the thought of being recruited by a clan.

"There are many players who will hold back, but there are also those who won't, so if you at least show that you're in a clan, the recruitment should decrease. Of course, you can also set it so you don't accept recruitment system-wise, so it would be better to do that as well."

"Understood. I'll make a clan right away then. Also, about the land around here—"

Parfait checked the market price for land around the Royal Capital, but unfortunately, it was on a different level.

She was told that even 10 billion G wouldn't be enough for the market price around here, and that it was unlikely anyone would be willing to part with their land. Also, since you would be charged about ten percent of the market price every month as tax, it was not recommended.

(The area around the Royal Capital is impossible, I guess. In that case, I'll build it in a more remote town. It seems like I can return to the Royal Capital immediately if I have a Ring of Teleportation. Then, anywhere is fine, right?)

Since she had become strangely famous, Parfait decided to buy land near a town with fewer people.

It would be good to ask Rose, but she thought it would be more fun to see for herself, so she decided to go on a long trip.

"Alright, I'm going to go look for some cheap land."

"The land is vast, so I think that will be interesting as well. Also, it might be better not to get close to the Royal Capital until the heat dies down."

"Does that mean I can't get my daily sweets...?"

"You can get them at the Maid Guild branches as well, so you'll be fine. And if you complete guild quests and gain fame as a maid, you can get a Ring of Teleportation exclusive to the Maid Guild, so please do your best."

It was a ring that allowed you to teleport to a Maid Guild you had been to before, but only once a day. She was told she would receive it upon obtaining the title of "Ordinary Maid."

Teleportation items are important. Thinking this, Parfait intended to complete quests to obtain the ring right away.

"Alright, after I get today's sweets, I'll go look for a place to be my base."

"Okay. Please enjoy this world. If anything happens, please contact me right away."

Parfait parted ways with Rose and received today's sweet, a Mont Blanc cake. The chestnut on top seemed to shine very, very brightly.

And while eating at the Maid Guild's cafe, she thought of a clan name.

(I want everyone to decide on it in the end, so a temporary name is fine for now... I think my father's clan is called Daedalus? Was Ney-san's Kokuryu?)

She wanted to give it a cool name, but it wasn't so easy to come up with one. But then, the Mont Blanc cake she was about to eat caught her eye.

(I'll go with Mont Blanc. It looks so delicious.)

There was also the issue of whether it was okay for a clan name to be delicious-sounding, but Parfait established the clan name "Mont Blanc" without noticing it, and Parfait became the clan leader. And she set it so that she wouldn't accept recruitment, and also set it so that players she hadn't invited couldn't join.

There was a restriction that once you changed your clan name, you couldn't change it for a month, but her friends would be coming around that time, so there was no problem. The problem was that she, including herself, had no sense for naming things.

(If I leave it to Natsu-chan, it'll be a chuuni... dark side-like name or something related to donuts. For Chris-chan, it would probably be something related to muscles...)

While thinking that the name didn't really matter, Parfait savored her Mont Blanc.

And while eating, she opened the system menu and looked at the world map.

It was a map that depicted the shape of the continent, each country, and major towns. You could freely write on it, but of course, there were no writings on it now.

In the past, the map of AFO was the Earth around the year 2000, but now it had its own original shape. Although it was original, Parfait had heard that it resembled the shape of a country called Japan that had existed in the past.

The main places were the Kingdom, the Empire, the Demon Country, the Spirit Country, the Eastern Country, the Land of Demons, and the Unexplored Lands. And there were also lands that didn't belong to any of them.

There were three kingdoms, but the others existed one by one. Only the Unexplored Lands was a land where there were no staff, a place for players only. Apparently, skilled players were working hard to build their own country there.

(The Unexplored Lands is probably impossible for me. I hear it's tough even for skilled players.)

Parfait racked her brain over where the best place to build her base would be.

The condition was that there had to be a convenient town nearby, so the Unexplored Lands was out of the question from the start. She heard that the shops there were run by players and were quite expensive. Also, since there were no staff, there were no facilities. It was a place where beginners were not welcome.

(The countries other than the kingdoms have their own rules, so it's a bit much for a beginner... In that case, it would be one of the three kingdoms. Anhemudal's land is too expensive, so maybe another kingdom... Oh, but Master Benny did say to come to the Eastern Country, didn't she?)

In the past, it was a place you could only get to by boat, but now it was connected by land, and the place that used to be called Kanto was now the Eastern Country.

(I hear that many people avoid it because of its unique rules, but in that case, maybe it's a good place to aim for.)

With that hope, Parfait began to prepare to go to the Eastern Country first.



		
			Chapter 424

			The Eastern Country and Its Unique Rules

			Parfait was traveling towards Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country.

For long-distance travel, it was also possible to use a carriage or an airship, but that required a certain level of contribution, which was not available to beginners. Contribution was a kind of recognition that you could get every time you did things like quests.

Parfait was already famous, but that was just in a practical sense. In terms of the game, she had done almost nothing, so she had no contribution points.

Also, there was a teleportation device in the capital that allowed for instant travel, but there was a restriction that you could only teleport to places you had been to before.

Since Parfait couldn't use any of these travel methods, she was traveling on foot. It wasn't particularly tiring, so she walked east through the vast field at her own pace.

A dark forest where you couldn't see the end, a lake that seemed to stretch to the horizon, a landmass floating in the sky, and animals she had never seen before running around.

Parfait was fully enjoying the scenery that would be impossible in reality.

(This is amazing. I hear that the Earth is gradually being redeveloped, but it's still mostly a wilderness, and this virtual reality is more amazing.)

Parfait had also been to Earth several times and seen the outside of the survival areas called domes. The driver was a woman who shouted "Hyahha," but she had seen the scenery with her parents from inside that person's tour bus.

The scenery she saw at that time had also made her heart tremble in many ways. A mere wilderness as far as the eye could see, a land where there were no living things, a situation that made her think she wouldn't be able to return alive if she got lost. As a child, she had been scared by it.

But she heard that green was gradually returning to such places. The ones doing that were Lunaria, Ney, and the others, and it was being funded by the sales of AFO.

(Lunaria-oneechan is amazing, but the great thing about her is that she doesn't seem amazing. She sometimes asks me if I want to be her successor, but my father and mother strongly refuse. I wonder what she's talking about?)

As she was thinking about such things while walking freely, Parfait's thoughts shifted to her friends.

(Natsu-chan said she wanted to be an evil female executive who uses dual pistols for close-quarters combat. I hear that pistol-type equipment is rare, but I wonder if I can find some? Chris-chan wanted to be a close-quarters combat maid, I think. She said something about inheriting a weapon from Silva-san, so I probably don't need to prepare one for her...)

Parfait had been asked not only to find a place to build the clan's base, but also to prepare weapons and armor so they could play right away. As long as it wasn't anything too expensive, she thought she could get them right away, and she wrote down the necessary things in her mental notepad.

However, she started to think that it would be bad for the balance if everyone was a close-quarters fighter, and that they would want a healer, a long-range attacker, and also a tank.

(Will Abel-kun play AFO? His acting job seemed busy, so I didn't invite him. Then there's Rick-kun or Ginny-chan... I don't think either of them is interested in games...)

It wasn't as if all her friends would play games. Her parents were definitely playing AFO, but the children themselves didn't seem to be very interested.

Abel was working hard at his acting career, Rick was interested in starting a business, and Ginny was obsessed with something like demon summoning. Since it seemed like they didn't have time to play games, Parfait hadn't invited them, but she also thought that if they were going to play, she would want to stick with people she knew.

(Maybe I'll just try inviting them... hmm?)

As she was walking while thinking, there was something in front of her.

It was humanoid, short, with green skin, and holding a wooden club. It was a bit stylized, but it was definitely a goblin.

When the goblin found Parfait, it came towards her.

Thinking it was her first battle, Parfait held the Beelzebub 666 Replica P-Custom in its sheathed state in her left hand.

(Come to think of it, a stance that looks full of openings is meaningless against a monster's AI, isn't it?)

A monster would attack whether there was an opening or not. There was no need to deliberately create an opening and let it attack there.

Parfait lowered her hips slightly and took the Stance of the Thunder God.

The goblin raised its club to attack.

At that moment, she swung her katana.

Whether it was defeated in one blow or not, the goblin disappeared in a game-like effect, turning into particles of light.

And a drop item entered Parfait's item bag. It was an item called a Goblin's Fang.

(So goblins are the weakest among monsters... If they're this strong, it shouldn't be a problem... Huh?)

After defeating the goblin, something else was running towards her from further ahead.

One of them was a player, but behind that person was a large number of monsters.

"Sorry! Train! Run!"

Parfait understood just from that.

A train was when you brought a large number of monsters with you, and it was also called a monster train. Apparently, it was called that because the monsters lined up like a train, but Parfait didn't really know for sure.

A monster train was not a commendable act. If a large number of monsters attacked, the place would be in chaos. If a large army came to a place where people were hunting at an appropriate strength for that area, they would have no choice but to run away.

Sometimes there were unusually strong players, but that was rare. And right now, there were no such strong players in this place.

But Parfait was a little excited about the situation.

(If I don't get tired, I can hunt as much as I want!?)

The goblin she had just defeated had left her feeling unfulfilled. And then, a large number of goblins. Parfait readied her weapon, thinking she had to do this.

As a preemptive strike, she changed her Beelzebub into a gun and started shooting like crazy. With this many, she thought she would hit something no matter where she shot, and she continued to shoot without taking any particular aim.

(My Sniping Skill is leveling up like crazy, but I'm not in the Assassin Maid course, am I...?)

She couldn't deny the possibility that her course had been changed without her knowledge, but she decided to trust Rose that she wouldn't go that far. And she remembered hearing that skill experience was boosted right after starting.

When she ran out of ammo, she changed her weapon back to a katana.

And she cut down the goblin in the lead with a drawing slash.

(Of course, the other goblins don't flinch. Alright, continuous slashes!)

Parfait grinned and unleashed the continuous drawing slashes she had shown in the player battle.

No matter how many of them were defeated, the goblins stubbornly came towards her, and they continued to disappear, turning into particles of light without stopping.

"Last one!"

A little hyped up, Parfait cut down the last goblin with a drawing slash, and at the end, she twirled her katana before returning it to its sheath. As the *kachin* sound rang out, Parfait struck a cool pose.

Doing it even when no one was watching was something Benitsuru had taught her, emphatically stating that the drawing slash was all about coolness.

She didn't know how many goblins there had been, but her item bag contained over 100 Goblin's Fangs, and an item that was probably a rare item, a Goblin's Flute. It was conveniently explained as an item for selling.

Immediately after confirming that, an announcement echoed in Parfait's head.

"Congratulations. You have obtained the title of Goblin Killer. I repeat—"

(A title. I wonder if I can get it by defeating a lot of goblins?)

Parfait thought this way as she checked her titles from the system menu.

'Goblin Killer: Defeat 100 goblins within ten minutes. Effect: STR+1, Damage to goblins 5% Up'

Her only thought was that she had defeated that many in ten minutes, but she was happy that her stats had also improved with the title, and that her swordsmanship skill had also gone up.

Thinking that she might be able to raise her skills even more, she looked around.

She met the eyes of a wolf that had come out of a forest in the distance.

Parfait's eyes widened for a moment, and then she immediately displayed the system menu and pressed the save image button. Immediately after, she ran away.

(Got a fluffy picture! But I can't cut that one! I have to run!)

Just as her friend Natsu had fallen to the dark side, Parfait had fallen to fluffy supremacism. She had a soft spot for cute animals like dogs and cats, and others as well. She could cut people, but she couldn't cut animals. That was Parfait.

(Such a lovely coat...! I hope I can tame a child like that someday.)

After running a certain distance, she had enough composure to think such things.

She thought there would probably be a Tamer Guild in the Eastern Country as well, so she decided to ask about various things there, and Parfait continued to run towards the Eastern Country.

In the game, a day seemed to end in an hour. After about two days in the game, which was about two hours in reality, Parfait arrived at Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country.

The Eastern Country had its own unique culture. Parfait wasn't familiar with it, but apparently it had existed on Earth a long, long time ago, and things like samurai, ninja, and sukiyaki were famous.

(My father, Master Benny, and also Teacher Simon and Suien-oneechan are said to have that country's nationality, but samurai and ninja are fiction, right? But sukiyaki is delicious.)

Benitsuru had told her, "Samurai did exist!" but the content of what she heard was so exaggerated that she couldn't really trust it. In the first place, her reference material was old movies.

Parfait walked through the capital, Azuma, while thinking about such things.

There were many buildings of a completely different style from the Royal Capital Anhemudal. The Royal Capital was mainstream with buildings made of brick, but here, the framework of the houses was wooden and the walls were made of earth. The shops were basically left open with no doors, and were only separated by a cloth called a noren.

The residents who looked like staff were wearing kimonos or yukatas, and it was very colorful. In reality, Benitsuru wore a kimono, but sometimes Simon also wore one.

When she asked if her equipment in AFO was like that, Simon held her head for some reason. And she had a distant look in her eyes.

Apparently, she had been walking around in an outfit that could be called her dark history, and everyone was saying that they shouldn't touch upon it.

(I wonder what kind of outfit the usually dignified Teacher Simon wore?)

She was curious about that, but first she decided to do what she needed to do and walked around the town.

She registered at the teleportation device, confirmed the location of the Tamer Guild, and after finishing all that, she entered the branch of the Maid Guild.

She had already received her login bonus-like sweets for the day, but she was there to confirm the unique rules regarding the Eastern Country. She definitely wasn't there to check out the Eastern Country's sweets.

(Oh, a Japanese-style maid...! Is her true identity a kunoichi, a female ninja...?)

She wasn't sure if the term "Japanese-style maid" was correct, but there was a maid wearing a kimono and an apron. Furthermore, she was wearing a maid brim—a headband with frills—but it didn't look out of place.

And a kunoichi, which only women could become among ninjas. It was said that this kunoichi was the prototype for maids, but her true identity was unknown.

Partly because they belonged to the same Maid Guild, but also because Parfait was the hottest topic right now, the maid chief of this branch personally taught her.

The unique rule of the Eastern Country was that a Stampede called the Hyakki Yakou occurred regularly.

It occurred every Saturday night, but if a shop was destroyed during the defense, there was a penalty where that shop couldn't be used for a while.

As a player, she wouldn't be particularly troubled since she could use facilities if she went to another country. But for the staff, it would affect their salary a little, so they were desperate. A harsh situation awaited them where their staff allowance would be gone for a while if the shop was destroyed.

"At our branch, when we successfully defend against the Hyakki Yakou, we hold a thirty-minute limited all-you-can-eat sweets event for guild members."

"I will protect it with my life."

Since the Eastern Country had its own unique culture, the sweets were also different from the ones in the Royal Capital. Mitarashi dango, anmitsu, daigaku imo, dorayaki, onsen manju, ohagi... all of these were all-you-can-eat.

Parfait was fired up.

"By the way, our guild has a 'Kunoichi Maid Course.' How would you like it? It specializes in assassination."

"This gives me serious déjà vu. Are all the Maid Guild staff like this?"

"Now, just listen. Unlike the Assassin Maid course, your Throwing Skill will level up more easily instead of Sniping. Shuriken, you know, shuriken. You want to throw them, don't you?"

She certainly wanted to throw them, but she didn't want to join a course that specialized in assassination.

After turning down that invitation, Parfait sold off the Goblin's Fangs and the rare item, the Goblin's Flute, and with that money, she ordered the most expensive sweet, a five-star quality "Fujiyama Anmitsu."



		
			Chapter 425

			The Hyakki Yakou Event

			Saturday night had arrived.

Tonight, in Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country, a Stampede known as the Hyakki Yakou would occur.

The Eastern Country had many unique monsters, and they were called yokai. Even though they were called yokai, they each had their own racial types, and the system was such that one of these types would attack.

It was usually the oni-type, followed by animal-type yokai, and sometimes a hydra-like multi-headed snake called Yamata no Orochi would come. It was not known what would come today, but all they could do was fight with all their might.

Parfait had a reason she had to win. It was the special rule of the Maid Guild in Azuma. If they survived the Stampede safely, a thirty-minute limited all-you-can-eat sweets event would be held.

Eating sweets at night was an act that feared not even the gods. But in virtual reality, there was no problem at all. In fact, Parfait seriously thought that there were only benefits.

In a battle with monsters, real-world strength was basically not very relevant. For that reason, she had devoted herself to leveling up her skills for this day. Even so, she couldn't reach the level of players who had been playing for years, but she prided herself on having become as strong as she possibly could.

She had also obtained titles like "Apprentice Maid" and "Yokai Killer," as well as "Samurai Apprentice" and "Sniper Apprentice." In addition, she had unintentionally obtained the titles "Infinite Stomach" and "Incarnation of Sweet Tooths," so her stats had also improved accordingly.

(I've gotten quite a few titles, and I've prepared my recovery items. I probably won't be able to beat a boss-level monster, but I can handle the small fry!)

Parfait thought this as she waited for the time to come.

Around her were many players who also belonged to the Maid Guild. She had heard that there were many clans that always came to this Stampede, and that most of them belonged to the Maid Guild.

Among them, the clans that were said to be strong were the "Knights of Sweets," "The Gluttony," and "Sweets are Justice." Each of them was a clan with over a hundred members, and it was said that most of them were composed of women.

From her surroundings, she could hear spirited voices like, "We're gonna eat!", "Think of yokai as sweets!", "No, as fat!", and "Calories are zero in virtual reality!"

There were also clans that were not related to the Maid Guild but participated in the Stampede every time. Clans like "Sixth Heaven Demon King," "Kurikara," and "Cats are God" were said to be famous, and they had been contributing every week.

(This feels like a festival, it looks fun. I wish Natsu-chan and the others could log in soon.)

Although they were in the same school year, her friends who hadn't had their birthdays yet still couldn't log in. It was only a few more weeks, but it felt a little frustrating that she couldn't share something this fun.

However, thankfully, when she invited Abel and the others, she had received a reply that they would play. Their birthdays were still a while away, but it seemed they would log in and join the same clan. They wouldn't be able to log in every day, but that was more than enough.

As she was thinking that she had to build a proper base, a woman approached Parfait.

"Are you the ranker, Parfait-san?"

"Huh? Um...?"

"Ah, I'm sorry for being so sudden. I'm Balbara of the Knights of Sweets. I'm a ranker too."

Parfait looked at Balbara.

She was a woman in her early twenties, clad in red armor. Her red hair was braided and styled up in the same way, and from the sword and shield she was holding, it seemed she was role-playing as a knight.

(She has a sort of older sister feel. She seems like she could do a job like a secretary. Ginny-chan's mother is Mikan-san's secretary, but she's like this.)

"I saw your video. You're really strong, aren't you?"

"I just happened to win."

"No one would say that was a coincidence. You were clearly winning with skill."

It was true that he wasn't a very strong opponent. However, that was like a surprise attack. If he had known her strength, he would have changed his tactics. It was a strategy that was only possible because he was clearly looking down on Parfait.

It could be said that not being able to see through that was a weakness, but Parfait's thought was that there were probably very few people who would look at her and think she was strong.

That aside, Parfait was a little wary, wondering what her business was.

She couldn't imagine being asked for a PvP match in this place. If that was the case, she would be in trouble if she was recruited, just as Rose had told her. She had made her own clan, and had set the system so that she would decline clan invitations, so she thought she would be fine, but Parfait was a little hesitant.

Balbara seemed to have understood that, and she smiled.

"Don't worry, I'm not going to ask you to fight or to join my clan. I just spoke to you because you were a celebrity."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, and I also wanted to thank you."

"Thank me?"

She didn't remember doing anything, but Parfait wondered if she had some connection with that axe man.

"Ranker vs. ranker battles were not very common, but since that video came out, the number of battles has increased more than before."

"Is that so?"

"There are various ways people who saw that thought about it, but a trend started where it was uncool to run away to maintain your rank. You see, that man fought you, who looked extremely weak, right? The result was what it was, but it started a trend where people questioned whether it was okay for a ranker to only fight opponents they could win against."

All Parfait could say was, "I see," but it seemed to be a very good thing for Balbara.

"Thanks to that, I've been able to fight against higher rankers, and I've also been challenged by lower ones. This is how it should be!"

Contrary to her appearance, she seemed to like fighting. Her mother was a prime example, and most of the women she knew were belligerent, so it wasn't particularly strange.

"If we ever fight, please go easy on me then."

"Yes, I'll be in your care then."

Balbara smiled back, waved her hand, and returned.

(A ranker, huh. I didn't hear her rank, but she seemed strong...)

It wasn't that she saw it often, but people who did some kind of martial art had a slightly different way of placing their center of gravity. From Parfait's perspective, Balbara also seemed a little different.

Benitsuru would probably see through her opponent's strength immediately, but Parfait wasn't at that level yet. It was just a feeling of, "She seems strong."

Parfait also had a desire to fight against strong people other than Benitsuru and her masters. In reality, the only ones doing martial arts were Chris, who was learning boxing, and Abel, who was working hard at his acting career. The others were normal.

She was just at a point where she wanted to know how strong she was.

As she was thinking about such things, the sound of a bell ringing echoed around her.

"A Hyakki Yakou has occurred in the capital, Azuma. The Golden-Haired, White-Faced Nine-Tailed Tamamo-no-Mae has begun its invasion. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

Furthermore, when a world announcement was heard, black clouds covered the clear sky, and the sound of thunder began to echo. From within those clouds, a fox with nine tails and a total length of about twenty meters descended.

That fox let out a single cry of "Kon," and yokai appeared on the ground. Then, voices also rose from the players.

"A rare yokai has come!"

"Get a video, get a video!"

"I'm going to tame the Nekomata, so don't kill them!"

"Defend the sweets to the death!"

The players launched their attacks against the yokai that had appeared. The heat of the moment was transmitted to Parfait, even though it was virtual reality.

(I can't cut a fluffy...! Oh, I can take on that frog.)

She could cut any oni, but she couldn't cut animal-type yokai. Parfait had such a restriction, but since she was a beginner in the first place, she didn't think she could contribute that much, so she would defeat weak yokai that would be overlooked by everyone.

However, that aside, it was the first time she had seen the fighting style of a large clan, so she was often captivated by that.

Basically, the entire clan was just attacking the same enemy, but sometimes a command was issued, and everyone responded to it.

(A flashy magic spell is being used as a signal. When they use a fire spell, everyone switches to fire-type attacks, or something like that.)

In such a noisy situation, there was a possibility of missing a voice chat. So, she thought they were using visually flashy magic to switch their general tactics.

It was unclear whether that was effective or not, but they were definitely pushing, so she thought their raw combat power was probably high. Just then, Tamamo-no-Mae began to attack with lightning.

This seemed to do a lot of damage, and everyone was requesting support from healing magic. Since Parfait's stats made it dangerous, she left the area and headed towards the Maid Guild.

Her goal was to prevent the Maid Guild from being destroyed. Tamamo-no-Mae was a fluffy fox-type, so she couldn't attack it. In that case, she had taken a picture, and she moved to protect the Maid Guild.

After defeating several yokai and arriving at the building, there were several other players protecting the Maid Guild in the same way.

The problem was that the yokai attacking the building seemed strong. They seemed to be pushed back here, and the building's HP had been reduced by nearly half.

Probably the main forces had gone towards Tamamo-no-Mae, and the defense of the building was being handled by the second and third string forces.

Seeing that, Parfait got a little angry.

She suddenly started running and launched an attack on the yokai attacking the building—a Kappa.

"Dossei!"

An attack that she hadn't learned from Benitsuru, swinging her katana while running, made a clean hit on the Kappa, and whether it was because a knockback had occurred, she sent it flying with great force.

As cheers rose from the surroundings, calls like "Keep it up!", "Protect the sweets!", "Justice is with us!", and "Break the plates on their heads!" also rose, and they launched their attacks on the surrounding Kappa.

The tide, which had been pushed back, turned, and they defeated the surrounding Kappa. Since her stats wouldn't suddenly increase, Parfait thought that this kind of thing was all about tension, and she defeated the Kappa just like everyone else.

And when they defeated the last one, everyone raised a victory cry.

At almost the same time, an announcement flowed.

"The subjugation of the Golden-Haired, White-Faced Nine-Tailed Tamamo-no-Mae has been successful. Items will be given to the participants of the Hyakki Yakou according to their contribution. I repeat—"

Perhaps because the way of fighting had been established, the battle ended in about twenty minutes. And from the surroundings, many voices rose.

"The Killing Stone is here!"

"A... a Kappa's plate..."

"The Nekomata didn't work out this time either...!"

"The Ninja Guild is broken again!"

"Alright, I'll treat the maids to some sweets!"

"It's free!"

Apparently, there were some lines that were said every time, and everyone was saying them happily. Thinking that it was a kind of stylized beauty, the previous Balbara approached Parfait.

"I thought I couldn't see you, so you were defending here."

"Since I'm a beginner, I can't fight the boss after all."

She didn't say that she couldn't cut a fluffy. That was a weakness, after all.

"That's true. If you'd like, why don't we eat some sweets together? I think I can teach you a few things about the game. Of course, I won't force you to join a clan or anything."

"Um, well then, please do."

Parfait bowed her head, and Balbara laughed and said, "Don't be so formal."

And then, maids came out of the Maid Guild building and set up tables, and began to line up sweets.

"For those belonging to the Maid Guild, we will be providing sweets for a limited time of thirty minutes! Items with a limited number are first-come, first-served, but please line up in order to receive them!"

She thought there were this many people belonging to the Maid Guild, but they were lining up properly to receive them.

"Let's hurry. The Snow Moon Flower Manju here is on a level where you'll regret it if you don't eat it."

"Then I must eat it...!"

And so, Parfait enjoyed her first event and the all-you-can-eat sweets.



		
			Chapter 426

			Dark Phoenix Overdrive

			"Welcome!"

"Parfait-san. It’s ‘Welcome home, Master,’"

"Ah, sorry."

"No, you’ve gotten it right about one time in ten recently, so that’s great progress. Please keep up the good work."

Three weeks after the first Hyakki Yakou event, Parfait was working at a Japanese-style cafe in the Maid Guild, located in the Eastern Country’s capital, Azuma. She was handling a part time job, which was actually a quest.

She had gotten quite used to it, but she still sometimes let out a shout more suited for a tavern, so the path to becoming a maid was still a long one. Not that she was aiming to be a maid, anyway. This was training for when she eventually became a cafe manager in the future.

Her main focus was more on cooking, but she knew she would eventually need to hire a waitress. If she couldn’t properly instruct her staff then, the cafe’s sales would suffer.

She didn’t have the kind of skill her father, Hayato, possessed, who would take business trips to Earth just to brew coffee. She needed to raise the overall quality of her cafe. That was why she was working so hard on both customer service and cooking.

Of course, her real cooking practice happened in the real world, not in virtual reality. But she was also leveling her Cooking Skill here because she wanted to eat sweets she made herself. Being part of the Maid Guild had helped her skill increase considerably, and it was now over level 50.

This was likely thanks to making curry every day. When it came to leveling the Cooking Skill, the most cost effective dish was curry.

"It begins with curry and ends with curry."

"Curry is the strongest and the most supreme."

"Curry solves everything."

These were sayings at the Cook’s Guild. The idea that you should make curry to level your skill was a well known fact in this virtual reality. The problem was that the market was so flooded with curry that it wouldn’t sell at all. The only option was to eat it yourself.

Curry’s effect was to boost base damage, which was effective for Parfait who engaged in close quarters combat. But her item storage was already full of curry, and she couldn’t keep up with consumption. There was no such thing as a separate stomach for curry.

‘Oh well,’ she thought. ‘Natsu-chan can log in starting today, so I’ll have her eat some curry.’

Today, her friend Natsu celebrated her birthday. They would have a party in the real world tonight, but they had plans to play together in virtual reality before that.

She had already given the equipment Natsu requested to Diite, so her friend had probably received it by now.

She did wonder if it was appropriate for a young lady who had just turned sixteen to wear such an outfit, but apparently, it was at the instruction of Natsu’s mother, Noat.

"You can’t sing in front of people if you get embarrassed in a virtual world. If you want to be a doctor who can sing and dance, you should cast aside your shame."

If Parfait had been there, she would have absolutely put a stop to it, but it was too late by the time she heard about it. And Natsu herself was all for it. Parfait worried that Natsu’s doctor father, Mist, would be holding his head in his hands, but there was nothing she could do about it now.

It was just in a game, and there were plenty of women who dressed like that. Some people enjoyed it as a form of cosplay, so Parfait forcefully concluded that it probably wasn’t a problem.

She had considered returning to the Royal Capital for a bit, but Parfait’s fame was skyrocketing, and she still couldn’t relax there. So she had decided to wait here.

Over the past three weeks, she had gotten to know Balbara and the other members of the clan "Knights of Sweets" fairly well. Of course, there were no recruitment attempts or PvP challenges. They were just friends to hang out with.

Perhaps because of that, she received almost no invitations or PvP challenges from other clans either. Parfait figured that despite their name, they were a large clan, and no one wanted to make an enemy of them.

Making an enemy of a large clan meant you could be attacked during a territory battle. To protect one's territory, it was best to avoid trouble.

As she mulled this over, she finished her quest and received today’s distributed dessert, a "Megaton Dorayaki."

After quickly finishing the satisfyingly large dorayaki, Parfait steeled her resolve. Today, she would finally tackle that.

She had been visiting the Tamer Guild in Azuma and learning taming techniques.

Apparently, feeding stray cats raises your Taming Skill. She had to do it. She already had contracts with Sieg’s children in the real world, and she had been thinking of starting an animal cafe here as well.

To that end, she had completed quests to earn money and prepared a large quantity of cat food. All that was left was to give it to the cats.

Cats lingered in the back alleys. Feeding cats to raise one's Taming Skill was a basic first step, so there was no one around. This meant she could feed them to her heart’s content. Parfait approached a stray cat.

The stray cat brought its nose close to the food, sniffed it, fun fun, and then began to eat. That alone made Parfait happy. What’s more, her Taming Skill experience points were rising rapidly.

‘I want to tame a thousand cats and get the "King of Cats" title. I wonder if it unlocks a weapon skill called "Lord Cat Stampede" or something. What would that be like?’

She didn’t really know, but she imagined it would be a very happy technique. And so, Parfait went around feeding cat food to every stray cat she could find.

After feeding about fifty cats, she ran out of stock. But her skill level was now high enough to tame a cat as a pet.

‘Alright, who should be my memorable first pet?!’

They were all cute, but none of them felt quite right. Honestly, she wanted to take them all home, but that was impossible. At Parfait’s skill level, she could only manage to tame a single cat.

She spent about an hour searching the back alleys, but she still couldn’t find a stray cat that made her think, ‘This is the one!’

‘I’d like a black one, but there aren’t many around… Ah!’

Deeper in the back alleys was a small, open square, and there she spotted a black cat.

The moment she saw it, Parfait ran over.

The black cat was licking its front paw and washing its face.

By Parfait’s standards, it was perfect. She immediately began the taming process before someone else could get to it.

"Come on an adventure with me!"

Any pick up line would do, but Maris, the animal researcher, had said that one should tame animals with affection even in a virtual world, so she followed that advice.

But for some reason, something seemed off. The black cat was gradually getting bigger.

Then, an announcement echoed in Parfait’s head.

"The sudden event ‘Defeat the Boss Cat’ has begun. Please repel the boss cat of Azuma, Black-Clawed Bishamonten. I repeat—"

"Like I could cut a fluffy thing!"

The cry of her heart escaped her lips. She could cut other monsters. She could even cut people. But she couldn’t cut monsters with fluffy fur. Ignoring her feelings, however, the black cat launched its attack.

True to its name, it was a scratching attack with black claws, but Parfait blocked it with her Beelzebub. There was no damage, but she was a little surprised by its unexpected strength.

Her only option was to run, but it seemed she was in an enclosed space, and an invisible wall blocked her way.

‘It’s not like there’s a death penalty, so maybe it’s okay if I just get defeated here. But that black cat… I wanted to tame it…’

Just as she was about to give up, a voice came from above.

"Fuhahahaha, my friend! It seems you are in trouble!"

A familiar voice. In fact, she had just heard it at school today.

"Natsu-chan!"

"Wrong! My name is Dark Phoenix Overdrive! Or something to that effect!"

She had heard that at school, too. Which was precisely why it was her friend, Natsu.

Looking toward the voice, she saw Natsu striking a pose on a rooftop. She covered her left eye with her right palm, her left hand on her right hip. It was a pose she often did in the real world, too.

Leaving the pose aside, Parfait had some thoughts about the clothes she was wearing. Parfait had gotten them as requested, but she hadn’t actually expected her to wear them.

She wore a military cap, a military-style black leotard, and dark stockings. Furthermore, she wore black boots that came up to her knees and a high collared cloak like a vampire's. She also had on fingerless gloves and an eye patch.

A female villain in a Sunday morning superhero show had worn a similar outfit. The kind that awakens to love in the end, betrays the enemy, and dies. It wasn't an outfit a sixteen-year-old should be wearing, but since this was virtual reality, it was probably just barely acceptable.

With straight, long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a good figure, her facial features were also well defined. If she stayed quiet, she had the beauty of a high class lady, but she was so fallen to the dark side that it ruined everything.

But to Parfait, she was a friend she had been playing with since childhood.

"This is not like you, my friend, known as the Pseudo-Psychopath. Why not just slice that black cat in two?"

"I told you, I can’t cut something so fluffy."

"Kukuku, have you not yet unleashed your own madness? At this rate, you will never master the dark side!"

"Yeah, I don’t plan to. Natsu-chan, you’re sixteen now. Let’s face reality."

"Don’t say such sad things. It’s a little depressing watching everyone become so normal. But I will endure. My master, Grand Marshal Parsha… no, Despair Angel-sama, endured, so I, her disciple, must endure as well!"

Natsu’s mother, Noat, and her friend, Parsha, had influenced her in many ways. Having grown up watching that pair, Natsu was always like this. And yet, for some reason, she was smart enough to get the top score in her grade on tests. For Parfait, it was something she just couldn’t accept.

Throughout their exchange, the black cat had been waiting, yawning.

"My friend! Invite me to your party! Do so, and I shall defeat this black omen!"

"Black cats aren’t bad luck."

"Don’t give me such a straight reply…!"

After that exchange, Parfait invited Natsu to her party from the system menu.

Natsu must have accepted immediately, because she entered the battlefield. She took a little damage landing on the ground from a high place, but without showing any sign of it, Natsu laughed.

"Fuhahahaha, symbol of misfortune! Taste my combat gun technique!"

Natsu had two guns in holsters on either side of her hips, and she drew them with both hands. In her right hand, she held "Blood Rain," and in her left, "Red Carpet."

She lowered her hips, extended her left hand forward, and brought her right hand close to her face. It was proper form to hold the guns sideways. All of this she had learned from Parsha, the woman she looked up to as her master. Mostly while watching old movies.

"Here I come!"

"I’ll protect the black cat!"

"My friend, I am on your side…!"

And so, the battle between the black cat and the young girls began.



		
			Chapter 427

			A True Girls' Party

			"My path to the dark side has only just begun. The darkness of the ebony beast runs deeper… I lost because I underestimated the power of the beast."

"That cat seemed like an event boss, so there was no way we could win."

Parfait and Natsu had lost to the black cat Bishamonten and were now resting at the Maid Guild cafe in Azuma.

Natsu had fought the black cat, but while her equipment was good, she had almost no skills. She was quickly defeated by an attack that reduced her HP by half in a single blow. Afterward, Parfait, who couldn't attack, was also defeated.

They both resurrected in Azuma, but there were no particular penalties for being defeated. They could have gone out to play right away, but since it was her friend’s first day in this virtual reality, Parfait decided to treat her to something delicious and brought her here.

"What are you going to eat, Natsu-chan?"

"In that case, I shall have the dark Ouroboros. And for a drink, the forbidden fruit."

"A chocolate donut and apple juice, got it. Excuse me, one chocolate donut and one strawberry parfait, please. And two apple juices."

For a moment, the nearby customers glanced at the two of them after that exchange, but they quickly went back to their own business as if nothing had happened.

"As expected of my friend. You understand what I wish to say instantly."

"We’re childhood friends, after all."

"Even among childhood friends, someone like Abel would make a disgusted face."

"Abel-chan is a realist, or rather, he seems to be having a tough time with his acting work."

"I can understand how he feels. His entire family, except for his mother, Cecil-dono, are almost all actors. And they’re all said to be famous, so he must be under a lot of pressure. I wish he could relax a little. In fact, he should just fall to the dark side…!"

Abel’s grandfather, Veru, his father, Ash, and his aunt, Ren, were all famous actors.

Abel had also chosen the path of an actor. He was still playing minor roles, but with his handsome looks inherited from his father, he was quite popular. Sometimes people at school would ask her to get his autograph for them. She always refused.

"Your father, Natsu-chan, Mist-san, is said to be a master physician. Won’t it be tough for you, aiming to be a doctor, being compared to him?"

"I do not concern myself with such things. If I did, I could not master the path of the dark side…!"

"I’d like to learn from that mentality… but are you sure about that outfit? Isn’t it a bit too bold?"

"If I do not go on the offensive now, when will I?"

"Maybe after you become an adult?"

Basically, no skin was exposed. However, it was an outfit that clearly showed the lines of her body. The vampire-like cape did hide it, but Parfait wondered if it was appropriate for a high school student. It was better than being made to wear a horse mask, though.

"Welcome, young lady."

"I’m with acquaintances, so no need to show me the way."

"Understood."

Parfait heard such an exchange from behind her, but she turned around since it was a familiar voice.

"Diite-oneechan."

"Hello, Parfait-kun. Natsu-kun, we just met a little while ago. Do you have a moment?"

Diite said as she approached Parfait and her friend.

With a constant smile, she sat down in an empty chair and ordered a coffee.

"For the ‘god who is not God’ to visit in person, what could this mean? Could it be that the ‘organization’…!"

"No, no, that’s not it. My presence here is merely a personal ‘phenomenon.’ Now, Natsu-kun, be consumed by the sea of electrons…!"

As Diite said this, she stretched her right hand upwards. Then she casually made a peace sign, bent her elbow, and placed it sideways so her fingers were above and below her right eye. Then her right eye glowed red.

It was an emote that became usable after obtaining the title "Corroding Soul." It was extremely popular among some players. And Natsu, too, was getting excited.

"Diite-oneechan has fallen to the dark side…! But the timing for using that seems a little off…?"

"Hm? Is that no good? I studied quite a bit. How about, ‘Fall into the space between virtual and reality’?"

Natsu nodded happily, but all Parfait could do was give a wry smile. She wanted to ask what the world’s best AI was studying. Not that she disliked this playful side of her.

However, it was indeed rare, or rather, a first for Diite to come all the way here. There was a church in Azuma, and if you went there, you could meet Diite, but she always asked you to come to her. She never came to you.

It wasn’t that she couldn’t leave the church. They had gone for walks together outside before. But she had never come to see them without being called. Parfait grew a little worried that there might have been some kind of trouble.

"Diite-oneechan, did something happen, by any chance?"

"To put it simply, I received a doctor’s stop order."

"Don’t tell me it’s from playing too many games…?"

The phrase "doctor’s stop" was used when a doctor halted someone’s activities. Like when a doctor stopped a martial arts match due to a fighter’s injury.

Parfait worried that she was in a dangerous state from playing too much.

"To be more specific, Mist-kun has raised an objection to Natsu-kun’s attire. It looks like a family meeting is about to start before the birthday party."

"I see, so my father also saw the picture I sent to my mother. This world is too small for me…!"

"Well, a doctor is stopping you, but still…"

It was a bit of an anticlimax, but Parfait breathed a sigh of relief that it wasn't a dangerous situation. However, she did think the outfit was questionable, so she wanted to support Mist completely.

"It seems my father intends to stand in my way. He is truly a great wall I must overcome…"

"The dark side aside, Mist-kun is probably just worried about that outfit. It’s a piece from the Black Rose brand’s Rosalie series, so I also think it’s a bit early for your age."

Rosalie was Lunaria’s exclusive designer and the president of the apparel brand "Black Rose." Parfait had heard that she also designed some of the equipment in the virtual reality, and that the Black Rose brand was highly renowned.

Her father, Hayato’s, name had also become a brand, and his items fetched a high price in this virtual reality. She didn’t know the detailed reason, but apparently he was a legendary player.

Parfait had mixed feelings about it. Part of her wanted to know what he did, and part of her didn’t.

"Please tell my father that if I am to be embarrassed by this, I cannot master the dark side!"

"Is that so. You have a birthday party, but I will tell him beforehand. I want to respect your wishes, Natsu-kun."

"I heard my father also used the vampire transformation, a magic overflowing with the dark side. As expected of my father. Please tell him I shall follow in his path."

"I don’t think being a vampire and that outfit have much to do with each other, but I understand. However, in that case, Ruth-kun’s military uniform has gone to waste. I brought it all this way."

Diite said this and placed a set of equipment on the table.

As far as Parfait could see, it was indeed a military uniform. Not a military-style leotard like Natsu was wearing, but a proper military uniform. However, the pants were more like half pants that covered the knees.

"Ruth-san is…"

"He’s something of a disciple to Mist-kun and Damian-kun. It seems he’s called a genius surgeon now. Well, all their disciples are excellent and are highly valued at the Hospital—"

"I will wear that outfit."

"Natsu-chan?"

Natsu stopped her defiant smile and was now speaking with a normal one.

"It is not good to be selfish. I am in my father’s care. He pays for this game for me. It is only natural that I listen to what he says."

"Natsu-chan, do you have a fever?"

"Don’t be silly, Parfait-chan, I’m perfectly healthy."

As she said this, Natsu showed a radiant smile. It was, by all accounts, light side Natsu.

Parfait had seen Natsu become like this a few times before. It was usually when she had a cold and was delirious. Only then did the dark side recede.

Light side Natsu became incredibly popular at school. People even told her to catch a cold every day.

That Natsu was now staring intently at the equipment on the table.

"By the way, is that Ruth-san’s equipment?"

"That’s right. Ruth-kun also plays this game, but he’s reached an age where he feels uncomfortable wearing this kind of outfit. So I asked him for it. I thought it would be just right for you, Natsu-kun, since you seem to have a thing for military uniforms. This one doesn’t show the lines of your body, and the only skin exposed is below the knees. Mist-kun said it would be fine, so I brought it."

"I understand. I will wear that outfit."

"Is that so? Then, could you send a picture of you wearing it to Mist-kun? He seems worried."

"Yes, right away."

Natsu took the equipment and immediately switched her outfit. It wasn’t exactly age appropriate, but the sexiness was gone, and her appearance now emphasized a more youthful look.

Then, the three of them, including Parfait and Diite, took a picture and sent it immediately.

"Mist-kun should send a message of approval soon. It seems our order has arrived, so let’s enjoy a girls’ party."

"This is a girls’ party?"

"Ren-kun used to say that if three girls get together, it’s a girls’ party. I miss those days. We had many girls’ parties with Ren-kun and the others. We would listen to Ren-kun’s made-up love stories and have things like bucket pudding eating contests."

"Ren-kyoukan, she’s so beautiful, but she makes up love stories…? But bucket pudding?"

Even though she should have been busy with her acting career, Ren came to the cafe almost every week to talk about love. Or rather, to ask about it. When Parfait said she had no such stories, Ren would say things like, "Girls will die if they don’t fall in love!" As a child, Parfait took it seriously and was terrified.

She later found out that Ren had never had a boyfriend. It was surprising, given that she was rumored to be with various actors, but it was none of them.

"By the way, Natsu-kun."

"Yes, Diite-oneechan."

"Do you like that military uniform that much?"

"Of course. There is no better equipment than this. This is now my exclusive equipment. I will not give it to anyone."

"I see, then I should thank Ruth-kun. Oh, by the way, about your birthday party, Natsu-kun. It seems Ruth-kun will be a little late, but he can make it. He said to look forward to your present."

"Gufuu."

"Natsu-kun? Are you alright?"

Natsu clutched her chest with both hands. Then she writhed a little.

"…No, there is no need for concern. My heart just stopped for a moment, that is all."

"Is that not a major incident for a human? I think you’re fine since you haven’t been forcibly logged out, but…"

By this point, Parfait had figured it out. Natsu had feelings for Ruth.

Natsu, who usually complained that one of her eyes or her right hand ached, who wrapped herself in bandages without any injuries, and who researched cool poses, was experiencing her youth. And with love, no less. Just knowing that sent Parfait’s excitement through the roof.

"Natsu-chan!"

"Parfait-chan? Why the serious face?"

"How long have you been in love with Ruth-san?"

"Gufuu… I do not understand the meaning. Is love the ‘Broken Crown’ in the place called the Eternal Corridor? Or is it the ‘Fallen Star’?"

"Now, now, it’s okay. There’s only one thing I can say to you. I’ll support you with all my might!"

Parfait said this and gave a thumbs up.

"It’s not like that. It’s completely different. But I will say that you are the best friend. Etch that into your soul."

"Okay. Then for the plan, I’ll wear a paper bag and attack Ruth-san, and you can rescue him. I think that will make him fall in love with you."

"You are the best friend, but are you perhaps an idiot?"

Amidst their conversation, Diite clapped her hands together.

"I see. Putting it all together, Natsu-kun likes Ruth-kun. I’ve watched you for sixteen years and never noticed…"

"It’s not like that. It’s completely different. I need you both to calm down a little. Please recite pi."

"…I have calmed down after about ten thousand digits. Fufufu, so this is a true girls’ party. It’s not just listening to Ren-kun’s fantasies or eating sweets… Very well, I, the world’s greatest AI, shall bring Natsu-kun and Ruth-kun together. First, I will call Ruth-kun into the virtual reality, cover my face, and attack him. Natsu-kun can then rescue him."

"You are the world’s greatest AI, but are you perhaps a klutz?"

The girls’ party of three continued on, with them debating this and that.

But despite the time spent, none of their plans were adopted.



		
			Chapter 428

			Military Maid

			Ten days after Natsu logged in, her friend Chris celebrated her birthday.

She was scheduled to log in today and come to the Eastern Country, so Parfait and Natsu were waiting at the Maid Guild.

"My friend, today we wait for Chris and then go to a candidate site to build our base, is that correct?"

"That’s right. Abel-kun and the others won’t be here for a little while longer, so I thought we’d go ahead and build the base without waiting. I think you guys will like it."

"I prefer places that seem to have dimensional rifts or abysses, however."

"I don’t think you’ll find those in the Eastern Country… Maybe in dungeons, but you have to win territory battles to get places like that."

Like the Demon Lord’s Castle, dungeons were also targets for territory battles. You had to protect a control device called a dungeon core from constantly spawning monsters, but since you could use the dungeon itself as a base, they were quite popular.

There were many other benefits, such as not having to pay monthly taxes and periodically obtaining materials like ore depending on the location. Clans with production-focused members especially aimed to make dungeons their bases.

"Someday, let us obtain such a dungeon and form an evil organization!"

"Why an evil organization…?"

"Because it is cool!"

"I can’t believe you get the top scores on tests, Natsu-chan… Oh well. By the way, have your skills gone up?"

"I have been leveling my Sniping, Necromancy, and Logging skills, and I believe they have risen a fair amount. As expected of the Necromancer Guild. It is exceptionally suspicious, but my Necromancy and Logging skill experience rises rapidly there…!"

Natsu had joined the Necromancer Guild, not the Maid Guild.

At skill level 100, Necromancy allows the use of vampire transformation magic. Natsu was leveling her Necromancy skill to become a vampire, just like her father, Mist.

"I have finally become able to create skeletons with Create Undead. Although I call them Dark Knight Type-0."

"It’s kind of like summoning magic, that’s cool. I want to tame a black cat soon, too. Ah, I want to pet something fluffy. Fluffy, fluffy…"

"My friend, calm yourself."

"…I almost crossed over to the other side. As the famous saying goes, when you pet the fluff, the fluff also pets you."

"That is about gazing into the abyss. Do not steal my dark side material. In any case, it seems black cats are a rare color among strays. The black cat we fought before, Bishamonten, is apparently always black."

"Black cats are rare and popular, so they get tamed right away. But I absolutely will not compromise…!"

"Then how about you tame Bishamonten?"

"…You can’t tame event monsters, can you?"

"Such preconceptions are not good. For the most part, this game’s selling point is that it is a virtual reality no different from the real world. I feel like game-like restrictions such as not being able to tame event monsters do not exist. How about asking at the Tamer Guild?"

"Well, Chris-chan won’t be here for a little while, so shall we go for a bit?"

"Yes, I too am interested in animals. For the dark side, a black cat is good, but perhaps a crow… no, a wolf…? For now, let us see if there are any familiar-like animals."

Once they decided, the two of them left the Maid Guild and headed for the Tamer Guild.

In the Eastern Country, a Stampede called the Hyakki Yakou occurs every week, so many guilds are destroyed. However, only the Maid Guild and the Tamer Guild have never been destroyed before.

The Maid Guild offered all-you-can-eat sweets, while the Tamer Guild offered all-you-can-eat pet food. The quantities were limited, but you could even get Nekomanma Deluxe, so the tamers worked hard to protect it.

Being a tamer in the Eastern Country was not the most efficient, but since there were unique monsters called yokai, it was reasonably lively. Nekomata, Kamaitachi, and Kyubi were quite popular.

The two of them stepped into such a Tamer Guild.

Most of what they heard was people bragging about their pets. In the past, there was a lot of talk about unknown yokai, but recently most of the information had been gathered, and sightings of new yokai were few.

Parfait bought the item "nekomanma" here in large quantities to raise her taming skill. Since she was already well-known, some of the staff had come to recognize her.

A female staff member from behind the counter smiled when she saw Parfait.

"Oh, Parfait-chan, welcome. More cat food today?"

"I’m here on other business today. Can I buy information about monsters here?"

"If you want to know detailed stats, I’ll have to charge you. On the other hand, we also buy information about new types of yokai."

"No, I haven’t really encountered any new yokai. I’ve just been defeating a lot of Kappa in the nearby river. The only drop item is cucumber, what should I do with it…?"

"Sell it or eat it… You can use it to raise your Cooking Skill, though."

Cucumbers were in a similar situation to curry, they didn’t sell at all. And unlike curry, eating them barely raised your stats. Since curry was fine for leveling the Cooking Skill, there was no need to use cucumbers.

The last resort was to throw them away, but that felt like a waste.

Putting that aside, she first confirmed the information with the staff member.

"Um, can you tame monsters from event battles?"

"Ah, that kind of information? Of course, you can. When you think of event monsters, you think of subjugating them, but taming them as a companion also counts as subjugation, so if you can, you should tame them."

"Is that so…!"

If that was the case, Parfait decided in her heart to tame the black cat Bishamonten.

"Which one are you trying to tame?"

"Um, it’s a black cat called Black-Clawed Bishamonten, but is it impossible with my Taming Skill?"

"Oh, that one’s fine. The required Taming Skill value is the same as a normal stray cat. However, the probability for event monsters is extremely low. You’ll have a tough time taming it if you don’t focus on recovery."

Parfait understood. If it wasn’t that difficult, there would be no joy in achieving it. She vowed in her heart to try to tame Bishamonten every day starting today.

She had gotten her information and was about to leave when she noticed Natsu was gone.

"Huh? Natsu-chan?"

"My friend, over here."

Natsu was looking at the bulletin board where the Tamer Guild’s requests were posted. Parfait approached and saw what Natsu was looking at. There was an illustration of a Doberman-like dog breathing fire.

"It seems to be a monster called a Hellhound. In other words, a dog from hell… Perfect!"

"It’s a little lacking in fluff, but it’s cute."

"I think it’s more cool than cute, but let’s go catch one next time. The location is… a dungeon called the Ruined City Necropolis. Another place that makes my soul tremble. I want it as my territory someday."

"Did my mom say something about that? I think she said there’s a Duke-class Demon on the lowest floor?"

"Is it not perfect in every way? Fufufu, someday I shall obtain it. But before that, a normal base… Is Chris not coming soon?"

"Oh, you’re right. Let’s go back right away. Chris-chan is strict about time."

Parfait and Natsu left the Tamer Guild and hurried back to the Maid Guild.

When they reached the entrance of the Maid Guild, they found it was a little noisy inside.

Wondering what had happened, she peeked inside and saw not a Japanese-style maid, but a perfect-looking maid sitting at a table gracefully drinking tea. It was probably surprising because you rarely saw such a classic maid in this area.

For some reason, the Maid Guild staff were also intimidated by her perfection. But that was to be expected. The person had black eyes and black hair in an updo, and wore square, under-rim glasses, giving off a serious impression.

She was a maid so perfect in appearance that she seemed unlikely to exist in reality. That maid was Parfait’s friend, Chris.

Chris stood out quite a bit, and Parfait and the others approached her.

"Chris-chan, sorry to keep you waiting."

As Parfait and the others said this and sat at the table, Chris smiled and placed her teacup on its saucer.

"Parfait, Natsu, being late is unacceptable. On the battlefield, you would be dead."

The surroundings fell silent for a moment at those words, but the hustle and bustle returned as if nothing had happened.

"Sorry, sorry. We had some time so we went to the Tamer Guild."

"More importantly, my friend, Chris. What is with that perfect appearance?"

"This belonged to my mother. I received it through Diite-dono. Looking closely, Natsu’s military uniform is also good. That direction is tempting, but I suppose I should master the way of the maid like my mother."

"Are you really aiming to be a maid like your mom, Silva-san, in the real world too?"

"I would like to pursue that path, but I have not decided yet. I am also considering being a guard like my father. So first, I am trying it out in the game."

"Your father, Gil-san, huh. But isn’t it difficult to get a job at the Foundation? Especially at Lunaria-san’s place?"

"Perhaps, but with both my father and mother there, that is no reason to give up. Now, you were going to show me a place to build a base, were you not? Let us go."

Parfait stopped Chris as she tried to stand up.

"Now, now, since you’re here, let’s have some sweets. My treat."

"I think you just want to eat, Parfait, but if you put it that way, I suppose I must join you."

"Then I shall request the ‘Pierced Moon.’"

"A lemon donut, got it. What about you, Chris-chan?"

"A protein shake with milk."

Once again, the surroundings fell silent for a moment, but only for a moment. The noise soon returned.

"Is that a sweet? And you’re drinking that in virtual reality?"

"Is that not allowed? Then I will add honey as well. I do it sometimes in the real world, and it is a good thing."

"Do they even have protein here in the first place…? Excuse me, do you have protein?"

The kitchen became noisy, but it did come out. The slight delay might have been because they had to go buy some.

Parfait felt a little sorry for the maids, but she imagined it would probably be treated as a hidden menu item by tomorrow. For a maid, "I can’t" was not an option.

And so, the three of them ate and drank their favorite things while having a trivial conversation.

Normally, this was something they did at a fast food place after school, ordering only from the drink bar, but doing it in this virtual reality made them feel a little more grown up. Even though what they were doing was not much different, Parfait was a little happy just for that.

"By the way, Chris, are you going to join the Maid Guild?"

"No, I chose a different guild."

"To say you’re not in the Maid Guild while dressed like that is amazing, but then what guild are you in?"

"The Assassin Guild."

"I see, you choose the bloodstained path…"

"Wait, Chris-chan?"

Parfait was surprised to hear it was the Assassin Guild. If it was at least the assassin course at the Maid Guild, she could understand, but she had not expected her to join the assassination-specialist Assassin Guild.

"Hear me out. The Assassin Guild gives bonuses to hand-to-hand combat skills, dagger skills, and treasure hunting-type skills."

"I guess so, but what of it?"

"It’s like military martial arts, so I decided instantly. For some reason, when I went to greet Rose-san, she cried."

"I bet. And I heard Silva-san was Rose-san’s former boss and the Maid Chief, so I think she had high expectations."

Even now, Rose sends her offers to change courses. And with various bonuses for changing courses. Not that she had any plans to change.

"I feel bad for not being able to meet her expectations, but I have already decided."

"Well, I guess it’s fine… is it? Um, so you’ve decided to fight in a boxing style?"

"That is the plan. I go to a boxing gym in the real world, but they do not let you do practical fights if you are too young. I plan to try various things here. Besides, the gloves I inherited from my mother, ‘Crazy Eraser,’ also give a damage bonus to attacks with my fists, so I will go in that direction."

Spectacularly, they had all ended up as front-liners, but this was just as Parfait had expected. They weren’t ready for an adventure yet, but her friends had finally arrived, so she renewed her determination to prioritize building a base first.

"Alright then, let’s go to the candidate site for our base soon. There’s a lake nearby, and I think it’s a pretty good place."

"Understood. I want to build a base quickly. Oh, right, you can leave the cleaning to me. Not a single speck of dust will escape."

"You’re a neat freak, aren’t you, Chris-chan?"

"Yes. I like cleaning and muscles. You could also say I like beautiful things."

Once again, the surroundings fell silent. This time, the silence was long.

"My friend has somewhat strange tastes."

"I know I am strange myself, but I do not want to be told that by you, Natsu. Muscles are superior to the dark side."

"Very well. Let us settle this here and now…! I shall request a duel."

"Alright, alright, let’s save the PvP for later. Okay, let’s go!"

After stopping the usual squabble between Natsu and Chris, Parfait led the two of them out of the Maid Guild.



		
			Chapter 429

			Building a Base and Camping

			"How about here?"

Parfait showed Natsu and Chris the candidate site for their base.

It was a piece of land in the Eastern Country. A lake spread out before them, and there was a forest nearby. There were no other player bases in sight, a place where they could have the scenery all to themselves.

Originally, few players based themselves in the Eastern Country because of the unique event, Hyakki Yakou. It was a place for intermediate and advanced players, but those players would set up their bases in even better locations, making this a true hidden gem.

"This is quite good."

"I think so too. The place where I camped with my father and mother was like this. Though it had a few more trees."

Her two friends had a good impression of it. That being the case, she decided to buy this land.

Land in a country with its own unique rules was relatively cheap. The taxes were also lower. It was a common story for people to quickly run out of money if they overextended themselves to buy land near the crowded Royal Capital.

Since it was quite cheap, Parfait decided to specify a fairly large plot of land to buy. It cost 20 million G in total, but she had a lot of money from selling the axe she got from a PvP match. She could pay for it with ease.

"With this, the land around here belongs to the clan ‘Mont Blanc.’"

"Are you going to keep that clan name?"

"Natsu-chan’s ‘Chaos Paradox’ is rejected."

"How unfortunate. But if I think of something better, I will propose it, so please consider it."

"…Sure."

The names Natsu proposed were mostly dark side related. No matter how good they were, they were hard to accept. Besides, Parfait thought any name was fine, so she decided to keep the clan name as it was.

This time, Chris asked Parfait a question.

"By the way, what about the house that will be our base?"

"Good question, Chris-chan."

"Meaning?"

"It costs a bit of money, but we can build a basic house right away. Gathering all the materials and building a base from scratch doesn’t cost money, but it takes time. Besides, you need skills like Woodworking if you’re building from scratch, so that might be a bit much for us."

"I see. So we will buy a basic house. Do you already have a candidate in mind?"

"Yep. There’s a cafe-type house, and although it’s expensive, it looks like it’ll be a lovely base."

Parfait took out a catalog of base houses and showed it to Natsu and Chris.

It was a two-story wooden building, with the first floor designed like a cafe and the second floor having private rooms. It was a thoughtful design with six rooms, including rooms for Abel and the others who would be able to log in later.

"So you’re really planning to run a cafe?"

"Well, yeah. I plan on having you work as a waitress, Chris-chan."

"Yes. I am also considering becoming the strongest maid, so I will need such skills."

(The strongest…?).

"Then I shall sing a song periodically. I can even perform my recently composed ‘Valhalla Bloody Road.’"

"Isn’t that an enka song?"

"Is there a problem? I have also thought of a proper opening speech, so you can rest assured."

(I wonder if enka in a cafe will be popular…?).

Parfait was gradually getting anxious, but she convinced herself that it was a virtual world, so it was fine.

"So, what do you think? Is this cafe-style base okay?"

"It is the money you earned, my friend. Build whatever you like."

"I agree with Natsu’s opinion."

"Then I’ll go with this."

Parfait selected the base from the catalog for the land she had bought. Then she chose the position to build it. A sound effect like a hammer hitting a nail played, and the building was constructed in an instant.

(This building also costs 20 million G, but if it’s this magnificent, it’s worth it. The view of the lake is nice, so it’s not bad at all!).

Parfait nodded in satisfaction, then invited Natsu and Chris to step into the base right away.

Perhaps because she was a maid, Chris immediately checked the floor plan and everything else.

"Though it is called a cafe-style, it is truly only in appearance. There is a counter and a kitchen, but no tables or chairs."

"Now, now, Chris-chan. Isn’t it better to choose those things yourself? Let’s go back to Azuma and buy some furniture. Our rooms are completely empty, after all."

"I want some slightly dark-themed furniture."

"Indeed. I would also like some training furniture."

"Do they even have that kind of thing…? Anyway, let’s go to the furniture store. After that, let’s have a simple birthday party for Chris-chan. We’ll have one in the real world too, but we have to have one here as well!"

"That is a good idea. I shall sing you my arranged birthday song!"

"I am happy that you will celebrate my birthday, but I do not need your song, Natsu. If you absolutely must sing, please do not arrange it."

"But that would be no fun!"

"However, I had enough of the heavy metal birthday song last year."

"Rest assured, this time it is enka!"

"I have nothing but anxiety…"

"Let’s judge after hearing the opening. First, let’s go buy furniture."

Parfait said this to calm the two of them down, and they returned to Azuma.

There was no specialty furniture store in Azuma, but the Woodworking Guild sold furniture. They also sold wooden weapons and armor. It didn’t seem very popular, though.

In the first place, metal or cloth weapons and armor were easier to handle. Wooden weapons and armor were not very user friendly, or rather, they didn’t have any particularly good points. However, staves used by mages sold well.

Since they hadn’t come to buy weapons and armor, they moved to the furniture section.

This wasn’t a section where the virtual reality staff sold simple furniture, but a section where players could place and sell their original creations. You could arrange various things, so it was a test of one’s sense of style.

Players also often placed their items here on consignment, as it was more conspicuous than selling them at their own bases. Besides that, space was also rented out to people who didn’t have a base.

"I like this demon lord-like table!"

"Doesn’t it have horns or claws around it, making it spiky…?"

It was less demon lord-like and more just hard to use. To be frank, it didn’t fulfill its function as a table.

"Hm? Is this a bench press? I would like to put it in my room."

"You have one in your room in the real world, don’t you, Chris-chan?"

And besides, she wanted to ask what the point of strength training in a virtual reality was.

She wanted to ask why they only had things like this, but it was probably the craftsmen’s playfulness, or they prioritized design and completely ignored usability. It was one thing to put it in your own room, but for a cafe table, one’s sense of style was on display, so she couldn’t possibly put these there.

She thought she might have to go back to the Royal Capital, and continued to look at other furniture.

But it was just a waste of time, and nothing particularly caught her eye.

"My friend, you are very particular about these things."

"I just don’t want to have any regrets."

"I understand the feeling. But your real birthday party is starting in about an hour."

"Ugh… you’re right. But we just built the base, so I want to have the birthday party there… ah."

A piece of furniture caught Parfait’s eye. It was a simple table, but what was noteworthy was the illustration of a dog drawn on it.

"This! Let’s get this! We’ll just buy three normal chairs and this table!"

"That is a cute dog picture… My friend, you must not follow a stranger just because they offer to draw you a picture of an animal."

"You’d probably follow someone if they asked if you wanted power, Natsu-chan."

"Rest assured. I only respond to voices that I hear directly in my mind…!"

Putting that conversation aside, Parfait quickly bought the furniture and also bought a large amount of sweets at the Maid Guild. Then she took Natsu and Chris and returned to the base.

Even large furniture wasn’t bulky if you put it in an item bag. She placed the furniture she bought in the spacious first floor of the base and arranged the sweets on the table.

Parfait smiled contentedly at the extravagant display she couldn’t do in the real world.

"Now we’re all set. Alright, Chris-chan, happy birthday!"

"You have finally reached the same heights as I…! I shall say congratulations!"

"Yes, thank you."

The three of them toasted with juice in wooden cups and drank it all in one go.

Chris exhaled and smiled.

"Last year it was fast food, but a birthday party in a hidden place like this is nice too."

"It’s like a secret base, it’s so romantic!"

"I think an evil secret base would be more romantic."

Talking about trivial things with friends where their parents’ eyes can’t reach. It was just that, but for Parfait and the others, it was more fun than anything. They built a house themselves, bought sweets, and indulged a little. It was the feeling of being a little more grown up.

"By the way, Chris-chan, you go camping with Gil-san and Silva-san? Which colony is rich in nature?"

"Colony ‘Amazon.’"

"Isn’t that the jungle colony? I thought it was a place to observe the ecology of plants and animals…?"

"That is right. We sleep there with only a knife… but I am still inexperienced. I only lasted three days."

"My friend Chris, is that not survival rather than camping?"

"Hm? But we catch fish at the watering hole, start a fire, and make noisemakers to prevent enemy intrusion."

"The first two sound like camping, but the last one does not. And you say there are enemies? I thought camping was supposed to be safer and more fun."

"It was fun. Both my father and mother can completely erase their presence. They were nearby, but when I thought I was completely alone, my spirits rose at the thought that I could only rely on myself."

Parfait wondered why her spirits would rise because of that, but she reconsidered that if Chris herself was fine with it, then maybe it was okay. Besides, Chris’s parents would never let her do anything dangerous. Just as Chris herself had said, they were probably watching her carefully from nearby.

"Shall the three of us go camping next time?"

"I cannot. Humans are what they are because of the convenience of civilization. My mother also says, ‘Home is the best.’ I share her sentiment."

"Normal camping is one thing, but survival with just a knife is impossible for me."

"Then you can bring a wooden sword, Parfait."

"What difference does that make?"

"Your combat power will increase."

"Do we need combat power?"

It was a trivial conversation, but it continued on, losing track of time.

Then Diite came over with an exasperated look on her face.

"I understand you all are having fun, but your real birthday party is about to start. I will just say that Esha-kun does not hold back, even if it is not her own birthday."

Hearing that, Parfait and the others hurriedly logged out.



		
			Chapter 430

			Making Money is Important

			On Sunday morning, the three of them, Parfait, Natsu, and Chris, were gathered on the first floor of their base.

Parfait leaned both elbows on the table decorated with a picture of a cat and laced her fingers together. Then she opened her mouth with a solemn expression.

"We’re out of money."

"My friend, you must use your allowance wisely. I may have fallen to the dark side, but I abide by that."

"Natsu is right. How about you refrain from buying animal goods for a little while?"

"This isn’t about the real world. I’m talking about being out of in-game money."

Parfait had bought the land and building for their base, but she still had nearly ten million G left. However, after furnishing the base, she had run out of money.

Normal furniture wasn’t that expensive, but the furniture that Parfait, Natsu, and Chris had each painstakingly chosen was quite pricey, and they had spent a lot of money on it despite it having no effect other than its appearance.

She had no regrets about that, but now she didn’t even have enough for the base’s maintenance fees, that is, the taxes paid to the country that owned the land. The Eastern Country was relatively cheap, and Parfait was a ranker, plus she periodically received money from the view count on the in-game video site. But even so, she couldn’t pay.

When Parfait explained this, Natsu nodded.

"So in other words, if we do not make some money, we will be kicked out of here?"

"Right. To put it simply, foreclosure. Our furniture and stuff will be sold off and turned into money."

"My skull curtains will be sold!?"

"My bench press too…!"

"Finally feeling the sense of crisis? So, we’re going to make some money. Our goal is one hundred thousand G. And by the way, this is money we have to make every month."

Parfait explained further.

Basically, in AFO, you don’t get money directly from defeating monsters. The mainstream way is to sell the items dropped by defeated monsters. There was selling production items, but with their skills, Parfait and the others couldn’t make anything that sold for a high price.

If you wanted to strike it rich, you could aim for rare drop items, but in terms of game-like combat, Parfait and the others weren’t that strong. They might be able to win in PvP, but they were still weak against monsters.

There were weak monsters that dropped rare items, but considering the time it would take to find them and the probability of a drop, it wasn’t worth it. And since they needed money periodically, they needed a stable source of income.

Ideally, she wanted to make money at the cafe, but they only had one table, and no dishes or drinks to sell. So that was impossible until things were more stable in other ways.

So what to do?

They could get money from treasure chests in dungeons. They could do guild quests. They could gather materials for production items. Those were about the only methods they could take.

"My friend, I believe there is one other way to make money."

"Eh? What’s that?"

"Why not just take a weapon from a ranker again?"

"That’s mugging or being a bandit, Natsu-chan."

"It is sad, but the world is survival of the fittest… My donuts, even when I write my name on them, sometimes disappear…"

"I understand what Natsu is saying, but we cannot do that every time. In that case, let us first go to a dungeon and make some money. I heard that the deepest part of any dungeon has some decent treasure. I have heard that we can make a decent amount by running it multiple times."

Parfait and Natsu nodded at Chris’s opinion.

Monsters didn’t drop money, but treasure chests inside dungeons sometimes had money in them. And it was a well known fact that at the deepest part of a dungeon, there was a boss monster, and defeating it would yield decent drop items and multiple treasure chests.

Since Parfait and the others didn’t have a very well balanced party, the difficulty would be higher even for a beginner dungeon, but they decided to give it a try.

"Are you okay, Chris-chan? Have your skills gone up since then?"

"I am fine. My hand-to-hand combat skill has risen considerably. At this rate, I can take down a goblin in one hit. As expected of muscles… STR. It is quite fun to train this."

"Fuhaha, I shall show you my necromancy as well! My Dark Knights have leveled up and become Bloody Terror Knights! Kukuku, let the curtain rise on this tragedy!"

Parfait felt a little anxious, but she figured they would be fine, and the three of them headed to a beginner dungeon.

The beginner dungeon in the Eastern Country, "Kobold Copper Mine."

It was a mine where copper could be mined, but it was a place where relatively small demons called kobolds had taken up residence. It was said to be safe even for production-focused players, so the danger level was low. However, that was only on the lower floors, and if you went deeper, there were demons of considerable strength.

It was a good place to test their skills, and for Parfait, the most important point was that no cute monsters appeared. In other words, she could defeat them to her heart’s content.

The three of them were at the entrance of the Kobold Copper Mine, peeking inside.

The reasonably large entrance was reinforced with wood to prevent cave-ins. Inside, there were torches at regular intervals, so they didn’t need to worry about a light source. Apparently, there were some places you couldn’t enter without negating your sense of smell, but this place didn’t have any particularly strange smells.

"Then let us go. There is a quest at the Assassin Guild to bring back the horns of kobolds, so I was a little interested."

"I wonder if the Maid Guild had a quest like that?"

"The Necromancer Guild has a lot of quests to collect bones… and wood. Apparently, it is used as material for coffins. I heard that my father and my friend’s father met for that reason?"

"I think I heard something about Mist-san asking Dad to make a coffin. But before that, he came to investigate a Clan War or something."

"I feel like I heard that too… But I see. Coffins are a necessity for vampires. Someday, I shall also put a coffin in my room… no, is it cooler to carry a coffin on my back?"

The furniture in their base was becoming more and more suspicious, but Parfait told herself that if it was in her own room, it was within acceptable limits.

"So that is how Mist-dono and Hayato-dono met. I heard from my father that he was confined by Hayato-dono?"

"I heard that too, but before that, I heard that Gil-san confined Lunaria-san and made her bake cookies?"

"…I do not understand."

"I guess that kind of thing happens when you meet in AFO…"

It was a situation she couldn’t imagine at all.

Lunaria was the head of the Foundation, but in the game, she was the Demon Lord. The situation of confining that Demon Lord and making her bake cookies was incomprehensible. She had also heard a story about Lunaria being hung from a ship’s hook, but she didn’t understand that either.

Deciding to think about that later, the three of them stepped into the copper mine.

As they had seen from the entrance, it was a reasonably wide passage and not that dark. There was no particular smell, and all they could hear was the occasional sound of a pickaxe hitting ore.

"Do you know how many floors this place has?"

Parfait nodded at Chris’s question.

"Three floors. And apparently, if you go in the direction the wind is blowing, there are stairs."

"For you, Parfait, you are surprisingly well prepared."

"I did a lot of research. There aren’t many places where I can fight at full strength."

"It is difficult not being able to attack cute animals."

"I’d rather ask why you can hit them. You shoot them with a gun, Natsu-chan."

"My friend. This is a game, and they are monsters. Even if they look cute, they will bite you hard."

"They’re just playing!"

"If my HP is going down, it is an attack."

As they were having this conversation, they saw a kobold in the passage ahead. The kobolds also seemed to have noticed them and attacked normally. They were five red-skinned demons with small horns on their heads, carrying small clubs.

"O dark servants who have transcended death! It is time for the banquet! Let the world be thrown into a vortex of chaos—"

"Too long, too long. Natsu-chan, hurry up and use Create Undead."

"This is where it gets good. I am a little dissatisfied."

Though she said that, Natsu used Create Undead and created two skeletons.

Then everyone challenged the kobolds to a one-on-one fight.

Chris was in her maid outfit, fighting boxing style. Natsu used dual pistols and martial arts. Parfait used a katana.

The skeletons Natsu created attacked with a sword and shield, but they weren’t that strong. They were just tanks to prevent attacks from being concentrated on one person.

Chris unleashed a one-two punch that was too fast to see. A light jab with her left hand, followed by her real attack, a right straight. It wasn’t a normal movement.

And Natsu, while holding a ranged weapon, engaged in close quarters combat, an attack that the dark side would admire. And she didn’t forget to strike a cool pose after defeating her opponent.

Parfait just cut them down normally. But even after cutting them down, she didn’t let her guard down. This was something Benitsuru often told her.

Immediately after that, the skeletons were defeated by the kobolds, but Chris and Natsu each took on one and defeated them normally.

"They were no match for us, but no drop items. What about you two?"

"I have none either. Apparently, if you have a treasure hunting type title, the drop rate increases."

"I didn’t get anything either. The title is ‘Red Snake,’ right? It slightly increases the drop rate. But why a red snake?"

"It is strange."

"As long as it is cool, anything is fine. What is needed in words is not meaning. It is pronunciation!"

Leaving Natsu to her speech, Parfait thought about the title.

The acquisition condition was simple, just opening a Hihiirokane treasure chest, but it was said that no one knew where such a treasure chest was. Some players seemed to have it, so it must exist, but it was also said to be a mysterious treasure chest with no information.

Thinking that there probably wasn’t one in a beginner’s dungeon like this, the three of them proceeded deeper.

They didn’t have a map, but as Parfait had said, all they had to do was follow the flow of the wind. Stronger monsters appeared on each floor, but they were no match for Parfait and the others.

And so, they arrived at the door to the deepest part. A large, double door stood in their way.

The deepest part of a dungeon had a boss, and if you defeated it, you would get a lot of treasure and then be warped outside. There were exceptions, but dungeons basically all had that system.

"Alright, you two ready?"

"Yes. Even if it is the gates of hell, open them!"

"I am ready."

Parfait pushed open the door and the three of them entered. The door closed immediately after.

It was a dark space inside, but soon the torches on the walls lit up. The way they lit up in order from the front to the back was a rather elaborate production, and Parfait was impressed.

And there were monsters too. About ten of the same kobolds they had been defeating so far.

"The same monster. A bit of a letdown."

"Chris-chan, boss rooms like this are a series of battles. When we defeat them, another monster will appear."

"I see, that is the system. Then let us defeat them without hesitation."

"Yeah, let’s beat the boss and get the treasure!"

"To monsters, adventurers are nothing more than plunderers…"

"You say unnecessary things sometimes, Natsu-chan."

"Not sometimes. Always!"

Parfait didn’t know why she was looking so proud, but she decided to defeat the monsters first and readied her katana.



		
			Chapter 431

			Let's Start a Farm

			To make money, Parfait and her friends were running the beginner dungeon "Kobold Copper Mine" every day. Defeating the boss in the depths of the dungeon yielded some decent treasure, so they were repeatedly entering the dungeon to earn money.

If they didn’t have money, they couldn’t pay the land tax, and their furniture and other belongings would be confiscated. It could be said that this was because they didn’t use their money wisely, but for high school students, and in a game at that, it was probably unavoidable.

The required monthly amount was one hundred thousand G. This was quite cheap compared to other lands, but for beginners like Parfait and her friends, it was a considerable sum. So they were desperately trying to clear the dungeon, but as it was a beginner dungeon, it didn’t make much money.

They tried to clear other dungeons, but raw strength and game strength were two different things, and their party composition was extreme, so they couldn’t make it to the depths of the dungeons.

One run of the Kobold Copper Mine dungeon yielded about five thousand G. A simple calculation showed that twenty runs would reach the target amount, but the tax payment was approaching. As students, even if Parfait and her friends did their best on weekdays, they could only manage one or two runs a day. It was a close call whether they would make it in time.

"It is not a large sum, but we are also doing guild quests and selling unnecessary items, so should we not be fine?"

"Yes, I am also doing quests at my Necromancer Guild. As a result, I somehow obtained the title ‘Apprentice Gravekeeper.’ I have mixed feelings."

Chris and Natsu were also earning money by simultaneously completing their respective guild quests. Parfait was doing the same, but since she had just started the game, the quest rewards were all cheap.

The need to worry about money and work hard in a game was counterintuitive, or rather, it was meaningless if you couldn’t enjoy the game. While it couldn’t be helped this time, she wanted a means of earning money other than dungeon clearing.

"We’ll continue clearing dungeons and doing quests, but I want another way to make money. Preferably one that doesn’t take much effort."

Even if not passive income, she wanted a way to earn money with little effort. If they became better at making money in the game, it would be unnecessary, but for now, that wasn’t the case.

In the first place, this was a side effect of obtaining a base that didn’t match their player proficiency, but they had no intention of giving up this base now.

"Then how about growing something in a garden? We have the land, so the initial investment is already taken care of. I hear you can make money if you grow a lot."

While the Cultivation Skill had an effect, you basically just had to plant seeds and water them regularly for them to bear fruit. You could get ingredients cheaper than buying them at a store, so many players had the Cultivation Skill along with the Cooking Skill.

It took a fair amount of time until harvest, but as long as you had land, you could grow as much as you wanted. It wouldn’t make money right away, but ingredients always sold stably, so you could earn money regularly without much fluctuation.

"That might be a good idea. I heard there are clans that made huge fields or farms."

"I have heard of that as well. That half of the food distributed in this game is made there. I see, my friend Chris, your scheme is for us to imitate that and conquer the world?"

"No, that’s not it."

"That is right, Natsu. If you are to conquer, muscles are sufficient. Besides, I simply suggested it because we need money. Rick would probably think of more things."

"Rick-kun won’t be able to log in for a while longer, he was born late in the year."

Rick was a childhood friend, but their parents didn’t have much of a relationship. From what Parfait had heard, Hayato and Diite had been helped by his father, Ox, in the past, and Ox often came to the store with his family and work colleagues.

Also, Rick and Abel were often together at school, so they often played together through that connection.

That Rick was as smart as Natsu and liked studying, which made him an oddball in Parfait’s eyes. He had said he would start a business when he became an adult and was apparently studying various things.

Given the situation, she had wondered if it was a good idea to invite him to the game, but when she asked on the off chance, he had agreed, saying he was interested in virtual reality distribution.

As Chris said, if she told him they were in trouble for money, he seemed likely to suggest various ways to earn money other than fighting. But unfortunately, it would be a while before he could log in.

So, as Chris suggested, they decided to first make a garden and get a stable profit, and headed to the Farmer’s Guild in Azuma.

Although the Farmer’s Guild had few affiliated players, it was a guild bustling with many people.

While you could buy ingredients and seeds, selling was more common. As Chris had said, you could get a stable income by selling ingredients.

In the game, you didn’t need to eat to live, but enjoying the taste, gaining the benefit of a status increase, and other things meant that ingredients used in cooking were always in demand.

So the Farmer’s Guild was quite lively. Even in the relatively sparsely populated Eastern Country, there were a fair number of people, so Parfait was a little surprised.

"Welcome, welcome to the Farmer’s Guild!"

As Parfait and the others approached the counter, a female staff member said this with a nice smile.

"What exactly do we need to do to start cultivating?"

"Cultivation, I see. There are two methods, growing in pots or planters, and tilling the land to grow. Have you decided which one you will be doing?"

"Then the one where we till the land."

"In that case, the first step is to purchase a hoe or shovel and make furrows in the land. After that, you plant the seeds and water them, and they will grow automatically."

"I see."

"The time until harvest depends on what you are growing, but at the longest, it is about a week in real time. The fastest things take three days."

A week would be cutting it close. Then perhaps it would be better to do two harvests of something that could be harvested in three days, Parfait thought.

"Are you perhaps trying to cultivate for financial reasons?"

Parfait was surprised by the female staff member’s words, but she nodded.

"Yes, that’s right. We want to earn money in a short period of time."

"Then I recommend Mandragora."

"…Isn’t that dangerous to pull out? They scream, right?"

Mandragora was a monster-like plant that was said to let out a tremendous scream when pulled, leading to the death of the one who pulled it. So there were methods like having a dog pull it out, but Parfait vowed in her heart that she would do no such thing.

"They do scream, but it is not a loud volume. However, it is certainly dangerous. They will attack you when you pull them out. But you all are quite strong, are you not?"

Parfait and the others were beginners, but their equipment was first-class. They just lacked skills, but they were quite strong. Parfait in particular was famous for having become a ranker.

Although she had mixed feelings, Parfait nodded.

"Ingredients sell stably, but things used in alchemy can sell for quite a high price depending on the circumstances. Right now, Mandragora is at a high price, and that will continue for a while. I think you can sell it for a lot at the Apothecary Guild."

"But aren’t the seeds for things like that expensive?"

"On the contrary, recently, the number of people cultivating Mandragora has decreased."

(On the contrary?)

Parfait was a little confused by the unfamiliar phrase, but she listened to the story again.

Apparently, the large-scale agricultural clans "Tougenkyou Plant" and "Golden Fruit" had been asked for cooperation and had moved to an undeveloped land.

Since the undeveloped land had no transfer devices, travel was basically by ship, and in that land, they were self-sufficient. A large amount of seeds that they had planned to sell to the large clans had been left over.

"We have an excess of stock, so would you not buy some? I mean, please buy them… We have too many… At this rate, it will affect our salaries…"

The staff’s salary was affected by the in-game situation. To put it simply, the staff’s bonus changed slightly depending on the total funds of each guild. Since they had stocked up on a large amount of Mandragora seeds, their funds had apparently decreased.

She was worried about whether this was an okay form of real-world work, but she couldn’t bear to abandon someone in need. When she asked the price, she was told it had dropped to about one-fifth of the normal price. If they bought a large amount, they would get a hoe and shovel as a bonus.

That being the case, they decided to buy them. Another reason was the simplicity of Mandragora, which, although dangerous at harvest, could be harvested a week after the initial watering without any further effort.

Parfait and the others bought fruit seeds in addition to Mandragora and returned to their base to plant them right away.

Returning to their base, Parfait and her friends immediately used the shovel and hoe they had received along with the seeds they had bought to make furrows.

Since they had bought a large amount of Mandragora seeds, the field also became quite large. She had originally planned to make a field to grow food for the cafe, so she had bought a fairly large plot of land.

She hadn’t expected it to become a Mandragora field, but there was no problem with making a huge field. Moreover, there was a lake nearby. They could water the plants as much as they wanted with the buckets and watering cans they had bought, without having to wait for rain.

"I believe this is a time for Create Undead to shine, but it seems they will not plant the seeds for me. I am disappointed."

"Isn’t it difficult for a skeleton to plant seeds?"

Natsu had tried to get her skeletons to plant seeds with Create Undead, but they weren’t that high-performance, so she reluctantly planted them herself.

"I heard at the Farmer’s Guild that there are agricultural golems. They can till the fields, plant seeds, and even repel birds and monsters."

"Mmm, golems are not bad either. As expected, an evil organization cannot be without a giant golem…!"

"Alright, alright, the harvest date is cutting it close, so let’s plant them quickly."

"Leave it to me. I shall inject each one with the power of darkness as I plant them!"

"The posture for planting seeds is quite a good workout. If this were the real world, it might build a considerable amount of muscle. It might not be a bad idea to try a work experience at Colony ‘Farm.’"

"You two, let’s try to move away from the dark side and muscles for a bit, okay? Oh, right, should we hire a guard dog or something to keep the field from being ravaged? Should we hire a Cerberus?"

"My friend, I think you should try to move away from animals sometimes."

"I agree with Natsu."

"Isn’t that mean?"

As they talked like this, the three of them cheerfully planted the Mandragora seeds and the fruit seeds they had bought separately.



		
			Chapter 432

			The Battle of the Mandragora Patch

			A week after planting the Mandragora seeds, a battle was raging in the Mandragora patch.

When a Mandragora is pulled from the ground, it lets out a loud scream. In the game, the sound wasn't loud enough to hurt one's ears, but it had the effect of drawing in nearby monsters.

Unaware of this fact, Parfait and her friends cursed the receptionist at the Farmer's Guild who had failed to mention it as they fought off the monsters that had gathered.

They had been told they would be attacked, but it wasn't the Mandragora themselves that attacked. Instead, they attracted monsters from the surrounding area. This was the Eastern Country, and near their base was a lake. The monsters were Kappa that had crawled out from the water.

Kappa were humanoid yokai with green skin, a turtle shell on their backs, and something resembling a dish on their heads. They were weak as monsters, but their large numbers made them a nuisance.

"Kappaaa!"

"Chris-chan, one's headed your way!"

"Understood!"

Chris, dressed in a maid outfit, unleashed a swift punch. She stopped a Kappa's charge with her left, then struck it down with her right in a one, two punch. Her STR and Hand-to-Hand Combat skill must have increased, because that one, two punch was all it took to defeat a Kappa.

"Fuhahahaha! Become experience points for my skills!"

Natsu, in her military uniform, also fought in a rather unique style, swinging her long blonde hair about as she fired her guns in close combat. With the help of the Skeletons she created with Create Undead, she was taking down Kappa at a rate that rivaled Chris's.

Then there was Parfait. She drew her sword from its scabbard in a single fluid motion. It seemed to be a one-hit kill, as any Kappa she struck immediately vanished into particles of light.

Finally, they defeated the last of the Kappa.

While they didn't get physically tired in virtual reality, they were mentally exhausted. It was no wonder they were tired, getting attacked by Kappa every time they pulled up a Mandragora.

"My friend Parfait, let us set aside interrogating the lady at the Farmer's Guild for later. There are still many Mandragora. Do you intend to get through all of this today?"

"If we don't sell the Mandragora, we won't have money for furniture..."

"Gunununu...!"

"Natsu, it cannot be helped. It's about ten Kappa per Mandragora. We have ninety nine more... which means we just have to defeat nine hundred and ninety more."

"Is that not the very definition of a pain?"

Defeating ten Kappa was no particular problem for Parfait's group at this point, but it was tedious. However, if they didn't harvest and sell the Mandragora today, they wouldn't be able to pay the land tax.

"It'd be nice if we had some magic that could take out groups, but since we all specialize in close combat, it takes a while, you know?"

At Parfait's words, Natsu tilted her head slightly.

"Weapon Skills should include some attacks that hit surrounding enemies, but can neither of you use one? My marksmanship skills and Necromancy don't have anything like that at the moment."

"Ah! Now that I think about it, I have something called Whirlwind Slash!"

"Hm. I also have something called Wind God Kick... but it's a kicking technique."

"So you do have them. Shall we try pulling up ten Mandragora next and fighting a hundred of them?"

"Yeah, let's try it!"

"Alright, then I'll start pulling."

The three of them split up and pulled ten Mandragora. At the sound of their screams, Kappa began crawling out of the lake. A quick glance confirmed there were about a hundred of them.

First, Parfait unleashed a Swift Slash. The attack's range wasn't very wide, but her usual sword draw became an attack that could strike multiple enemies, felling the targeted Kappa and about three others caught in the blast.

"Whoa, amazing. This makes things a lot easier... ah, there's a cool down time, so it looks like I can only use it about once every thirty seconds."

"So you cannot use it consecutively. Still, it seems like it will make things much easier. In that case, I shall try my Wind God Kick. I have never learned kicking techniques in martial arts, but my mother taught me how to kick gracefully."

"What's a graceful kick...?"

Ignoring Parfait's question, Chris curtsied, pinching the hem of her skirt and lifting it slightly. In the next moment, the Kappa in front of her turned into particles of light. The surrounding Kappa met the same fate.

"I, for one, am ashamed to admit I did not see the kick."

"I saw it, sort of, but it was fast. It was like an iai kick. And how does your upper body not move at all? That's an assassination kick, no doubt about it...!"

The kick, delivered from a neutral stance, had a speed and range that would be useful even in player versus player combat. A normal person probably wouldn't even know what hit them. Despite the power of the attack, Chris looked somewhat dissatisfied.

"Kicks are rather awkward to use. And they leave too many openings. Well, I suppose my attire is to blame. As for area of effect punches... no, with my current skills, I cannot use any."

"Ah, um, then I'll do my best, so you two just fight like you normally do."

And so, Parfait and her friends spent their time battling Kappa.

They pulled Mandragora in batches of ten and defeated a hundred Kappa.

They repeated this process several times, and after about an hour, only nine remained.

In that time, both Natsu and Chris had earned the title "Yokai Killer." In addition, all three of them acquired the title "Hated by Kappa."

"This is the last nine. Finally..."

"Indeed. After this, I do not wish to see a Kappa or their drop item, the cucumber, for some time. To instill such trauma in me, the Kappa are not to be underestimated."

"Ninety more to go. After this, let us eat some sweets at the Maid Guild. The menu had protein on it, so I am looking forward to it."

A reward would give them the strength to push on. With just a little more to go, the three mustered their energy and pulled the Mandragora.

But Natsu, who pulled the hundredth and final one, tilted her head.

"Unless my eyes deceive me, is this Mandragora not golden?"

"It looks that way to my eyes, too."

"Mine as well."

"The item name is 'Golden Mandragora.' The item description says it attracts a troublesome enemy."

"A troublesome enemy?"

Just as Parfait said that, the lake became agitated. Thinking it was more Kappa emerging, she looked over, but what she saw was a giant Kappa.

It was about two meters tall, a good two sizes larger than a normal Kappa. It was powerfully built and clearly a boss-like Kappa.

"What magnificent muscles!"

"Chris-chan, what are you saying? That's a monster."

"There is no nobility or baseness in muscles. A beautiful thing is beautiful, even if it is a monster."

"Ah, okay."

While they were having this conversation, Natsu shouted, "Akashic Record, Connect!" a phrase that had no particular meaning in the game.

"It appears to be a monster called the 'Kappa Emperor.' It is likely a rare Kappa monster. I do not know its strength, but considering the strength of a normal Kappa, it should not be that powerful."

"In that case, should we defeat the normal Kappa first and then fight the Kappa Emperor?"

"I have no objections."

"Mm. I was getting a little bored. A formidable foe, and one with such muscles. A worthy opponent indeed."

It wasn't much of a strategy, but just as Parfait said, they started by defeating the normal Kappa. There were about ninety of them, but they hadn't lost in any of their previous battles, so they took them down one after another.

However, the Kappa Emperor was not one to stand by and watch. It charged towards Natsu. Then, the Kappa Emperor swung both its arms high.

"Gappaa!"

"Fuhahahaha, it seems to know who is the most dangerous among us!"

Natsu said as she leaped backwards.

The Kappa Emperor slammed both its arms into the ground. From that spot, something like a spear of water shot upwards. It didn't end there. Several more water spears erupted from the ground, heading towards Natsu.

"Mumu!?"

Sensing danger, Natsu immediately leaped sideways to dodge the water spears. But no sooner had she dodged than the Kappa Emperor was charging at her again.

"Kukuku! Leave this one to me! However, you may certainly hurry up and defeat the Kappa to come to my aid!"

Since Natsu had declared herself the decoy, Parfait and Chris immediately focused on defeating the Kappa.

Chris decided to prioritize annihilation, using her Wind God Kick, while Parfait unleashed her Whirlwind Slash for area attacks.

Five minutes later, the Kappa were defeated, leaving only the Kappa Emperor.

Natsu had been using her Skeletons from Create Undead as shields while attacking with her dual pistols, but her HP had dropped below a quarter, suggesting she had taken some damage.

"Natsu-chan, thanks for waiting!"

"Leave it to us from here!"

"I shall not refuse you the best part!"

Natsu said, putting distance between herself and the Kappa Emperor.

As the Kappa Emperor pursued her, Chris stood in its way. She landed a blow to its body with her right fist, then followed up with an uppercut to its chin with her left.

The impact sent the Kappa Emperor stumbling back. At that moment, Parfait approached from behind.

"Hyaa!"

Parfait performed a sword draw enhanced with the single-target sword Weapon Skill "High Slash" on the Kappa Emperor. Furthermore, since the attack was from behind, the damage was amplified, dealing a significant amount.

Thanks to that, she generated enough hate value to take the target from the Kappa Emperor, successfully drawing its aggro.

The Kappa Emperor turned and swung its arms wide, but Parfait wouldn't miss such a wide-open attack.

Leaning forward significantly, Parfait began to circle the Kappa Emperor, attacking with her sword draw as she moved.

The Kappa Emperor couldn't pinpoint its target, and its attacks missed completely. She was moving so fast that even Natsu and Chris couldn't get close.

The Kappa Emperor's HP dropped rapidly. When it was nearly gone, Parfait stopped in front of it.

Immediately after, she struck the Kappa Emperor's chin upwards with her scabbard. It was the Azuma-ryu sword draw technique, "Azure Dragon."

It didn't end there. Parfait bent her knees and performed a high-speed horizontal rotation while drawing her sword. With that momentum, she took the sword and scabbard in each hand and leaped into the air, spinning.

The move, reminiscent of a tornado, was the Azuma-ryu sword draw technique "Vermilion Bird." It was a technique Benitsuru had told her not to perform in the real world, but Parfait thought she couldn't jump that high in reality anyway.

However, Benitsuru did it casually in the real world.

Since this was a virtual reality, Parfait leaped quite high. As she spun like a top delivering a flurry of attacks, the Kappa Emperor's HP ran out the moment she reached her highest point.

Having jumped nearly two meters, Parfait landed with bent knees and sheathed her sword. At the same time, the Kappa Emperor vanished into particles of light.

"A truly dark side technique!"

"As expected of an heir to the Azuma-ryu sword style. To think someone other than Benny-san could do that."

"It's not a dark side thing, and I'm not an heir. Besides, I can't do this in real life, you know?"

"Nay, I do not think it can be done even in virtual reality."

"I agree with Natsu. Thinking about it, what does that make Benny-san, who can do it in reality...?"

Parfait thought to herself that Simon-sensei could do it too, but for now, she let out a long breath, relieved that the battle was over.

"Alright, we've gathered all the Mandragora now. Let's head to the Apothecary's Guild right away and sell them!"

"The Golden Mandragora should sell for quite a high price, so we should have plenty of money to spare, should we not?"

"That might be true. Then today, it's all you can eat sweets at the Maid Guild!"

"By the way, what about the drop item from the Kappa Emperor? If it's a rare monster, shouldn't a rare item drop? Nothing dropped into my item bag."

At Chris's words, Parfait checked her own item bag.

"...It was a cucumber."

As she looked disappointed, Natsu raised her voice.

"An item called 'Kappa Emperor's Plate' dropped. It seems like a rare item."

"Eh? Really? What's the effect?"

"Well, wait a moment... it says it produces ten cucumbers every day..."

All three of them had conflicted expressions. They had more than enough cucumbers to sell from the recent battle. And in the game, there wasn't enough demand to even sell them to other players.

"W, well, perhaps it would be best to keep it for now, just in case. Besides, creating something from nothing makes my dark side stir a little! Though I do not wish to see a cucumber for a while."

"You're right. We can just think of some cucumber recipes."

"I like them pickled in miso."

"Chris-chan, you have mature tastes. But I wonder if there's a recipe like that in this game...? Oh well, first, let's go to Azuma to turn these Mandragora into money! We have to pay the tax and then live it up with what's left!"

When Parfait said that, Natsu and Chris agreed, and they immediately set off for Azuma.



		
			Chapter 433

			The After-Party and the Next Event

			"Alright, cheers again!"

"Kukuku, which is to say, the dark banquet has no end...! Cheers!"

"Mm, cheers."

Parfait, Natsu, and Chris had started their after-party in the base's dining hall. They had finished their first round at the Maid Guild's cafe, but it wasn't enough, so they moved the party to their base.

They had a massive amount of sweets they had bought from the Maid Guild. The Mandragora and Golden Mandragora had sold for such a high price at the Apothecary's Guild that they had plenty of money left over even after paying the land tax. So they had splurged and bought a huge amount.

Strawberry parfaits, various donuts, protein... drinks and Japanese-style sweets were laid out on the table, and Parfait's group was enjoying them.

They would hesitate to do this in the real world for financial reasons, but this was virtual reality. This was the result of buying as much as they wanted of everything they wanted to eat.

That said, they still had to pay taxes next month, so they hadn't spent all their money. This sweet festival was being held after securing about a third of the money they would need for next month's payment.

"I'm glad we made it in time."

"If we had just earned money from Mandragora from the start, we wouldn't have had to grind in the dungeon."

"Chris-chan, you shouldn't say that. But yeah, we should have done this sooner..."

The ninety nine Mandragora and one Golden Mandragora had almost completely covered the hundred thousand G tax. It had sold for so much that they didn't even need the money they had saved up. In terms of hourly earnings, Mandragora farming was definitely better.

"I am not angry. Grinding in the Kogin Copper Mine was fun too. I was just remarking that we could probably cover the tax with this every month."

"My friend Chris. The price of Mandragora fluctuates. There is no guarantee it will sell for the same price next month, and the Golden Mandragora is a rare gathering item. We cannot rely solely on this."

"That is indeed true."

"And besides, I do not want to see Kappa and cucumbers for a while...!"

Natsu, who seemed somewhat traumatized for some reason, wrinkled her brow. Then she shook her head and started eating a chocolate donut with gusto.

Parfait nodded as if to agree that she didn't want to see Kappa and cucumbers either. She finished her orange juice with a straw and placed the cup on the table.

"We'll have to find another way to earn money for next month. It would be nice if we could get money more easily."

"I do not know if it will make money, but I heard there is an event next month?"

Parfait smiled and nodded at Chris's question.

"That's right! They haven't announced what kind of event it will be yet, but I hope it's something that beginners like us can enjoy!"

Parfait had high hopes for what would be her first event. She loved festive occasions where everyone could have fun together.

"Calling us 'ranked beginners' is a bit odd, but I agree that the first event should be something everyone can enjoy. If there were a Clan War event, we wouldn't even be able to participate."

"Oh yeah, Clan Wars. It's impossible now since it's a hundred versus a hundred, unlike before. Apparently, allied clans can participate, but we're not planning to go that far to join in."

The Clan War, which used to be ten versus ten, had been expanded to a scale of one hundred versus one hundred. The ten versus ten Clan War still existed, and it could be held anytime as long as players agreed to it, like a personal duel, and a battle field could be secured.

There was a system called alliances that linked clans together, so it was possible to gather a hundred people that way, but so far, no clan that did so was particularly strong. It had been proven that a clan that could field a hundred members on its own had an advantage in coordination.

Incidentally, Parfait's clan, "Mont Blanc," had systematically set themselves to not accept alliance requests and were turning them all down.

"Rick should have his birthday next month. Even if he joins, that only makes four of us."

"Speaking of birthdays, isn't Ginny-chan's birthday next month too?"

"Mm. At the end of the month, I believe. And Abel's is the month after. Aside from the real world, we will need money if we are to hold a birthday party here as well."

"We'll have to earn a lot. But is there anything that makes good money? Mandragora is a bit of a hassle, so I plan to grow something else."

Mandragora attracted monsters, which made them profitable but also a pain. She planned to grow fruit or something instead. Since Parfait was leveling her Cooking Skill, she was also thinking of using them as ingredients to raise that skill.

Besides, every time she harvested something from the field, her cultivation skill experience would increase. She couldn't afford not to do it, as it would allow her to gather rare items and increase her harvest yield.

But that alone would be tough to cover the land tax. They needed money for other things too. Especially for banquets.

"Why not consult Rick? He is supposedly knowledgeable about investing, so he should know ways to make money. He taught me the alchemy of selling a donut I bought for a hundred yen to my mother for a hundred and twenty."

As Natsu said this while eating a donut, Parfait nodded.

"Come to think of it, I was thinking about that. Rick-kun seems like he'd be good at that sort of thing. Also, about the donut thing, I'm worried about your future, Natsu-chan."

"Fear not. I shall not do it to anyone but my mother...! In any case, I heard the reason Rick is playing this game is to practice pseudo marketing. He also said he has no interest in fighting monsters."

"Then maybe we can entrust all of our clan's money management to him..."

"I do not think he will let you spend wastefully, you know? Rick is strict about that sort of thing. His hobby is saving money. Or staring at his bank account."

"...I was wrong. It would be a problem if banquets like this decreased!"

Natsu and Chris agreed with that sentiment.

"By the way, Parfait, are you okay?"

Parfait tilted her head at Chris's sudden question.

"Okay with what?"

"There is the game event, but there is also a real-world event, is there not? It is in two weeks, you know?"

"A real event? Is there something in two weeks?"

"There should be a test. Are your preparations in order?"

Parfait completely froze. The light vanished from her eyes.

"For the record, I am fine. I have never studied for a test in the first place. Facing it with one's usual ability is the royal road. Darkness is darkness because it is always dark. If a ray of light occasionally shines in, then it is no longer darkness...!"

"I do not understand what you are saying at the end, but I agree with displaying one's usual ability. So, how about you, Parfait? If you're at your usual level, it means we will have to help you study."

"Please do. Seriously, math is impossible for me... oh, I have a good idea, let's have a study session here."

"Rejected."

"I also cast a vote for rejection."

"...May I ask why?"

She thought studying here would be quite productive, but Parfait was surprised by the rejection from both of them.

"Because if we study at Parfait's house, Hayato-dono will bring us sweets as a token of gratitude. And he always has protein on hand. How wonderful."

"The same goes for me. My own mother secretly calls him a 'Creator.' To not be able to eat the donuts of my friend's father, that is something I, for one, am a little dissatisfied with."

"So you've been conditioned by my dad's food...!"

"However, I believe this is a legitimate reward. Parfait, you are, well, you are difficult to teach."

"I can tell Chris-chan chose her words very carefully..."

Natsu patted the dejected Parfait on the shoulder.

"It is not that my friend is incapable of studying, but she is poor at acquiring knowledge that does not seem useful. Or rather, she is too uninterested in things she has no interest in."

"I'm just bad at memorization. I mean, what's the point of finding the area of a circle? There are no such perfect circles in real life, and I don't think I'll ever use it in my life, you know? Besides, if pi is an approximate number, then the area is just approximate too!"

"Well, it's not about what you do with it, isn't that just how arithmetic and math are...?"

"And do we really need to memorize the periodic table of elements!? What's the point of memorizing it with mnemonics!? You can just search for it on a tablet in an instant!"

"Calm yourself, my friend. Your mother, Esha-san, said it, did she not? Even if you cannot get the score, the knowledge is necessary."

"...You're right. She said that not knowing something, not just about studying, increases the chances of being deceived. When I told Benny-shisho that story, she got really down for some reason, though."

Something must have happened, but Parfait didn't press the issue. She remembered it well because it was a rare sight to see Simon invite Benitsuru out for a drink, and it was an even rarer situation for both of them to be hungover the next day.

As Parfait was wondering what had happened, Chris clapped her hands.

"Alright, then starting next week, we will have a study session at Parfait's house. We will also reduce our game time."

"How cruel!"

"What are you saying? If it is thought that your grades have dropped because you were absorbed in the game, you might be banned from playing. To avoid that, you have no choice but to work hard."

"Ugugu..."

"What, it is only for ten days or so. Besides, the event will start after the tests are over. I did not say you cannot play at all, and it is only natural to endure a little to grasp a good future."

"You sound more like a mom than my mom does..."

"Did you say something?"

"I didn't say anything, so please stop cracking your knuckles."

And so, it was decided that for about a week starting the next day, Parfait would have a study session at her home.

Later, Diite heard that there was talk of holding a study session in the virtual reality and strongly pushed for them to do it there next time, but she was rejected by everyone except Parfait and became a little dejected.



		
			Chapter 434

			Test Results and a Childhood Friend

			"My friend, how were your test scores? I believe I have the right to ask, do I not?"

"I would like to know as well. I helped you study that much. If the results are disappointing, well, let us just say it will be a big problem."

"You two have scary eyes, you know?"

They were in the dining hall of the clan "Mont Blanc's" base.

The tests were over and the results were back, but unless the scores were exceptionally good, one wouldn't show them to others. Naturally, she wouldn't show them to her friends, but since they had helped her study, she couldn't just not tell them.

"I managed to get above average on all of them. Math was just barely, though. Thanks, you two."

Upon hearing this, Natsu and Chris applauded in praise of Parfait.

"What about you, Natsu-chan and Chris-chan?"

"I am at the top of our grade. I missed a perfect score due to a careless mistake... But, thanks to my father's arrangement, my allowance will be increased starting next month. And my mother says we will be having a Donut Castle tomorrow to celebrate. I am pleased."

"I am in tenth place. I missed a few questions in Colony History. When was Colony 'Prison' constructed? I do not believe we learned that."

"That's a trick question. All colonies that existed before the foundation's establishment are unified under the date January 1st, 2400."

"...I see. Parfait, what is the matter? It is unladylike to drink your juice so loudly."

Parfait was drinking orange juice through a straw, but she was making a loud zuzuzuzu sound.

"Top of the class and tenth place, I can't quite believe it. Rick-kun is probably second place anyway, and while Abel-kun is one thing, Ginny-chan is smart too. Is it just me? Do I have a different brain OS?"

"To ask and then sulk, I am a little offended. And to say your OS is different. It is not as if you are 'the god who is not a god,' Diite-neesan. Rather, have you simply not updated?"

"Not updated... Well, at least I'm glad my studying didn't cause your scores to drop. Alright, that's enough talk about tests! Let's work hard on making money this month too!"

Parfait stood up energetically, but Natsu and Chris remained seated, looking up at her.

Parfait tilted her head at them.

"Huh? Are we having another post-test party?"

In the real world, they had a party at Parfait's house to celebrate the end of the tests. Ginny had been there too, and Parfait remembered how disappointed she looked that she couldn't log in to AFO yet.

Parfait wouldn't mind having another party. That's what she thought, but Chris shook her head.

"Today is the day Rick can log in, is it not? Should we not have a birthday party for him?"

"Ah! Was it today? I completely forgot..."

"You must not forget something like that. But knowing Rick, he will be grateful, but he may well say we do not need to do it."

"Eh? You think so?"

"We are high school students now. We may be childhood friends, but a single boy among girls might feel a bit awkward. And Rick is quite straitlaced."

Parfait said, "Aah," and nodded deeply.

Even though they had known each other since they were children, as high school students, they were in the throes of adolescence. The chances of a boy their age being able to attend a birthday party with only female participants were likely low.

"So what should we do?"

"In situations like this, it is better to ask. Rick in particular prioritizes efficiency. He is the type to appreciate practical birthday presents, so we should ask him first instead of trying to guess on our own."

"I'm not sure about that, but for Rick-kun, that's probably for the best."

"Efficiency, is it... I once had Rick ask me in all seriousness why I spoke in such a troublesome manner. I cannot accept it, when waste and contradiction are the very essence of the path of darkness!"

"Some people just don't click... or rather, I can't accept that you two are first and second in our grade."

As they talked, Parfait and the others waited for Rick to arrive. They prepared only the drinks for the initial toast, planning to incorporate Rick's opinion for the rest.

Just as an hour was about to pass, they heard a knock on the base's door.

"It's Rick. Is Parfait there?"

"Hi, I'm here!"

Parfait said as she opened the door.

There stood someone covered head to toe in silver armor. The voice suggested it was Rick, but his face was so completely hidden it was impossible to tell.

In front of a puzzled Parfait, the person who seemed to be Rick realized something and took off his helmet.

"Sorry, I guess you couldn't tell who it was with this on."

His silver hair, which matched the silver armor, was naturally wavy, and he was wearing black-rimmed glasses the moment he removed his helmet. His expression was nearly blank, but Parfait, his childhood friend, could tell he was smiling slightly.

"Oh, Rick-kun, congratulations on your AFO debut!"

Natsu and Chris, who were behind Parfait, also came to greet him.

"Kukuku, it seems you have fallen into the game of darkness...!"

"You look quite dashing. However, it is a pity I cannot see your muscles."

Rick sighed a little at their three different reactions.

"You three are the same even in the game. In a way, I'm relieved."

"Eh, you think so? Let's not just stand here and talk, come on in."

"Then I'll come in."

The four of them sat around a single round table. Rick sat across from Parfait, with Natsu to his right and Chris to his left.

Parfait prepared wooden cups filled with orange juice for everyone.

"First, a toast! Well then, Rick-kun, happy birthday!"

As Parfait, Natsu, and Chris raised their cups, Rick, slightly delayed, also raised his cup for a toast. Afterwards, the four of them drank their juice.

Rick's face showed surprise.

"I'd heard rumors, but it really tastes like orange juice. I can't believe this is a virtual reality."

"Right? I was surprised too when Diite-oneechan treated me to a strawberry parfait for the first time."

"I met Diite-san too, but she just gave me my father's and mother's equipment. She told me you guys were preparing food, though."

Parfait, who had forgotten about the birthday until just a moment ago, looked guilty, but Natsu and Chris said nothing and continued drinking their juice.

"Um, that equipment, is it from your parents? Ox-san and Miliara-san, right?"

"Yeah, my father was a tank and my mother was an attacker who wielded a giant sword, apparently. I inherited a giant sword and shield, but I couldn't equip them because of the STR requirement."

"Wow! You inherited their equipment, does that mean you're joining one of the combat guilds?"

"No, I joined the Treasure Hunter Guild."

"Treasure Hunter? Oh, a Treasure Hunter... Huh? Really?"

The Treasure Hunter Guild was a guild where one could learn techniques for disarming traps and unlocking treasure chests. It was possible to level up skills like "Stealth" to disappear and "Silent Steps" to muffle footsteps, but it generally had few combat skills.

"Um, are you going to level up your Treasure Hunter skills with that equipment?"

"That's the plan. I'll also be a tank, but with the three of you, there should be enough attackers. Besides..."

"Besides?"

"The Treasure Hunter Guild is the guild where Sonia-san was the Guild Master. Relic-san wasn't, but I heard he had mastered Treasure Hunter skills, so I thought I'd give it a try too."

"Oh, that connection... Is it true you were named after Relic-san, Rick-kun?"

At that question, Rick, who usually showed little emotion, looked embarrassed.

"You know a lot. That's right. Apparently, my father and mother were helped by Relic-san and Sonia-san at the Foundation's company. I heard they were given my name out of gratitude and respect. Recently, I've been learning various things directly from Relic-san and Sonia-san myself. Every day is fulfilling."

"...Programming stuff, right?"

"...Security stuff."

Parfait had heard a little about Relic from her mother, Esha. It might be true or it might be a lie, but the story was that Relic was a master hacker.

She was a little worried about what he was learning from such a person, but since it was about security, she decided not to pursue it any further.

"Relic-dono, is it. My mother also praised him as a wonderful gentleman. I hear he is over ninety years old, but he still stands with his back straight. If I were a man, I would want to be like him."

"Chris's mother, huh. I heard Relic-san also played this game and roleplayed as a butler. She said he helped her out a lot then."

"Hm, Relic-dono as a butler... I would love to see that."

"Actually, when I said I was going to play this game, he said he would give me some equipment. The butler uniform is in my item bag, as a matter of fact."

As Rick said this, Chris's eyes lit up. They were the eyes of a hunter who had found her prey.

"Try it on."

"...Why?"

"Because I want to see it. It is one thing when you are going on an adventure, but there is no need to be in armor at the base."

"...Could you not look at me with the same eyes you use to look at muscles?"

"I would like you to think of it as praise. Besides, it is your birthday, so that much should be fine, right?"

"It's my birthday, though... Fine. But you owe me one."

"Gu! W, well, I understand. I accept!"

It was a known fact among their childhood friends that owing Rick a favor was not a good idea, but Parfait was a little exasperated that Chris wanted to see it that much. However, just as there were maid cafes, there were also butler cafes, so Parfait also looked at Rick, thinking it might be necessary for that purpose.

In the next moment, Rick's equipment changed. And the three of them exclaimed, "Ooh!"

While he lacked the imposing presence, his appearance as a butler-in-training was quite fitting.

"Mm! A butler worthy of being presented anywhere. To tell you the truth, I also like butlers."

"Chris-chan, that's not exactly a secret..."

Ignoring Chris, who was staring at the butler uniform so intensely it seemed like she would burn a hole through it, Rick looked at the three of them in turn.

"Chris is in a maid uniform. Tastes vary, but is Chris the type to let loose in games? Even though you're on the public morals committee. Parfait is a sister, and Natsu is in a military uniform... You two are just as you are in real life, or rather, you're just going with the flow."

"Diite-oneechan strongly pushed me to wear this."

"The clothes closest to darkness, that is the military uniform!"

"Parfait aside, I still don't understand what Natsu is talking about, but somehow her test scores are better than mine..."

"I am aiming to become a doctor in the future. Tests are merely events to praise me...!"

"Aiming to be what, a back-alley doctor or something?"

"What are you saying, of course I will get a proper medical license. Why would I aim to be a criminal?"

"...I still don't get it."

"There, there. Well then, today is Rick-kun's birthday party, so we're going on a sweet tour journey!"

"It's my birthday party, right?"

"That's right. But we're not making you eat our recommendations, you can choose whatever you like, Rick-kun!"

"...I'll take that as a compromise. Thanks."

"Don't worry about it. Oh, and we have to earn a certain amount of money every month or our furniture will decrease, so I want you to think of a money-making strategy in the game, Rick-kun. Preferably something that earns money without us having to do anything."

"I see. A money-making strategy. But I don't know what's possible in the first place, so I'll have to investigate that first. You're going to Azuma for the sweet tour, right? Then this is market research. Now, let's go!"

Rick became proactive the moment money was mentioned. He was reliable yet scary, and it felt a bit rushed, but Parfait figured it would be fine as they headed towards the Eastern Country's capital, Azuma.



		
			Chapter 435

			Money-Making and Event Investigation

			A week after Rick was able to log in, Parfait and her friends logged in as usual to find Rick waiting for them at the base.

When at the base, Rick wore his butler uniform. He was dressed the same today, but for some reason, his face was more serious than usual. When Rick was like this, Parfait and her friends grew cautious. He was too serious, with no room for fun.

Such a Rick turned to them with a smile. That alone raised their alert level by one.

"I've thought of a money-making strategy. I'd like you to listen for a bit before we go on our adventure."

"Ah, y, you did? W, what kind?"

"Why are you so on guard? Just to confirm, Parfait, you have the Taming Skill, right?"

"I do. Right now I'm trying to tame the Black-Clawed Bishamonten in Azuma, but it just won't warm up to me. That's what's so cute about it, though."

It was possible to befriend event monsters with the Taming Skill, but the probability was low. She had tried many times, but she had yet to succeed, losing battle after battle.

Rick nodded and then turned his gaze to Natsu.

"Natsu, you can create Skeletons with Create Undead, right?"

"They are not Skeletons! They are Chaos Soldiers! I recently changed their name to that!"

"Whatever."

"...I do not expect a clever response from my friend Rick, but is there some significance to my being able to create Skeletons?"

Rick nodded and placed a stack of papers on the table.

Parfait and the others tilted their heads as they looked at the stack of papers. On them was written a method for making money. While Parfait and Natsu were too surprised to say anything, only Chris voiced her admiration.

"This is wonderful. Did you think of all these money-making methods in just one week?"

"I didn't think of them. I just researched the money-making methods that other clans often use. However, whether we can do them is another story."

"But they are broken down so that even we can do them. I see, so there is a way to have pets and Skeletons do various things for us."

Depending on the Taming Skill level, pets could be placed at the base to do various tasks. This was an effective method as they would do it automatically even when the player was logged out.

The same was true for Skeletons created with Create Undead. This also depended on the Necromancy skill level, but they could be stationed at the base permanently.

"The things that pets and Skeletons can do are limited, but if they can automatically do things that make money, we have to do it. If we could create Golems or Homunculi, it would be even easier, but that's difficult for us right now, so that's a money-making strategy for later."

Parfait raised her hand.

"Um, what's this about me raising a cow and a chicken?"

The contents of the document stated, "Parfait will raise a cow and a chicken."

"If you raise a cow, you'll get milk regularly. A chicken will give you eggs. Both are in high demand among players. Probably because they're necessary for making sweets. I'd like to make cheese if possible, but the equipment for that costs too much. With a cow and a chicken, as long as you have feed, you can get a near-permanent income. And they're cute."

"Cute is important!"

"And you have the Cooking Skill, right Parfait? With milk and eggs, you should be able to make high-demand processed goods. Eventually, they can become ingredients for the sweets you'll serve at the cafe."

"...Rick-kun, come to my real shop sometime. I'll have my dad make you coffee."

"I'll have you know, this is something every clan does."

This time, Natsu raised her hand.

"What will become of my Chaos Soldiers? I believe they will not do farm work. Surely you do not mean to crush them and sell their bones?"

"Why would I do that? Skeletons can do logging and mining."

"Hm? Logging and mining?"

"Skeletons can move from the base to a designated location, log or mine, and then bring what they've gathered back to the base."

"So the Undead were the best after all...! This is the dark side...!"

"Why don't you know that, Natsu? Never mind that, but since they go outside the base, there's a possibility they'll be defeated by monsters. If that happens, you won't get anything."

"...Is it alright if we defeat them?"

"That's right. With strong Skeletons, you can get a stable supply of lumber and ore. And there are a lot of trees around here. You should be able to get lumber without fighting monsters. Even regular lumber, the Woodworking Guild should buy as much as you can get."

Rick adjusted his glasses once, then looked at Parfait and the others.

"There are other methods, but they require an initial investment. We should start with the easy ways to make money, and once we've earned a certain amount, we can move on to the next."

"You're amazing, Rick-kun! By the way, how much money can we make a month with these two methods?"

"Unfortunately, it won't reach a hundred thousand G. And this month is already half over. I'd say about thirty to forty thousand G."

"I see. But that will still make things a lot easier."

"That's right. Plus, there's the income from video streaming and the farm's profits, and since Parfait is a ranker, there's also the prize money payment. Putting those together, I'd estimate at least seventy thousand G. We'll have to earn the remaining thirty thousand G separately."

"Yeah, if it's that much, I can earn it by going to a dungeon!"

In order to increase their adventure time, it was necessary to be able to earn money easily, but Rick's money-making strategy was better than expected, so Parfait was convinced that soon they would be able to pay the land tax without doing anything.

And the idea of pets working to earn money was also fantastic. This time it was more like animal husbandry and dairy farming, but for Parfait, who wanted to run an animal cafe in the future, it was like a preliminary stage.

As Parfait was daydreaming about being surrounded by animals in an animal cafe, Chris raised her hand while looking at the document.

"Rick, what is this about streaming combat videos? It does not seem highly recommended."

"Ah, that. Parfait's combat videos seem to be quite popular, so I thought we could earn a decent amount by putting out another video. However, it would be a problem if we stood out too much, so I don't recommend it highly."

Parfait, who had returned from her daydream, looked at the document and said, "Hmm."

"I'm not really interested in rankings and stuff. Besides, I probably wouldn't be able to win if the combat style wasn't realistic, and my opponent might not accept."

"There probably are not many players who would accept a realistic style. But in the combat videos, your opponents would be Natsu and Chris, you know?"

"Eh?"

Parfait hurriedly looked at the document again. It certainly listed Natsu and Chris as her opponents.

"Why?"

"Because you're popular. Right now, the hottest thing is realistic-style combat videos, and among them, Parfait's videos are extremely popular. So, I thought that if Natsu or Chris, who would likely put up a good fight, were the opponents, the video would get a lot of views with the theme of a battle between current high school students."

"That's kind of complicated..."

"As I said before, I don't recommend it because you'll stand out. There are also players who stream videos of singing, dancing, eating contests, and playing with pets, so you could earn money that way, but that would also make you stand out."

"Singing and dancing...!"

Natsu reacted to the words singing and dancing. Rick's reaction to that was complicated.

"By the way, the streaming player with the most video views in the singing and dancing genre is 'Miracle☆Donuts'."

"That is my mother!"

"She has the position of a mysterious music streamer even in the real world, so the fact that one of her works is here in AFO has made her extremely popular. And since she posted right after the in-game video streaming service was launched, it's said that it's impossible to surpass her view count."

Natsu started searching for the video with a complicated expression, looking both happy and regretful.

Seeing this situation, Parfait had a thought.

"I don't think so, but the eating contest videos..."

"Ah, no, it's not them. The famous streamer in that category is someone we don't know."

"Thank goodness... I'm so glad...!"

Parfait let out a happy sigh, as if she had some thought on the matter. Chris patted her on the back.

Rick also smiled wryly, but continued.

"Video streaming has its fads, and even if you post regularly, the number of views will gradually decrease. Since it's unstable, it's better to choose a more stable way to earn money."

"You're right. Thanks to you, Rick-kun, I'm grateful that you're also considering things like a foothold for an animal cafe."

"I'll have you know, when we have more money to spare, I plan to buy a bit more of the surrounding land and grow cacao trees, coffee trees, and sugarcane. I plan to have those cultivated and harvested automatically as well."

"But to have cultivation done automatically, we only have Golems or Homunculi, right?"

"No, that's not the case. There's another way."

"Really?"

"Yeah, using summoning magic."

"Summoning magic, you mean like calling familiars or spirits?"

Rick nodded and took out another document. Everyone leaned in to look at it.

"Automation of cultivation and harvesting by employing demons?"

"Among summoning magic, there's something called demon summoning. If you use that, you can give more detailed instructions. In other words, they'll do farm work for you."

"Wow. But no one has the demon summoning skill... oh."

At Parfait's realization, Rick grinned and adjusted his glasses.

"Ginny will be able to log in by the end of this month, right? There's no doubt she'll be summoning demons."

"Ooh, to think you've thought that far ahead... Rick-kun, you're a cunning one!"

"Why cunning? Anyone can come up with something like this. Besides, we won't know if it'll be profitable until next month. Until then, just earn money normally. I'll be doing farm work and gathering information in Azuma."

"You've done all this, and you still need to gather information?"

"The event starts tomorrow, right? The officials have said they'll be implementing a large-scale update to go with it, so investigation is necessary. I won't miss out on information for making money. A strong start is important in these things."

"You're reliable but scary... But in that case, wouldn't it be fine to start investigating tomorrow?"

Is there any point in gathering information before the update? That's what Parfait thought, but Rick shook his head.

"The officials haven't told the players what kind of update and event there will be. But the staff have been informed in advance. I hear some of the guilds are preparing in a hurry."

"Really?"

"I hear the food and beverage industry is in a rush. The Chef's Guild in particular is making suspicious moves. It's just a guess, but there might be a major update to the Cooking Skill."

"Could it be that more recipes are being added!?"

More new sweets. That was the wish of most female players in this game. Parfait was no exception.

"It's possible, but it's a 'large-scale' update. I don't think they'd exaggerate that much just for adding recipes. It's possible that a new system will be introduced to the Cooking Skill."

"...I don't know why, but I'm getting really excited...!"

"Sorry to get your hopes up, but it might be completely unrelated. It's just my prediction, so don't get your hopes up too high."

That might be so, but for Parfait, it was her first update and event. Although it was Rick's prediction, the fun of imagining such things only grew.

Unable to contain her excitement, Parfait, along with Natsu and Chris, charged into a dungeon to make money.



		
			Chapter 436

			The Hestia Festival

			AFO had a large-scale update, and its contents were released on the same day.

The main new feature was the ability to create original dishes.

While it required real-world cooking techniques, players could now make dishes that were not in the recipe book. It wasn't possible to add ingredients to pre-existing items like chocolate parfaits, but it was now possible to create an original parfait from scratch.

Cooking Skill was irrelevant for original dishes, and players could try their hand using only their real-world cooking abilities. However, these dishes had no buff effects whatsoever, making it a system purely for enjoying the taste. To get buff effects, one had to use the existing cooking system.

For some players, this was a completely meaningless update, but since ingredients were often cheap, even those who had never cooked before were trying various things.

The "Hestia Festival" event that started at the same time was a competition where players registered their original dishes and competed for rankings. The rankings would be decided a month later based on player votes.

By the time Parfait and her friends logged in that evening, hundreds of dishes had already been registered, and it had turned into a festive frenzy.

Parfait, Natsu, and Chris wanted to head to Azuma right away, but for now, they were waiting for Rick and talking about the event.

"It's amazing that we can make original dishes! But what's Hestia, the event name?"

"From what I have heard, it is the name of a goddess. The goddess of the hearth and furnace. Since it is a cooking event, that is likely the name. Be that as it may, I tried it for a moment, and I could cut a cucumber normally with a knife. It is far too realistic. Are we sure we are not logging into another world under the pretense of logging into a game...?"

"I understand what Natsu means, but we were able to chew food from the beginning, so that much was probably possible. However, how much programming would it take to be able to cook just like in reality? I am more surprised by that."

Actions that were simple in reality were a different story when it came to programming them. It was an act that could be compared to programming the universe, but the one making it possible was Diite, whom Parfait called her big sister.

"Diite-oneechan must have worked really hard. It would be rude not to enjoy this to the fullest."

"Indeed. I think it would be best to make something with the large quantity of cucumbers we have."

"Please try making rice bran pickles. By the way, about the money-making strategy Rick mentioned yesterday, what happened with the cow and chicken? I logged out first after we disbanded after the dungeon crawl."

"I went to the Tamer Guild yesterday after that and made a contract. I set them to be placed at the base, so they should be here, but where?"

"Surely they are not in my room... no, I do not believe they were there when I logged in."

"Then they might be outside. I would like to build a fence or a stable for them if possible... Rick is not here yet, so could you show me first?"

Parfait nodded and they all left the base's dining hall and headed outside.

The cow and chicken were right outside, but they were ravaging the fields.

"A cow and a chicken eating strawberries. I am a little surprised."

"That's not good! Those are for selling!"

"Parfait, I do not know much about tamers, but should you not specify what they are allowed to eat? Discipline is important, you know."

"I did set that properly... It's all gone!"

There was nothing left in the dishes for the cow and chicken. As of yesterday, she had put a large amount of barley and corn in them, but it was all completely gone.

Parfait hurriedly added more barley and corn to the dishes, and the cow and chicken stopped eating the strawberries and went back to their food. But they were eating with incredible vigor.

"Good, the damage was minimal... I'll just harvest the strawberries now."

"I think to myself. A pet resembles its owner...!"

"Natsu, I think there are some things that you shouldn't say even if you think them."

Parfait was a little concerned by Natsu's words. According to the explanation at the Tamer Guild, the pet AI had its own personality and behavioral tendencies. However, it could also be influenced by its owner.

If strength was influenced, that would be one thing, but if a big appetite was influenced, it was a little embarrassing. Even if the feed was relatively cheap, if it was consumed in large quantities, it would increase the necessary expenses. That was a matter that Rick would be angry about.

However, once she had made them her pets, she had to take responsibility for them until the end. That was a lesson from Maris, Siegfried's owner.

"W, well, they say the more trouble they are, the cuter they are, right? Even if the food costs a lot, I'll take care of them to the end!"

"I am still human, so I understand what you mean, but... hm? Have you already named them? Let's see... Michelangelo?"

"The chicken is Leonardo... I take it these are figures you recently learned about in art or history?"

"Ah, you got it? Napoleon would have been fine too, but I tried to go with an art theme!"

It was unclear why she went with that theme, but Parfait must have had some thought, as she named the cow Michelangelo and the chicken Leonardo.

Parfait petted the cow, Michelangelo, and then the chicken, Leonardo. The two of them mooed and clucked respectively. That alone made Parfait think they were so cute she could faint.

"Still, I'm glad this was before the event. The price of ingredients is probably going to soar, so there was a chance the price of cows and chickens would have gone up too."

Chris nodded at her words.

"They will undoubtedly soar for a while. The ingredients for making original dishes are specified. It would not be strange for their prices to rise."

"It might be a so-so event for people who can't cook, so a lot of people will probably just treat it as a period for making money."

"There will be players like that, but it seems it is not so so-so. Since the number of votes is limited, players are apparently advertising all over the place. And they are introducing their dishes in videos too. Because of that, it has now become a festive occasion that could be called a festival of food."

"Are there food stalls? Should we go eat our way through them?"

"What are you saying? The three of you will be participating in the original dish category."

As a voice came from the base's building, Rick in his butler uniform stood at the entrance.

"Ah, Rick-kun."

"I was late because I was investigating various things. From the looks of it, you've managed to secure the cow and chicken."

"Yeah, I bought them at the Tamer Guild yesterday."

"It may be a small amount, but we need a source of revenue."

"Ah, um, but you know, they seem to be big eaters like me... The feed costs a lot, but it's not their fault!"

"Why would a cow or chicken be at fault? You don't have to defend them like that, I'm not going to tell you to exchange them, so don't worry."

Parfait let out a sigh of relief, saying, "Thank goodness.". However, it was conversely scary that the efficiency-focused Rick said nothing about the increased feed costs.

"But are you sure? The profit will decrease, you know...?"

"I am not an expert, but I heard that pets have various traits. But basically, they are not only demerit. My research indicates that a trait like a big appetite also comes with a trait that increases production efficiency."

"Increases production efficiency...?"

"Compared to normal cows and chickens, the output of milk and eggs increases. From my perspective, both are winners. I want to praise you for a job well done."

Parfait exclaimed, "Ooh!" and hugged Michelangelo and Leonardo. The two of them looked at Parfait with a "What?" expression, but they soon resumed eating.

"And they should be able to eat cucumbers too. You said you had a surplus that you couldn't get rid of, but this will solve that."

"What! Then the rare item I obtained that increases cucumbers will have a use after all!?"

"More than a use, it is essential for us right now. Make sure to get cucumbers every day. Well, they apparently get into a bad mood if they eat only the same feed. By the way, how are the Skeletons?"

Natsu looked puzzled for a moment, then clapped her hands.

"The Chaos Soldiers, you mean. I created them with Create Undead as you said. I also set them to the base and to procure lumber, but... it seems they have not returned yet."

"Not back yet...? Then they might have been defeated. Could you check the status of the Skeletons?"

Natsu did as she was told and checked their status from the system menu.

"Hm? It seems they are still logging. It takes surprisingly long. Kukuku, so they will not let us earn money so easily...!"

"Still logging? Even though you had them doing it since yesterday?"

"Since there is no lumber at the base, I think that is the case, but could it be that my Chaos Soldiers are too weak...?"

Rick put a hand to his chin and thought. Then he adjusted his glasses with a flick.

"Did you give them axes?"

"Axes? To the Chaos Soldiers?"

"It takes a long time, or rather, it's impossible to cut down trees with bare hands. You should recall them and give them axes."

"Mumumu! So that is it! Then I shall give them my logging axe, 'Crescent of Condemnation'!"

"It's just a 'Woodcutter's Axe,' right? Well, lumber isn't that expensive right now, so it's not a problem. Let's try again."

As Rick said that, Natsu immediately started fiddling with the system menu to recall the Skeletons.

While Parfait was hugging the pets and Natsu was operating the Skeletons, Chris looked at Rick.

"By the way, you were talking about cooking earlier, are we going to make an original dish?"

"Of course. Even if we can't get first place, there's a participation prize. And if we can rank high, we can get in-game currency. There's nothing to lose, so we should do it."

"Something that can rank high?"

"It's divided into categories, so I think there's a chance to rank."

"Categories?"

"Like a sweets category and a meat dish category. The top hundred in each category get prize money, so I want you to be prepared to enter all categories."

"Surely not a protein category? If so, I can prepare a supremely easy-to-drink concoction..."

"There's no such thing... Don't lose your motivation so openly. Besides, you're planning to run a cafe here, right? If you make a name for yourself with original sweets and dishes, you can use it to attract customers later."

"Rick-kun, you should become the manager of our real shop!"

Parfait, who had been playing with her pets until just now, cut into Rick's conversation. She wasn't just playing around, she had been listening properly.

Rick shook his head at Parfait's request.

"I'm going to start my own company, so that's impossible. Well, I'll give you advice. For a price."

"Please apply a friend discount... Anyway, registering a dish as a cafe menu item is a good idea!"

"That's right. With this update, a lot of new ingredients have been added. If we can serve delicious original dishes, it should become a selling point for the cafe."

"Good, good! But in reality, I can only make things like parfaits..."

She was quite confident in her parfait-making, taught by her mother, Esha. It was possible that her mother just wanted to eat the failed creations she made, but she had been taught since she was a small child and had improved to the point where it wouldn't be a problem to serve them in a shop.

She could make other dishes, but it was difficult to make them as deliciously as her father, Hayato. It was unclear how realistic the current system was, but even if it was impossible in reality, it wouldn't result in something super delicious in virtual reality.

"Sweets aside, there's someone who's good at cooking, so it should be fine."

Parfait tilted her head at Rick's words.

It was rude to say, but Natsu and Chris were out. Natsu, whose cooking was said to turn everything into dark matter, and Chris, a protein supremacist, would not be called good at cooking.

"Um, who are you talking about?"

"In five days, Ginny will be able to log in. I heard Ginny is good at cooking?"

"Oh, right, Ginny-chan. She celebrates someone's birthday almost every week."

"I don't really get it, but I heard she got good at cooking because she was making her favorite characters' favorite foods to celebrate their birthdays. Can you explain what that means specifically?"

"Um, characters in manga, games, and other fictional works also have birthdays, you know, and on that day, you make that character's favorite food to celebrate. Her recent favorite was 'Heart-Pounding Pandemonium,' I think? By the way, there's a heart mark between 'Heart-Pounding' and 'Pandemonium'."

"...What is that?"

"It's a shojo manga written by the twin manga artists 'Shirokuro.' The main character is a girl who gets doted on by handsome student demons. Ginny-chan emphasized that this 'doted on' part is the key. She said it makes her nose bleed."

"She says things like her nose bleeds with that face of hers... and Shirokuro...? Those two are from Foundation Pisces..."

"There are rumors like that. They sometimes come to the shop with Parsha-san, but they say their names are Blanc and Noir, so it's not them. I got their autographs, but pretending not to know is the mature thing to do, Rick-kun."

Getting their autographs and then pretending not to know was one thing, but Rick seemed to be convinced.

"I understand about the author. So, you're saying she celebrates a manga character's birthday in real life?"

"That's right. It seems to be quite a big thing online. Ginny-chan says 'doing it one-on-one is proper etiquette and justice,' so she seems to shut off the internet on those days."

"I understand the situation. In that case, she must be good at making her favorite character's favorite food. Then we can expect good things."

Rick said, nodding.

Looking at Rick, Parfait remembered something.

She had read the manga "Heart-Pounding Pandemonium" at Ginny's recommendation. There was a demon with glasses, a cunning personality, silver hair, and a butler uniform. Her memory was a little hazy, but she thought he resembled the Rick in front of her.

She had a feeling there might be some trouble, but she decided to stop thinking about it. More importantly, she had to enjoy the update and the event, so she invited everyone to head to Azuma.



		
			Chapter 437

			The Perfect Young Lady

			Five days into the Hestia Festival event, Parfait and her friends were creating original dishes, just as Rick had told them to.

They were doing quite well financially this month. The livestock farming that Rick had suggested had turned into a significant source of profit. It had only been five days, but eggs and milk were selling for surprisingly high prices, so they had already met their quota.

They had a large surplus of cucumbers, which served as pet food, from when they had defeated the Kappa, and a rare item gave them a small amount of cucumbers every day. Pets would get cranky if they ate the same thing all the time, so it wasn't their only food source, but having nearly free pet food was also efficient.

Parfait was already considering whether to get a second cow and chicken, but when she thought about it, she realized her Taming Skill wasn't high enough. The number of pets she could keep at their base was still just two. This lit a secret fire in her to raise her Taming Skill.

In addition, the lumber from Natsu's skeletons' logging efforts sold reasonably well. Wood was used more for furniture than for weapons and armor, but it had the advantage of having a steady demand, so its price didn't crash easily. It wasn't a huge moneymaker, but for Parfait and the others, it was an important source of income right now.

With all that, this month's payments were not an issue. The problem was the food for the event.

"Chris-chan, I really don't think we should add protein powder…"

"But if we don't, our dish will have no selling point, will it?"

"I don't think we have to make protein our selling point, you know?"

"She is right, my friend. We should make a dish with a dark side theme our selling point. Something like 'Stew of the Writhing Stars'. No, perhaps 'Spaghetti of the Screaming Sundial'…!"

"That's why I'm saying, let's compete on taste, okay? Let's start with the basics, the basics."

Why did they skip past application and run straight to originality when they hadn't even mastered the basics? It was like trying to make an omelet without eggs. She wanted to ask what they thought they could accomplish, but unfortunately, Parfait herself wasn't that skilled at cooking either. She had a slight grasp of the basics, and that was about it.

It was fine to register a dish that made you hesitate to eat it for the event. That was for the novelty factor, so if they were aiming for that category, it would be okay. But it would be a little traumatic if the dish they worked so hard on ended up ranking high in the novelty category.

She had tried some of the dishes registered in Azuma that were being sold on the street, and they were so delicious that Parfait had gone back for three helpings. That cheesecake was good enough to eat every day. Parfait suspected that the sweets category would be a highly competitive one.

Parfait had managed to make a few dishes that were presentable, but they were just ordinary, edible fare. They were fine for a regular meal, but it would be difficult to rank high in the event. She was seriously contemplating whether she should ask her father, Hayato, for advice.

But she felt a little hesitant to ask her busy father for advice on cooking in a game.

"I guess we'll just have to count on Ginny-chan…"

"Indeed, Ginny will likely handle cooking flawlessly. It is a shame we cannot be of more help in the event, but everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. That said, we are still inexperienced. I believe we have room to grow if we try hard."

"My friend Chris speaks wisely. Yes, we are just getting started. Let us take this opportunity to learn cooking from Ginny. By the way, has our friend Rick, who always looks at us with such pity, logged in yet?"

"He said he's stopping by Relic-san's and Sonia-san's place today, so he'll be a little late."

"Hmph, is that so. To tell the truth, I also have a small errand tomorrow, so I will be late logging in."

"Oh, really? What kind of errand?"

"Do not gaze into the abyss. That is all I can say."

Natsu chuckled, "Kukuku," but she was looking away quite pointedly.

Parfait watched her, puzzled, but it was Chris who clapped her hands together.

"Ah, it is your tutoring day. It is wonderful that you study regularly, even without a test."

"Huh? Tutoring? Nacchan? This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"Wait, wait, wait. My friend Chris, how do you know that?"

Natsu, looking flustered, questioned Chris, but Chris answered as if it were nothing.

"The information flowed to me from the various networks I have in place. It is a maid's propriety."

"What kind of propriety is that? And don't set up networks to get information on your friends."

"My mother says that information is a maid's greatest weapon."

Parfait had no idea what kind of educational philosophy that was, but she was surprised by the fact that it wasn't particularly surprising. If it was Chris's mother, Silva, it wouldn't be strange for her to say something like that.

The real issue, however, was with Natsu.

"Why were you trying to hide that you were just studying?"

"…It's that thing. 'A talented hawk hides its claws.' That."

"Is that the right way to use that saying? Oh, wait a second. A tutor? Who's the tutor?"

Natsu averted her gaze so quickly that anyone could tell. Parfait tried to follow it by standing in front of Natsu, but the more Parfait moved, the more Natsu's head turned to the side, preventing their eyes from meeting.

"I, I invoke my right to remain silent. It is my right!"

"I know! It's Ruth-san! Your tutor is Ruth-san, isn't it!?"

"It's not. Not at all. Completely off the mark. As off the mark as an asteroid hitting Earth."

"Natsu, is that not on the mark, then?"

Contrary to Chris's calm retort, Natsu was so flustered that her dark side persona vanished.

"By the way, speaking of Ruth-dono…"

"Right. She's a doctor who works at Colony Hospital. She's like Nacchan's father, Mist-san's, apprentice or successor."

"Hmm…? I see, I understand completely. Natsu, love is a wonderful thing. The full bloom of youth, I see."

"It's not like that at all, you've got it all wrong. Also, please don't say embarrassing things like love and youth."

"Calm down, Natsu. There is nothing to be embarrassed about. And listen, love is a battle. Deliver the finishing blow when they are weak. Most men will fall for that. The best time to strike is when they have a cold."

"Chris-chan, Ruth-san's a doctor, so I don't think she gets sick that easily. And did you just make a pun on 'visiting' someone who's sick and 'visiting' an attack upon them?"

"Hmph? Is that no good? In that case, I hear the move of pretending to be drunk and leaning on them is effective. My mother told me so."

"We're underage, you know?"

"Why is it that every single one of my acquaintances is such a blockhead… I told you it's not like that. Listen, this conversation is over."

"But I wonder what love feels like. My heart pounds when I see dogs and cats, you know? Like, that 'kyun' feeling in your chest?"

"I have experience with that as well. When I see magnificent muscles, I get the urge to shadowbox. Apparently, my mother looked at my father and the word 'kyun' just came out of her mouth. Has that not happened to you, Natsu? Like, a wave of darkness is about to burst from your heart?"

"I have realized something. You are all just children!"

As they were having this innocent, or perhaps volatile, conversation, a knock came from the base's door.

"Hello, it's Ginny. Is Parfait-san here?"

Ginny had finally arrived. Her voice was like the tinkling of bells. It was a voice they heard all the time, but its power was greater when they couldn't see her through the door.

Parfait immediately opened the door.

"Ginny-chan, welco—"

Parfait stopped mid-sentence.

A beautiful girl was standing before her.

She had translucent white skin, beautiful long platinum blonde hair, and was smiling while holding a black parasol, dressed in a Gothic Lolita outfit based in dark reds and blacks.

Parfait met Ginny often in the real world, but combined with the young lady-like coordination, she had a look that could only be called perfect. Even Natsu and Chris, who were peeking from behind Parfait, were stunned.

But that very Ginny looked at the three of them and covered her mouth with her left hand. And for some reason, her eyes welled with tears.

"G, Ginny-chan? What's wrong?"

"Oh my god, I can stan this! What, what should I do, this is such a blessing…!"

"Ginny-chan?"

Rather than tearing up, Ginny was looking at Parfait and the others with an ecstatic expression. Then, as if she had reached some limit, she collapsed and sat on the floor. And in a ladylike fashion, she sat with her legs to one side.

"Thank you!"

"Huh? For what?"

"Because, a sister, a military uniform, and a maid…! It's too precious… I want to throw money at this…!"

"Ginny-chan, calm down."

It was business as usual, in a way, but seeing Ginny dressed more like a young lady than usual and speaking in such a tone created a gap so wide it made one's brain short-circuit.

Ginny was still sitting on the floor, breathing a little too hard.

"But, but this… is this heaven? I'm so happy I could die…!"

"It's not heaven, it's just regular virtual reality."

"As always, my friend Ginny is going at full throttle."

"She has fallen to the dark side in a different vector from Natsu."

"Huh? I'm not like that, am I…?"

"Ah, this is bad, seriously bad. I think I'm going to get a nosebleed. I feel like my real self is having a major nosebleed right now. But I have no regrets!"

"That would be a forced logout situation, so you're still okay."

That wasn't the point, but Parfait and the others waited for Ginny to calm down.

A few minutes later, Ginny, while still muttering "This is bad," finally caught her breath.

"I'm sorry, everyone. But telling me not to get excited by this is like telling me not to breathe."

"It's okay. Ginny-chan is always like this when her manga comes out, so we're used to it. It just lasted a little longer today."

"Because it's so realistic…! And you all look so good… wait? Is this legal? I'm not going to get arrested?"

"Don't say such unsettling things. Anyway, the most eye-catching person here is you, Ginny-chan. Your beautiful girl level has gone past the max limit and broken through."

"Hmph, I agree. You look like a noble lady from a work of fiction."

"An young lady completely unrelated to muscles. She looks like she has never held anything heavier than chopsticks."

"Huh? Seriously? As expected from the Black Rose brand. Isn't it amazing that even I can become a young lady?"

She looked like a young lady from any angle, but perhaps her self-esteem was low, because Ginny was the type to get excited about others rather than herself. No matter how you looked at it, it was her own appearance, not the clothes, but they had given up trying to convince her after she refused to believe them so many times.

"Oh, that's right. It's late, but happy birthday!"

As Parfait said that, Natsu and Chris followed suit.

"Thank you—oh my god, that smile is the best. Can I take a screenshot?"

"From the way your right hand is moving, you're already taking one, aren't you? More importantly, let's start the birthday party. I've prepared a lot, so eat up."

Parfait placed a large amount of sweets on the table. Drinks and other dishes came out as well, and the quantity was staggering.

"Ah, I'm so happy. Having my friends in cosplay celebrate my birthday… can you do this in the real world too?"

"We'll go to your house after we log out. We won't be in cosplay though—hey, don't look so devastated."

"Yeah, you're right. It's okay, I'll have the costumes ready. Leave the preparations to me. I've bought enough 'Easy Cosplay Kits' from Mikan-neesama's company for everyone. Oh, it's okay, they're wholesome."

"When I said we won't, I didn't mean because we don't have them—are there unwholesome ones?"

"Sorry, I'm late."

Rick came down from the second floor of the base, dressed in a butler's uniform. When Rick saw Ginny's appearance, he adjusted his glasses.

"It's already started, huh. Ginny, happy birth—"

"Ashley-sama!"

"W, what?"

Ginny stared at Rick with a surprised expression. From the context, she had called Rick "Ashley-sama." But no matter how you looked at it, he was Rick, not someone named Ashley.

"It's Ashley-sama from DokiPan! Huh? No way!? What, did you cross the dimensional wall!? Or did I cross it!?"

"…What is Ginny talking about?"

That's when Parfait remembered.

"There's a demon character named Ashley in the manga Heart-Pounding Pandemonium. If you look closely, he looks just like Rick-kun. The butler uniform, the glasses, the silver hair, there are too many similarities."

"Exactly! It's perfect! Ahh, silver-haired, glasses-wearing, black-bellied, sexy demon Ashley-sama… Seriously, I want you to sweep me away…! Or I want to sweep you away…!"

An unsettling adjective had slipped in, but everyone ignored it.

The bigger problem was Rick, who was making a displeased face. He didn't seem angry, but his brow was furrowed quite deeply. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was the most furrowed it had ever been.

Rick let out a long sigh before speaking.

"Let me make this clear, I'm Rick, okay? Not Ashley or anyone else. I'm not cosplaying either."

"I know, of course I know! By the way, Rick-kun. I have a once in a lifetime favor to ask you!"

"This is the fifth time you've asked for a once in a lifetime favor."

"Please say, 'You just have to do as I say, kitten.' It's a line from volume three, page twenty-seven, second panel. It's a major screaming point."

"Are you telling me to die?"

"I'm not! Come on? Please? Just a little! Oh, can I record it? I'll treasure it! I promise I'll treasure it! Fine! I'll make it a family heirloom! And I'll throw money at you, Rick-kun!"

"Stop trying to get your way with money. And you guys, stop just eating and help me."

"Once Ginny-chan gets like this, it's not going to end for a while."

"This is the first time I've seen this side of Ginny…"

"Ginny-chan usually puts on an act. Several, in fact."

"…She should have kept it on."

"Ah! That's a line from volume eight, page one hundred and twelve! You know your stuff!"

"Rick-kun, it looks like you've drawn your weapon, but if it's PvP, please do it outside."

After that, the verbal battle between Ginny and Rick continued, and somehow Rick emerged victorious, managing to avoid saying the socially fatal line.



		
			Chapter 438

			Memories are the Best Seasoning

			The day after Ginny logged in, Parfait, Chris, and Ginny were gathered around a table at their base.

Natsu was studying at home, and Rick was not present, citing significant psychological damage from the day before. Natsu would be logging in later, and while Rick was logged in, he was off by himself in Azuma.

"I wanted to thank Ashley-sama—I mean, Rick-kun properly, but it's a shame I don't think I'll be able to see him today."

"Well, you did make quite a scene yesterday. Rick-kun even cosplayed in the real world. He's so conscientious, in a way."

"Totally! I'm so happy, seriously happy! Abel-kun would do it without any fuss, but Rick-kun doing it so reluctantly gets a perfect two hundred points from me! Haah, I can feel the nourishment seeping in…"

Perhaps recalling the real world birthday party held at her house yesterday, Ginny had an expression that could be described as rapturous at best, or a forbidden, lust-filled look at worst.

"Rick-kun was on the verge of death, though. Anyway, Ginny-chan, when you say nourishment, you're super healthy, right? You're great at sports and everything."

"Parfait-chan, girls need a certain kind of nourishment. Just like how Instructor Ren would die if she didn't hear some love gossip regularly. You'd be in a dangerous situation too if you didn't watch dog and cat videos, wouldn't you, Parfait-chan?"

"I understand perfectly."

Presented with the most perfect analogy possible, Parfait understood Ginny's feelings. She too couldn't live without her daily dose of animal videos.

"Chris-chan also needs her daily dose of muscles, right?"

"I see, you mean psychological nourishment. In that case, I can understand. In my case, I can absorb that nourishment as long as I can feel myself training, even without seeing it. Muscle soreness is particularly good."

"That's a bit harder to understand, actually."

"It was in that romantic comedy manga I borrowed, wasn't it? Even if they get along well, they have a falling out once, and then they become lovey-dovey. It is like the calm after the storm."

"I understand completely! A spice of fasting in a situation of nutritional overload… Enduring that allows you to absorb enough nutrients to cause a super rebound! As expected of Chris-chan, your words are flawless…!"

It was debatable whether that analogy was appropriate, but with everyone in the group playing the fool, the conversation proceeded without any issues.

After some more idle chatter, Chris spoke up, saying, "Come to think of it."

"About that cosplay kit from yesterday, is that a product from Mikan-san's company? If I recall, Mikan-san was the president of 'Hyper Toy Maker,' the toy company directly under Lunaria-san, wasn't she?"

"That's right. Mikan-neesama is the president. And my mother is her secretary, and my father is the vice president. The cosplay kit from yesterday was a prototype that hasn't been released yet, so they were happy that everyone's feedback would be very helpful. Me too, of course. Everyone looked so good… Just thinking about it is seriously amazing, I could die… Oh, I'll send you some thank you sweets later. I'll send the picture and video data too."

"Ginny-chan's parents, huh. I think they're old acquaintances of my dad's, and Mikan-san too."

"I haven't heard the details, but it seems they met within AFO. My father was in a clan called the Demon Summoning Research Association and apparently fought against Hayato-sama's clan."

"The gentle-looking Adrian-san being into demon summoning doesn't really click, though."

"On the contrary, he's apparently a full-fledged demon summoner who's also a vampire and carries a coffin on his back. As expected of my father, I decided to go with that style myself and joined the Demon Summoner's Guild."

"Ginny-chan, you're on the same dark side level as Nacchan."

"I believe Nacchan and I share the same attribute. Also, my mother is a demon secretary serving Demon King Mikan-oneesama… I can stan my own parents…!"

"Lindsey-san, right. Players can't choose a race like demon, so why was she a demon character player?"

"That's probably because my mother, who admired Mikan-neesama, used summoning techniques to have the strongest demon descend into her own body. After that, my mother, pursued by exorcists, happened to meet my father and they went on the run, during which a passionate love blossomed between them… I'm sure of it!"

"You say 'probably' but end with 'I'm sure of it'."

Taking Chris's calm retort in stride, the three continued their idle chatter.

About thirty minutes later, a voice chat came in from Rick.

He wanted them to come up with a dish for the event. He also wanted Ginny to work on leveling her Demon Summoning skill. And he added that he would be acting alone for a while due to severe mental fatigue.

"Chatting is fun, but since we're playing a game, we should enjoy that part too. Besides, we put Rick-kun through a lot, so we need to get serious. I guess we'll start with the cooking."

"If it's cooking, I was asked yesterday, so I've come up with some ideas."

"You work fast! You're the best cook among us, Ginny-chan, so I have high expectations."

"Leave it to me. Here you go."

Ginny took several pieces of paper out of her item bag. There was a system in AFO that allowed you to write out information from the real world onto paper in the game, and Ginny had used it.

Parfait and Chris took the papers from a proud-looking Ginny and immediately read through them.

Parfait tilted her head.

"'The Nikujaga a High Schooler Tried Her Best to Make for Her Boyfriend on Their First At-Home Date'?"

Similarly, Chris tilted her head.

"'The Cookies a High Schooler Who Loves to Bake Secretly Made for His Girlfriend'?"

There were other dish names written with an emphasis on "high schooler." The dishes themselves were normal, but there were too many extra adjectives.

With eyes that clearly said, "What is this?" the two looked at Ginny. Ginny took a sip from her teacup, pinky finger extended, and smiled.

"We'll lure them in with the dish names."

"Ginny-chan?"

"It's fine. High schooler, that's a high point. A so-called moe point. It's a path of youth that every AFO user must have walked, it'll resonate with a wide range of generations. It might even be a critical hit. Nostalgia guaranteed."

"No, um…"

"Simply put, since we can't win on taste, we'll compete with 'memories.' Yes, memories are the best seasoning…! That's what Mackenroe-sama from DokiPan says. Even if you haven't had such an experience, your imagination is infinite, so you can easily imagine it, don't worry. There's also research showing that memories are mostly fabricated, so it's okay!"

"Uh, umm?"

"And since 'high schooler' serves as an indulgence, even if the taste is bad, it'll be passed off as charming. In fact, the fact that it's not too delicious is the selling point. In other words, victory is assured. We might even have a shot at winning."

Parfait thought that it bordered on fraud, but she also thought that at least the high schooler part wasn't a lie.

"Besides, when it comes to cooking, it's less about whether it's delicious and more about who made it. For example, a dish named 'The Slightly Off-Tasting Omelette Rice I Made for My Dad for the First Time.' That'll strike a chord with men in their thirties and older."

She could sort of understand that. When Parfait made a dish for her father, Hayato, for the first time, he ate it with tears in his eyes. Even though it tasted a bit off, he kept saying it was delicious as he ate. Afterward, Diite had made the unreasonable demand, "Is there none for me?"

"I think luring them with the name is a good idea. The important thing with these things is to get them to try it first."

"You're for it, Chris-chan?"

"Yes. I like this 'Aim for Muscle, The Ultimate Protein Dish'."

"That's just your personal preference, isn't it?"

"'High School Maid's Tea Time Set' is also fine."

"Couldn't we just leave out the 'high school' part?"

"That is the best selling point. However, since it mostly appeals to men, I've also prepared 'High School Butler's Tea Time Set.' Let's leave this one to Rick-kun. No woman dislikes a butler, so it will be fine. And of course, no man dislikes a maid!"

Ginny gave Chris a thumbs-up. Chris nodded and gave a thumbs-up in return.

When these two teamed up, she couldn't win. Parfait had her doubts about luring people in with names, but she also thought they weren't wrong. A huge number of dishes were already registered, and it was true that they needed to stand out in various ways to get people to choose theirs.

Besides, an event is a festival. It's also true that the one who has the most fun wins. If they made something that tasted good but had a clickbait name, it wouldn't be quite a scam.

"I get the idea of luring them with the name, but let's make sure it tastes good, okay? It's not a scam, but anything that feels like one is forbidden. So, Ginny-chan, you have to teach us how to cook properly."

"As expected of Parfait-chan. It is only natural if you aim to be like your father, Hayato-sama. Of course, I will teach you with my entire being."

Just as they decided to cook properly, Natsu arrived.

Anyone could see she was in a great mood.

"I have arrived! Fuhaha, today's dark side is filled with light!"

Parfait wondered if a dark side filled with light was a good thing, but she could guess why Natsu was in such a good mood. In fact, it would be strange not to know. Her study session with Ruth had been enjoyable.

"Welcome, Nacchan. Are you done with your studies?"

"Of course! To learn one thing and know ten, that is who I am!"

She must have been studying with incredible concentration. Parfait wondered if that was a good thing when studying with someone you like, but she vowed not to say anything.

"Hmph? Are the three of you researching a dish to make?"

Natsu said as she picked up the papers spread on the table. Then she nodded.

"I see, as expected of my friend Ginny, a plan to lure them in by name."

"As I thought, Nacchan and I share the same attribute. Our direction is different, but as a fellow resident of the dark side, I knew you would understand immediately."

Parfait wondered if there were different directions even within the same dark side, as she prepared drinks and snacks for Natsu.

Natsu, who had been looking at the dish names while flipping through the papers, suddenly stopped, her body twitching once. She was completely still, as if time had stopped just for her.

"Did one of the dishes strike a chord with you, Nacchan? Let's see…"

Parfait peeked at the paper Natsu was looking at from the side.

Written on the paper she was holding was "The Valentine's Chocolate a High Schooler Was Too Embarrassed to Give."

"…Nacchan, do you have experience with this, by any chance?"

"It's not like that. Not at all. They ate it just fine. I gave it to my father and mother and said, 'Please have some if you'd like.' Of course, I also camouflaged the handmade ones to look store-bought."

Parfait wondered why she had to go to such strategic lengths, but she hadn't denied giving chocolate in her haste. There was a limit to how flustered one could get.

"Natsu, you always deny it, but are you concerned about the age difference? Do not worry, everyone is equal before muscles."

"My friend, are muscles a religion? And it is not like that."

"Nacchan, as someone who walks the same path, please let me say this. Even though we're both on the dark side, you're Law and I'm Chaos, but our core is the same."

"So my dark side is order. But you do not need to say anything. In fact, please do not."

"To complain about obstacles in love when your crush is in the same dimension is just being spoiled. The real challenges in love begin when you're in different dimensions."

"I now understand why my friend's dark side is chaos. Now, this conversation is over. Let us train on the cooking again tomorrow, for today let us level up our skills. We need to make money too, do we not?"

It was a blatant change of topic, but Parfait went along with it.

It wouldn't be bad to keep talking about this love-gossip-like thing, but unfortunately, it was too chaotic. And she didn't think she could get any more information out of Natsu. She'd just have to look forward to the next development.

"Well then, since today is like Ginny-chan's combat debut, shall we fight somewhere with a low difficulty?"

Everyone agreed to her words, and the four of them headed off to level up their skills.



		
			Chapter 439

			Hoarding and the Event's Secret

			Since the event began, Parfait and her friends had been diligently studying cooking under Ginny's tutelage.

They were using the slightly unfair tactic of luring people in with dish names, but that aside, they also wanted the food to taste good. Parfait, as well as Natsu and Chris, seemed to share this sentiment and were working hard without cutting corners.

Parfait was even trying her best in the real world, learning various things from her father, Hayato. And Hayato, overjoyed to be teaching his daughter how to cook, teared up, while her mother, Esha, proudly declared, "Leave the taste testing to me."

And so, Parfait and her friends became capable of making reasonably tasty dishes. However, there was still time before the event's dish registration. Aiming for even greater heights, Parfait logged in full of energy today as well.

Natsu and Rick had apparently already logged in and were sitting at a table in the base. On the table were sweets and cups of freshly poured tea, which filled the air with a pleasant aroma.

Parfait greeted the two of them and then her gaze turned to the sweets and tea.

"What's all this?"

Unlike the usual haphazardly placed sweets, these were arranged on what was called a cake stand or afternoon tea stand, with about three tiers of treats, making for a lovely presentation. The arrangement gave off a sense of elegance.

It seemed a waste to disturb this perfect balance, but for some reason, Rick had a grim look on his face.

"It's the 'High School Butler's Tea Time Set' that Ginny made me make."

"You made this, Rick-kun, even though you've never baked before!?"

Parfait was so shocked it felt like Rick had assaulted her with his domestic skills. It was so well done that she wanted to serve it when she opened her own cafe.

"Just so you know, it's only the appearance. I don't guarantee the taste. I wanted to get an objective opinion, so I was going to have everyone try it, but only Natsu was here, so I was wondering what to do."

"Am I not being subtly dissed here? I am quite particular about taste, you know?"

"No, no. I meant I could only get one person's opinion. It's good that Parfait is here, but are Chris and Ginny not here yet?"

"Today's Chris-chan's gym day, so she'll log in late. Ginny-chan might not come."

"Did something happen to Ginny?"

"Oh, um. Today was the release day for her manga, but…"

Parfait trailed off. Natsu and Rick didn't know the situation, but Natsu seemed to remember something and said, "Ah."

"Her favorite character is in danger."

"Yeah, that's right. She said she was going to pray."

"…May I ask what that means, just in case?"

"A character in the manga she's following is in trouble. He wasn't a friend, but a rival character, and it seems he took a hit while protecting the protagonist. There were a lot of flags raised in last week's issue, so she apparently had a feeling it was coming."

"…I see. Should I tell Ginny to cheer up when I see her?"

"Rick-kun, you shouldn't say things you don't mean. Well, she'll be okay. Ginny-chan's favorite characters always get into dangerous situations, but they're always saved one way or another."

"Understood. Then I won't say anything more. Anyway, Chris will log in later, but there's a high chance Ginny won't come."

Rick adjusted his glasses and furrowed his brow slightly. Parfait tilted her head, wondering if it was such a serious matter.

"Should I ask Ginny-chan to log in? Her headgear has a simple communication function, so I can send her a message even if she's not logged in."

"No, you don't have to go that far. I don't really get it, but her favorite character is apparently in danger."

"Oh, okay? But you look like something's bothering you."

Rick seemed to think for a moment, then took a sip of the tea on the table. He let out a slow breath.

"Actually, we might have a bit of a problem. I was hoping you could raise Ginny's Demon Summoning skill a little more. I wanted her to be able to summon a demon of at least one rank higher to help with farming or honey gathering."

"Why's that? I think the crow Ginny-chan summoned is small, but it's been pretty useful, hasn't it?"

The demon Ginny could summon was a familiar, and currently, it was only a crow. Unlike humanoid types, it couldn't be tasked with highly complex jobs, but it could handle gathering tasks like picking up items from around the base. It mostly brought back things like nuts and seeds, but due to its crow-like nature, it would sometimes even pick up money or gems.

"You'll probably find out eventually, so I'll just tell you. Major clans have started buying out all the food ingredients."

"Huh? Buying them out?"

"Haven't you noticed that ingredient prices have gone up recently?"

Natsu responded to Rick's question.

"I often buy flour because I am making an confection called the 'Tower of Babel,' and the price at the Farmer's Guild has indeed risen."

"You mean the Donut Tower?"

"It is the 'Tower of Babel.' Kukuku, to think of rebuilding the Tower of Babel, an act of defiance against God, with donuts, even I must acknowledge Ginny's power…! And eventually, I shall ascend to the summit of the Donut Big Bang, the creation of a new universe…!"

"…Good luck with that."

That aside, she understood that the price of flour had definitely gone up.

In AFO, you couldn't just buy an infinite amount of items in circulation. The situation was similar to the real world, and the items sold by guild staff were things those staff members had produced in fields and so on.

So, just like in the real world, things could go out of stock.

To make matters worse, the large-scale agricultural clans that produced a lot of food in AFO, "Togenkyo Plant" and "Golden Fruit," had moved their bases to undeveloped lands, which had significantly reduced the food supply.

Rick said he had confirmed this by visiting the major countries himself. He reported that prices in the Demon Country and the Spirit Country were double what they had been a week ago.

"So prices went up because the big clans are buying up all the ingredients?"

"That's right. And other major and mid-tier clans who noticed have started doing the same. The event period still has a while to go, but you shouldn't expect to be able to buy ingredients in the later stages."

"That's a problem. I was hoping to make it many times to improve the taste a little… Oh, so that's why you're talking about growing our own ingredients?"

"We don't have a lot of money, so it's difficult for us to buy everything up now. That means we have no choice but to grow it ourselves. Plus, I think we can sell any ingredients we don't use for a high price."

"That's an attractive idea!"

Even though she was playing AFO, she felt like she was only doing agricultural-type things, but Parfait found that enjoyable in its own way. At least during this event, she was earning enough to pay for the land, so she didn't need to grind dungeons.

In that case, she began to think that it wouldn't be so bad to focus on farming and cooking for this period.

"But the problem is meat."

"Meat? …Rick-kun. If you're planning to do something to Michelangelo and Leonardo, I'll hit you with the ultimate technique of the Azuma-ryu sword style. In fact, I'll hit you with it in the real world too."

"Put your sword away. Of course not. The system wouldn't allow that anyway. For now, the only way to get meat is by defeating monsters. On top of that, with our strength, the monsters we can defeat are limited."

"Ah, that's true. I don't think we could beat a Cockatrice. Monsters we could probably beat that could be a substitute… Giant Turkeys, Wild Boars, or Crazy Buffalos, maybe…"

"If we're using chicken, pork, and beef, those are our only options. But there's a high chance that those will also be over-hunted by the major clans. Considering that, we should probably buy some now, even if the price is high."

"I guess that's our only choice. But who was it that needed meat? Nacchan is making donuts, Chris-chan needs honey and protein, and Ginny-chan is making omelette rice, right? You're mainly using flour too, Rick-kun… wait, am I the only one using meat for my curry?"

"I don't know what kind of curry you're making, but you should buy the meat you need. The prices in the Eastern Country shouldn't have risen that much yet."

Parfait nodded.

The dish Parfait was making was called "The First Curry I Made for My Father." And the meat was beef, so it was a beef curry. She had made it in the real world too, and Hayato had eaten it with tears in his eyes, giving it the ridiculously flattering review, "My daughter's curry is the best in the universe."

That aside, just as she was thinking of going to buy as much as she could, Diite appeared at their base.

"Huh? Diite-oneechan, what's up?"

"Well, I picked up an audio log around here about the 'creation of the universe,' so I came to check things out, but it seems it was just Natsu-kun's words. I'm relieved."

"Fuhaha, 'God who is not God,' it is too soon to be relieved. I may just conquer this AFO, this new universe, and reshape the world!"

"I wouldn't recommend that, but if the technology for cyberization is developed within your lifetime, Natsu-kun, I might consider you as my successor."

"I am a little troubled when you respond so seriously."

"By the way, Diite-oneechan, why did you react to those words?"

"A lot of things happened in the past, so I just think that anyone who starts saying things like that is dangerous. You're fine, Natsu-kun. I've just classified your thought pattern into the same genre as Noat-kun, so from now on, you can say whatever you want and it will be fine."

"I have mixed feelings. And what genre is my mother in?"

It was unclear what had happened in the past, but it seemed Natsu was no longer considered a particular threat. It was surprising that Diite would come all this way just for that, but even though it was during an event and she should have been busier than usual, Diite sat down in a chair instead of leaving.

"It's been a while since you logged in, Rick-kun. How do you like this world?"

"It's fun. It's different from the real world, but there are many similarities. Plus, I can do a lot of things here that I'd be treated as a child for in reality. I'm thinking of it as a simulation for the future."

"You're as serious as ever. I'd rather you enjoy it more as a virtual reality, though."

"I am enjoying it in that way too. The experience of fighting monsters is something I can only get in this game… By the way, there's something that's been bothering me."

"What is it?"

"Why the knife and fork?"

Parfait had been wondering about that too. Since Diite arrived, she had been holding a knife in her right hand and a fork in her left.

"You noticed a good point, Rick-kun. This is preparation for a meal."

Everyone knew that, but the question was why Diite. Diite was an AI and didn't need to eat, but she did have preferences, like a fondness for coffee. So it wasn't strange, but why she was equipped with them now was a mystery.

Everyone remained silent, but then Diite spoke.

"It may be strange for me to be the one to say this, but I hear you are making original dishes, Parfait-kun?"

"Yeah, we are, but what about it?"

"You'll need to do some taste testing, I imagine? And you'll need a third party's opinion as well. You understand what I'm getting at, don't you?"

"Um, you want to eat the food we make?"

"To be blunt, yes."

Diite said this with a strangely sharp expression. Her actions and expression made one doubt if she really was the world's greatest AI.

Diite continued.

"You see, I was watching through the cameras in the real world too. When you, Parfait-kun, precariously made curry and had Hayato-kun eat it."

"That was years ago, wasn't it?"

"Yes. But I've been feeling extremely frustrated ever since then. Why, I wonder, is my mouth not in the real world?"

"Well, of course it isn't."

"With this event, I can finally eat the food you've made, Parfait-kun. I can't bear to be kept waiting any longer, so I came here with the full intention of eating it."

"Then I'll start making some now, so just wait a bit. I've practiced a fair amount, so I think it's gotten pretty tasty."

"I'm looking forward to it."

Diite said with a wide smile. Curry wasn't something you ate with a knife and fork, but Parfait decided it was fine and began her preparations.

That's when Natsu noticed something.

"I have just realized something rather terrifying."

"Huh? What?"

"This event, I doubt it, but could it have been prepared for this very purpose…?"

She meant that the event might have been planned and programmed just because Diite wanted to eat Parfait's handmade food. Parfait thought there was no way that could be true.

"No, there's no way—"

As Parfait was about to say that, Diite averted her eyes.

"Diite-oneechan?"

"You are all adults now, so I will teach you something."

"Huh? What?"

"Power is meant to be used."

"There's a bad adult here!"

"Unfortunately, there are no good adults. That is the same in both the real and virtual worlds. By the way, is the curry ready yet? I trust you are not going to tell me it tastes better if left for a day. I did not program it that way. Of course, after I have the curry, I will also be eating both of your dishes, so I will be counting on you."

Watching Diite happily wait for her curry, Parfait and the others were a little dumbfounded, thinking about how she was doing something that was either on a grand scale or a very small one.



		
			Chapter 440

			Special Quest

			Parfait and her friends were participating in the Hyakki Yakou, the Stampede of the Eastern Country.

While they still couldn't contribute much, the Hyakki Yakou event, where a wide range of monsters from weak to strong attacked, was perfect for leveling up their skills.

Various factors influenced the amount of skill experience gained, but for combat skills, the enemy's strength had a significant impact. They would lose if they fought normally, but during a Stampede, they could cooperate with other clans, allowing them to fight stronger monsters than usual.

So, Rick and Ginny, who had only recently been able to log in, were working hard to raise their skills, and Parfait, Natsu, and Chris were also fighting formidable enemies in search of more skill experience.

Today's boss monsters were a pair, Fujin and Raijin. Facing those two directly was not just difficult but dangerous, so they were taking on a different, moderately strong monster.

Their opponent was a yokai called a Raiju, a large weasel-like creature wreathed in lightning. It was a borderline case for Parfait, but she decided, "I don't think it's fluffy," and was able to attack it.

"Dossei!"

"Fuhaha, fear the power of darkness!"

"Shih!"

The three of them, Parfait, Natsu, and Chris, attacked all at once. Parfait's sword, Natsu's necromancy, and Chris's martial arts, even with all three attacking simultaneously, the Raiju did not turn on them.

Taking the brunt of the attacks was Balbara from the clan "Knights of Sweets." Other members of her clan were also attacking the Raiju, but the creature paid them no mind, focusing its attacks solely on Balbara.

Balbara was equipped with red armor, a sword, and a shield, and she used weapon skills to draw the Raiju's attacks. She was skilled at managing hate, and no matter how much damage someone else dealt, the Raiju's target never wavered.

And a few minutes later, the battle was over.

The Raiju fell, having targeted Balbara from beginning to end. It was an unexciting fight, if you had to describe it, but from the perspective of a safe and secure battle, it was a perfect one hundred.

"Thank you, Balbara-san."

"Don't worry about it. We're all allies during a Stampede."

Balbara smiled and replied to Parfait's thanks as if it were nothing. She didn't seem to mind at all, and the members of the Knights of Sweets just cheerfully praised Parfait and her friends, saying things like "Amazing," "You're good," and "It's nice to be young!"

However, most of the members of the all-female Knights of Sweets, including Balbara, were glancing over at Rick.

During battle, Rick wasn't wearing his butler uniform but the silver armor he had inherited from his mother, Miliara. He was wearing a helmet now, so his face wasn't visible, but he hadn't been wearing it at first.

They had seen his face then, and Parfait had faintly heard the words "Ashley-sama." Rick must have heard it too, as he had quickly put on his helmet after that.

"Parfait-chan, can I have a word?"

"Yes, what is it?"

Balbara used to call her Parfait-san, but after fighting together in several Stampedes, it had changed to "Parfait-chan." That same Balbara leaned in close to Parfait and whispered.

"That boy in the silver armor, he's an acquaintance of yours, right?"

"Yes. We know each other in real life too."

"…I have a tiny favor to ask of you."

"…Is it something like you want him to take off his helmet, or wear his butler uniform?"

"I knew it!? That's right, isn't it!?"

Parfait guessed that she was probably a devoted reader of Heart-Pounding Pandemonium. She already knew from Ginny that the character named Ashley in that manga looked like Rick.

(Rick-kun is such a heartbreaker, driving even a woman like her wild…)

She probably wasn't actually going wild, but her gaze was a little scary. Parfait figured that Rick understood that, which was why he wasn't taking off his helmet.

She couldn't sell out her friend, so she politely declined Balbara's proposal. Abel, who aspired to be an actor, might do anything for fan service, but she judged that it would be difficult for Rick, who was just a regular person.

Balbara and several other members walked away looking quite dejected, but they weren't angry. They were heading off to fight Raijin and Fujin.

"Rick-kun, I didn't sell out my friend."

"I appreciate it. By the way, is that Doki-something famous? I don't hear anything about it at school, so I thought it was just something Ginny was into."

"It's a manga that's sold over a million copies. There's talk of an anime adaptation too. I think there are a lot of girls at school who think the same way but just don't say it. The reason you don't hear anything is probably because of Abel-kun."

"So Abel is a convenient lightning rod for me. I'll treat him to some ramen next time…"

"You should treat him at our shop."

Though dejected, Rick seemed to have sworn a silent oath never to take off his helmet outside of their base.

Ginny, who would normally jump into a topic like this, showed no reaction, which Parfait found strange. Natsu must have thought the same, as she was talking to Ginny.

"My friend Ginny. Are you feeling unwell? You cannot master the dark side in such a state."

"It's not that I'm sick, but I'm having a little trouble keeping food down…"

"Ah, about the rival character getting done in."

"I, I'm fine! Only his broken glasses were left in the final panel! That's a flag! A death without a body isn't a death! He'll definitely be back for the final battle! His glasses will be resurrected too!"

Ginny grabbed Natsu's shoulders with both hands and shook her back and forth.

"I get it, so stop shaking me. But why the glasses?"

"Listen, a character with glasses won't die even if they betray someone! This is an immutable law that has been passed down since ancient times!"

Parfait wondered if such a law existed, but decided it didn't really matter and shifted her focus. Most of the monsters in the Stampede had been defeated, and the Maid Guild was secure. All that was left was to defeat Fujin and Raijin.

It would be tough to participate in that fight, so they would just watch from a distance, but that too would probably be over soon. Many major clans were participating in the Hyakki Yakou.

Just as Parfait predicted, a world announcement came five minutes later.

"The Heavenly Disaster, Fujin and Raijin, have been successfully subjugated. Participants of the Hyakki Yakou will be granted items according to their contribution. I repeat—"

And an item appeared in her item bag. Parfait was hopeful, but also told herself she probably wouldn't get anything that good, as she checked it.

"A silver statue of Raijin… a sellable item, huh. I guess I won't get anything good unless I contribute more."

"Same here. Well, it's still a good item. What about everyone else?"

As Rick said that, everyone checked their item bags.

"I got a silver statue of Fujin."

"I got a bronze statue of Fujin."

Chris and Ginny answered, and finally, it was Natsu's turn. For some reason, Natsu was frowning at her item bag.

"An electric eel…? I wonder why there is a note saying it is not an ingredient? I quite like kabayaki."

"Isn't that used to make some kind of electric weapon? It's a pretty rare material."

"I'd like an electric gun… like a railgun."

"I wonder if there are any weapons that break the world's setting that much?"

Having guns at all already broke the world's setting quite a bit, but Parfait thought there probably weren't any guns that ran on electricity. For now, she was happy to have gotten a rare item, so they decided to keep it at their base instead of selling it.

And now for the post-Hyakki Yakou fun. This benefit was only for Parfait, who belonged to the Maid Guild, but they all decided to head to the Maid Guild together.

But for some reason, it lacked its usual energy, and some people were sitting on the ground. And their faces wore expressions of despair. Wondering what had happened, they approached the Maid Guild, where a staff maid looked apologetic.

"We are very sorry! Due to the current soaring prices of ingredients, there will be no all-you-can-eat sweets! Sweets are limited to one per person!"

Hearing this, Parfait collapsed to her knees. She placed both hands on the ground.

It was true that the Maid Guild had been busy lately, and the daily sweets had changed from the elaborate ones of before to simpler ones. The effects of that had finally reached the weekly delight of all-you-can-eat sweets.

She could hear voices from those around her.

"What am I supposed to live for now…"

"I was enduring my real-life diet because of this…"

"This is the work of a demon…"

"Let the world end…"

There were some dangerous lines, but many players looked forward to this. In the first place, most of the clans participating in the Hyakki Yakou event belonged to the Maid Guild, so the damage was immense.

"Hey, Chris-chan…"

"Are you all right, Parfait? You look like the world is ending tomorrow."

"Who do I have to cut down for the world to be at peace…?"

"I do not think cutting anyone down will solve anything, but this is interesting. Even though it is an event, for the value of ingredients to rise and cause something like this. This would be impossible in a normal game."

"…Right, the root of all evil is Diite-oneechan, who planned this event…"

Everyone calmed Parfait down, telling her that couldn't possibly be true.

The grudge over food is a scary thing, even in a virtual space. Everyone but Parfait realized this, but the lack of light in Parfait's eyes was a little frightening. Why that was reflected in virtual reality was also a scary thing.

For now, Parfait received just one sweet. It was a cream puff, but it felt smaller than usual. Of course, it was just her imagination, but Parfait ate the cream puff as if it were precious.

It was delicious, but Parfait ate the cream puff listlessly. She felt a sense of melancholy as the cream puff disappeared with each bite.

In the midst of this, a commotion started around them.

"Which clan bought everything up!?"

"Unforgivable! I won't forgive them!"

"Let's raid them!"

"It's Armageddon!"

The players were making rather extreme statements, but their eyes were serious. However, those voices gradually died down. Even if there was a hoarding of ingredients and subsequent price hikes, they couldn't just go and steal it.

And Balbara, who had looked so dignified during the battle, must have realized there was no all-you-can-eat sweets, as she staggered toward Parfait like a zombie.

"Parfait-chan, are you alive…?"

"Even if I'm alive, isn't this hell…?"

"I know. It's tough, isn't it… I have some good news for you, Parfait-chan, or rather, a good job. Care to join in?"

"What kind of job is it?"

"Actually, we've identified the clan that's hoarding the food, and we're planning to raid them and take the food."

"Huh? But that kind of player-versus-player combat isn't possible, is it?"

There was individual player-versus-player combat. There was also clan-versus-clan combat. But that was done with mutual consent, and the only time one side could attack without permission was in a territory dispute, which wasn't normally possible. And there was no way the other side would wager their food at a time like this.

"Well, you see, the clan that's hoarding the ingredients isn't run by players, but by staff. There's a rule that allows us to attack staff-run clans through a special guild quest."

What kind of rule is that, was Parfait's impression. In the first place, she thought that organizations run by staff were guilds. When she asked for details, it seemed there were various organizations run by staff other than guilds, and you could always fight them.

"The person who came up with the idea is the Maid Guild's guild master, and she's looking for members, so if the schedule works for you, please join."

Balbara said that, then glanced at Rick for a moment before leaving.

The guild master of the Maid Guild was, without a doubt, the assassination-loving Rose. If Rose was the one who proposed it, she thought she might as well join.

Due to the event, the soaring ingredient prices had hit Parfait and her friends hard as well. If they could solve it with force, she would be grateful. Her thinking was like a bandit's, but it couldn't be helped.

Parfait explained the plan to attack the clan run by the game staff to everyone, and they decided to check the details at the Maid Guild building.

Just as Balbara had said, there was a special quest on the bulletin board to attack a certain clan on a specified date. It seemed that even those who didn't belong to the Maid Guild could participate, and the ingredients obtained would be split evenly between the Maid Guild and the clan.

"It seems there's no demerit even if we lose. In that case, I think we can participate."

Everyone nodded at Rick's words.

"But it is interesting that an AFO staff clan is hoarding. Could it be that this is also part of the event?"

"It's possible. Um, what's the name of the clan?"

Parfait checked the name of the opposing clan and said it out loud so everyone could hear.

"The clan name is Shooting Star. The clan leader is… a person named Ronios-san."

"…Hm?"

Rick made a questioning sound. He stared intently at the information written on the bulletin board.

"No, it must be a coincidence, right…?"

"Rick-kun, what's wrong?"

"No, I thought I knew someone with that name, but it's probably just my imagination. I don't think that person would have time to be doing something like this. Though her personality is the type to do it."

"Hmm? There are lots of people with the same name. Well then, let's all accept the quest! We'll steal the ingredients and complete our event dishes! And, with the Maid Guild's ingredients restocked, all-you-can-eat will be mine!"

Everyone except Rick responded to Parfait's words with a cheer of "Oh," but Rick alone just crossed his arms, tilted his head, and stared at the bulletin board.



		
			Chapter 441

			A Troublesome Person and a Massive Clan

			On the day of the Maid Guild's special quest, "Operation Annihilate Shooting Star," Parfait logged in from the morning since it was a holiday and made her way to the Maid Guild in the Royal Capital Anhemudal for the first time in a while.

Her purpose was to ask about the clan "Shooting Star" and its leader, Ronios. She had been a little wary since it was her first time in the Royal Capital in a while, but she arrived at the Maid Guild safely without being bothered by anyone.

After receiving the usual greeting at the guild and getting a cheesecake that seemed a bit small as a login bonus, she requested to speak with the guild master, Rose.

A maid immediately showed Parfait to a room. There, a slightly weary-looking Rose was at her desk, writing a large number of documents. When she saw Parfait, she showed a smile so bright that it belied any fatigue.

"Welcome, Parfait-chan. It has been a while since we've met here."

"Yes, it's been a while. Um, are you looking a little tired?"

"I am. But this is part of my job as AFO staff, after all."

Many parts of AFO were linked to the real world.

Just as Ginny could take out a piece of paper in virtual reality with information written on it by loading real-world information into her headgear, the reverse was also true. Documents created in virtual reality could be converted into valid electronic data in the real world.

Rose was in the middle of writing documents as part of the process for creating the special quest. It wasn't handwritten, of course, just checking boxes on a form, but the sheer volume of it was apparently quite a task.

Thinking that being an adult was hard work, Parfait hesitated a little. She had come with the intention of gathering all sorts of information, but it was a different story if Rose was busy.

"You seem busy, so I'll come back another time."

"No, no, I was just thinking of taking a break, so it's quite alright. I'll get some tea and sweets, so please wait a moment."

Rose stood up from her chair and prepared tea and sweets on the visitor's table.

Parfait waited, looking forward to it.

Five minutes later, having dealt with things up to a good stopping point, Rose sat down across the table from Parfait, who was eating her sweets. Rose took a breath, sipped her own tea, and then smiled.

"Unlike the real world, virtual reality has no physical fatigue, so that's a relief. There is mental fatigue, though."

"Is that how it is?"

"You might not understand since you're young, Parfait-chan, but when there's a lot of paperwork, even moving your arms and fingers becomes difficult. Why don't you try studying in virtual reality, Parfait-chan? It will be fine for homework that can be submitted as electronic data, and you can still gain knowledge in virtual reality."

"So that's one way to use it. I'll try it for my next exam studies."

She had had that idea before and had asked Natsu and Chris to help her study in this virtual reality. However, it was rejected because there wouldn't be any sweets made by her father, Hayato.

She thought it might be fine to do it on her own, but it was a little difficult to imagine studying when she logged in. This virtual reality was a dangerous place with too many temptations.

Setting that aside, Parfait decided to get to her original purpose and spoke to Rose.

"Um, about today's special quest."

"Yes, it's a great help that you and your friends are participating—no, I suppose it's made things more difficult, in a way."

"Huh? We've only just started, and we're not that strong. And what do you mean, 'in a way'…?"

"Oh, there's no problem with you, Parfait-san. The problem is the other party. You see, at Ronios-san's request, the combat format has become realistic…"

Rose let out a sigh that seemed to carry away all the happiness in the vicinity. There shouldn't be any pain in this virtual reality, but she closed her eyes and pressed her temples as if her head hurt.

She explained that the change to a realistic combat format had forced her to redo the paperwork. Despite being in virtual reality, Rose's expression was so filled with resentment that it seemed to be audible.

She managed to suppress it by drinking some tea. But the sighs didn't stop.

"She probably thought she'd 'caught' us. To suddenly change the settings like that, that woman is the same as ever, I was just thinking."

"Um, Rose-san, do you know this person, Ronios-san, well?"

"Of course I do. Not only are we both staff, but she's also someone with whom I have a complicated history… though I think Hayato-san and Esha know her better."

"What, my dad and mom too?"

She wouldn't go so far as to ask if they knew a person named Ronios in the real world. In the first place, the name Ronios had never once come up in their family conversations.

Noticing Parfait's puzzled expression, Rose opened her mouth with a wry smile.

"A lot of things happened in the past, so the two of them probably didn't say anything to you, Parfait-chan."

"Could it be something like a love triangle!?"

At an impressionable age, Parfait latched onto the idea that something might have happened before her father and mother got together. After all, they had met in this virtual reality. She didn't know what had brought them together, but it wasn't out of the question that there was such a story.

But Rose mercilessly shook her head.

"It's true that Ronios-san was obsessed with Hayato-san, but it wasn't like that."

"…Um, this is a bit difficult for me to understand, but Ronios-san was obsessed with my dad? And before that, what is Ronios-san's gender…?"

"Oh, Ronios-san is a woman. She's about my age as well."

"Is that so. So she was obsessed with my dad…?"

"…She was pestering him a lot in the virtual reality. She said she wanted to have a serious match."

"My dad was a production class, wasn't he?"

Considering the situation at the time, there shouldn't have been any PvP, but she couldn't understand what Ronios was thinking, wanting a serious match with Hayato, who had no combat skills whatsoever.

"That's right. However, Hayato-san was surrounded by people like Esha, who were called the strongest in a certain aspect. In order to fight them, she did various things to try and anger Hayato-san."

"…So she's a troublesome person?"

"That's an accurate description. And what's more, she's a person who fails at everything she does…"

"…Um?"

"You could say she's unlucky, but basically, she's a person who can't get things to go the way she wants. And the damage from everything she does is huge. And she herself doesn't seem to care…"

'I don't want to get involved.' That was Parfait's impression. She could understand why her father and mother never brought up the topic, even if they knew her.

"She—Ronios-san, that is, is excellent at things she's not interested in. She doesn't do anything unnecessary with things she's not interested in, so she can handle anything normally. But when it comes to things she is interested in, things she's obsessed with, she messes things up by doing something unnecessary and never succeeds. Hayato-san had a hard time with her too."

"So far, there's not a single good thing about her, is there…?"

"Basically, no. And what's more, she's the head of the Gemini Foundation. Ney-san and Jolt-san have a hard time with her every day."

"The head of the Gemini Foundation!?"

She knew that Ney was the head of the Libra Foundation. She also knew that her aide, Jolt, was once one of the successors to the Leo Foundation. The fact that someone on the same level as them was an acquaintance of her father and mother was surprising enough, but to hear that she was obsessed with him was beyond surprising and even frightening.

And the fact that such a person was working as AFO staff was nothing short of a joke. It wouldn't be strange if she were one of the twelve executives running AFO.

When Parfait mentioned this, Rose sighed.

"We originally tried to bring her in as an executive, but she refused, saying, 'That wouldn't be any fun, would it?' And what's more, she's a major investor in Colony 'Frontier,' so she's someone we can't fire. She also has personnel authority…"

She was dealing with quite a difficult person, Parfait thought, feeling a little intimidated. Then she remembered something. Rose had said that Ronios "thought she'd caught" them.

"I understand about Ronios-san, but what did you mean by 'caught'?"

"…Actually, the AFO executives have made a rule regarding Ronios-san."

"A rule?"

"The rule is that she is not allowed to approach you, Parfait-chan."

"Huh? Me? And why don't I know about this rule?"

"Based on the fact that she was obsessed with Hayato-san, Diite-san, Lunaria-san, Ney-san, and Jolt-san decided that she should not be allowed to get near you either, Parfait-chan. By the way, there's even a restraining order against her in the real world."

"She's starting to sound like a dangerous person…?"

"You're not wrong, but she's not dangerous. Just a troublesome person."

That sounded pretty bad, but Parfait was starting to get worried. She was probably not dangerous in virtual reality, but she seemed like someone she shouldn't get involved with.

"However, there's a loophole in that rule."

"Which is?"

"The rule is that it's okay for you to approach Ronios-san yourself, Parfait-chan."

"Oh, so—could it be that the reason Shooting Star bought up all the ingredients was…"

"Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it was to get you to approach her, Parfait-chan. She does things like that right away."

Rose said it simply, but Parfait wanted to ask if that was really okay.

Diite had apparently started this event because she wanted to eat handmade food, but Ronios was doing something similar. This world was full of bad adults, Parfait thought once again.

"Um, maybe it would be better if I didn't participate?"

"No, no, at this point, please do. If you don't participate in this quest, Parfait-chan, Ronios-san will lose interest."

"Wouldn't that be fine?"

"When she loses interest, she gets stronger. We want to resolve the ingredient shortage in AFO, so we want to win. And if this doesn't work, I think she'll just try to approach you in some other way, so I think it would be less damaging to deal with her a little this time and satisfy her."

She felt like she was being treated like some kind of sacrifice, but it was true that the lack of all-you-can-eat sweets at the Maid Guild was a problem. And if she could get ingredients, she could practice her handmade curry, and there was also the possibility of selling the ingredients for money.

After considering various things, she decided to participate in the special quest.

"And as a bodyguard for you, Parfait-chan, I've made a request to a clan I know. They're players, not staff, but they're quite strong, so I think they'll be a help in a pinch."

"A bodyguard?"

"Yes, they should be arriving any moment—"

Just as Rose said that, a knock echoed in the room.

"Maid Chief, Ingrid-sama is here."

"Please show her in."

When Rose answered the voice from outside, a woman escorted by a maid entered the room with her.

"Ah!"

"Huh, you're the young lady from, I believe…"

It was the woman with the amazing abs who had explained PvP to Parfait on the day she logged in. The woman was also surprised to see Parfait.

Parfait stood up and bowed her head.

"Thank you for your help that time."

"No, no, I didn't do anything. But it was a real shame, you had a match right after that, didn't you? And in real life, too. I wish I could have seen it in person."

"Ahaha."

"Do you two know each other?"

When Rose asked, Parfait nodded.

"She taught me a lot on the first day I logged in."

"Is that so. That's convenient."

"Convenient?"

"This is Ingrid-san, the person I asked to be your bodyguard as a countermeasure against Ronios-san."

Surprised, Parfait bowed her head once more.

"I'm Parfait, it's nice to meet you."

"Like Rose-san just said, I'm Ingrid. Nice to meet you."

Ingrid said and held out her right hand. Parfait smiled, took her hand, and shook it.

"Heh, you really are strong. I can tell just by shaking your hand."

"Huh? Y, you think so?"

She wondered what Ingrid could tell just by shaking her hand, but Parfait thought she was probably being overestimated.

"Ingrid-san is the leader of 'Bandit,' the largest clan in AFO."

"The leader of that clan!"

Hearing this, Parfait got a little excited.

The massive clan "Bandit," which had been around since AFO first started and was now said to have nearly ten thousand members. Not knowing Bandit, which dominated the top ranks in every event, was said to make you either a beginner or an impostor.

If she was the leader of such a clan, she herself must be something special.

"Nah, anyone can be the leader of Bandit as long as they're the strongest. I leave all the clan management to everyone else and don't do anything myself, so it's no big deal."

Even so, that clan was said to have considerable combat power even on an individual level. To be able to take the top spot there meant she was undeniably strong.

Ingrid smiled at Parfait.

"But to think the girl from that time was Hayato-san and Esha-san's daughter. I suppose it's only natural, since you have a replica of the Beelzebub."

"Um, do you know my father and mother?"

"I've never met them directly, but I've heard a lot about them from my uncle and teacher."

"Your uncle and teacher…?"

"I mean Uncle Jolt and Teacher Ivan, you don't know them?"

"Jolt-san is the one who assists Ney-san, right? And Teacher Ivan, could that be the former Hero, Ivan-san…?"

"Yes, Teacher Ivan, who used to be the Hero in AFO. He's my teacher, and I've heard he was indebted to Hayato-san and Esha-san in many ways."

"I've heard about Ivan-san too. I think he's exploring the undeveloped regions of Earth now."

"That's right, he hasn't come back in a while. There are so many things I want to learn from him."

"I wonder how long that man plans to wander around…"

For some reason, Rose started complaining. And from the way she spoke, Parfait felt like she was close to him, or at least had a close relationship.

"Um, Rose-san?"

"Oh, my apologies. Well then, since we don't have much time, I'll explain a few things."

She couldn't shake the feeling that she had been dodged, but the briefing for the special quest "Operation Annihilate Shooting Star" was about to begin.



		
			Chapter 442

			A Dangerous Cafe

			Players participating in the special quest "Operation Annihilate Shooting Star," which was set to begin in the afternoon, were gathering one after another in the Royal Capital.

Since it was an event hosted by the Maid Guild, many players had only learned about it after logging in today, and they were at the Maid Guild's reception desk, signing up to join on the spot.

Many players were participating because it was a quest to steal ingredients. While major clans might be fine, it seemed that small and medium-sized clans were having trouble gathering ingredients, and voices could be heard saying that this quest was a great help.

Parfait, who had been informed of this situation, was in a private room at the Maid Guild.

Since Parfait was also a member of the Maid Guild, Rose had told her she could use a room as a meeting place, so she had borrowed one. After contacting everyone to let them know the meeting place was the Maid Guild in the Royal Capital, she decided to talk with Ingrid, whom she had just met.

By introducing themselves to each other, she learned a little about Ingrid.

Ingrid was a woman who had just turned twenty, had been playing AFO for four years, and was currently a player but wanted to become an AFO staff member in the future. As part of that, she sometimes took on escort jobs like this from staff acquaintances.

Ingrid herself was also related to Foundation Leo, so she was highly valued in quests related to the Foundation and was often called upon for measures against Ronios.

She was twenty, with voluminous short black hair and black eyes. Her equipment was leather armor that used black fur, and her appearance was such that one could believe she was a bandit, just as her clan name, Bandit, suggested.

Her upper arms and stomach area were bare, without armor, but her muscles were so impressive that they didn't seem like weak points. Despite that, she retained a sense of femininity, and even Parfait, who wasn't Chris, thought she was beautiful.

Her combat style was similar to Chris's, using martial arts, but it was a mixed martial arts style that included not only punches but also kicks, grabs, and throws. It was more suited for player-versus-player combat and not for fighting monsters, she said.

At first, they talked about such innocuous things, but Parfait delved deeper. While she felt it was wrong to ask too many personal questions, Ingrid seemed to know more about her parents than she did, so she decided to ask various questions.

Ingrid answered her questions without any sign of displeasure. Ingrid also wanted to know about Hayato and Esha's daily lives and would sometimes ask questions in return.

She especially respected Hayato so much that she doubted he was the same person as her father, which made Parfait feel good but also strange.

"I know Ney-san and Jolth-san are amazing, but is my dad really that amazing...?"

"Maybe you can't see it because you're too close. That said, I don't know the details myself. But Ney-san, Uncle Jolth, and even Ivan-sensei were always praising Hayato-san."

Parfait fell into thought.

Certainly, her father was cool when he was cooking or making coffee. She admired him so much that she wanted to run a cafe herself. But other than that, he was quite clumsy.

It wasn't that she disliked that, but he couldn't stand up to her mother and sometimes he would just stare blankly at the colony's night sky, so Parfait's evaluation of him was that he was just normal.

When she told Ingrid this, Ingrid smiled wryly.

"Being reliable is something that's best shown when it matters, you know. Someone who's competent in times of peace but panics when things get tough isn't reliable, right? In that sense, Hayato-san is apparently reliable when it matters. He was always calm, they said."

"'Apparently' means you don't know, right, Ingrid-san?"

"That's true, but it means my uncle and sensei know about those times when it mattered. Besides, it's rare for those two to praise someone."

"I can't really imagine it... Are you sure you're not mistaking him for someone else?"

"I've never met him in person, so I can't say for sure, but there's no mistake."

Then, an idea struck Parfait. If they were acquaintances of Jolth and Ivan, there was no problem with them coming to the shop. She didn't want them to be disappointed when they actually saw her father, Hayato, but she also didn't like the idea of the hurdle being set too high.

"If you'd like, why don't you come to our shop sometime? I'll introduce you to my father and mother."

"Eh? Is that alright!?"

Ingrid looked so surprised that Parfait was surprised in turn.

"Um, is there a problem?"

"Well, I'm also related to the Foundation, you see, and just like Ronios-san, Foundation personnel are basically not allowed to go near Hayato-san's cafe. Of course, it's a different story if we're invited, and it's fine to ask Hayato-san to come to us, though."

Parfait wondered why that was the case. She herself had a rule about not getting close to Ronios, but she couldn't understand why people with the high privilege of being related to the Foundation were not allowed to contact her father.

"Um, do you know the reason why we're not allowed to get close to me or my father?"

"I don't know the detailed reason either, but about twenty years ago, Hayato-san was a pretty influential player in this AFO. I heard he was targeted for various things because of that."

"Targeted, you say?"

"Back then, there was real prize money for events, you know. I heard that became a trigger and he got involved in various incidents. But Hayato-san, along with his companions at the time, Uncle Jolth, and Ivan-sensei, apparently repelled them all. They never told me the details, but I guess it was a good memory for them, they'd talk about it with smiles on their faces."

"Wow, I'd love to hear more about what happened!"

"Maybe that's why Hayato-san is considered reliable, because he resolved those incidents so well. I've been looking into it, but it's hard to find information from that time, maybe because it's restricted."

She knew her father, Hayato, had been a famous player, but she didn't know what kind of incidents he had been involved in. She had never even heard that he had been involved in any incidents at all.

She thought she had to ask him right away, but then Ingrid clapped her hands as if she had remembered something.

"Oh yeah, I forgot to mention, there's another reason why you're not allowed to go to Hayato-san's cafe."

"Eh? What is it?"

"The existence of Diite-san."

"Diite-oneechan?"

"There's a terminal in the cafe that allows you to talk directly with Diite-san. From a security standpoint, only those related to Foundation Libra or the Foundation's general administration are allowed to go to the shop without permission."

"Um...?"

"Diite-san is the world's best AI, so she's probably fine, but it would be dangerous if Colony 'Frontier' was hacked, right? If a Foundation official approached the terminal without permission, it would lead to a war with Foundation Libra."

"My house was a dangerous place!"

There was a terminal in her cafe and home that could lead to a war between Foundations. Parfait couldn't hide her surprise at this fact. Who could have guessed that the terminal next to her room was such a terrifying thing?

And then she realized something. Parfait used that terminal normally.

"Um, I've used the terminal without any particular permission and asked Diite-oneechan to help me with my summer homework before..."

"Summer homework from the world's best AI, huh..."

"I won't get arrested, will I?"

"No, no. As long as you're Hayato-san's family, you can use it as much as you want. In fact, if you don't use it every day, Diite-san will get lonely, so please use it more."

"Diite-oneechan getting lonely... I can kind of understand that."

From experience, she somehow understood that. When she was busy with school and didn't use the terminal for a while, Diite would look very lonely when she saw her later.

"The world's best AI, the colony it manages, and a virtual reality that can't be replicated anywhere else... It's technology that many Foundations would kill for. Since the terminal that can access it is in the cafe, it's being protected more than necessary."

"This is the first I've heard of it..."

"You're still young, Parfait-chan, so maybe they didn't tell you... wait, was I supposed to say that...?"

Even though it was a virtual reality, Ingrid turned pale. The fact that Parfait had never heard of this from anyone meant that it might have been something she wasn't supposed to say. Ingrid, realizing this, was flustered.

"It's okay, I'm sixteen now, I'm an adult! And while I was surprised, I'm glad I found out."

"Ah, yeah. Can I keep a record of those words as evidence? I'm related to Foundation Leo, so I'd like to submit it if something happens."

"...Go ahead."

It seemed a little exaggerated, but Parfait figured it would be fine if that was enough, so she gave her permission. On top of that, she asked again about what they were talking about before.

"So, will you come to the cafe? You might be disappointed, though."

"I don't think I will be, but I'd like to meet him at least once... Then I'll try to coordinate with Uncle Jolth so we can go together. It's pretty scary to go by myself..."

"Our place isn't scary!"

The leader of Bandit, one of the largest clans in AFO, was for some reason saying that it was scary to go to a cafe. Parfait was worried that it might actually be that terrifying a place.

Immediately after, there was a knock from the room's entrance.

"Parfait, are you there? It's Chris."

"Ah, Chris-chan, I'm here. Please come in."

"Excuse me... for...!?"

Chris, who came in, was in her usual maid uniform, but her eyes, visible through her glasses, widened as far as they could go.

"Let me introduce you, this is Ingrid-san, she's my escort for various reasons... Chris-chan?"

"...Kyun...!"

"Chris-chan, what's wrong? To say 'kyun' out loud, you sound like a dangerous person."

As if she couldn't hear Parfait's words, Chris didn't take her eyes off Ingrid. And her gaze was fixed on Ingrid's stomach.

"What magnificent muscles... The ideal form is right before my eyes... Could she be a goddess of muscles...?"

Parfait wanted to ask if such a goddess existed, but she understood the situation. Seeing Ingrid's abs, Chris had been smitten. Ingrid, completely unaware of this, clapped her hands.

"Speaking of Chris-chan, you're Gil-san and Silva-san's daughter, right? I've heard about both of them from Uncle Jolth and Ivan-sensei. Wow, you seem just as strong as Parfait-chan, Chris-chan!"

"You know my father and mother?"

"I've never met them, though... Oh, no, I've met Gil-san a few times for work. We just greeted each other, so we haven't talked, but he has magnificent muscles, doesn't he? That's my ideal."

It was unclear if she was shocked or happy, but Chris started to tremble.

"Please let me call you Ingrid-oneesama!"

"Wait, Chris-chan?"

Parfait was surprised that Chris had started saying things like Ginny.

"No, no, just Ingrid-san is fine. 'Oneesama' isn't my style."

"Then Ingrid-oniisama...?"

"Chris-chan, calm down! That's going beyond rude, you're picking a fight!"

"Ahahaha, you're both so funny, Parfait-chan and Chris-chan! But I'm a woman, you know, so 'oniisama' is a bit much!"

Ingrid didn't seem to mind at all and was laughing heartily.

She was certainly muscular, but Ingrid was a woman from any angle. Calling her 'oniisama' was out of the question. Parfait, who had been her childhood friend for many years, was seeing the usually perfect Chris this flustered for the first time.

Chris was a considerable asset in battle, but Parfait was a little worried about how today's quest would go.



		
			Chapter 443

			The Battle in the Ruined Castle

			The members of the clan Mont Blanc gathered in a room at the Maid Guild.

Ingrid was in the same room, but she was introduced as Parfait’s bodyguard. The questions from Natsu and the others about what a bodyguard was for in virtual reality were quite reasonable.

"Is it a bad thing that this Ronios person from Shooting Star is trying to contact my friend, Parfait?"

"It’s plain to see it will clearly be a pain. That woman is invincible, both physically and mentally."

Ingrid answered Natsu’s question. Parfait figured that "physically invincible" probably meant she was the head of the Gemini Foundation. She was surprised her parents were acquainted with such a person, but she was even more surprised by the information that Ronios had been obsessed with her father, Hayato.

"But it’s not about protecting you from combat or anything like that. It’s more like I’m a monitor, to keep you from making any unreasonable promises."

"To keep me from making unreasonable promises, you say?"

According to Ingrid, Ronios would most likely contact Parfait and try to arrange a meeting outside the game or secure some other kind of promise. Of course, Parfait could back out later, but there was a chance Ronios would bring it up endlessly, so she was told to absolutely never make a promise with her.

So, Ingrid would always stay near Parfait to prevent any such promises from being made. This was something only Ingrid, a Foundation affiliate herself, could do. For an ordinary person, it would be difficult to interrupt the words of a Foundation head, even in virtual reality.

"It might be a little restrictive, I know. It would help if you could think of it as a quest with special conditions."

"No, it’s not a problem. I think I can learn a lot if you’re by my side, Ingrid-san."

It was not Parfait who said that, but Chris. She had been trying to appeal to Ingrid with shadowboxing for a while now.

Everyone went quiet for a moment, but then Parfait agreed, "You’re right."

"Still, that Ronios-san. She’s a capable person, but to think she’d go this far for something like that is surprising. Then again, I suppose she’s the type who would."

As Rick murmured this, Parfait looked over at him.

"Come to think of it, Rick-kun, do you know Ronios-san? Did you mention something like that before?"

"I just thought it was someone with the same name, but it seems it was her after all. Of course, I know of Ronios-san, the head of the Gemini Foundation. My father is somewhat acquainted with her, and I’ve met her a few times. He said she was a partner he used to get into mischief with back in AFO."

"Mischief?"

"He didn’t tell me the details. He said it was a plan to outwit a certain person with some faraway allies, but my father looked like he was having fun when he talked about it. Though he seemed a little lonely, too."

"Hmm?"

AFO has been running for nearly twenty years. Parfait figured all sorts of things must have happened. The same could be said for her own father, which was somehow turning into a huge deal.

Suddenly, Ginny, who had been quiet for some time, entered Parfait’s line of sight. She seemed to be deep in thought, a troubled look on her face.

"Is something wrong, Ginny-chan? You’ve been thinking hard this whole time. Are you still in mourning?"

"H, he’s not dead yet! I, it’s okay, it’s just the glasses, th, there’s still a chance…!"

"Um, you don’t have to force yourself, you know."

"No, it’s really not that. It’s just that I have a few thoughts about Ronios-san."

Her favorite character was in a terrible situation, so Ginny’s abilities were significantly diminished. Parfait thought that might be why she looked so troubled, but apparently it was something else.

"Come to think of it, Mikan-san’s company and the Gemini Foundation are partners, right?"

"Yes. So I have greeted Ronios-san at party venues and such."

"Oh! Right, Rick-kun, you’ve met her too, haven’t you? What does Ronios-san look like?"

Rick and Ginny glanced at each other.

"She looks incredibly young."

The two of them said something to that effect at the same time. That was not exactly what Parfait wanted to know, but if they both said so, it must be quite something. She pressed further.

"How young?"

Rick thought for a moment, saying, "Let’s see…"

"Her actual age is in her early forties, but she looks like she’s in her early twenties. She looks younger than Rose-san, the Guild Master of the Maid Guild."

"No way!?"

Even Rose looked far younger than her age, so to surpass that was frightening. She had heard there was technology for that sort of thing, but she had never heard of it being put into practical use.

Ginny nodded as if to prove it was true.

"That’s right. Ronios-san has a younger sister named Cremola-san, but she looks even younger than her."

"Could it be she’s doing something illegal…?"

"That’s impossible. Ronios-san would do things that just barely skirt the law."

"That’s not what I meant…"

If it just barely skirted the law, it certainly was not illegal, but if she was doing things that came that close to breaking the law, she was someone to be wary of.

After that, they confirmed a few more details about Ronios’s appearance.

She often wore her silver hair slicked back and tied behind her head, and she basically dressed in men’s clothes. Neither Rick nor Ginny had ever seen her wear a skirt or a dress, and she always acted in a masculine manner.

"Ronios-san is so strong she doesn’t need bodyguards, and she basically acts alone. Well, she has Secret Service with her, but it’s probably a minimal detail."

"She’s quite a beautiful person, but she does not have a spouse. Her younger sister Cremola-san is married to a man named Harrington-san, who was her aide."

"Huh. It was a Foundation I didn’t have much to do with, so I didn’t know much about it. Is that right?"

Parfait suspected that people around her might have been doing things to make her think it was an unrelated Foundation, but she felt her father and mother would not have been part of that.

Then she wondered. Why had Ginny looked so troubled?

"Hey, I understand about Ronios-san, but Ginny-chan, why did you have such a difficult look on your face earlier?"

"About that. The Cremola-san and Harrington-san I just mentioned have a daughter around our age, and I greeted her at a party when I was in elementary school."

"Is that so? But what about it?"

"I haven’t seen her at all recently, so my memory is fuzzy, but I remembered that her birth month was the same as mine. And she said she wanted to play AFO someday, so I thought if she belonged to Shooting Star, I might be able to see her again."

"Oh, I see. But only when you were in elementary school?"

"Since she’s from a Foundation family, she was probably tutored directly instead of attending school. She stopped attending recent parties, so I haven’t seen her in nearly ten years."

"That’s how it is for most people related to the Foundations. I, on the other hand, went to a normal educational institution."

Ingrid affirmed Ginny’s words.

For Parfait, who grew up in an ordinary family, she could only think, "Huh."

"Cremola-san’s daughter is Wilnel-chan. I’ve hardly ever met her either, though."

"Right, right, that was her name. How nostalgic… I want to teach her about my favorite manga…! No, she might even be a believer in Heart-Pounding Pandemonium…!"

At those words, Rick immediately hid his face with his helmet. Parfait wanted to say the character was not here, but he might have some kind of trauma, so she decided to leave it alone.

"Special Quest ‘Operation Annihilate Shooting Star’ will now commence. You will be teleported to the main base. Please defeat the clan leader, Ronios. I repeat…"

As the world announcement played, Parfait and the others were teleported to a stone room in the next instant.

Having her vision switch in a moment was something she never quite got used to. Parfait took a deep breath and checked her surroundings.

All the members were present. She did not know where this place was, but it was made of dark-colored stone with no windows, and despite being spacious, it felt strangely oppressive. Lamps that served as light sources were placed at equal intervals on the walls, but they were not very bright.

"Everyone, are you okay?"

Everyone nodded at Ingrid’s words.

"This is the castle occupied by the Shooting Star clan. It’s a ruined castle in the Demon Country, so be careful. There are all sorts of traps."

"Traps, you say?"

"There probably aren’t any traps that will defeat you in one hit, but knowing Ronios-san, I’m sure there are some designed to separate you from everyone else, Parfait-chan."

"Huh? Would she go that far?"

"She definitely would. That woman doesn’t care about the means to an end… If she gets serious, even I can’t win, so if I’m defeated, run away immediately."

Ronios had absolutely no redeeming qualities. And Ingrid, whose muscular build made defeat seem unimaginable, said she could not win against her. This made Parfait all the more curious.

(Why would someone like that be obsessed with Dad?)

The best thing to do would probably be to stay put. But if they did nothing, there would be no point in participating, and Ronios would likely do something else unnecessary.

For that reason, Parfait and the others left the room.

In the first place, Shooting Star had bought up massive quantities of food and driven up the prices. Because of that, people could not purely enjoy the event, so annihilating them was an absolute must.

While hoping someone else would defeat Ronios, Parfait and the others began to explore.

"Mmph, the real combat format is tough since I can’t use magic. I cannot create skeletons."

"Come to think of it, those are the rules, aren’t they. You can still shoot a gun, so do your best with that."

"Fuhahaha! Leave it to me! My gun thirsts for blood today!"

There was Natsu, who was in high spirits for some reason. Chris was still shadowboxing. Rick was cautiously scanning the area, and Ginny was walking at a leisurely pace. The only ones who seemed tense were Rick and Ingrid, and it was Ingrid who told everyone to stop.

"What is it?"

"I hear footsteps. They’re coming this way, so they’re probably enemies. We’ll intercept them."

When Ingrid said that, Parfait and the others readied their weapons.

Immediately after, about six people rushed out from a corner about twenty meters ahead.

"That’s the girl! We’ll proceed as planned!"

Most of them were wearing armor, but one was wearing a magician-style robe, so their line of sight was clear. They were obviously looking at Parfait when they said, "That’s the girl."

(So they really are after me?)

She had thought it might have been some grand lie, but Parfait revised her thinking. It seemed that was not the case.

The battle began immediately.

The corridor was not so narrow, but it could not be called wide either. In a place like this, combat was limited to three against three.

Parfait, Chris, and Ingrid began to fight three of the opponents.

(Ah, they’re stronger than I thought…)

Parfait dodged her opponent’s attack and tried to launch a counter, but they must have seen it coming, as they immediately evaded to a spot where she could not attack.

Furthermore, they seemed to be adjusting their positioning and evasions to get in the way of her allies, making every move, offense and defense, difficult. If she attacked carelessly, she might hit Chris or Ingrid, or obstruct their movements.

Nevertheless, perhaps because their fundamental strength was different, their side gradually gained the advantage. Chris and Ingrid, with their fast striking speeds, were clearly pushing the opponents back, even though victory was determined by landing ten hits instead of depleting HP.

Ingrid was the first to defeat an opponent, and she then leaped at the enemy further in.

(So fast! And her movements have no waste!)

Parfait was fighting herself, so she was not watching that closely, but she kept glancing at Ingrid’s attacks. She gave her opponent damage with fluid, gapless movements. She was even throwing in feints so subtle they were almost unnoticeable. Even Parfait herself would fall for them.

Parfait knew she was undoubtedly stronger than her. Chris seemed to think so too, her eyes sparkling as she watched Ingrid even while fighting.

Feeling she could not lose now, Parfait shifted from a counter-based style to an offensive one.

After winning the battle, Parfait and the others let out a huge sigh.

They all played PvP in the real world regularly, but this was their first real match, so it could be said they were quite tense. Having won safely, that tension drained away.

"Everyone, don’t let your guard down yet…"

"It’s too late."

Just as Ingrid was about to issue a warning, a woman’s voice was heard, and a person was suddenly standing behind her. Her bangs hung down, so her eyes were not visible, but from her voice, it was a woman.

Ingrid immediately threw a right backhand, but the woman dodged it with ease and grabbed her arm. Then, using that momentum, she threw Ingrid against the wall.

Ingrid, having hit her back against the wall, flinched for a moment, but immediately leaped at her.

The woman readied a thin sword and unleashed a series of high-speed thrusts.

Ingrid threw punches to counter the attacks. But then, her eyes widened.

"You’re getting too heated, Ingrid-kun."

Ingrid tried to create distance, but the woman pressed her attack further. This time, she tried to dodge instead of intercept, but the thin sword bent like a snake, its tip tracking and striking Ingrid’s chest. In virtual reality it did not matter, but in reality, it was where her heart was.

"Ah…"

"I won’t do anything strange to Parfait-kun, so you can rest easy. I just have a small favor to ask."

As the woman said this, Ingrid’s body dissolved into particles of light.

It had all happened in an instant, so they had not quite understood what had transpired. The only thing they knew was that Ingrid had lost to the person before them. And it was an overwhelming defeat at that.

The woman made a gesture as if brushing dust from her chest and sheathed the thin sword. Then, she tied her hanging bangs behind her head.

"It’s a pleasure to meet you, Parfait-kun. I’m Ronios. One of the people obsessed with your father."

Ronios said this with a smile. Parfait was bothered by the phrase "one of the people obsessed," but she was also curious about the expressionless girl standing behind Ronios.



		
			Chapter 444

			A Test of Strength and a Favor

			In the corridor of the ruined castle that served as Shooting Star’s base, Parfait watched the woman before her, Ronios.

She wore her silver hair slicked back and tied behind her head, was dressed in clothes resembling a butler’s uniform, and at her waist hung a thin sword. It was a rapier, a sword that emphasized thrusting.

Her appearance was as young as Parfait had heard. She was said to be in her forties, but she could pass for her early twenties. The problem was that such a person was obsessed with her father, Hayato, but the only question that came to mind was, why.

Setting that aside, as far as Parfait could see, Ronios was full of openings. Ingrid had been defeated in an instant just moments ago, but she found it strange that she could be defeated in that way.

Against Ronios’s thrusting attack, Ingrid had countered with glove-type weapons. Even in a real combat format, if you accurately hit the weapon, it should not count as damage.

Despite that, Ingrid was defeated under the rule that she could only take ten hits. From Parfait’s perspective, her counterattack had not seemed particularly flawed, but what Ronios had done was full of suspicion.

In the first place, she had not heard anything good about Ronios. If anything, she was the type of person you should not get involved with. Coupled with the warning not to make any strange promises, Parfait’s guard was raised considerably.

And there was one other thing that bothered her. The girl standing behind Ronios. She had no expression, or rather, she seemed to have absolutely no interest in them. Like Ronios, she had silver hair, but it was cut short, and she wore a full-body black dress that looked difficult to move in.

As Ingrid had said, maybe it was better to run away now, but Parfait found herself slightly drawn to the two very suspicious individuals.

And she wanted to hear what Ronios’s "small favor" to Ingrid was. She could always choose not to grant the favor, so she decided to at least listen and took a step forward.

"Um, I’m Parfait. It’s nice to meet you."

Though that was all she said, Ronios beamed with a huge smile.

"My, you’re the type who isn’t easily intimidated, just like Hayato-kun. Still, to think I’d have to wait sixteen years to meet the daughter of Hayato-kun and the others. Don’t you think Ney and Jolth are being cruel?"

"Were you stopped by those two?"

"I wonder if you’ve heard a bit of the story? That’s right, those two made a rule forbidding me from approaching you. Sadly, because of that, I can’t even go to Hayato-kun’s cafe."

If she were to say something like, "Please, come visit," it would likely lead to a huge mess, so Parfait just offered a strained smile.

Ronios did not seem to mind, continuing to prattle on about what a terrible time she had been having.

"Um, Ronios-san, what reason did you have for coming all this way to meet Parfait?"

Rick, unable to watch any longer, cut in.

"I can’t see your face, but that voice is Rick-kun, isn’t it? And you over there must be Ginny-kun. It’s been a while, you two."

Rick and Ginny bowed to Ronios.

Ronios returned their greeting with a smile, then turned her gaze to Natsu and Chris.

"Then you two must be Natsu-kun and Chris-kun. I didn’t have much to do with your parents, but of course I know of them."

Perhaps overwhelmed by the atmosphere, Natsu and Chris just gave a small nod.

Ronios turned her gaze back to Parfait.

"Well now, just as Rick-kun said, I should probably explain my reason. But before that, how about you let me see a little of your skill, Parfait-kun?"

As Ronios said this, she drew the rapier from her waist and thrust it towards Parfait.

She had not expected to be attacked so suddenly, but under the guidance of her masters Benitsuru and Simon-sensei, she had been drilled to always be ready to counter, so Parfait moved before she could think.

The sound of sword and katana clashing echoed. But it did not end with that one blow. Ronios unleashed a series of high-speed thrusts.

"Wh, whoa!"

Parfait managed to counter that attack as well, but for the first time in this virtual reality, she found herself unable to fight back. She had hardly ever engaged in PvP, but compared to the attack from the axe-wielding man on her first day, Ronios’s attacks were fast and nasty.

Even if she tried to counterattack, the next blow, anticipating her move, was launched, leaving her with no choice but to defend.

(Amazing, she’s on the same level as Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei…!)

Parfait had a vague sense that Benitsuru and Simon were not normal, but she was surprised to find an opponent who could match them. She had heard rumors that Lunaria was the strongest, but since she had never seen her fight, she was skeptical. Be that as it may, the woman before her, Ronios, was undoubtedly strong.

Then she noticed. Ronios was thrusting with the rapier in her right hand, but with her left, she was flicking something like small stones at her with her thumb. Parfait was knocking those away as well, but this explained how Ingrid had lost.

"Wonderful, Parfait-kun."

Even while launching such an attack, Ronios had the composure to speak. Parfait had no such luxury. She was defending desperately.

"This is the fighting style of an acquaintance who went far away. It’s interesting, so I’ve been imitating it. To think you can defend against it on your first try is quite something."

She was happy to be praised, but this was no time for that. Parfait tried to think of a way to counterattack, but nothing came to mind.

"But Benitsuru-kun was stronger when she was your age."

"Huh?"

"An opening."

The moment she thought she had deflected Ronios’s attack, the rapier flew through without any resistance. The lack of feedback caused Parfait to overswing, preventing her from sheathing her katana and causing her to lose her balance just a little.

In that instant, Ronios had produced a knife from somewhere and stabbed Parfait around her heart.

In game terms, being hit once did not mean defeat. But in reality, it would undoubtedly be over.

Parfait herself was the most surprised by this result. She might lose in a game-like battle, but she had never thought she would be defeated so one-sidedly in a real combat format.

"Don’t be discouraged. If this had continued, I would have been the one to lose. I only landed a single blow by creating an opening with my words, so it doesn’t mean I’m stronger."

Parfait thought that was a lie. Ronios was not yet serious. In a virtual reality where the body did not tire, she should be able to move even more. This meant that even if the fight continued, her chances of winning were low.

Parfait was not one to dwell on winning or losing, but this time she felt a little frustrated. She was also shaken by the words that Benitsuru had been stronger at her age.

"Let me tell you, comparing yourself to Benitsuru-kun is meaningless. As the successor to the Azuma style, she’s held a katana since she could remember and was taught that letting go of it meant death. A child living a normal life could never become like that."

As if seeing through her agitation, Ronios said this.

"You undoubtedly have talent, Parfait-kun, but in any field, talent alone can’t make you number one. A genius is a set of talent and training. And you have many such geniuses around you."

"Around me…?"

"You may not have noticed since they’ve been close to you since you were a child… Well, we’ll leave that for later. I’ve seen your skill, Parfait-kun, so now I can finally make my request."

"A request?"

"Yes, it’s about this child, actually."

Ronios gently pushed the girl behind her forward, in front of Parfait and the others.

"This is Wilnel. My niece. Now, Wilnel, your greetings."

"...Wilnel."

With a blank expression, she just said her name, and no further greeting followed. Parfait was confused about whether just saying one’s name counted as a greeting, but she opened her mouth, figuring she should greet her back first.

"I’m Parfait. Hello."

Parfait gave a small nod, but Wilnel’s eyes looked particularly uninterested. She showed no particular interest in Ginny either, even though they should have met as children. She did not seem to notice her, or perhaps she did not care.

Ronios sighed.

"Wilnel, that won’t do. I taught you how to greet people, didn’t I?"

"Ronios-sama, with all due respect, are these people worthy of a greeting?"

Parfait felt she had just been told something terribly rude, but it was just as she suspected a Foundation member would be, so she was not particularly bothered. In fact, she was more inclined to doubt that the affable Ronios was truly a Foundation head.

"I told you to call me Aunt Ronios, didn’t I?"

"No, you are the head of the Gemini Foundation. I cannot address you in such a way."

Parfait and the others, having been left out of the conversation, quietly watched the situation unfold, but they still did not know what the request was, nor did they know what to do. So all they could do was watch.

The conversation between Ronios and Wilnel continued, but Ronios slumped her shoulders, sighed again, and looked at Parfait and the others.

"I think you understand now, but Wilnel has grown into a troubled child."

"Um…"

Even so, Parfait thought that was just how Foundation people were.

"I am not a troubled child. I believe I am perfect as a member of the Foundation."

"That is because you were raised with a mistaken ideology."

Ronios began to explain about Wilnel.

To put it simply, one of Wilnel’s tutors had spent a long time instilling in her the ideology that "this is how a Foundation member should be." All Foundations had some aspect of that, but this had gone too far.

As a result, Wilnel had become lacking in emotion, and she had turned into a person who would cast aside anything she deemed unnecessary. It was not that she was completely devoid of emotion, but her thought process had become machine-like, and according to Ronios, she was not like a child at all.

"It’s embarrassing to say, but this is a mistake that my sister and I made. The skill it took to shape Wilnel like this over so many years is considerable, but the one who did it is a fool for not realizing what would happen once we found out. We have taken appropriate measures against that person."

Parfait figured it was best not to ask what those measures were, so she just replied, "I see."

Ronios looked at Wilnel again.

"Wilnel, you must see everyone around you as idiots, don’t you?"

"No, I don’t think of Ronios-sama, Mother, or Father that way. I believe you are people I can respect."

So she sees everyone else as idiots, Parfait thought with an internal retort.

"That’s still almost everyone. I know how you feel. I used to think that way too. Especially people from other Foundations, I thought they were all idiots."

"Then is there a problem?"

"Do you want to be like me, Wilnel?"

"I would be happy if I could become like you, Ronios-sama."

"Really? Do you want to be like me, who is shunned by many, has only family and a few acquaintances to talk to, and can’t meet the people I want to see whenever I want?"

"I think a few conversation partners are enough. I see no need to converse with inferiors, though it’s a different matter with those who are my equals or better."

"I used to think that way too when I was your age, Wilnel. But I now believe that was a mistake. I was the biggest idiot of all."

Wilnel did not seem to understand those words, tilting her head.

Ronios looked at her with a wry smile, then turned her gaze to Parfait.

"Parfait-kun, this has taken a while, but my request is this. I’d like you to be Wilnel’s friend."

""Hah?""

Parfait and Wilnel spoke at almost the exact same time.



		
			Chapter 445

			A Strange Sense of Solidarity

			As Parfait and Wilnel cried out at the same time, Ronios nodded happily.

"My, you two seem to get along quite well!"

They had simply voiced their surprise at the same time. Parfait figured anyone would have reacted that way to such a statement, and she watched the delighted Ronios with a somewhat cool expression.

Then she turned her gaze to Wilnel.

She thought Wilnel would immediately deny that they were getting along, but she seemed to be deep in thought and was not looking her way. But soon, she looked at Ronios.

"Ronios-sama, I do not mind becoming friends with this person."

"Is that so? That makes me happy. It was worth going to all this trouble."

"However, I have no intention of getting along with someone beneath me."

"I see… so you wish to state a condition?"

"Yes. If this person can prove that she is stronger than me, I will become her friend."

After saying this, Wilnel looked at Parfait.

Her gaze was one of extreme annoyance, and it seemed to say to Parfait that she should just accept it.

Parfait thought that the way they seemed completely unwilling to listen to her opinion was very much like someone from a Foundation, and she guessed that this was a suggestion to go easy on her and lose.

No matter how she looked at it, Wilnel did not want to get along with her. Her gaze said, "You feel the same way, right? So just lose."

Parfait thought, "Indeed." Becoming friends with someone from a Foundation would normally be considered good fortune, but this was clearly nothing but trouble. Besides, she did not feel like she could get along with Wilnel.

Being looked down on was a little irritating, but Parfait was the type who did not really care what people she would have no relationship with thought of her. In the first place, they grew up in different environments, so their values were different.

Whether she read the mood between the two of them or not, Ronios nodded happily again.

"I knew you would say that, Wilnel. I’m glad I confirmed Parfait-kun’s skill beforehand."

"Ronios-sama, you knew I would say this?"

"Of course. I know everything about my cute niece!"

"...Is that not strange?"

"Oh? Is something strange about it?"

"I believe that person was at her limit just receiving your attacks, Ronios-sama, and lost without being able to counterattack."

"That’s right. But isn’t that what’s amazing? Parfait-kun’s skill is the real deal."

"I could have counterattacked."

Parfait was surprised by Wilnel’s words.

A girl her own age being able to counterattack that meant she was quite skilled. The high-speed thrusts and thrown pebbles. Parfait had been at her limit just intercepting them and could not counterattack at all.

She wondered if she did not need to hold back after all, but contrary to her thoughts, Ronios laughed.

"I see, I see. Then you’ll understand if you fight her."

Wilnel, frowning, narrowed her eyes and looked at Parfait.

Parfait felt that she was being manipulated, just like Wilnel, and wondered what to do.

It seemed that losing on purpose would make her future life easier. This was a chance to put an end to what would undoubtedly become a hassle.

Parfait considered the future and came to the conclusion that she should ultimately lose here to avoid the trouble.

"Oh, and Parfait-kun, don’t even think about holding back."

"Huh? No, I wouldn’t…"

"It’s written all over your face that this is a pain. Of course, I feel bad for dragging you into our affairs. I’ll thank you in another way, so please, I’m asking you to be serious here. Besides…"

Ronios paused there and smiled at Parfait.

"Hayato-kun has beaten me before. I wonder what it says about his daughter losing to my niece?"

"My father beat you, Ronios-san…?"

"It’s not a lie or a joke. Hayato-kun and I fought one on one, and I lost. With that result on record, will you tarnish it, Parfait-kun? Hayato-kun would be disappointed, I’m sure."

She did not know if that was true. In the first place, Ronios’s name never came up in family conversations. But there was something she did know. Her father, Hayato, would never be disappointed by something like that. As his daughter, she knew that well.

In other words, this was a provocation. As if she would fall for something like that, Parfait became calmer.

However, someone else lost their composure.

Wilnel drew a thin sword, like the one Ronios had, from its sheath and pointed its tip at Parfait.

"I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to beat you to a pulp."

"Wha…?"

Wilnel, her tone suddenly a little rough, glared at Parfait with an angry expression.

"For Ronios-sama to lose, that person named Hayato must have used some dirty trick…!"

Wilnel, who had been angry, flinched for a moment, her words catching in her throat. A presence akin to killing intent had emanated from Parfait.

And Natsu and the others, who had been on the sidelines, wore expressions that said, "She’s done it now." Her friends knew. This is what happened when you spoke ill of Parfait’s parents or friends.

"If you say you can beat me, then I can go all out, right? When I win, you’ll take that back and apologize."

Parfait, her expression gone, said this, holding her sheathed sword Beelzebub in her left hand. Her right hand was just resting on the hilt, but the atmosphere around her was completely different from before, and Wilnel’s eyes widened.

"Wilnel, I was by no means defeated by Hayato-kun through a dirty trick. However, you are responsible for saying such a thing, even if it was speculation. The words of someone belonging to a Foundation carry weight. That cannot be excused just because you are young. As Parfait-kun said, if you lose, you will retract your previous statement and apologize."

"Y, yes… I, I understand…"

Ronios, who had been smiling until just now, also spoke to Wilnel with a blank expression. Then her expression returned, and she looked at Parfait.

"My apologies, Parfait-kun. As you can see, Wilnel is a child who has trouble considering the feelings of others. First, let me apologize on her behalf."

Ronios bowed her head as she said this, but Parfait was not looking at her.

"I don’t need an apology from you, Ronios-san. The only one I want an apology from is Wilnel-chan. Besides, you made sure she heard that story so this would happen, didn’t you?"

Ronios raised her head. Her face wore a mischievous smile.

"It seems you figured it out. I thought this was the only way to get you to be serious, Parfait-kun. But I don’t want you to misunderstand. I guarantee that Hayato-kun beat me in a fair fight and didn’t use any dirty tricks. I’d like you to ask him tonight."

"I don’t particularly need to ask. Ronios-san’s name has never even come up in our family gatherings, so I don’t care."

"Don’t say such sad things!"

Even as she said that, Ronios was laughing.

Most likely, Ronios was plotting to make Wilnel and her friends, even if it meant being disliked herself. Parfait thought so, and in that case, losing would be the most effective course of action. But there are some battles you cannot lose.

Her parents, this time her father Hayato, had been insulted, and Parfait was not good-natured enough to stay silent.

‘Huh? Swordsmanship is for self-defense? No, it’s a technique for living as you please! But you can’t use it for crime, you know, because you’ll get yelled at from all sorts of places.’

That is what Parfait’s master, Benitsuru, had said. Honestly, she had been expecting an answer like the sword that gives life, or swordsmanship to protect important people, but there was nothing of the sort. It all depended on the user, and swordsmanship itself was nothing more than a technique conceived of how to cut people down.

In that case, she would use Azuma-ryu sword style as a power to make her opponent apologize. It did not matter if her opponent was strong. She would use all the power she had and win, no matter what.

Parfait took a deep breath, and completely unlike before, she calmed her anger and stood with a quiet heart.

Wilnel, for her part, raised her guard at Parfait’s changed atmosphere, turning her body to the side and once again pointing the rapier in her right hand at her.

"First, an apology. I retract my statement that your father won using a dirty trick. I am sorry."

"Huh…?"

"However, I will also be serious, so please come at me with all you have. I want to see your, Parfait-san’s, strength. Those killer-like eyes of yours are somehow thrilling."

Parfait wanted to retort, asking if she had ever seen a killer, and why she had eyes full of anticipation for it, but having been told something so deflating, she lost her energy.

Now that she had even been apologized to, there was no reason to go all out. However, Parfait also became a little interested in Wilnel’s full strength. Her stance was flawless.

From a fencing-like stance, Wilnel unleashed a swift thrust.

Parfait immediately reacted to the thrust and deflected the attack.

Wilnel did not flinch at the loud sound of metal clashing and stepped in further. Then she unleashed a thrust faster than the first.

This time, Parfait did not deflect the attack, but dodged to the left and unleashed a counter iai-giri.

From Wilnel’s perspective, it would be an attack from behind, but she immediately received the attack with the rapier in her withdrawn right hand. Furthermore, using the momentum of the withdrawal, she crouched down and, with her left leg as an axis, spun to the right while sweeping at Parfait’s legs with her right foot.

Parfait dodged the attack with a jump, and while spinning in the air, she leaped over Wilnel and unleashed an iai-giri. But that attack was also deflected by Wilnel’s rapier.

However, whether Wilnel had just happened to deflect it, or because she had received it while crouching, she lost her balance and fell onto her backside.

Parfait saw this and, upon landing, went in for a slash.

Whether it was on purpose or by chance, against Parfait’s iai-giri, Wilnel did a back roll from a seated position and launched a kick like an overhead kick. It hit Parfait’s Beelzebub and deflected the attack upwards.

Standing up from the back roll and regaining her posture, Wilnel was about to launch a counterattack with her sword.

But before that attack, Parfait’s attack, a strike with the scabbard of Beelzebub, hit Wilnel’s right hand, and the impact made her drop her sword.

"Wh…!"

Wilnel was astonished. And Parfait, while sheathing Beelzebub, pressed down on the sword Wilnel had let go of with the tip of her scabbard.

She had only landed one blow, but it was clear to anyone who was stronger. Wilnel seemed to understand that as well, and she took a deep breath as if to calm herself.

"It’s my loss…"

Parfait also let out a breath, and cheers rose from Natsu and the others.

Ronios, who had been watching the whole thing, smiled and clapped.

"Wonderful! As expected of Hayato-kun and Esha-kun’s child! And you’re certainly worthy of being Benitsuru-kun and Simon-kun’s disciple! You’re even stronger than I expected!"

"I have a question for you, Parfait-san. Were you holding back in your fight with Ronios-sama?"

As if Ronios’s praise did not matter, Wilnel looked at Parfait.

"Huh? I wasn’t holding back or anything…"

"Wilnel couldn’t see this, you see."

"This, you say?"

To Wilnel’s question, Ronios showed her left hand. A small stone was resting on it.

"While I was attacking Parfait-kun with my sword, I was flicking this stone with my fingers. Parfait-kun blocked all of them with her sword and scabbard. From your perspective, Wilnel, it probably looked like she couldn’t even counterattack and was just making useless movements."

Wilnel, who had been expressionless, looked at Parfait with a surprised expression. Then she immediately pursed her lips in frustration.

"Now you see, don’t you, Wilnel. How little you know of the world."

"...Yes."

"Being honest is a good thing. And you are still young. You should learn more and more. You can study as much as you want while I’m around."

"Yes…"

"I am making you the next head of the Gemini Foundation. Once you become the head, such indulgence will not be permitted, so do your best."

"Yes… Yes? Um, Ronios-sama, what did you just say?"

"I said I’m making you the next head of the Gemini Foundation. I’ve already spoken to Cremola and Harrington, so you can rest assured."

"No! That’s not what I mean! M, me, the next head!?"

"That’s right."

Wilnel’s cool demeanor from before had completely vanished. Parfait and the others were on the sidelines, but she felt a little sympathy for Wilnel, figuring she must have heard it for the first time too. Generally, this was not something you say for the first time in a place like this.

Everyone present, including Wilnel, was being led around by Ronios and was wondering what to do, but then someone who could solve the situation appeared.

Diite emerged from a black space that suddenly appeared.

"Ronios-kun, you really…"

"Oh my, the god of this world has arrived. I suppose the fun is over?"

"Ney-kun and Jolth-kun would like to have a word with you. They’re quite furious. They say you’ve gone too far."

"I wanted to play a little longer, but it can’t be helped. I have something to talk to them about as well, so the timing is perfect. Well then, Wilnel. You get along with Parfait-kun and the others. I have to go get scolded by my friends."

"Wait, Ronios-sama!?"

Ronios, looking happy for some reason, looked over Parfait and the others.

"Parfait-kun, and everyone else, I apologize for getting you involved in this strange business. I’ll have Ney and the others thank you, so don’t worry. Oh, and you can invite me to Crown Cafe sometime, you know? I’ll come running no matter what, so I’m counting on you."

"Um…"

Parfait did not know how to respond and gave a half-hearted reply.

"Parfait-kun and the others, please continue to enjoy this event. I must take Ronios-kun with me."

As Parfait was thinking that Diite-oneechan had it rough too, Diite took Ronios with her into the black space. When the black space disappeared, only Parfait and the others remained.

The culprit was gone, but as she was wondering what to do about this situation, Wilnel spoke to them with a complicated expression, "Um…"

"I’m sure you all have many complaints, but if you would, please get along with me. As, well, fellow victims, you could say…"

Parfait wondered about that, but she and the others felt a strange sense of solidarity, thinking that they were indeed victims of that person named Ronios.



		
			Chapter 446

			Various Factions

			The special quest "Operation Annihilate Shooting Star" ended without incident.

The leader, Ronios, was defeated. Or rather, she was scolded by the executives of the AFO steering committee, but very few people knew the circumstances. In any case, with their leader gone, the clan was in a state of collapse, the quest was a success, and the hoarded food supplies were divided among the participants.

As a result, the price of food dropped slightly, and the clans that had been monopolizing the supplies, realizing it would be bad not to sell them now, put them up for sale at a lower price. At the same time, large-scale agricultural clans provided a large amount of food, and prices began to stabilize in just one day.

More importantly, in the Eastern Country, the Maid Guild announced that they would resume the all-you-can-eat sweets buffet, so the in-game message boards were buzzing with excitement.

Parfait was happy about that too. She had also participated in the special quest and received food supplies, so she was doubly happy. She was thinking of making food for the event for a while, but another problem had arisen.

It was about Wilnel, as Ronios had requested. She had been asked to become her friend, and when Wilnel herself said "please," it was hard to refuse. There was no reason to refuse in the first place, but she was worried that Ronios would come along using Wilnel as an excuse.

Apparently, Ney and Jolth had warned Ronios herself, but it was unclear how effective that would be. And when she asked her father and mother about Ronios, they had very strange expressions. According to them, their assessment was, "She doesn’t mean any harm, but she’s a troublesome person," and dinner that night was very quiet.

However, her father, Hayato, seemed to have something on his mind, and it was decided that he would invite Ronios and Wilnel to the shop next time. It would be a problem if they kept showing up unannounced, but it would also be a problem if they plotted behind the scenes, so the idea was to let them relieve their stress periodically.

She had been asked to invite Wilnel herself if she felt like it, so Parfait logged in while thinking about when to invite her.

And Parfait was immediately surprised. Wilnel was gracefully having tea at their base.

"Wilnel-chan, welcome."

"Pardon the intrusion."

She was surprised that she was in their base cafe even though she was not a clan member, but when she asked, she was told that Ginny had let her into the clan.

Originally, Wilnel and Ginny had met as children, and even if they were not friends, they were acquaintances. Ginny had been happy that Wilnel remembered her and had immediately invited her to the clan.

"Was it okay to leave Shooting Star?"

"It’s not a problem. I didn’t belong to that clan in the first place. Ronios-sama stopped me."

She had been planning to put her in this clan from the start, Parfait thought, exasperated.

"By the way, Parfait-san, when did you start your sword training?"

"Tr, training?"

"I heard that you are learning Azuma-ryu sword style. I was also confident in my swordsmanship, but I was completely defeated, so I am very interested."

"I wonder when. I think I was six or seven. Benny-shishou, Benitsuru-san, always came to the shop, and she said she suddenly realized something and declared, ‘I’ll make you my successor!’"

"I see. I also started learning around that age, so I wonder if this is a matter of the teacher. I don’t think there is that much difference in our physical abilities, Parfait-san, so if there is a difference, it would be in our teachers’ instruction."

"I, I wonder?"

She had no way of answering that. However, she was impressed that questioning and analyzing various things was just like someone from a Foundation.

"Oh, that’s right. I apologize again for my rude remarks about Hayato-sama. I am truly sorry."

"Huh? About my dad? Oh, right, the thing about him using a dirty trick. I already received your apology for that, so don’t worry about it."

"It helps to hear you say that. Actually, I asked Ronios-sama again about the situation at that time. It seems that Hayato-sama cleverly used the game’s system to defeat Ronios-sama, who had just started the game at the time. That’s not a dirty trick, but a strategy, or rather, a splendid tactic that exploited the opponent’s weakness."

She did not know what to do with that analysis, but it was the first time she had heard that story. She had asked what kind of match it was, but he had been vague, saying, "I just happened to win." Apparently, her mother, Esha, had also been watching the fight at the time and had said with amusement that it was a fighting style befitting a production class player.

Setting aside the details of the battle, she wondered what had happened to make her father and Ronios fight. She tried to probe for a possible love triangle story, but that was apparently completely off the mark.

"By the way, was Ronios-san okay? Diite-oneechan took her away."

"She said she was severely scolded, but she seemed happy, saying that Ney-sama and the others are the only ones who will scold her. And it seems she said various things she wanted to say, so she won’t be playing the game for a while and will be dealing with things with Ney-sama and the others."

"Is that a good relationship…? But what do you mean by dealing with things?"

"The Foundations have many enemies. That’s what they’re dealing with."

"Enemies."

A line she had only heard in movies came out, and Parfait was a little taken aback, but she was also interested. She leaned forward slightly and looked at Wilnel.

"Can you tell me more about that?"

"I’m not sure how much I can tell you, Parfait-san, but the information I know should not be a problem. To put it simply…"

Wilnel began to explain.

In summary, many factions had formed in the real world, and some of them were hostile to the Foundations.

About twenty years ago, an organization that supervised the Foundations, the Zodiac Foundation, was established, and the power of the individual Foundations declined compared to before. Many people gained freedom, but the weakening of the Foundations’ control led to an increase in organizations with various ideologies.

There were organizations that wanted to completely eliminate the Foundations, and conversely, those with the ideology of returning the Foundations to their former power, and even those who believed that humanity should live in virtual reality, and they were of a considerable scale.

"Ah, maybe that’s sometimes reported on the news?"

"What’s announced on the news is only a fraction of the information, but those are the organizations. If their ideology is not particularly dangerous, there is no problem, but there are several organizations that the Foundations must keep a close eye on."

"Can I ask about those too?"

"Of course. First, there is ‘Restore,’ an organization with the ideology of returning the Foundations to their former state. In fact, one of my teachers was swayed by that ideology."

"Wouldn’t it be better for the Foundations if things were like they used to be?"

"There are some Foundation-affiliated people who think so. However, the majority do not. Most people believe that the situation at that time was distorted and that the Foundations’ control would not last long. I was also influenced by my education to believe in restoring the old Foundations, but thanks to Ronios-sama, I am now gradually returning to normal."

"I see…"

"Becoming friends with you all is part of that. I’m sure you have your complaints, and there are things you don’t like about me, but…"

"It’s okay. I was wary at first, but I understand the circumstances now. I don’t think everyone else minds either. They’re tough in a lot of ways."

When Parfait said that, Wilnel gave a somewhat awkward smile and nodded.

"Are there other dangerous organizations?"

"Let’s see. There’s ‘Gaias,’ an organization with the ideology that humanity should live on Earth, and that wants to eliminate or destroy the colonies."

"That’s scary."

"Their ideology is scary, but they don’t have much power at the moment. They’re a small organization, and they mostly just do promotional activities on Earth. However, I’ve heard that among them are people who want to eliminate the Foundations themselves in order to stop the maintenance and future construction of the colonies."

Whether it was due to reporting restrictions or not, Parfait had never seen such news, so she was surprised that such an organization even existed.

There were few habitable places on Earth. The number of survivable areas was increasing year by year, but it was not as if they could do what was necessary for human survival, such as food production. Production activities in giant space colonies were essential.

"There are also cases where it’s not an organization, but just an ideology that has spread. Mainly, it’s about virtual reality."

"Ideas about virtual reality?"

"‘Realists’ who believe that virtual reality is harmful. Not in the original sense, but they are called that in the sense of opposing virtual reality."

"The original meaning is a realist, right? Then what about the organization you mentioned earlier that thinks people should live in virtual reality?"

"Yes, those are the ‘Returners,’ who believe that virtual space is humanity’s utopia."

"Returners? People who return?"

"It seems to be used in the sense of a returnee. The idea is that virtual reality is the paradise that appears in the Bible from long ago, and that the correct form for humanity, which was expelled from it, is to return to virtual reality."

From the young Parfait’s perspective, she could only think that there were some interesting ideologies out there. Her parents, friends, and acquaintances did not seem to have such ideologies. If anything, they had chocolate parfait supremacy, or they were the coffee party. There was also the ideology that love talk is life itself.

"Um, I apologize if I’ve scared you. Ronios-sama and the other Foundation executives are dealing with that, so please don’t worry. Ronios-sama also properly informed Ney-sama, Jolth-sama, and Lunaria-sama about my situation."

"Ah, Lunaria-oneechan. In that case, it sounds like it’ll be resolved right away."

"Yes. And Ronios-sama promised that in the future, she would not let people with such ideologies get close to us. She also said she would teach me directly. For my part, I’m happy that my time with Ronios-sama will increase."

The Wilnel she had first met was expressionless, and her earlier smile was awkward. But now, she was smiling so brightly it was dazzling.

Parfait smiled in return. More than anything to do with Ronios, she felt a sense of kinship with Wilnel, who seemed to love her family very much.

"Wilnel-chan, why don’t you come visit our cafe with Ronios-san sometime?"

"Huh? I, is that all right?"

"Yes, of course. You can come with your parents too. I think my dad will treat you to coffee, at least."

"No, we’ll pay properly. According to Ronios-sama, she would be willing to pay about a million yen for Hayato-sama’s coffee. I think I can afford that much as well."

"Our shop would make a huge profit, but we’d be called price gougers, so please don’t."

The coffee at the shop was 300 yen a cup. Even though they used good beans from Earth, it was quite cheap, and Parfait’s mother, Esha, seemed quite exasperated by it. However, she had never opposed it.

"Also, in a week, there’s a birthday party for Abel-kun. Want to come to that too? I’m talking about the real world, of course."

"Abel-san…? Oh, the movie actor Abel-san… Huh? A birthday party?"

"That’s right. We’re planning to celebrate not just in reality, but in virtual reality too. Oh, and we have to have a welcome party for you, Wilnel-chan. What kind of food do you like, Wilnel-chan… what’s wrong?"

Parfait waved her hand in front of Wilnel, who was staring blankly for some reason. After a few waves, Wilnel’s body twitched.

"An invitation to a birthday party, and a welcome party for me!?"

"Huh? Y, yeah. You can log in here, so your birthday must have already passed, and since we’ve become friends, I thought I’d like to talk more."

For some reason, Wilnel moved unsteadily and supported her body by planting her hands on the table.

"This is the first time I’ve been invited to such a gathering!"

"Oh, really…?"

Come to think of it, it would be difficult for a commoner to invite someone from a Foundation. And Wilnel had not gone to school and had a private tutor, so she had no friends her own age. It was to be expected.

"I understand! I will have a new trendy dress made so that I will not be embarrassed at the birthday party!"

"Please come in casual clothes. And it’s a small party, okay?"

"Not a party big enough to reserve a whole colony?"

"If we did that, even our descendants three generations from now wouldn’t be able to pay off the debt."

Wilnel was the next head of the Gemini Foundation. She was not just a young lady on par with Ginny, but a princess even higher than that. Parfait now realized that inviting her might have been a bit rash, and she started to panic. So, she hurriedly tried to smooth things over.

"Um, Wilnel-chan, most of Abel-kun’s family are famous movie actors, so they live in a reasonably large house, but it’s still not comparable to a Foundation, okay? Please, I’m begging you, study up on the commoner’s way of life."

"Indeed, Ronios-sama also spoke of such things. I understand. In that case, I will first study thoroughly at your house, Parfait-san!"

Parfait worried if that would be okay, but she decided that this too was for her new friend, Wilnel, and resolved to invite her to her home.



		
			Chapter 447

			Friend, Good Friend, Best Friend

			Parfait logged into AFO in a state of considerable exhaustion.

The night she had invited Wilnel to her home, Ronios had immediately contacted her father, Hayato, and arranged to come the very next day, which had led to a problematic situation.

It was fine for Ronios and Wilnel to come. She had invited them herself, and her parents had told her to do so, so there was no problem. The problem was that many members who were wary of Ronios had come to the shop.

From the Libra Foundation came Ney and Jolth. From the Pisces Foundation came Parsha, Blanc, and Noir. And from the supervising Foundation, Lunaria and Xenobia arrived. As their guards, Chris’s parents, Gil and Silva, were also present.

These people had come to protect Parfait and the others, wary of Ronios, but then people from completely unrelated Foundations, who had somehow caught wind of it, also came.

They were from Leo, Aquarius, Sagittarius, and Scorpion, and what’s more, they were the heads or next in line.

It would have been one thing if they had come incognito, but they brought large entourages, causing a temporary uproar in Colony "Frontier" and becoming the talk of the neighborhood, with rumors spreading about what kind of meeting was about to begin.

It was just a matter of coming for coffee and a chat, but it had turned into a gathering on the scale of a war about to break out, and Parfait heard from Ney that the cleanup had been a huge task.

The biggest problem was that the Foundations that knew nothing about this had flooded Ney with messages saying, "You absolutely have to invite us next time."

Ronios, the root cause of this situation, was in a good mood the entire time, happily chatting with Hayato and Esha while drinking her coffee. Even from Parfait’s perspective, she looked happy, and Ronios had even asked Parfait about school.

Wilnel’s parents, Cremola and Harrington, were also there and gave her a large quantity of sweets, saying, "Please take care of our daughter." Although they were from a Foundation, the two of them ran a confectionery company so famous that even Parfait knew of it.

Afterward, Parfait invited Wilnel to her room, and they had a casual chat, but Wilnel had not expected so many Foundation members to gather either and had expressed her respect in a slightly misguided way, saying, "As expected of Ronios-sama…!"

As for Parfait, her only impression was, "Are Foundation people really this free?" Later, on the evening news, commentators and experts offered completely off-the-mark opinions about the meeting, and she repeatedly retorted in her mind, "They just came for coffee."

It had been a very trying day, but she had school the next day. After a session of studying, which she was not very fond of, she had finally logged into AFO.

And when she went down from her room to the cafe on the first floor, Wilnel was gracefully drinking tea at a table.

"Wilnel-chan, welcome."

"Parfait-san, thank you for yesterday. It must have been quite a difficult time for you."

Wilnel, who was offering words of sympathy, did not seem to have had a difficult time at all. Her skin was glowing, even in virtual reality. It was probably natural since she was young, but she looked full of energy.

"Yeah, well, it was a lot of trouble. I didn’t expect so many people to come."

"Nearly half of the Foundations were there. Ronios-sama was in a good mood because of it, and she even declared to the other Foundation members that I would be the next head."

"I don’t think our shop is the place to do that."

That sort of thing is supposed to be done at the conference hall of the Central Management Bureau, "Central," on Earth. It was the kind of thing they taught you in school. But for some reason, yesterday, it had been done at her family’s cafe.

"Ronios-sama also said she was sorry about that. However, she cheerfully said, ‘I got carried away and said it,’ so I don’t know if she’s truly repentant."

Just saying she was sorry, Parfait’s opinion of Ronios dropped. It was not that high to begin with, but between yesterday and Wilnel’s current remark, she was truly a free spirit, which was nothing short of exasperating.

"It seems the other Foundation members were also eventually scolded by Ney-sama. She told them not to come when they weren’t invited."

"But I wonder why so many came. Is it because of Ronios-san’s influence?"

"They probably thought there was a good deal to be had."

"A good deal?"

"Among the Foundations, Libra, Gemini, and Pisces are said to be on good terms, or rather, the three of them often do business together. This AFO is one example."

"I think I’ve heard that before."

"Moreover, the head of the supervising Foundation, Lunaria-sama, was also there. The other Foundations were probably wary that they were having a secret meeting to start a new business, or rather, they were trying to get a piece of the action."

Foundations have numerous subsidiary companies. There are many joint ventures between companies, but it is rare for Foundations themselves to team up for business. However, it is not unheard of. Looking at past examples, such ventures involved astronomical sums of money.

Naturally, the profits were also huge, and whether or not they could participate was no exaggeration to say it would determine the future of the Foundation. It was not that a Foundation would disappear, but if they fell behind, a gap would form between them and the other Foundations.

The Foundations were supposed to be equal under the supervising Foundation, but at present, Libra, Gemini, and Pisces were a cut above the rest. It was only natural for a Foundation to take measures to prevent the gap from widening any further.

Wilnel explained this to Parfait.

For Parfait, it felt like a completely unrelated story, but she found it a little interesting to know that was how things were.

In any case, Ronios seemed to be satisfied, and she said she would not be meddling for a while. However, Ney, with a serious face, told her that this might happen again about once every six months to a year, so she should be prepared.

If it was going to be such a big deal, she had no intention of inviting them, but if she did not invite them, they would likely do various things anyway, so next time they would have to do it more secretly or change the location.

The real-world response was over, so she could finally concentrate on the AFO event. There were many other things she wanted to do, so Parfait decided to think positively, that one troublesome matter had been taken care of.

"Fuhahahaha, I have arrived!"

"Oh, Nacchan, welcome."

"Indeed, my friend. It seems you had a trying time yesterday. I sympathize."

"The ones who had it the worst were my dad and mom. Compared to that, I wasn’t so bad. I was just chatting with Wilnel-chan."

"Still, I’m sure it was difficult… Hmm, Wilnel. You were already here."

"Hello, Natsu-san."

Wilnel greeted her politely. Her expression was stiff, but it was clear she was trying to get closer.

"Hello… Kukuku, Wilnel! Parfait may be my friend, but it is too soon for you to befriend me!"

"And why is that?"

"The path I walk is a thorny road stained with darkness… One who cannot walk the same path is no friend of mine!"

Wilnel was slightly taken aback, but she quickly stood up from her chair, pressed her right hand to her chest, and extended her left hand towards Natsu.

"Even if there are thorns on the path stained with darkness, I shall crush them underfoot. Even if my own blood remains, it will be a signpost for the next. Staining the darkness with the red of blood is the path by which man obtained the power of domination…"

This time, it was Natsu who was taken aback. As for Parfait, she could only think, "What are you talking about," but Natsu, who had been taken aback, smiled mischievously.

"I see, as expected of a human of ‘Eternity,’ for the ‘Harbinger of Death’ to be a ‘Fool’s Song’ is truly daunting…!"

"It is nothing so grand. Compared to the ‘Ten Commandments of the Soul,’ the ‘Lost Thirteenth Deadly Sin,’ it is but child’s play…"

Parfait realized. This was the "Noble Game." A dangerous game of stringing together meaningless words to compete, one that led straight down the dark side. Parsha of the Pisces Foundation and Natsu’s mother, Noat, often played it.

The one who got embarrassed or was moved by the other’s words lost. For Parfait, who was at a sensitive age, the secondhand embarrassment was so intense she wanted to log out.

However, the match seemed to have been decided quickly, as Natsu started laughing.

"From this moment on, Wilnel is my friend! Let us master the dark side together!"

"No, no, I only dabble in the dark side. To be honest, I only learned ‘Poems of Light and Darkness’ as part of my studies."

Parfait thought she was being taught something more dangerous than brainwashing education. She became a little worried if the Foundations were okay.

"Um, Wilnel-chan, why are you learning something like that?"

"It is essential knowledge for negotiating with the Pisces Foundation. Parsha-sama has a unique tempo, and it is rumored that you can be made to sign a strange contract before you know it."

"So it’s true that Parsha-san is the true head of Pisces…"

The head of the Pisces Foundation was Parsha’s brother, but it was said that Parsha was the de facto head. She was said to only manage Colony "Museum," but the companies that Parsha was involved in were all doing well.

She invested in the arts, or rather, in subculture, and there were rumors that more than half of the Foundation’s income came from it. Orchestra Brunhilde, and Alvie of the band Kiss of Death, who sang in all genres, had sold-out concerts everywhere.

Parsha was apparently pushing hard for Natsu’s mother, Noat, as well, but Noat did not hold concerts and only uploaded music videos to a video streaming site. It was said to be quite profitable.

In any case, Natsu and Wilnel seemed to have become friends normally. Natsu was surprisingly shy around new people, so Parfait had been worried if it would be okay, but she was relieved that this would not be a problem.

"Everyone’s early."

This time, Chris arrived.

"Huh? Wasn’t it your gym day today?"

"The gym was closed due to the aftermath of yesterday’s commotion. I have the day off today, so I came here."

She did not know what kind of aftermath had caused the gym to close, but she was happy that they had more time to play together. As Parfait was about to say a word of welcome, Wilnel bowed her head.

"Chris-san, I apologize. The cause of yesterday’s commotion was the Gemini Foundation. I apologize on behalf of Ronios-sama."

"Don’t worry about it. I’ve had to skip the gym many times before. In any case, have you already become friends with Natsu?"

Natsu and Wilnel were standing close together. It was a distance that would normally be unthinkable for Natsu.

"Wilnel has one foot in the dark side. Therefore, she is my friend…!"

Chris, whose selling point was her calm composure, had a slight twitch in her face. It quickly returned to normal, but there was no mistaking that she had made a slightly disgusted face.

Amidst this, Wilnel was staring intently at Chris. Chris seemed to have noticed and tilted her head.

"What is it? Of course, I have no objection to becoming friends. However, I believe that friendship is not something you can be told to form."

"No, I apologize for being rude. You have a wonderful core, Chris-sama. While I’m being rude, may I?"

Wilnel said this and touched Chris’s upper arm. It was not a massage, but rather as if she was checking something, and everyone except Wilnel had a curious look on their face. When that was over, Wilnel let out a cry of surprise.

"Since this is virtual reality, I don’t think it’s your real condition, but you have wonderful muscles. Not just hard and heavy muscles, but springy, or rather rubbery, supple muscles are quite difficult to build."

Chris, in a rare display of excitement, said, "You understand!"

"That’s right, muscles are profound. I don’t just want a strong body. To obtain muscles that could be called the ultimate art, it’s not enough to just do strength training. You must pay attention to everything from food to sleep, and even your breathing… The muscles that are created in this way are the supreme existence…!"

(It’s been a while since I’ve seen this side of Chris-chan…)

Parfait, who had been with Chris since she was a child, had seen her in this state several times before. It was age-appropriate, you could say, but the gap with her usual self was so large it was almost scary.

"I see, so the ideal form would be someone like Ingrid-san, the clan leader of Bandit?"

"Exactly. Those muscles are wonderful. I would love for her to teach me everything from her training methods to her diet."

Ingrid had apologized to Parfait via voice chat. She had apologized for being easily defeated by Ronios, even though she had been hired as a bodyguard. She said she was going to retrain, and she was apparently doing various things in the real world as well.

That was fine, but the two who were excitedly discussing muscles already looked like friends. It was a conversation that made one think she was skilled in winning people over, but Parfait thought this was also part of the Foundation’s education.

Wilnel’s knowledge was not wide and shallow, but wide and reasonably deep. Parfait thought that was why the conversation could continue. Yesterday, when they were chatting in her room, she had shown off a wide range of knowledge.

However, she had said, a little sadly, "It’s just knowledge." She had been so happy when Parfait had said, "Why don’t you start putting it into practice now?"

"Hello. Oh, Wilnel-chan, you’re here too… Whoa, a real ojou-sama is here! I can absorb nutrients I’ve been lacking… This place is a jewel box…!"

"Hello, Ginny-san."

Wilnel was a little taken aback, but she gave Ginny an awkward smile. Parfait thought that it was still difficult for her to smile naturally, and then Wilnel said "Ah," as if she remembered something.

"I read Heart-Pounding Pandemonium, which you recommended."

"Your thoughts! I need your thoughts! It will determine whether we become enemies or allies from now on, Wilnel-chan!"

"Let’s see… I suppose my favorite is Ashley-sama. The ‘my little kitten’ nickname is definitely a moe point. I want to kidnap him. Or rather, I want to make him submit and see his frustrated face."

"...Wilnel-chan, you were my soul’s best friend all along…!"

Some rather disturbing words about Ashley had been uttered, but before she knew it, Wilnel and Ginny had become best friends. The problem was Rick, who looked like Ashley, and Parfait braced herself, thinking there might be some trouble ahead.



		
			Chapter 448

			Family of Actors

			Today was Abel's birthday, so Parfait and her friends were busy with preparations at their AFO base.

Abel's plan was to log in at the Royal Capital, speak with Diite at the church, and then head to the Eastern Country. That meant they still had some time before he arrived.

As an actor, Abel maintained a strict diet in his daily life. Since he loved sweets, they were preparing a massive amount for him to enjoy, at least in virtual reality.

This was all thanks to them obtaining some of the ingredients that the clan "Shooting Star" had been monopolizing. Ronios was the cause of that situation, but since it had been for Wilnel's sake, she still looked apologetic.

"I don't think you need to worry about it anymore," Parfait said.

"I can't just say that. The ingredients are more expensive than usual because of me."

"That's just part of the fun of the game. More importantly, let's hurry and get ready. Abel-kun is busy with all sorts of things, so we don't know if he can stay all day. We need to make sure he has fun, even if it's just for a short time."

"He can't stay for long? But he's having a birthday party in the real world, isn't he? I was invited, so I'm actually a little excited."

"It seems Abel-kun is getting acting lessons from Veru-san at home. He spends most of his days off training."

Everyone in Abel's family, except for his mother Cecil, worked as a movie actor. Furthermore, his grandfather Veru, his father Ash, and his aunt Ren, as well as their acquaintances, were also actors.

Parfait found it strange that her own parents somehow knew such a family, but Abel's father Ash was friends with Hayato, and Esha and Ren were just as close.

She had also heard that back when they lived in Colony "Factory," they had worked at her family's cafe. Even Abel said he wanted to work part time at the shop someday.

"Speaking of which, Abel-san's mother, Cecil-san, isn't an actor, is she?" Wilnel asked Parfait, who was making pudding, as she put up decorations.

"That's right. I think I heard she was an athlete who did all kinds of sports, like marathons and javelin."

"It doesn't seem like she would have much in common with the movie actor Ash-san. I wonder how they met."

"I've wondered about that too. I asked Ren-kyoukan once, and she said they just hit it off because they both lack tact."

"...I have so many questions, but first, who is Ren-kyoukan?"

"Oh, right. Ren-san is our instructor... for romance."

"Romance?"

"Yes. Ren-san is the type who'll die if she doesn't get her regular dose of love stories, so she's always asking us about ours. Actually, she's been asking since we were little kids..."

Wilnel made a complicated face, but Parfait, perhaps as a follow-up, added, "She's definitely a good person, though."

"At first, I thought she was asking for research for her acting, but it seems to be a complete hobby. She's always telling us that a woman should be in love every single day..."

"Just so you know, she says it to guys too. She checks in on me every time we meet," Rick said. He had also been helping with the party preparations, and must have overheard their conversation.

"She said for a man, the heart is more important than the face. She told me to make my heart handsome."

"She says that to me a lot too. 'Make your heart beautiful.' It's too vague, I don't really get it..."

"I see... I understand that part, but what did she mean about Ash-san and Cecil-san lacking tact?"

"Apparently, it's just as it sounds. Ren-kyoukan said Ash-san and Cecil-san lack tact. But she says it so happily, even though it's not a good evaluation. She said their relationship has no pretense, and that two negatives made a positive or some other thing that didn't make sense."

"...I've never met her, but will I be able to see Ren-san today?"

"Nine times out of ten. Ren-san is supposed to be busy, but she never misses events like this. She'll show up, ask for love stories, and then leave. Oh, and this is a rule you have to follow. Don't touch the pudding, or there will be trouble later."

"I've seen all her movies, but I can't imagine her like that at all... Then again, her private life is said to be a complete mystery."

Ren had appeared in every genre of film from horror to romance, but her private life was said to be a total unknown.

There were even baseless rumors that she performed black magic curses late at night. No one knew what the real Ren was like. She was that different in every role, from her expressions to her personality.

What's more, she was so thorough that not a single romantic rumor had ever surfaced about her. Some even said that Ren was computer-generated, an actress who didn't actually exist.

However, that assessment was only from people who knew her through a screen. Parfait and her friends had met her many times, and their evaluation was "the older sister who loves love stories."

But for Parfait's group, who had almost no love stories to tell, she was also recognized as being just as troublesome as Ronios. Ren would tell them it was fine to just make things up, so Parfait had several imaginary boyfriends.

"She asks about love stories, but she doesn't seem to have a boyfriend or anything herself."

"Compatibility is a factor, I suppose, but it's a little hard to believe. With her beauty, it seems like she could date any man she wanted."

"I know, right? I've never heard a single romantic rumor about her... although I did hear she was interested in a guy once, a long time ago."

"I'm curious what kind of man he was. Speaking of which, I saw Ren-san's debut film, and she was just a background character. An extra, really."

"You saw that? Actually, that movie was filmed at our place. It was back when we were on Factory, apparently."

"Is that so... In that case, was the cafe owner modeled after Hayato-san?"

"No way. My dad isn't that cool, so it's not related. Besides, it's not like a master sniper like that actually exists."

"That's true, that was the feel of the story. A mysterious woman who appears only on nights when gunshots are heard, and the shopkeeper who prepares the finest coffee without asking questions... The fleeting love that blossoms in a killer who had lived as a killing machine moved me to tears...!"

"I'm surprised you rated it so highly, but it's a film that still gets talked about from time to time. Every time we watch it, my mom complains that we provided the location but didn't get a single G out of it."

For some reason, she had also mentioned something about portrait rights, but Parfait was sure that was completely unrelated.

"Hey, it's fine to talk, but your hands have stopped. Let's save that story for when Abel gets here."

Rick's comment made Parfait and Wilnel snap to attention.

"Right. Natsu-chan and the others will be here soon, so let's get as much done as we can before then!"

With that, Parfait resumed her work.

After the preparations were finished, Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Rick, Ginny, and Wilnel waited for Abel.

Abel had already sent a voice chat message saying he was on his way. He sounded so happy that his cheerful voice left a strong impression.

After a few minutes of waiting, there was a knock on the base's door.

"It's Abel. You guys in there?"

Parfait's group immediately went to the door and opened it.

"Happy birthda—Abel-kun?"

They were all a little taken aback by Abel's appearance. It was so dark and ominous, nothing like his usual self.

He wore a black, hooded robe, pulled so low they couldn't see his eyes, and the clothes visible underneath were also pitch black. He even had a skull necklace around his neck, and several large nails and a straw doll hung from his waist.

He looked less like himself and more like a suspicious person, someone who dealt in curses for a living.

Noticing their wary stares, Abel seemed to realize something and pulled back his hood. Silky blond hair came into view, but his face was still hidden. He was wearing a mask with what looked like red rubies embedded over the eyes.

When Abel removed the mask as well, it was finally the face Parfait and the others knew.

"Sorry, sorry. It's a pain if I get recognized, so I came in disguise."

"Oh, I see. It's tough being a popular guy."

"Tell me about it."

"You know, it's kind of annoying when you agree with that."

"You're the one who brought it up. Anyway, you're having a party for me here too, right? I was looking forward to it, so let's have a blast!"

Though known to the public as a prince, Abel acted his age around Parfait and her friends. He entered the base without any hesitation, looked around cheerfully, and exclaimed, "This is awesome!"

They all gathered around the table to celebrate Abel's birthday. Afterwards, Natsu sang a birthday song in an enka style. Everyone else made a face, but Abel was delighted.

"As expected of my friend. To think you truly understand my music."

"Last year's heavy metal style was good, but I think the enka was great too."

"Have a donut!"

"Oh, thanks. Man, Diite-san gave me sweets for my birthday too, but it's great that I can eat as much as I want here and not get fat!"

Along with the donut from Natsu, Abel devoured the sweets Parfait's group had prepared. He said he usually only ate carefully calculated meals, which was pretty tough.

It must be especially hard for Abel, who has a sweet tooth. But apparently, he had never once given in to temptation in the real world. Parfait always thought she could never be that disciplined.

"Hey, you're new here, right? Wilnel, was it? I'm Abel."

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I am Wilnel. I am already familiar with you, Abel-san. I've seen all your movies."

"Oh, thanks. Right, Wilnel is Ronios-san's niece, isn't she?"

"You know of Ronios-sama?"

"My mom told me about her before the recent commotion. Something about fighting her in AFO. Well, this must be fate. Nice to meet you!"

"Yes, a pleasure to meet you as well. By the way, Abel-san, may I ask about your equipment...?"

"Oh, Diite-san gave it to me, but it seems Ren-neesan prepared it. It's pretty cool, right?"

Parfait thought it was less 'cool' and more 'shady' or 'dangerous'. A look around confirmed that everyone else's face shared her opinion.

"Abel, I thought you were learning martial arts like me. Are you going to fight in that outfit? You look exactly like a sorcerer," Chris said.

Though not at the same gym, Abel was learning martial arts as part of his acting career, which is what Chris was referring to.

Abel popped the rest of his cheesecake into his mouth, chewed thoroughly, and swallowed.

"I plan to play as a sorcerer, so I won't be using martial arts. I'm just doing that to maintain my physique and for roles, so I'm not that serious about it."

"I see, so that's why you're a sorcerer. I heard Ren-kyoukan was playing as a sorcerer too."

"Yeah, and apparently Hayato-san made these Five-sun Nails and Straw Dolls. They're cool, right!"

Cool or not, Parfait felt a little happy knowing they were her father's creations.

"I don't care how you look, but personally, I'm glad you're here, Abel."

"Huh? Rick, you got a problem or something?"

"No, I just felt a bit out of place. Being the only guy here."

"What's there to feel out of place about with people you've known since you were kids? Don't tell me you're starting to see one of them as a woman or something?"

This must be what it means to lack tact, Parfait thought. They weren't formal with each other, but they were both at that age. He could have found a better way to ask, she grumbled to herself.

"No, not even a little bit."

Parfait looked at Rick and thought, "You too?" but she held her tongue, not wanting to make the atmosphere weird.

"Abel-san, Rick-san, I think you should be more considerate of a girl's feelings. You should treat us more like ladies. There's courtesy even among friends, as they say. For starters, why don't you try cross-dressing to understand how we feel? I have a recommendation. A super recommendation."

"I sort of get what you're saying, Ginny, but you guys are like family to me. Besides, I already cross-dressed for your birthday."

"That has already been digested. I need new nourishment! Do you want me to starve to death!"

"I kind of feel like you'd survive even if the world ended..."

Since the atmosphere didn't get as weird as she'd expected, she joined in the pointless chatter. They had had similar conversations many times, but with close friends, you never get tired of it. You can listen to it over and over.

Time flew by, and soon it was almost time for the real-world birthday party, so they decided to call it a night.

But just then, Abel spoke up as if he had just remembered something.

"By the way, Ren-neesan said she wanted to hear everyone's stories."

"Isn't that business as usual? It's a pain to make up a fake boyfriend every time, but I'll tell her a masterpiece today."

"Not that. Apparently, it's about Natsu and Ruth-san. What's that about?"

"Oh, that..."

"How did that information leak!? I mean, it's not true at all, you know? I have no idea what you're talking about, but can I be the only one to skip the birthday party?"

"Your true self is showing... Wait, are you dating Ruth-san? There's no way Ren-neesan would miss that. You're in for an interrogation that would put the police to shame, for sure."

"N-no, tha—that's not true. We are not dating."

"Oh, so it's a one-sided crush. I'll pray for you, so good luck."

"Th-thank you—that's not it. It's a misunderstanding. As different as calling a great fortune a great curse."

While trying to calm down the flustered Natsu, everyone logged out. Afterwards, before heading to Abel's house, Parfait and the others stopped by Natsu's house to drag Natsu, who was wrapped up in her futon, along with them.



		
			Chapter 449

			A Monster Beyond Genius

			The day after Abel's birthday, Parfait logged into AFO as usual.

The dish registration period for the Hestia Festival would be ending soon. After that, the winner would be decided by how many votes they could get in a week. Some dishes were already registered and had received votes, but it was still possible to make a comeback in a week's time.

However, Parfait wasn't particularly concerned with her ranking. She just wanted to enjoy the festival atmosphere. Of course, she wanted the participation prize too.

Wilnel and Abel had decided not to participate in this event. Wilnel, being something of a perfectionist, had given up, saying she couldn't make anything good in the remaining time. Abel said he didn't have the time.

Abel had mentioned that he generally wouldn't be logging in much. In addition to his acting work, he was also receiving acting lessons, so even if he could log in, it would be late. He said there was a chance his schedule wouldn't line up with everyone else's. Still, at the birthday party, he had promised to log in at least once a week to spend time with them.

As Parfait was wondering what to do today, Wilnel came down from the second floor.

"Parfait-san, you're early today."

"Welcome, Wilnel-chan... By the way, were you serious about what you said yesterday?"

"What I said yesterday?"

"About transferring schools."

"Ah, that. I took the entrance exam today. I passed with a perfect score."

"You work fast... and a perfect score..."

"Ronios-sama made her move. I can get away with a certain amount of selfishness."

People who understand their power and use it are scary, Parfait thought, but then resigned herself to the fact that anything was possible with that woman. As the head of a Foundation, she wasn't in a position to hold back unless it was something truly major.

"Also, I moved to Colony 'Frontier' today. There is a house owned by the Gemini Foundation, so I will be living there."

"Oh, that huge house. The one that looks like it would take a week just to clean without servants."

"We have more than ten servants, so cleaning should be finished within a day."

"A house with real maids is amazing. And it's owned by the Gemini Foundation..."

Chris's mother, Silva, was a real maid, but normally, people didn't have maids or butlers. That was something only the Foundations could afford.

Usually, a colony managed by one Foundation didn't have houses belonging to other Foundations, but Colony "Frontier," which was primarily managed by Libra, also had houses for Gemini and Pisces. This was because they had provided funding.

Ronios, who had caused all sorts of trouble, was forbidden from living in that house, but there was no rule saying Wilnel couldn't, and Ney had approved it.

"Please come visit sometime. To think I'll have friends over at my house... I'll do my very best to prepare."

"In moderation... No, wait, moderation is no good either. Please don't go all out."

Parfait knew she wasn't the most conventional person, but Wilnel's idea of common sense was on a completely different level. To that extent, she felt that 'not going all out' would probably be just right.

At yesterday's birthday party, Wilnel's outfit had been fine, just a bit high-class. The gift she brought, however, was on another level. It was a tea cup set from a famous brand that Parfait didn't recognize, but it was not something a high school student could afford. In fact, it was probably comparable to a normal family's annual income.

Abel's family couldn't very well refuse the gift, so they had given something of equal value in return. As befitting a family of actors, it was non-sale merchandise from their movies, things money couldn't buy.

Wilnel realized her mistake and apologized, but she was happy about the gift exchange anyway. It then became a funny story, as Ginny had apparently done something similar in the past.

"By the way, is Natsu-san alright?"

"I think Natsu-chan is fine. She's mentally strong. I mean, you can't master the Dark Side without it."

"I hope so. Ren-san—Ren-kyoukan jumped right into the love story. I was surprised she ignored the birthday boy to talk about a love story that had nothing to do with him."

"That was less a love story session and more of a strategy meeting."

When Ren heard Natsu's real-life love story, her excitement hit its peak. She kicked the boys out of the room and started a girls-only talk.

Natsu kept denying everything, but Ren didn't tease her or try to force it out of her. She simply shared her own stories about Ruth.

Then she gently said, "It's embarrassing and awkward to have your true feelings exposed, but try not to deny those feelings with words." Words have power, so it's better not to say such things, even if they're lies. She also warned everyone not to tease Natsu about it in the future.

That part was fine, but then it turned into a lecture on techniques to make men fall for you, starting with, "In front of the man you like, every girl can become a great actress!" Parfait had heard it so many times it went in one ear and out the other, but Wilnel had apparently listened intently.

"I don't have many male acquaintances, so I don't really understand romance, but I learned various techniques. The skill to get teary-eyed instantly seems like it could be useful in many situations."

"I think pressing a pressure point on your palm without the other person noticing is pretty hard, though...?"

Parfait had learned many techniques from Ren over the years, but she thought they were basically useless.

In any case, Natsu seemed to have had some thoughts of her own, and in the end, she had progressed to the point of saying that, regarding Ruth, "if I had to say whether I like or dislike him, I like him."

The conversation on that topic ended, and afterwards, they celebrated with Abel and Rick.

Abel didn't seem to mind being kicked out of the room. While Parfait's group was captured by Ren, he had been talking with Rick. With a look of resignation that suggested he had reached a state of enlightenment, he had said, "If it's Ren-neesan, it can't be helped."

"Fuhaha, I have arrived! Another fine day for the Dark Side!"

Natsu was suddenly on the stairs, her hand outstretched and her cape fluttering. Just as Parfait had thought, she seemed to be her usual self, with no apparent problems.

"Welcome, Natsu-chan. Um, are you okay?"

"I know not what you mean, but I am fine. My mother also says that most of life's problems can be solved by eating donuts and sleeping!"

"Ah, I get that. I feel like I can handle anything if I eat a strawberry parfait and sleep."

"Have you two had some kind of special training?"

It was unclear if she was joking or being serious, but Wilnel's question was at least genuine. However, explaining that it wasn't some kind of special training was rather difficult.

In any case, the intended meaning, that eating your favorite food and sleeping helps you forget bad things, seemed to have gotten across, and Wilnel was convinced.

"By the way, my friends Chris, Rick, and Ginny can't come today. And Abel too, of course."

They each had things to do in the real world, so that couldn't be helped. Still, it was a little sad that their options were limited.

"Natsu-chan sometimes can't come because she has to study. Wilnel-chan said she sometimes helps with the Foundation's work... Am I the only one with free time in the real world...?"

Since she had been able to log in, Parfait had done so almost every day. The only days she couldn't were a few scattered ones before exams.

There was no login bonus, so there was no need to log in every day. The only disadvantage was missing out on the Maid Guild's perks. Other than that, there were no demerits.

Despite that, Parfait logged in whenever possible, even for a short time.

"In my friend's case, I think you make time to play AFO, rather than just being free."

"Some people play games to kill time, but I don't think that's the case for you, Parfait-san."

She wondered about that, but Parfait agreed that she wasn't playing AFO to kill time. She loved this world, and she wanted to play here.

It wasn't that she disliked reality. She just liked the other-world fantasy setting. And it was nice not having to go to school.

"By the way, Parfait-san, how do you practice the Azuma-ryu Sword Style? Is it about an hour every day?"

"Just on Sunday mornings, so once a week. I run about ten kilometers with Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei, and then we do five hundred practice swings together. After that, we spar for about an hour. All in all, maybe two hours?"

Natsu furrowed her brow, and Wilnel's face showed surprise.

"You're full of energy on a Sunday morning. I have decided to spend my Sunday mornings wallowing in sloth in my bed. That is a truly evil deed that would make the Dark Side turn pale...! Though I cannot compete with my mother, who wallows every day...!"

"Noat-san is someone who makes time to sleep."

"Is that all?"

"What do you mean, is that all?"

"The Azuma-ryu Sword Style training. Once a week, a ten-kilometer run and five hundred swings? And then just sparring?"

"That's it. In the beginning, they taught me various forms, and the running distance and number of swings were much less. And I just watched the sparring."

"...When we first fought, I think you dodged my attack and then leaped over me acrobatically while drawing your sword. Is that a specific technique...?"

"Huh? That wasn't a technique or anything, just an improvised attack. Oh, but maybe I saw Benny-shishou do something like that before. She drew her sword three or four times then, but there's no name for the move."

Wilnel was so shocked she nearly fell off her chair.

"Wilnel-chan, are you okay?"

"Y-yes, I'm fine. I was just a little—no, quite surprised."

"My friend Wilnel, what on earth surprised you?"

Wilnel told Natsu, "Just a moment," composed herself, and then took a sip of the tea that was on the table. She let out a long breath and looked first at Natsu, then at Parfait.

"I have learned various skills myself, but from my perspective, I don't believe one can acquire such skill with that amount of training."

"Huh? You think so?"

"Normally, yes. Perhaps, Parfait-san, you have good motor skills?"

"If you must know, I always get a five in P.E. On a five-point scale, of course!"

Natsu looked a little exasperated at Parfait's smug face, but Wilnel nodded in understanding.

"I don't quite understand the five-point scale system, but I understand that your grades are good. Also, perhaps you have good eyes? Good dynamic visual acuity?"

"My eyesight is good, but I've never been told I have good motor skills."

Wilnel stood up and drew her sword. Then she thrust it toward Parfait's face.

Parfait tilted her head slightly and dodged the attack.

"Hey Wilnel-chan, that's dangerous."

"Do you know how many times I attacked just now?"

"Three times, right? You only came to hit me on the last one, so I dodged it."

Wilnel sheathed her sword and said, "My apologies," as she sat back down in her chair. She elegantly took a sip of tea before returning the cup to its saucer.

"How can you see that!"

"Huh? What do you mean by that..."

"Natsu-san, did you see that attack!?"

"I knew she attacked, but I only faintly saw the second one and missed the third completely. For a second, I thought it had stabbed Parfait."

"This settles it. Parfait-san, your dynamic visual acuity and motor skills are beyond genius. They're monstrous."

"What a way to put it!"

She was a sixteen-year-old girl, after all. Being told her dynamic visual acuity and motor skills were monstrous didn't make her happy. Besides, in Parfait's opinion, the real monsters were Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei.

"You've been learning swordsmanship since you were a child. You must have been watching those spars all that time. It's one thing to be able to see it, but to have the motor skills to reproduce it... you are, without a doubt, a monster."

"You're complimenting me, right...?"

"I am offering you the highest praise. Um, if you don't mind, could I join your Azuma-ryu training next time? I would very much like to observe."

"That's fine, but be careful. Benny-shishou will immediately try to make you her disciple."

Natsu and Chris had both experienced that baptism by fire. They refused, of course.

"Parfait-san, you are amazing. I wonder what would happen if you trained seriously... Please, try the technical training I'm receiving sometime."

"If I get the chance."

"In Parfait's case, wouldn't it be better to have her look over your studies?"

Parfait's face fell, becoming the darkest it had been all day. She had another test next month. She wouldn't get scolded for bad scores, nor would she be told to study, but the results were linked to her allowance. She wanted to avoid it going down.

"Are you not good at studying, Parfait-san?"

"It's less that I'm not good at it and more that it's the enemy... On a five-point scale, I'm barely a three."

"By my evaluation, my friend is a two."

"Let me have my pride!"

"So, average or below. But it's alright. If you study for about ten hours a day, you can get to the top."

"That's for people who are naturally good at studying. Ten hours of studying sounds like it would make me go crazy."

"It's alright. Once you go crazy once, you can handle anything after that. It's not so much going crazy as it is a feeling of a third eye opening on your forehead, if you know what I mean."

"I don't know what you mean, but that's not from personal experience, is it?"

"Kukuku, I want to experience that too...!"

Based on Parfait's conviction that there are more important things in life than studying, and the rather dark story coming from Wilnel, she decided to cut the conversation short and change the subject to going to a dungeon.



		
			Chapter 450

			Selling Food at a Stall

			The dish registration period for the Hestia Festival was over. All that remained was the voting period, and the rankings would be decided in about a week.

Although there had been some trouble, such as the high price of ingredients, the event was well-received by most players, and now everyone was buzzing about which dishes to vote for.

Naturally, the serious cooks were setting up food stalls in places like the Royal Capital to gather votes during the voting period. It had turned into something of a festival, and similar events were being held in many cities.

Not wanting to miss out, Parfait and her friends all made their way to the Royal Capital Anhemudal.

Parfait's group had also registered dishes, but they weren't particularly trying to gather votes. Of course, they would be happy if they won, but they were simply aiming for the participation prize.

However, Ginny, who was a skilled cook, wanted to gather as many votes as she could, so she was setting up a stall in the Royal Capital, and Parfait was helping her.

The system for selling at a stall was simple. There were designated areas where sales were allowed, and there you could display the stall system menu and pay the specified fee. You would rent the spot for a certain amount per hour, depending on the location. After that, you were free to do as you pleased.

Selling at their base was of course an option, but a stall was far more visible in terms of foot traffic. Renting a spot in the Royal Capital was quite expensive, but it was also easier to turn a profit.

It was originally a sales system for players who didn't have a base, but now many people were using it to promote their original dishes.

"It's like a festival, so I'm super excited."

"Kukuku, I know what you mean. I'm getting a little giddy."

"It would be nice if there were fireworks at night."

The three of them, Parfait, Natsu, and Chris, said this, and the other members agreed.

However, they resigned themselves to the fact that there probably wouldn't be any fireworks. The festival-like atmosphere was thanks to the Hestia Festival, but the abundance of stalls was something the players were doing on their own, and the game operators weren't involved.

It was possible for players to set off fireworks, but it would be a waste of money, so Parfait saw no reason to go that far.

Besides, they could enjoy the festival atmosphere without them. For some reason, a huge variety of classic festival foods were being sold.

Cotton candy, candy apples, chocolate bananas, takoyaki, okonomiyaki, yakisoba... and many other delicious things like popcorn and crepes were lined up. The aroma alone was enough to make you want to buy something.

"Ah, here it is."

Fighting off the many temptations, they arrived at the space they had reserved for two hours using the stall reservation system. The players who had been using it before were starting to pack up, so they exchanged simple greetings and began their own preparations.

In the meantime, Ginny was greeting the vendors on either side of them.

"Here, please have one. This is the dish we'll be serving."

"How thoughtful of you. Please, have this in return."

"Thank you very much!"

Ginny handed over the product she would be selling and received the dish they were selling in return. It was a friendly atmosphere, as if they had been friends for a long time.

"Ginny-chan, are you used to this sort of thing?"

Ginny was fundamentally a young lady from a wealthy family. Parfait didn't have an image of her bringing over soba as a moving-in gift. Yet, she was acting as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Parfait-chan, I am a veteran of the battlefield. The Summer Campaign, the Winter Campaign, and the decisive battle that divided the realm... I have experienced them all!"

"What are you talking about?"

Perhaps reacting to the words "battlefield veteran," Chris came over.

"Simply put, it's a fan convention event. Parsha-san asks me to be a seller for her self-published books. That place is a true battlefield, but it holds treasures you can't find anywhere else!"

Chris said nothing and returned to setting up the stall.

"Oh, that thing. The event hosted by the Pisces Foundation, right?"

"Yes! It's the world's largest event, which uses an entire colony. I live for it...!"

"Using a whole colony seems like overkill to me. But I heard it generates incredible revenue. People come from almost every colony."

"That's right. But it's only twice a year, in the summer and winter, plus one secret event... I wish they'd do it every day."

"I'm sure you do, Ginny-chan. But how does that make you used to this?"

"At fan conventions, it's considered polite to exchange products with the neighboring shops. It is a skill I acquired there."

"Oh, is that so...? A skill...?"

"If your favorite characters are on opposite sides, it can lead to war...! But the event staff takes various measures to accommodate for that, so it doesn't become a major battle."

"That sounds tough..."

"Yes, but even with the utmost care, battles still occur... The Battle of Kawanakajima two years ago saw many fall in combat..."

"Are Ginny-chan and I talking about the same thing?"

Here and there, she heard words she recognized, but they were the kind of things that came up in history class, not recent events. Since she was bad at memorization, Parfait worried she might start remembering useless things.

Be that as it may, her question was answered. She had never been to this fan convention, but Ginny had clearly done similar things there, and she concluded that exchanging products was a regular occurrence for her.

While they were having this conversation, the stall preparations were completed.

A festival-style stall had been set up, and the "Omelette Rice: My Favorite is My Life" that Ginny had prepared beforehand were lined up. It was an omelette rice with a cute, deformed version of Ashley from Heart-Pounding Pandemonium drawn on it in ketchup.

Ginny said that drawing pictures with ketchup was an essential skill for a maid, but according to Chris, who was practically a maid herself, they didn't do such things. Parfait assumed that there were probably different schools of thought even among maids.

Once the preparations were finished, Rick looked at Parfait and Ginny and spoke.

"Alright, we're going to take a look around. But are you sure you two will be okay at the stall?"

"We'll be fine. Besides, this is a first for Wilnel-chan and Abel-kun, right? It's virtual reality, but please show them around for me."

"I know of it through knowledge, but this is my first time seeing a festival, so I would be grateful for a tour. However, eating while walking. That is very high-difficulty."

"It is difficult, but you don't have to force yourself."

"I want to experience this for the future, too. You're supposed to buy a toy ring at a place like this and give it as a gift, right? Ren-neesan said it'll be effective in about ten years. But what is it effective for?"

"You don't need it, Abel, so don't worry."

Wilnel had almost never left her house before, so although she knew about commoners' festivals from books, she had never participated in one. Abel, on the other hand, had been busy with work since he was a child and had never had the chance to participate. So the two of them were more excited than anyone else.

Since there was a possibility they might go wild, it was best for the calm Rick and Chris to stay nearby. This was Parfait's reasoning.

"Only you two can stop Wilnel-chan and Abel-kun if they go wild, so be careful."

"What about me?"

"Natsu-chan, you're more on the wild side, I think... Please don't let the power of the Dark Side run rampant."

"I am a little dissatisfied."

And so, Parfait and Ginny saw everyone off and focused on the stall.

It seemed Rick and the others had done a good job setting up the stall for them. There were two banners with the words "Omelette Rice" clearly visible, and a display case for the food was arranged so that it was easy to see.

"I hope it sells well."

"It will be fine. I have arranged for shills."

"Ginny-chan?"

"I just told some acquaintances, that's all. Acquaintances coming to buy. That is legal. Besides, battles cannot be won with clean hands alone. Ashley-sama says so too. 'Embrace both the pure and the impure.'"

Somehow it had turned into a battle, but if it wasn't a matter of asking people to pretend to be customers, but simply having acquaintances come to visit, then Parfait thought it was probably fine.

Besides, when she looked around, she noticed that players tended to go where there were a lot of people and mostly avoided places with few people. Their location was also quite far from the central area, so not many players passed by.

She felt that if they didn't use shills or something to attract customers, they wouldn't be able to sell anything.

"Hello, Parfait-kun, Ginny-kun, I'm here."

A smiling Diite casually approached them.

"Ah, Diite-oneechan. Welcome!"

"Welcome!"

"Ginny-kun. When you make that face and use that voice, it feels like it might cause a glitch in my recognition data. Could you please speak normally?"

Parfait wondered, "What about me?" but she understood what Diite was trying to say. When the perfectly elegant Ginny acted so common, it messed with your brain. If Wilnel, who was a perfect lady both inside and out, said that, she might hyperventilate.

"It's sad, but it can't be helped. Welcome, Diite-san. Thank you for coming."

"Of course. So this is the omelette rice you made, Ginny-kun. Omelette Rice: My Favorite is My Life... I see. I have a favorite too, so I understand well. One's favorite is one's life."

Parfait wasn't sure if that was philosophical or not, but she wondered if an AI could have a favorite person. She quickly abandoned the thought.

In the first place, she wasn't sure if Diite could even be classified as an AI. If she was this human-like, you might as well just call her a human.

"Alright, I'll buy some. Ginny-kun, how much is it?"

"It's 100G for one."

"I'll buy them all."

"Diite-oneechan, please consider why we have a stall."

Diite's occasional clumsiness was part of her charm, but there was no point if their shill-like acquaintance bought all their products. She was supposed to be a lure to attract other customers.

Since Diite was more of an acquaintance than a customer, they had her eat inside the stall area. It seemed she was struggling to eat it without messing up the face of Ashley-sama drawn in ketchup.

"It's Ashley-sama! —Ah, excuse me— huh? Parfait-chan?"

"Ah, Balbara-san. This is the first time we've met in the Royal Capital."

It was Balbara, the leader of the player clan "Knights of Sweets," whom they often met during the "Hyakki Yakou" Stampede in the Eastern Country. She was a woman in her early twenties and a fellow participant in the all-you-can-eat sweets reward from the Maid Guild's Stampede.

She had seen Rick's real face before and had tried to get him to take off his helmet or wear a butler outfit, but always through Parfait, never approaching him directly.

And that same Balbara had definitely said "Ashley-sama" when she saw the omelette rice on display. Parfait was impressed that she could tell from just a deformed drawing in ketchup, and then she saw Ginny's eyes light up.

"Glasses," "Immortal."

"Slit-eyes," "Mastermind."

"Young lady," "Doting."

As if exchanging a secret code, Ginny and Balbara said these words, and in the next moment, they were shaking hands firmly.

"A comrade. I am Ginny. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"I'm Balbara. I saw you at the last Stampede, and I had a feeling."

Parfait didn't understand what was going on, but she interpreted it as them being comrades of some sort. And her self-preservation instinct told her it was best not to pry any further.

"Balbara-san, would you like an omelette rice? We're actually participating in the event with this. It's 100G for one."

"I'll buy them all."

"That's a bit..."

She probably meant she wanted to buy them for a different reason than Diite, but it would be a problem if they were all bought out at a place like this. So they just had her buy one.

"...I can't bring myself to ruin Ashley-sama's face... I'm sorry, I'll make this a family heirloom."

She was probably apologizing because she couldn't eat it, but being told it would be a family heirloom was also a problem. As someone who had no personal attachment to Ashley, Parfait couldn't quite follow, but if the person herself was fine with it, then there was no issue.

Balbara put the omelette rice in her item bag and said, "I'll call the rest of my clan," as she started a voice chat.

Parfait thought this was another kind of shill, but if it helped them sell even a little and get some votes, she was grateful, so she waited for the members of the "Knights of Sweets."

"By the way, shouldn't you have Ashley-sama—I mean, that silver-haired boy sell this? Oh, not that I want to see it or anything."

It took Parfait a moment to understand Balbara's words, but she finally got it. The borderline legal method of having Rick, who resembled Ashley, sell this omelette rice.

"Well, that's a bit too—Ginny-chan!?"

Ginny didn't collapse gracefully like a young lady. She crumpled from her knees and fell face-down on the ground.

"That's it! That demonic idea... I have no choice but to do it! I must make him wear a butler outfit and sell them!"

"Ginny-chan, calm down. And Balbara-san, please don't collapse too."

Balbara had also collapsed from her knees just at the mention of a butler outfit.

Parfait just wanted to run away. But she summoned all her willpower and sent a voice chat to Rick, telling him that it was dangerous here.



		
			Chapter 451

			The Event's Results

			"Now, I will announce the results..."

At the cafe that served as the headquarters for the clan "Mont Blanc," the female members of Parfait's group were gathered around a table.

Only Chris, dressed in her maid outfit, remained standing, holding a piece of paper as if about to make an announcement. Just as everyone leaned forward in anticipation, Chris opened her mouth.

"The one that won an award was Ginny's 'Omelette Rice: My Favorite is My Life'."

At Chris's words, everyone let out a collective "Ooh" of admiration.

The voting period for the Hestia Festival was over, and the tallying period had also ended. The system was set up so that individuals would be notified before the public announcement.

And so, a letter had arrived for the clan, stating that Ginny's dish had won an award. They had received a considerable amount of in-game currency, so everyone was delighted.

Unfortunately, Parfait's "Curry I First Made for My Father," Natsu's "Tower of Babel," Chris's "Aim for Muscle, Ultimate Protein Dish," and Rick's "High School Butler's Teatime Set" narrowly missed out on winning. They had managed to gain a certain number of fans, but not enough to reach the top ranks, and this time they only received a participation prize.

"It seems the stall sales at that time were extremely effective," Wilnel said, impressed.

Ginny nodded with a beaming smile.

"Exactly. As expected, Ashley-sama is the best. Seriously, amazing. I think it's safe to say the illustration that even closet fans would want to pick up was wonderful. It was worth practicing."

"That might be true, but this victory was built on a great sacrifice. In fact, I think this result is all thanks to Rick-kun."

There was a reason Parfait said this.

During the stall sales, the idea of having Rick sell the food while wearing a butler outfit had come up, and Parfait had told him to run.

However, Rick had come to the stall with a deep frown on his face and had changed into a butler outfit without a word. According to him, it was the most efficient way to sell the dish.

(He was a real man. A real man, Rick-kun...!)

Rick, who had cast aside some of his pride to sell omelette rice and strive for an event prize, could be called this time's MVP. The effect had been immense. Female players had flocked to buy it all at once.

Most likely, Parfait thought, Balbara, who had been shocked by the sight of Rick, had contacted all her acquaintances. She had seemed to be sending voice chats while hyperventilating.

Perhaps they were used to this kind of thing, but everyone had lined up neatly, and no riots had broken out, which could be called ladylike. However, the fact that no one ate the omelette rice with Ashley's face on it was scary to Parfait. In a cooking event, it meant that no one had chosen it for its taste.

That had led to this result, but Rick, who seemed to have lost something important in the process, had been taking a break from the game recently. He was acting normally at school, so there was no problem. But he had said, "I'm a little tired," with a weary look, so she had given him a chocolate bar as a token of gratitude.

Rick wasn't particularly fond of sweets, but he had accepted it and thanked her, so he must have been extremely tired. Parfait was very grateful to him.

And Ginny seemed to understand that, as she nodded at Parfait's words, "built on a great sacrifice."

"Of course, this is all thanks to Rick-kun's selfless efforts. It was great that he changed without a word, but his slightly grumpy expression was a perfect homage to Ashley-sama... He must have read Heart-Pounding Pandemonium in great detail...!"

"That was his genuine reaction."

The deep frown and lack of words were undoubtedly genuine. He wasn't imitating Ashley, Parfait was sure of it.

"Anyway, since we won thanks to Rick-kun's hard work, let's try not to burden him too much in the future."

"Understood. Next time, I will ask Abel-kun. If my predictions are correct, Abel-kun could pull off Maxwell-sama from Heart-Pounding Pandemonium...!"

"Ginny-chan, aren't you a little too honest with your desires?"

"Desire has no limits. Yes, it is the great sin permitted only to humans...!"

"She's starting to sound like Natsu-chan... why did Natsu-chan just pull out a notepad?"

"I shall use that line later! To master the Dark Side, one must start from things like this!"

Parfait disliked the idea of a diligent Dark Side, but she was starting to think these two were a lost cause. She made a silent vow to be on Rick's and Abel's side when the time came.

"By the way, have you decided how to use the prize money?" Wilnel asked, her voice full of curiosity.

They had received a decent amount of money for winning. Parfait wanted to improve the base, such as the furniture in the cafe, but she believed that Rick had killed a part of himself to expand their passive income.

They had to do various things to automatically earn enough to cover the land tax, but that also cost money. She had been thinking of using the prize money for that purpose.

So far, they were earning money through farming and animal husbandry, but it still wasn't enough to cover the land tax. If Rick were here, he would probably come up with all sorts of ideas right away, but he was currently in the process of mental recovery.

So, Parfait decided not to start anything new, but to simply expand on the basics.

"I'm thinking of buying a cow and a chicken."

"A solid investment. Unlike in reality, as long as you have feed, they can produce various things, so it's a natural choice."

She felt like this wasn't a conversation young women of her age should be having, but she decided to set that aside for a moment.

And so, they decided to go to the Tamer Guild today to buy a cow and a chicken. Agreeing to go right away, they all headed to Azuma, the capital of the Eastern Country.

Although the event was over, the excitement had not yet died down, and many players were still running stalls. With the new ability to create original dishes, a wide variety of international cuisine was being sold.

And perhaps influenced by that omelette rice, there were many dishes with pictures drawn in ketchup. It seemed there were even omelette rice dishes with female characters drawn on them, and everyone seemed to be enjoying buying them.

In the midst of all this, they saw Balbara hopping from stall to stall. When she noticed them, she ran over. And without so much as a greeting, she suddenly grabbed both of Ginny's hands and her eyes welled up with tears.

"Thank you... thank you so much...!"

"We are comrades who worship the same favorite. So, please direct your thanks to Ashley-sama. Let us fill the world with Heart-Pounding Pandemonium."

"Yes, I'll pay a ton. I'll only be able to eat bread crusts until my next payday, but my heart is full, so I'll be fine."

"Since you're cutting down on food expenses, paying for content is practically free."

"I know, right?"

"No, no, that logic is flawed, isn't it? Please eat properly."

Parfait could only think, "What is 'paying for a manga character'?" but she decided to assume it meant paying the author, Shirokuro. She didn't really want to know the details.

"And please give my thanks to Ashley-sama—um, I mean, Rick-san. I was the only one who got to shake his hand at the end... I can fight for another ten years with this. I'll never wash this hand again."

"I understand. Ah, I took screenshots and a video, so I'll send them to you later."

"Huh? What, are you a god? A goddess, perhaps?"

"No, I am but a humble evangelist."

"You two, calm down. And Balbara-san, please wash your hands in the real world. You don't have to in virtual reality, but still."

Things were getting so ridiculous that Parfait couldn't help but butt in. For some reason, Balbara and Ginny looked at her as if they didn't know what she was talking about. She was sure she wasn't wrong, but their stares were so intense they made her wonder if she was.

Parfait couldn't quite keep up with Balbara and Ginny's enthusiasm, but she understood what it was like to be a fan of something. She was a fan of animals herself. She had bought every kind of animal-shaped cookie she could find, but she couldn't bring herself to eat them.

Balbara bowed to Ginny a few more times and then headed off to another stall. She probably still had a lot more to buy.

Pulling themselves together, they headed for the Tamer Guild.

When they entered the guild, many players were boasting about their pets as usual, but there was another kind of excitement here.

The event had made it possible to create original dishes, and that had extended to the food you could give to pets. So, people were selling all sorts of things under the guise of "food your pets will love."

Some of it looked more luxurious than what people ate, but it was quite interesting just to look at. There was even a dish called "Royal Nekomanma Deluxe," and Parfait was tempted to buy some.

"Parfait-san, after buying the cow and chicken, will you still have money to spare?"

"Wilnel-chan? Of course I will, but is there something you want to buy?"

She had received the prize money, but most of it was thanks to Rick, so she couldn't use it. Also, she had been focused on the event, so she hadn't earned much from dungeons lately, but Parfait did have some money she could spend freely.

"Let's buy tomatoes. If possible, I'd like to buy seeds and seedlings from the Farmer's Guild too."

"That's fine, but why?"

The Hestia Festival event was over. Thanks to the large clans providing them, the supply of ingredients was stable. Some things were even cheaper than before the event started, but tomatoes hadn't dropped in price that much.

So, buying them now didn't seem like a particularly good deal. Parfait didn't understand why Wilnel had suggested buying tomatoes.

"I apologize if I am mistaken, but I believe the price of tomatoes will go up tomorrow."

"Um, why?"

"Because tomorrow, all players will learn that Ginny-san's omelette rice won an award. I suspect that the act of drawing pictures with tomato ketchup will become a trend. There were quite a few at the stalls earlier."

Parfait remembered that was true. Now that she mentioned it, there had been several shops like that.

"There were a lot, but will it really become a trend?"

"It is merely speculation. Also, it would be difficult with other condiments, so I thought the demand for tomatoes would increase."

"Now that you mention it, that seems possible."

"Also, more people might come to buy Ginny-san's omelette rice. You said you won't be running the cafe yet, but selling takeout food is an option. For that reason, I think we should secure some tomatoes."

"That might be a good idea."

After all, no one who bought that omelette rice actually ate it. The only one who did was Diite. It couldn't be a cafe menu item, but takeout was possible. And it would be good advertising for when they eventually opened the cafe.

Realizing this, Parfait acted immediately.

"Let's spend all my money and buy up tomatoes. Oh, not the prize money, my personal money."

"That decisiveness, as expected of you, Parfait-san."

The ever-prudent Natsu and Chris wondered if that was a good idea, but Ginny said, "Life is always all in...!" and handed all her money to Parfait.

If you spend money, you just have to earn more. With that in mind, Parfait first bought the cow and chicken, then immediately headed for the Farmer's Guild.



		
			Chapter 452

			Interlude: Executive Meeting & Main Character Introductions

			Today was the day of the AFO executive meeting.

As always, Diite was on the top floor of the luxury hotel "Camelot" in the Royal Capital Anhemudal. Several executives had already gathered, and all that was left was to wait for Ney and Jolth.

This meeting was held within virtual reality. This was for security reasons. AFO could completely grasp and track any external access, so if there was even the slightest anomaly, it would be immediately analyzed and repelled. This place could be called the most secure location in the world.

As for the executive meeting held in such a place, today was mainly for reviewing the recent event and identifying any problems. There were no major debates on the agenda, just an exchange of opinions, so it wouldn't take very long.

"Sorry I'm late. Let's begin."

As soon as Ney and Jolth logged in, the meeting began. The agenda was already decided, so they proceeded smoothly through the topics. Documents summarizing the event's scale, participation rate, and post-event reactions were distributed, and problems and points for reflection were already written down.

They went through each item one by one, considering whether it was worth actually debating at the next meeting.

One of the executives, Rauxal, raised his hand.

Rauxal, who was also a staff member of AFO, currently led the clan "Imperial" and held the position of Emperor of the Empire. He was merely an in-game emperor, and it was possible to meet him in the Imperial Capital during game events.

"It was in the news, but was it really okay for Ronios to go to Hayato's shop?"

"Well, my apologies. It was something I had to do, so I forced my way through."

Ronios said this without a hint of remorse, but it was Ney who sighed at her response.

"Listen, Ronios. I didn't lecture you too harshly because of the situation with Wilnel, but if you do that again, you'll have to return the initial investment and we'll revoke your investor rights, understand?"

"Don't say such scary things. Of course, I won't do it again. Wilnel seems to have successfully become friends with Parfait-kun, and she happily tells me what happened every day. That's enough for me."

"If you say so. But the other Foundations were there, and the ones who couldn't come are very suspicious now. It's not my place to say this, but it's not good to upset the balance between the Foundations. As an apology, and to reassure them, Gemini will co-invest in another matter."

"That's a small price to pay. So, Rauxal, there are no problems."

Rauxal narrowed his eyes and then sighed.

"I think that in itself is a problem, but I understand the matter between the Foundations. The problem is the potential for more people to pull something during a game event. Are you sure that's under control?"

"I thought hoarding ingredients was not a big deal."

"Considering a clan's financial power, I think only major clans can do it, but there's a chance of copycats in future events."

"I did it to achieve a real-world goal. I don't think others would go that far."

"That real-world goal is the problem. Hayato's house has a terminal that can communicate directly with Diite. The news didn't reveal that, but there's a high chance other Foundations have noticed. I know the security is strong, but can the same be said for access from that terminal?"

"That's not a problem, Rauxal-kun. The terminal there is one I directly control. I manage the login process itself, so I would never grant access rights to someone I don't know."

"...Conversely, that's what worries me."

"Meaning?"

"Can you say the same if Parfait is taken hostage?"

Tension ran through everyone who heard Rauxal's words. It wasn't that they hadn't thought of it, but it was something they hesitated to say out loud. And Rauxal had said it.

If such an act were to actually happen, it would incur Diite's wrath. It was easy to imagine what an AI capable of managing a colony would do to the perpetrators.

"Don't take this the wrong way. I'm just a little worried about the emotional part of you, Diite. If you make purely mechanical judgments, there's no problem, but you're not just an AI, are you?"

"...You're right, Rauxal-kun, your concern is valid. I can say that I cannot predict what actions I would take if Hayato-kun and the others were taken hostage."

"Ronios, what's done is done, but you should realize that was extremely dangerous. It was fortunate that Parfait and the others' faces weren't in the news, but there might still be media staking them out. We should put pressure on the media."

"...I'll take care of that. But this is troublesome. I hadn't considered that. I always fail..."

Suddenly, Lunaria clapped her hands, making a loud noise.

"It's fine. I won't let any trouble happen inside Colony 'Frontier'. If any suspicious people get in, me and my guards will protect Hayato-san's house, so don't worry. Of course, we'll assign guards to Parfait-chan and the others too. Xenobia-chan, increase their security detail for a while."

"Understood. I'll add more trustworthy people."

The conversation had strayed far from the game's content, but AFO's technology was a target for many organizations. They couldn't assume that Foundations weren't among them, so everyone recognized the need for maximum vigilance.

In the midst of this tense meeting, Surya, who was there as the representative of Sagittarius, spoke up.

"By the way, how are Parfait-chan and the others playing? If they're tamers, I could give some advice."

Surya probably said this in a relaxed tone to lighten the mood, and everyone went along with it.

"This is their current basic information. It's not detailed, but please take a look."

Diite, looking pleased, submitted a document with information on Parfait's group.

Once she judged that everyone had finished looking, Diite nodded in satisfaction.

"Depending on when they started AFO and their playtime, there are differences in titles and skills, but it seems they've already made a base and are having fun. Right now, they're near Azuma and struggling with land taxes. They're trying to earn money through farming, and Rick-kun's proposals are quite on point—"

Surya cut in, as if to stop Diite, who seemed like she wouldn't stop talking.

"Um, all their equipment is top-tier. Is this okay?"

Diite had an expression that said, "What's wrong with that?"

"I know what you mean, but these are basically things they inherited from family and acquaintances. It's inevitable. Other players do that too, so I think it's fine."

"That may be so, but the Creator God's Clerical Robes, while weak now, will eventually become the strongest armor if they keep upgrading it, right?"

"Gathering the materials is hard, so it can't be upgraded that easily. Besides, it requires Sewing Skill 200."

Everyone thought that Hayato probably had the materials and a Sewing Skill of 200, so he could upgrade it easily. There was no need to point that out, but they were all sure that Diite had given it to her knowing that.

And now, Ney spoke up.

"Parfait is ranked in the top hundred in PvP. When I heard she did that on her first day, I spat out my tea."

"If Benny-chan is teaching her, it's only natural. Perhaps I should join the fray and teach her there are always bigger fish—"

"If Lunaria-chan plays as the Demon Lord, it'll be an impossible game. You should stop. It'll just become a terrible game."

"Xenobia-chan is so mean..."

Ney calmed Lunaria down with a "Now, now," and then smiled.

"Well, we understand Parfait's group's situation. The agenda for the next event is—"

"I think an event that beginners like Parfait-kun's group can enjoy would be good."

"A tamer event! Let's go with a tamer-type event!"

"Diite, Surya, calm down a bit. In the first place, the Hestia Festival was entirely for your own selfish reasons, Diite. You held an event just because you wanted to eat food made by Parfait."

"I don't have a mouth in the real world, so it can't be helped."

"That's true, but... Surya, you said a tamer event would be difficult because skills are a factor, didn't you?"

"Maris is bugging me about it. Or rather, Siegfried is the one being annoying. He says he wants his children to participate."

"A smart cat is a handful."

After that, the meeting devolved into the executives just saying whatever they wanted to do, but that was business as usual. Diite watched the meeting with amusement while her programs worked at full capacity to strengthen the colony's overall security.



		
			Chapter 453

			The Guild's Hidden Quests

			As usual, Parfait was in the cafe at their headquarters, thinking things over.

The Hestia Festival event had concluded, and the results were announced. There were announcements for various categories, from delicious-looking dishes to gag entries, but Wilne's prediction had been spot on.

Drawing a picture on omelette rice with ketchup. It was such a simple act, yet everyone had started copying it. Until now, the Maid Guild had served existing omelette rice with words written on it, but from now on, completely original designs could be made.

Because of this, the demand for ketchup had increased. The tomatoes she had bought sold for double the price, and now they were even growing tomatoes in the fields at their headquarters.

Thanks to that, they had plenty of money and were already in a position to pay this month's land fees. Still, it wasn't enough to cover the fees with passive income alone, so she was trying her hand at various things.

With the event over, a period of normal play would begin, but that only meant there were no large-scale events. There were still regularly held ones.

The Hyakki Yakou in the Eastern Country was one such event, but there were also other small, recurring events, some of which had a system where you could diligently collect rewards and exchange them for items.

Since the daily rewards were limited, you couldn't exchange them for items right away, but some of the rewards were quite appealing. In particular, Parfait wanted the Automatic Feeder (Cat-shaped), which was said to be essential for tamers.

It was a magical dish in the shape of a cat that automatically supplied a preset food, and with a wide variety of dish types available, she was driven by the desire to collect them all.

The required reward amount wasn't huge, but collecting all of them would take a considerable number of days. However, an event had just started this month that would double the reward.

Moreover, the once-a-day reward limit was gone, and you could get as many rewards as you wanted. For this event, Parfait thanked God... Diite.

The relevant rewards could be obtained by completing quests for the Tamer Guild. Parfait wasn't a member of the Tamer Guild, but anyone was free to accept quests, so she decided to head there right away.

Just in case, she wrote "Doing Tamer Guild quests!" on the bulletin board set up at their headquarters. Figuring that anyone interested would show up, Parfait left the base and headed for Azuma.

After getting today's sweet, anmitsu, at the Maid Guild in Azuma, she made her way to the Tamer Guild.

She had just come here the other day to buy a new cow and chicken, and the lively atmosphere was unchanged. Many players were showing off their prized pets for all to see.

Parfait herself wanted a pet to go on adventures with someday, but she wouldn't do something so cruel as to bring a cow and chicken, who would just get defeated by monsters.

With these thoughts, she walked up to the Tamer Guild's reception counter. The receptionist who always helped her was there, so Parfait greeted her.

"Welcome, Parfait-chan. Are you here for a cow today? Or a chicken?"

"No, I'm not buying anything today."

Parfait didn't understand why she was being addressed that way when she had only bought them twice, but if she was going to buy another cow or chicken, it would be later. She was happy to have more pets, but the cost of feed also increased. For now, she was getting by with cucumbers, but she had decided that the next time would be when she had more of a financial cushion.

Parfait stated her purpose for the day. Naturally, it was to collect Tamer Coins, the reward obtained from doing guild quests. By collecting these Tamer Coins, she could get an Automatic Feeder (Cat-shaped).

One hundred Tamer Coins per feeder. With ten different cat types alone, she would need a thousand coins. It was a long road, but there was no hesitation in Parfait's eyes. She was determined to collect them all during this event period. After that, she planned to get the dog-shaped ones too.

"I'd like to take a Tamer Guild quest, please."

"Ah, for the coins, I see. In that case, as usual, on the bulletin board—"

"I'd like a hidden quest, please."

"So you've finally come...!"

A hidden quest. It was a special kind of quest not listed on the bulletin board.

It was similar to the special quest issued by the Maid Guild, the "Shooting Star Annihilation Operation," but it wasn't a sudden quest. It was a permanent one that you couldn't accept without a decent reputation at the guild.

Parfait wasn't a member of the Tamer Guild, but she had taken on their quests whenever she had free time, so she had built up a fair amount of trust. Though it was only at this specific guild branch, she had already heard about the hidden quests and decided to start taking them today.

It wasn't a big deal, but the feeling of being involved in some secret business, or doing something illicit, made Parfait's expression turn a little villainous. The Tamer Guild staff, perhaps getting into the spirit of things, also put on a mischievous face.

"There are three types. Subjugation, capture, and feeding. Which genre will it be?"

"Subjugation or feeding."

"The subjugation target is a fluffy wolf, so that's no good for you, Parfait-chan. As for feeding, there's one where you feed five stray dogs in town."

"Then I'll take the feeding quest."

"Got it. I'll get the paperwork started."

Even though it was a hidden quest, the task itself was not much different from a regular one. However, the reward was incomparably better than a public quest, and combined with the current event, she was in a position to earn a lot of coins.

Parfait received the food from the staff and immediately went outside the guild. She promptly approached a nearby stray dog. Then, while feeding it from her palm, she stroked its defenseless back.

There were many stray dogs and cats in town. They were often used by tamers to level up their skills, but some players just pet them for fun, making them quite popular.

Parfait did it often too, but naturally, it wasn't just for petting. She often sought out stray cats and dogs as an extension of completing Tamer Guild quests.

Just by feeding them, she could gain a tiny amount of skill experience. Before, she used to buy the food herself and give it to them, but now she was leveling up her skill experience using what she considered a cheat, getting the food for free upon accepting the quest.

(I feel like my animal-petting skill has leveled up...!)

No such skill existed in AFO, but Parfait always thought that her real-world skills must be improving.

Maris and Surya, employees from Colony "Zoo", sometimes came to the cafe. To satisfy the calico cat Siegfried and his descendants that the two brought with them, Parfait aimed for even greater heights, petting stray dogs and cats all over AFO.

After finding and feeding five stray dogs, and thoroughly enjoying petting them, Parfait returned to the Tamer Guild.

The rewards for hidden quests were good, but you could only accept one at a time, and you couldn't take the next one until you completed or abandoned the current one. The fact that you had to report back was a bit of a pain.

After reporting its completion and receiving her reward, she accepted another similar hidden quest. This time, it was for five stray cats.

Just as she turned to leave, she saw Rick, clad in full-body armor.

"Oh, Rick-kun."

"I saw the bulletin board at the base. Are you in the middle of a quest?"

"Yeah. I feel like the stray cats of the world are calling to me."

"...I see."

"By the way, have your wounds healed?"

"More or less. I logged in after telling myself I hadn't lost anything."

Although he had done it to himself, Rick had lost many things. He had finally overcome it. He hadn't logged in for nearly a week, so Parfait had been worried, but she was happy that he had finally returned.

"Rick-kun, want some anmitsu?"

"No, I'm not much for sweets. I appreciate the thought, though."

"Then want to come pet some cats with me? It'll probably heal you. Your soul."

"I guess I could do that for rehabilitation..."

Watching animal videos was Parfait's way of relieving stress. She would do it when studying for math tests and the like. But recently, she had come to believe that petting stray cats in AFO was the ultimate stress reliever.

"Listen here, Rick-kun. Even if it's virtual reality and the other party is a program, a cat is a cat. Pet them with affection. If you pet them in a way that causes stress, I'll cut you down."

"Your eyes are scary. It's fine. Maris-san even told me that I have a good reputation with Sieg and his kids."

"...Don't think you've won with just that."

"It's because your gaze is too intense that everyone but Sieg gets scared, Parfait. You need to relax a little."

"If I could do that, I wouldn't be struggling..."

It was a common problem among cat lovers. Parfait liked them so much that she couldn't control herself and ended up being avoided. Her mother, Esha, and Ren were in a similar situation. In fact, those who liked cats but not to an extreme degree were more popular with the cats themselves.

While having this conversation, they searched for stray cats. As if she had some kind of sensor, Parfait quickly found five, fed them, and petted them.

Rick was also petting a cat normally, and perhaps his stress had been alleviated, as he let out a long sigh. Just as Parfait was thinking she was glad she had invited him, Rick turned his face toward a different location.

"A black cat."

"Where!?"

"You reacted fast. It's just down this road. Is that area a public square?"

"That's Bishamonten, the boss of this area."

"...We're talking about a cat, you know? Why are you bringing up the name of a god?"

"Because that one's a rare monster called 'Black-Clawed Bishamonten'."

"...What's with Diite-san's naming sense?"

"I don't know if Diite-oneechan was the one who named it. It might have been Maris-san."

"I see. That does sound more like Maris-san's naming sense."

Maris also played this AFO, but all of her pet names were questionable. She was without a doubt a top-tier tamer, but her naming sense alone had a dubious reputation.

Parfait peeked into her item bag. Then she nodded.

"Rick-kun, would you mind putting your life on the line for a bit?"

"I'd rather not... ah, this is about the game. Don't tell me you're going to fight it?"

"We'll fight it, but we're not going to defeat it. We're going to tame it. I know it's a pain, but could you take Bishamonten's attacks for me?"

"So that's what this is about. I'm a tank, so I don't mind."

"By the way, if I fail to tame it, you have to die."

"I am on your side, right?"

Natsu had said something similar before, but of course, he was an ally. However, there were things that Parfait had to prioritize. That didn't change, even if the opponent was just a program.

Rick raised his shield, and Parfait approached without even holding a weapon. Then, Bishamonten noticed them. It gradually grew larger.

"The sudden event 'Defeat the Boss Cat' has begun. Please repel the boss cat of Azuma, Black-Clawed Bishamonten. I repeat—"

"War Cry."

Rick used the War Cry skill. It was a kind of battle cry that generated a lot of hate from the opponent without attacking, making him an easier target. It was a skill favored by tanks.

Bishamonten immediately attacked Rick. Rick blocked the attack with his large shield. He used skills to reduce damage and slightly recover HP from damage taken, maneuvering to keep the attacks away from Parfait.

And then Parfait began her attempt to tame Bishamonten.



		
			Chapter 454

			Black Cat

			"Let's go on an adventure together! I'll shower you with all the affection you could ever want!"

"Shaaa!"

The struggle between Parfait and the unique black cat monster, Black-Clawed Bishamonten, which had grown to the size of a tiger, continued. However, the one taking all the hits was Rick with his shield, while Parfait remained unscathed.

Rick focused on generating hate from the black cat with skills like War Cry, without attacking. He blocked the cat's attacks with his shield, and from the side, Parfait kept trying to tame it.

To an onlooker, it would have looked like a bizarre scene, but this was a legitimate strategy, and a commonly used one at that.

A tank takes the damage while the attacker deals damage safely. Naturally, dealing damage directs hate toward the attacker, but the tank employs various methods to generate hate and keep the attacks from being redirected. It was a basic tactic.

Normally, Rick would also attack to generate hate, but that would defeat the black cat. Before that, though, Parfait had forbidden him from attacking it. He didn't want to imagine what would happen if he broke that rule.

So Rick generated hate without laying a finger on it. In addition to the shout-like War Cry, he used Taunt, which meant exactly what it sounded like, and also recovered the damage he took with potions, as healing actions also generated hate.

Thanks to this, all of the black cat's attacks were directed at Rick, and Parfait was able to repeatedly attempt to tame it without a scratch.

But that was about to reach its limit. Rick was about to run out of the potions he had prepared.

"Parfait, I'm almost out of potions. Please give up soon."

"Endure it with fighting spirit! I have a feeling I'm just a little bit closer!"

"It's a matter of probability, isn't it?"

She had already tried to tame Black-Clawed Bishamonten over a hundred times, but there was no change. The probability didn't increase with repeated attempts, so it was simply a matter of bad luck.

Still, Parfait continued to try taming it without losing heart.

"Last three."

Three potions left. Hearing Rick's announcement, Parfait's mind raced with calculations. Rick's HP, the black cat's attack power, the potion's recovery amount, the taming skill's cool down time... all told, she had about fifteen more attempts left.

She thought it might be a failure this time too, but Parfait put all her spirit into the next attempt, thinking, "This one is mine!"

Putting that much spirit into it wouldn't affect the virtual reality, but just after Rick declared, "It's over," a change occurred with her next taming attempt.

"Huh, what?"

The black cat began to glow and gradually shrink. It then sat down, looked around curiously, and approached Parfait's feet. Then, it began rubbing its entire body against her, purring.

"Nyaan, gorogoro, funfun."

"...Howaaaaa!"

"Parfait, calm down. The taming just succeeded, don't scream."

"Huh, no way, what? This cat... could it be the cutest in the world...?"

Parfait said, covering her mouth. And she meant it. Parfait cautiously held the cat under its front legs with both hands, lifted it up, and brought it to face her. Then she stared into the black cat's eyes.

Parfait had heard from Maris that you shouldn't stare into a cat's eyes, but that was a real-world rule. She figured it would be fine in virtual reality, so she gazed intently.

"Nyan?"

The black cat looked puzzled. A moment later, it stretched its head forward and gave Parfait's nose a little lick.

"Gofu!"

"H-hey, are you okay...?"

Perhaps her legs gave out, because Parfait perfectly executed a move often seen in martial arts, collapsing from her knees. But she never let go of the black cat, holding it while sitting back on her heels. In that position, Parfait held the black cat up with both hands.

"It has been decided that my child is number one in the universe."

"Calm down."

"This is bad, what should I do, I think I'm going to die. In this case, would the cause of death be happiness?"

"There's no such cause of death, so don't worry. But if your heart takes too much strain, you'll get a forced logout, so endure it. Shouldn't you start by giving it a name and preparing some food?"

"...Having you here is a huge help, Rick-kun. You're always so calm and composed, you're so reliable..."

"I think I'm being praised, but given the situation, I'm not happy about it at all."

It wasn't so much that Rick was calm, but that Parfait was too worked up. She was in a state comparable to someone who had won a huge lottery prize. Though for Parfait, the joy was indeed on that level.

"For now, I'll name it later. First, let's take it back to the base. I'm going to spoil it rotten!"

"Do whatever you want with that. I'm going to wander around Azuma for a bit."

"Oh? Really? Did you have something you needed to do?"

"Not really, but I was thinking of getting some information on the next event. And for rehabilitation."

"Ah, that's right. Thanks, Rick-kun. Thanks to you, I was able to tame the number one cat in the universe."

"The fact that you seem to genuinely believe that is something else, but I'm glad I could be of service. Besides, I got to practice my tanking, so it wasn't a bad use of time."

Both Parfait and Rick were beginners in this virtual reality of Another Frontier Online. Parfait could fight with her real-world combat skills, but she still couldn't fight in a game-like way. The same went for Rick, who said that today's basic fighting style was good experience for him.

"Well then, I'm going to make the rounds at the guilds. A good amount of time has passed, so everyone should be at the base. Make sure you give that cat a proper introduction."

"Of course. This is bad, it's probably going to captivate everyone...!"

"You seem like the type to be a doting parent, Parfait... No, maybe it's genetic, from Hayato-san and Esha-san."

"Did you say something?"

"No, nothing. Listen, calm down. Go back to the base calmly, okay? No screaming. And no grinning either. People will think you're a weirdo."

After saying that, Rick headed toward the town's commercial district.

As she watched him go, Parfait thought that he was more motherly than her own mother, a thought that was moderately rude to both of them, and looked at the black cat again.

Just that was enough to make Parfait unable to stop a grin from spreading across her face. She was completely unable to follow what Rick had just told her, but she was completely unapologetic, thinking there was no way she could.

"Alright, let's introduce you to everyone!"

"Nya?"

The gesture of tilting its head was enough to make Parfait feel like she would collapse, but she endured it with fighting spirit and returned to the base, holding the black cat.

When Parfait returned to the base, Natsu and Chris were there. The two of them were sitting around a table, eating snacks and talking.

"This is a general question, but does going to Colony 'Zoo' as a pair count as a date? This phenomenon is not recorded in my dark side, so I would like to confirm."

"It depends on the situation. If you were begged to go by someone who's like a niece or a younger sister, it's not a date, you're a guardian."

"I didn't beg. I just got tickets from Professor Maris and asked if you'd like to go together... well, this is just a hypothetical, of course."

"Oh, that. She gives them out periodically, so I go with my father and mother. It's pretty rare for the whole family to be together since they can't get much time off, but I like the zoo because you can feel the wildness... Parfait, you're finally back—"

Chris, who had noticed Parfait return to the base, stopped talking when she saw the cat in her arms. Natsu also noticed Parfait from Chris's gaze and froze in the same way.

Parfait showed them what could be called the best smug face of her life.

"I finally tamed it!"

Parfait held the black cat up with both hands. The imagery was such that it wouldn't have been strange if a halo appeared, but there was no such effect, and the black cat just said, "Nya."

"Oh, is that not the black cat from that time? Bishamonten, I believe... I have a memory of being defeated by it on my first day of login. In other words, the first enemy to defeat me. It won't go that way now!"

"I've heard about it, but a unique black cat monster, huh. Even if it's become a pet, it shouldn't forget its wild nature. I think it needs some level grinding."

"Could you two praise how cute it is first?"

Parfait was a little disgruntled, but she approached the table where the two were and placed the black cat on it. Then she sat down in a chair.

The black cat looked at Natsu and Chris in turn, then tilted its head. That gesture alone made Parfait want to give it a hundred points.

"I see, it is indeed cute. And a black cat. For the dark side, it is the ultimate cat!"

"Siegfried and his children are cute, but this one is just as cute. I don't know, its mannerisms are very much like a real cat's."

"It's so cute, right? Honestly, I don't want to log out anymore."

Surprisingly, there were many players like that, who didn't want to be separated from their virtual reality pets for even a moment. There were a certain number of players who just played with their pet cats and dogs without going on adventures.

"By the way, what did you name it? Are you going to stick with Bishamonten? I sense the touch of Professor Maris in that name, but I don't think it's bad."

"I'm still thinking about a name. I have to give it the best name, after all. I might skip school tomorrow."

"What are you saying so casually? If you do that, a lot of things will become very difficult. Mainly for my friend's mother and Simon-sensei."

"Reality is harsh, isn't it..."

"It's not on that level, but you should at least go to school and then think of a name."

"I agree with Natsu's opinion. We have another test soon. You wouldn't want to have less time to see this little one because you have to take makeup classes, would you? You should think properly about the future."

"I feel like I've just been plunged from heaven into hell... but I guess it can't be helped."

Parfait said this while petting the black cat. The black cat lay down on the table with a slightly entranced expression.

This seemed to strike a chord with both Natsu and Chris, and their smiles were softer than usual.

The two of them got permission from Parfait and took turns petting the black cat. Being hit by its tail seemed to be a sign of disapproval, as its tail attacked when Natsu petted it, but when Parfait or Chris petted it, its tail would also stroke their hands.

Parfait's mental fortitude was about to break, but this time she decided to feed it, so she brought the Nekomanma Deluxe she had prepared earlier from the storage.

Nekomanma Deluxe, a food that any pet would eat. Giving it to a cat would surely have a tremendous effect. Thinking this, Parfait placed it on the table, and the black cat began to eat happily.

"...I think I might be done for. I'm going to explode from the cuteness."

"My friend. I understand how you feel, but calm down."

"Indeed. Natsu is right. First, take a deep breath."

Remembering what Rick had told her, Parfait took a deep breath. Not that it would change how cute the black cat was.

"Phew, I'm calm now. I don't know how many times this little one has nearly killed me today..."

At Parfait's murmur, Natsu and Chris looked slightly exasperated. Completely oblivious to their expressions, Parfait continued to pet the black cat.



		
			Chapter 455

			The Strongest Cat of the Warring States

			"This little one's name is decided. It's Trachiyo!"

The day after taming the black cat Bishamonten, Parfait, who had been restless at school, logged in as soon as she got home. She had been thinking of a name the whole time and had decided on Trachiyo.

Benitsuru had a hand in this naming. Parfait had told almost all her acquaintances that she had tamed a black cat, and the news had reached Benitsuru. After a series of word association games like "Speaking of Bishamonten—", the name Trachiyo had come up.

It clicked with Parfait, and although she had a few other candidates, she ultimately decided on that one. Trachiyo also seemed to like the name, meowing "nyannyan." The cuteness of it almost made Parfait collapse, but she held on.

"I see, so you took it from a warlord from the country of Hayato-sama's roots."

Wilne, who had been in the headquarters' dining hall before Parfait arrived, said with understanding. She was petting the newly named Trachiyo. Just that seemed to make her happy, and she was smiling.

"Master Benny said something like that, so I thought it might be, but who was it in the end?"

"I believe it's the childhood name of the strongest warlord of the Warring States period. He was said to have called himself an incarnation of Bishamonten. In other words, he was someone who had one foot in the dark side, like Natsu-san."

"Dark side aside, he was the strongest warlord of the Warring States?"

"That's the story, apparently. There are tales of him sending salt to his enemies, or that he was actually a woman, and he had not just one, but both feet in the dark side. Well, they say that's just a creation of later generations, though."

"Strongest or not, I won't let this little one fall to the dark side...!"

"By the way, is Trachiyo a female?"

"I'll raise her to be a fine lady. She's already the strongest as she is, though!"

She hadn't heard the details from Benitsuru, but Parfait was happy to hear the word "strongest" in Wilne's explanation. She resolved to aim for being the strongest not in strength, but in cuteness.

However, she also had a desire for combat power. Wouldn't it be amazing if they could fight together in this virtual reality? Parfait thought what almost every player thinks.

Basically, pets had their own unique growth system, different from the players'. Skills existed, but they couldn't be chosen at will, and only certain skills would grow. They were mainly combat-related skills, but there were some production skills as well.

Parfait checked Trachiyo's status.

"Is Trachiyo stronger than I thought...?"

It clearly had stats on par with Parfait's. Its skills also had considerable values, and it even had weapon skills. Its Claw Arts, in particular, was close to 100, and it could use the weapon skills Black Claw and Black Tornado.

"I've heard that among pets, Named Monsters and rare monsters are strong. In exchange, the success rate of taming them is said to be quite low, less than 0.1%."

Basically, monsters were divided into normal monsters and rare monsters that could only be encountered under special conditions. Both had higher-ranking, stronger individuals, which were called Named Monsters or unique monsters.

In particular, the higher-ranking rare monsters with the names of gods were said to be unbeatable even with a hundred people, and some still had no subjugation history.

Trachiyo was an event monster, so it was treated as a Named Monster. Therefore, its stats were also considerable.

"Trachiyo was certainly pretty strong when it was an enemy monster."

Skills aside, Rick, who was equipped with the best gear, had his HP chipped away with every attack. There was no doubt it had high attack power.

"It seems the system where an enemy becomes weaker when it joins your side hasn't been applied."

"That's just a common game trope, but I'm fine with it being strong. Besides, if it's this strong, it should be okay to fight together."

"I don't know if it can keep up with your strength, Parfait-san, but for some reason, Trachiyo-san has a gallant look on her face, as if to say, 'I'll do it.'"

Trachiyo threw a series of cat punches. It was probably a display of its strength, but to Parfait, it was nothing more than a cute gesture. She immediately took pictures and videos from the system menu.

"Parfait-san, I understand that you find Trachiyo-san cute, but what are your plans for today?"

"It's not good to just stare at Trachiyo because she's cute, is it... There are no events right now, so I guess I'll just earn some money. I need funds to get passive income, after all."

She had the cow Michelangelo and the chicken Leonardo, and she had added more, for a total of two cows and two chickens. However, the amount of milk and eggs they could get was still minimal. The feed cost could be covered with cucumbers, but she felt sorry for them eating only cucumbers, so she needed to prepare different feed.

She could also earn money by selling the vegetables from her fields, but it still couldn't be automated, so it couldn't be called passive income yet.

Moreover, the view count for the video of Parfait fighting a ranker was slightly declining, and she couldn't earn as much money as before. This month's fees were covered, but she still couldn't pay the land fees just by playing, so she had no choice but to earn money.

"I'm not sure if everyone will be here today, so shall we go hunting somewhere together?"

"I would be delighted. Being able to see your combat up close, Parfait-san, is very educational for me."

Wilne looked at Parfait with sparkling eyes. Parfait wondered what she would do with that knowledge, but she figured it was fine and started thinking about where to go.

"Wilne-chan, is there anywhere you want to go?"

"I don't know many hunting grounds, but considering our strength, Parfait-san, and Trachiyo-san's, I'd say... around Takamagahara First Station?"

In this virtual reality, Takamagahara referred to a high mountain in the Eastern Country. At its summit was one of the Four Divine Beasts called Suzaku, and it was said that defeating the other divine beasts would break a certain seal.

The higher you climbed the mountain, the stronger the monsters, but the first station wasn't that tough. However, Parfait didn't know if there were any valuable item drops there.

Since it was just the two of them and one cat, they decided to focus on skill grinding today and went with Wilne's suggestion to hunt at Takamagahara First Station.

Takamagahara First Station had many reptile-type monsters. There were Yokai Giant Frogs, Giant Geckos, and Giant Serpents, and it was said that the abundance of reptiles was due to the monster Yamata no Orochi, a higher-ranking version of a giant snake, living midway up the mountain.

The two of them and one cat arrived at such a place, but the visibility was poor due to the unexpectedly large number of trees. The trees gradually thinned out as they climbed the mountain, but from the first to the third station, there were a massive number of trees, and it was even known as a sacred place for leveling up the Logging Skill.

"Parfait-san, we've arrived, so please come back to us now."

"...Hah! Sorry, Trachiyo hopped on my shoulder and I lost consciousness... But I remember I was happy."

Maris sometimes came to the shop with the calico cat Siegfried on her shoulder, and in the same way, Trachiyo had climbed onto Parfait's shoulder. Parfait's memory of what happened after that was hazy.

Trachiyo jumped down from Parfait's shoulder, twitched her nose, and then beckoned to Parfait and the others with a paw. Naturally, Parfait captured it on video, but not wanting to keep Trachiyo waiting, she moved quickly.

In the direction Trachiyo was heading, there was a large frog.

"It seems Trachiyo-san can use Search."

At Wilne's words, Parfait nodded with a broad smile. Indeed, there was a skill called "Search" among Trachiyo's skills. Pets could also gain skill experience and improve their performance just like players, so Parfait thought she had to train this.

Alright, time for battle. Just as Parfait thought that, Trachiyo leaped at the Yokai Giant Frog.

The Yokai Giant Frog was a must-have when role-playing as a ninja. It was quite large, but Trachiyo seemed to think size didn't matter and immediately began its attack.

And it was fast. It jumped between the trees, attacking the Yokai Frog like a black flash of light. The sight of it made both Parfait and Wilne freeze in their tracks.

Trachiyo repeatedly attacked, shouting "Nyananyanyanya!", and quickly defeated the Yokai Frog. Then it looked at Parfait and the others with a smug face, letting out a "Nyafuu."

"Trachiyo-san is strong. Actually, isn't she too strong? Is it that thing? I've heard that pets take after their owners."

"Take after? We've only been together for two days..."

But she understood one thing for sure. It would definitely be a valuable asset in battle. Perhaps this was the result of her hard work in taming it, Parfait quickly accepted, and began searching for the next target to defeat.



		
			Chapter 456

			Melampus

			Parfait's pet black cat, Trachiyo, possessed tremendous combat power.

With the event over, Parfait had been focusing on earning money and leveling up her skills, and lately, she had been fighting alongside Trachiyo constantly. Trachiyo seemed to have an aggressive personality, pouncing on monsters without any particular command, and the skills unique to pets were rising rapidly.

In terms of stats alone, it was now stronger than Parfait, and it was now accumulating various skill experiences on its own. To a certain extent, it would unleash cat punches and scratching attacks on a scratching post that gave skill experience.

"Trachiyo is not only cute but also has combat power... She might be number one not just in the universe, but in the multiverse..."

Parfait was saying that even if there were multiple universes, not just this one, Trachiyo would be number one. It wasn't clear from her words whether she was talking about the virtual reality or including the real world, but in any case, she was declaring it number one.

"That's just like you to say that with a straight face, Parfait. I also like that stoic part of Trachiyo, the way it trains even when you're not around."

When Chris, dressed in her maid outfit, said that, Trachiyo glanced back for a moment with a "Nya!" and immediately resumed its attack.

Ginny had witnessed Trachiyo attacking the scratching post even when Parfait was logged out. It was unclear whether that was stoicism, but for Chris, it was a highly favorable act.

"But why is Trachiyo trying to become so strong?"

Of course, she wasn't asking Trachiyo, but Parfait. If she knew the answer, she wouldn't be struggling. It was said that pets each had their own personality, and there was a possibility that the player's actions and personality were slightly reflected.

Everyone except Parfait was quite convinced upon hearing that, but Parfait herself was wondering, "I'm not that aggressive, am I?"

"I wonder if this was its personality from the beginning. That part of it is amazing too, though."

"You probably think everything about Trachiyo is amazing, Parfait. Speaking of which, there's a story in the maid community about a maid who was scratched by every cat she met. Maybe Trachiyo is trying to defeat that maid too."

"Is that a scary story? Some kind of curse?"

"No, not like that. Apparently, she just had a trait of being disliked by animals for some reason. Maybe her Taming Skill was in the negative. But she loved animals herself and would apparently pet them while covered in blood. In fact, she would eat food for HP recovery and leave the healing to other players."

"That is a scary story, isn't it? Covered in blood."

"There are all kinds of maids in the world. Or maybe Trachiyo has a monster it wants to defeat. It might even be that maid."

"Speaking of which, I've heard there are quests exclusive to pets. They say a quest triggers when your bond with your pet reaches its maximum. I wonder if it's a combat-type quest?"

The bond with a pet wasn't visualized, so the value was unknown. Also, the actions that increased the bond value differed for each pet, and even for pets of the same species, some actions could cause it to decrease.

Basically, the bond value increased through normal actions like feeding them properly and taking them for walks, so it was said that reaching the maximum bond was just a matter of time.

Parfait loved Trachiyo, but the bond value depended on how Trachiyo felt, so she really wanted to see the number.

"This is this game we're talking about, so maybe you can see that number?"

"I haven't heard anything like that at the Tamer Guild. Oh, but I heard there's an item that lets you communicate with your pet. I'm definitely going to get it."

"There's such a convenient item?"

"I think it's something like the 'Melampus' that Maris-san has."

"The thing that lets her understand Sieg's words? It's certainly possible in the real world, so it wouldn't be strange for such an item to exist in a virtual reality... Should we ask at the Tamer Guild? Watching Trachiyo has made me want a pet too. I want to raise a shoebill stork or something."

"Shoebill storks are cute, with their killer-like eyes."

"I've never thought that part was cute, but it certainly does feel like a killer. The way it stays still for hours is like a hunter, which I think is cool. That's what's important in survival. It's also a necessary skill for a maid."

Just then, Rick logged in, but he frowned upon seeing Parfait and Chris.

"What are you talking about, killers and hunters?"

"Oh, Rick-kun. We were just talking about shoebill storks."

"...Ah, that bird that doesn't move. I've never seen one in person, but I've seen videos... So why killers and hunters?"

When the two of them explained not just about the shoebill stork, but the conversation that led up to it, Rick adjusted his glasses slightly and nodded with an "I see."

"I understand the situation, but are you heading to the Tamer Guild now?"

"Want to come with us, Rick-kun?"

"I think I will. There's something I want to look into as well."

"Oh? What are you going to look into?"

"The next event. Apparently, the Tamer Guild community has been getting noisy. If we ride that wave, we might be able to earn some money, and maybe even break into the top rankings. It won't be easy, though."

Parfait was pleased by Rick's words. If that were true, there was a high possibility that Trachiyo could play an active role. However, she found it strange since she hadn't heard any information about the Tamer Guild community being noisy.

Besides, it was said that AFO events didn't require specific skills in order to implement "events that everyone can participate in." Parfait thought that Diite and the others would never plan an event that you couldn't participate in without a pet.

"Hey, Rick-kun. Where did you get the information that the Tamer Guild is noisy?"

"Let's talk while we walk. Shall we head to the Tamer Guild first?"

At Rick's suggestion, the three of them, Parfait, Chris, and Rick, plus one cat, Trachiyo, left a note on the base's bulletin board saying they were going to the Tamer Guild and headed for the one in the capital city of Azuma.

And as they walked, Parfait and Chris listened to Rick's story.

"Colony 'Zoo', managed by the Sagittarius Foundation, is noisy?"

"That's right. As you know, AFO staff are dispatched from various foundations. The staff at the Tamer Guild are almost all people who belong to the Sagittarius Foundation. If that place is noisy, there's a high probability of a tamer-related event."

"...'As you know,' you say, but this is the first I'm hearing of it. Is that so?"

"It's the first I'm hearing of it too."

Being told it was the first they'd heard of it by both Parfait and Chris, Rick was slightly flustered.

"I-I see. It seems it's not a very famous story. Anyway, AFO has a large number of staff. The people belonging to the Libra Foundation alone can't handle everything, so they have people dispatched to match the characteristics of the guilds."

The Tamer Guild had staff dispatched from the Sagittarius Foundation for animal-related matters. The Maid Guild had people dispatched by Lunaria's foundation management, and combat-related guilds often had staff from the Leo Foundation. There were also people dispatched from Pisces and Gemini.

It wasn't that the foundations were completely divided by guild, but they had adopted that form for the reason that specialized real-world knowledge was also necessary.

"I get that, but you're predicting a tamer-related event just because Sagittarius's Zoo is noisy?"

"That's right. Sagittarius only gets noisy when they've revived an extinct animal. But so far, there's no such information. In that case, there's a high possibility it's AFO-related."

"...Isn't that a bit of a leap?"

"That's why we're going to the Tamer Guild to scout it out. It's too risky to decide based on assumptions alone."

For Parfait, it was an interesting game she could play without thinking about the time, but while she found Rick's earnestness to that extent reliable, she was also a little put off by it.

While having this conversation, the three people and one cat arrived at the Tamer Guild.

Parfait went in normally, thinking it probably wasn't a big deal, but for some reason, the reception at the Tamer Guild had been expanded, and the number of staff had increased. Seeing that, she looked at Rick with a mix of surprise and slight exasperation.



		
			Chapter 457

			Predicting the Event

			At the Azuma Tamer Guild where Parfait and her friends had arrived, the players were buzzing.

The reception counter, which hadn't been there yesterday, had been expanded. It was said that a pre-event update was a sign of an event, and Parfait could hear voices speculating that a new event centered around the Tamer Guild was about to begin.

AFO often had players predict the next event, performing updates without prior notice. Parfait and her friends didn't know, but posts on the in-game bulletin boards had increased, to the point that new threads were being created.

"Looks like I was right."

"I'm surprised your prediction was right, Rick-kun. Are you doing something shady?"

"What do you mean, shady?"

"Like hacking."

"There's no way anyone could break through AFO's security. That would mean outsmarting Diite-san."

That was certainly true, but the reason Rick had arrived at that prediction was unbelievable in the first place.

Colony "Zoo," managed by the Sagittarius Foundation, was buzzing. To predict an AFO event from that reason alone was a line of thinking from another dimension for Parfait.

When she said that, Rick replied that of course it wasn't just that, but the result of a comprehensive judgment of various other pieces of information. Even so, Parfait couldn't imagine what kind of information you would need to combine to reach that conclusion.

Leaving Parfait, Rick approached the counter and began talking to a Tamer Guild staff member.

Parfait and Chris had come here about the item that allows communication with pets, but they were curious about the event and decided to put that information on the back burner. They sat down at a table in the guild's rest area.

Trachiyo staked its claim on the tabletop, stretched out its front paws, and then rolled over. Parfait couldn't communicate with it, but feeling the gaze that said "Pet my belly," she stroked Trachiyo's stomach.

Chris looked around at the other players for a moment before turning her gaze to Parfait.

"It seems the others are buzzing about the event too. It might be that they're excited because it's something known only to the people in this place. I understand the feeling."

"It seems there aren't many events centered around the Tamer Guild because skills are involved. Besides, having information that most people don't know gives you a little sense of superiority, which is nice."

Most players had combat-type skills. Complete production players like Parfait's father, Hayato, were still quite rare, and it was standard to use them in conjunction with combat skills.

So, until now, most events had been combat-related, and there were few events that required the use of specific skills. Even if there were, it would only give a slight advantage, and the skill would never be essential.

The previous event, the "Hestia Festival," didn't require the Cooking Skill, so everyone could enjoy it. Because of that, she could hear people around her discussing whether it would be possible to obtain a pet without the Taming Skill this time.

Parfait thought that was unlikely, and just then, a large group of players entered through the guild entrance. Parfait's eyes were drawn to the group. The woman at the front was someone she knew, though not an acquaintance.

She was a woman in her twenties with white hair down to her shoulders, wearing black pants and a black corset, with a beige coat over it. She had a gun belt wrapped around her waist and a small top hat with a black ribbon on her head. Her appearance was like something out of a steampunk story.

However, what caught Parfait's eye wasn't the female player. It was the white cat on her shoulder. It was an all-white cat that resembled a Persian, but its true identity was Snow White, a higher-ranking version of the rare monster White Cat.

It was certainly cute, but Parfait's doting parent side exploded with the thought that her Trachiyo was cuter.

"She seems like a famous player, but is she an acquaintance?"

Chris asked Parfait, but Parfait shook her head.

"I just know of them. They're the clan 'Cats are God.' The woman at the front is the leader, Orion-san, I think. That white cat is a monster called Snow White, and apparently, Orion-san is the only one who has successfully tamed it. Well, my Trachiyo is one of a kind too, though!"

"I've heard of them. The clan where everyone is a tamer? You can't join unless you've tamed at least one cat."

"Right, right. We often fight together during the Hyakki Yakou in Azuma. They're always trying to tame Tamamo-no-Mae or Nekomata and getting beaten back."

The clan "Cats are God" had top-class firepower in terms of combat strength, but it was said that their priority was generally taming, and they rarely fought seriously. In fact, they weren't very helpful during the Hyakki Yakou. They would even ask people not to attack the monsters.

They were one of the major clans and were so self-sufficient in pet-related matters that it was rare for them to come to the guild as a group. So they were currently drawing attention within the guild.

That Orion approached the staff counter without minding the stares. The surrounding players also seemed to be straining their ears to hear what she would ask, and the area fell silent.

"Is it true there's going to be a tamer-related event?"

"I'm sorry. I can't answer questions of that nature."

"Please, just give me a hint."

"I said it's no good— having your cat strike a cutesy pose won't change the fact that no means no."

Snow White rolled over on the counter and tilted its head, but it seemed to have no effect. Parfait thought she herself would have been in danger.

Looking closely, she saw Rick at the counter right next to them, questioning a staff member.

"It seems you've expanded your counters. Have you added any new products? Like an expanded lineup of pet food. Or maybe more pet equipment?"

"No, that's not the case."

"Have the Tamer Guilds in other countries also expanded?"

"No, the only one that has expanded is the Tamer Guild in Azuma."

"...I see. Thank you."

Rick bowed his head, looked around, found Parfait and the others, and immediately sat down at their table. Then, without saying anything to them, he fell into thought.

"Rick-kun, what's wrong? And what were those questions about, anyway?"

"You were listening? They won't tell me about the event even if I ask, so I just asked some innocuous questions. But I still don't have enough information."

"You still don't have enough?"

"Even with what I have, I can make some predictions. Want to hear them?"

"Really? Then please tell me."

"I think the next event will take place in a new field."

"A new field?"

"Probably, a new area will be unlocked in relation to the event. And only the Azuma Tamer Guild expanded its counters... which means I think the new island that recently appeared in the sea south of Azuma will be the event venue."

Rick said it as if it were nothing, but Parfait and Chris were surprised to hear it.

"This is the first I'm hearing of this information."

"As for the new island, you'd know about it right away if you just checked the bulletin boards. The fact that they increased the counters without adding new items probably means there's some kind of procedure that needs to be done. It's a countermeasure in anticipation of a flood of players."

"You're scaring me, Rick-kun."

He probably wasn't right about everything, but Parfait felt a certain kind of fear toward Rick for being able to predict so much from various pieces of information. That kind of thing was fine for predicting test questions, but that was it.

"It's just speculation, but I think it would be a good idea to complete some Tamer Guild quests from now on. I suspect that you won't be able to go to that island unless you meet certain conditions. For that, it would be better to raise our reputation at the Tamer Guild."

Guilds had a reputation system, and completing quests would raise it. Being a member of a guild made it easier to raise your reputation, but you could still raise it without being a member. Also, as your reputation rose, you could get titles and discounts on products, among other benefits.

Parfait felt like asking "Really?", but even if he was wrong, it wouldn't be a loss. She could still earn money by completing quests.

"If you say so, Rick-kun, maybe we should all do it? I've completed a fair number of quests, but everyone else hasn't done as many."

"It might be completely off the mark, but if it works out, we can get a head start in the event. I don't know what kind of event it will be, but we should do various things to enjoy it."

The words "event tryhard" came to Parfait's mind. She felt a mix of fear and reassurance, but Rick's predictions were often right. If so, she should accept a quest right away, and Parfait stood up from her chair.

Just then, her eyes met with Orion, the leader of the clan "Cats are God." Orion smiled and approached them.

"I'm sorry. I couldn't help but overhear your conversation. Would you mind if I heard the details? If you agree, you can pet my child's belly. And separately from that, may I pet your black kitty's belly?"

As Orion said that, Snow White, who had been on her shoulder, hopped onto the table and showed its belly in a pose similar to Trachiyo's.



		
			Chapter 458

			The Cat Queen

			Parfait was petting the belly of Snow White, the cat tamed by Orion, the leader of the clan "Cats are God." It was a temptation that Parfait couldn't possibly resist.

Similarly, Trachiyo, whom Parfait had tamed, was having her belly petted by Orion. Rick and Chris, who were present, shared the common impression that Orion's eyes were quite terrifying. In fact, she was on par with Parfait, or perhaps even more so.

They petted them for a good ten minutes, and when they were finally satisfied, they made a gesture of wiping sweat from their brows and, for some reason, shook hands firmly with expressions like athletes praising each other's good fight.

"Snow-chan is adorable."

"Trachiyo-chan was cute too."

Rick, who had been watching the two, called out to Parfait.

"Parfait, since you petted her cat, does that mean it's okay to share my information?"

"Yeah, that was the promise. Oh, sorry, I didn't get your permission."

"No, I didn't think you'd be able to resist that, so it's fine."

Leaving aside what was fine, Parfait got Rick's permission and turned her gaze to Orion.

"Orion-san, I'll say this first, but this is just a prediction, it's not absolute."

"Of course. I got to pet Trachiyo-chan, so I'd like you to think of this as an information exchange. Of course, the information I'll give is just my own prediction and isn't guaranteed to be right, but what do you think?"

For Parfait, it was a welcome offer, and Rick was also quite enthusiastic about the information exchange.

First, he shared the predictions based on the information he had.

The island that had appeared in the sea south of Azuma was likely to be the stage for the event, and the expansion of the counters suggested that some kind of quest would be necessary.

Orion nodded as she listened to Rick's story, impressed, saying, "I see, I see."

"Alright, here's the information I've got. Just like you, Rick-kun, I thought something was up at the Tamer Guild because Sagittarius's Zoo was buzzing."

"You judged it from that too, Orion-san?"

"Yeah. That place is usually pretty quiet unless a new animal is born, you know."

Parfait couldn't hide her surprise at what kind of thought process she had. Normally, just because a real-world foundation was buzzing, it was unthinkable to connect it to an AFO-related prediction.

"But I'm not as good as Rick-kun. I'll have you know, I only figured it out because I've been going to the Zoo for years, okay?"

"Oh? Are you an employee?"

"No way, just a customer. When I look at the animals, I forget all the bad things. It's a good way to relieve stress."

"I totally get that."

Since the Zoo required an entrance fee, Parfait couldn't go casually, but she did go sometimes with the free invitation tickets she got from Maris. She would stay there from opening to closing time.

Orion was similar, but she said that recently, the Zoo had been noisy, and some animals she used to see were gone.

"My favorite has been missing lately. Considering the rotation, it should be there."

Parfait thought that knowing the animals' rotation despite not being an employee was proof of how often she went. Orion had asked a staff member if it was sick, but was told it was doing well and would be back soon.

"This is my prediction, but I think they're going to let real animals use avatars in the next event."

"Avatars for real animals...? So you're saying animals will log in just like players?"

"Probably."

An avatar was one's appearance in the game. Players basically played the game with an appearance scanned from their real-life body. Orion was saying they would do the same for animals.

Parfait wondered how that would affect the animals, but according to Orion, the animals probably wanted to run around freely on the earth, not just inside a colony.

The colonies had limited space, and it was too dangerous on Earth. That left only virtual reality. It was often said that humans also used AFO to exercise freely.

Parfait worried if it would be okay since there were differences between human and animal brains, but she reconsidered, thinking that Diite would never do anything dangerous.

That aside, she wondered why Orion thought that animals would log into the virtual reality.

"Um, why did you think that animals would log in?"

"About that, Parfait-chan, do you know a cat named Siegfried?"

"Huh? I do, but you know her too, Orion-san?"

"She's famous, so I guess you know her too, Parfait-chan."

"...Huh? Famous?"

"The Nyanko Kingdom that was said to exist on the island called Cat Island. The calico cat who reigned as its queen, Siegfried. She's wandering the world looking for allies to rebuild her country, which was destroyed by the Wanko Empire."

"...What is that?"

"Oh? You don't know? It's information you can find anywhere if you do tamer-related quests. An island inhabited only by cats, commonly known as Cat Island. There was a kingdom there called the Nyanko Kingdom. The queen there was the calico cat Siegfried."

The Siegfried that Parfait knew was the type to be blissfully happy eating the chopped tuna nekomanma her father made. And to look extremely tired after being petted all over by her mother.

No matter how she thought about it, she wasn't a cat queen, though it was true that her appearance as she hogged the sunniest spot in the shop was not an exaggeration to call queenly. But that was a real-world story, not an AFO story.

Parfait's face was in a state of mental shutdown, but Orion continued.

"That's just the game's setting, but there's a story that the cat Siegfried is logged in."

"A cat is logged in?"

"Right. A real cat is logged in, just like us. I've never met her, but apparently a Named Monster named Siegfried sometimes walks around town, and my clan members said her movements are too realistic to be an AI's actions. If you try to tame her, a Tame Counter activates, and you'll receive a powerful debuff effect for a long time unless you offer food as tribute... just as you'd expect from a queen!"

A debuff. It was a weakening effect that significantly reduced stats like STR and MAG, and apparently, the monster Siegfried used it. And in the form of a counter to taming attempts.

Not just Parfait, but Chris and Rick, who knew the real Siegfried, also had complex expressions. Naming a female cat Siegfried was Maris's sense, and it was unlikely there was another. Thus, they concluded it was the same cat.

However, Parfait had never heard that Siegfried was playing AFO. She only recognized her as a mother of many kittens and Maris's partner.

"You don't believe me, do you? Of course, not all of it is probably true, but there are rumors like that. It's one of the Seven Wonders of AFO!"

"Ah, no, it's not that I don't believe you... It's just, it's a very familiar story."

"Is that so? Well, anyway, that's why I thought a tamer-related event would be related to the Nyanko Kingdom. And I thought the southern island Rick-kun mentioned might be Cat Island. Considering those things and the situation at the Zoo, I thought it might be an event where real animals log in like Siegfried. It's all just my imagination, though."

Parfait nodded, saying "I see." It was the first time she'd heard about the Nyanko Kingdom or the Siegfried in AFO, but when the information was laid out like that, it seemed like a possibility.

"What do you think, Chris-chan, Rick-kun?"

"So Sieg was the queen of a country called the Nyanko Kingdom. Then we have no choice but to help rebuild her country."

"Because this information comes from Orion-san, who loves animals, there are many parts that can be trusted. It's possible that a quest to enter the Nyanko Kingdom will occur. I still think we should complete tamer-related quests."

Chris aside, Parfait thought it was surreal for Rick to say "Nyanko Kingdom" with a serious face, but now that he mentioned it, she also thought that possibility was high. Quests to get permission to enter a specific place were common, so what Rick was saying felt right.

"Then let's stick to the original plan and complete a lot of tamer-related quests."

Chris and Rick agreed with Parfait.

At that, Orion smiled.

"If you'd like, why don't you do them with our clan?"

"Huh? With your clan, Orion-san?"

"Yeah, that's right. Our clan is pretty big, but a lot of the players just dote on their pets, so we could really use some proper combat strength. We'd be happy if you could cooperate with us for the event too... Look, Snow is saying so too, you know?"

After Orion said that, Snow White once again showed its belly on the table and struck a pose, tilting its head.

Parfait managed to endure it somehow, but the moment Rick said, "I think that's a good idea," Parfait was petting Snow White's belly.

And so, the alliance between the clan "Mont Blanc" and "Cats are God" was decided.



		
			Chapter 459

			Professor

			The clans "Mont Blanc" and "Cats are God" formed an alliance and began to tackle Tamer Guild quests together.

As Orion, the leader of "Cats are God," had said, the clan was large enough to be considered a major one, but most of its players were basically just doting on their pets, and the number of actual combat-ready players was about the same as a mid-tier clan.

Occasionally, for events and the like, the entire clan would go out to fight, and at those times they could unleash considerable firepower, but that was rare. For this reason, Parfait and her group, who were always ready to fight, were warmly welcomed by the "Cats are God" clan.

With that, Parfait and the others visited the "Cats are God" headquarters in the Eastern Country, and it was a place that could be called an animal paradise. However, it wasn't just a place for pets to play, it was also a giant production facility.

In particular, the honey production from beekeeping was quite substantial, and Parfait was a little scared by the sight of the massive number of bees flying between the numerous flowerbeds and beehives.

There were also other things like a runway just for watching pets walk, as if in a fashion show, and a giant fish tank for keeping fish pets, all of which was quite a sight and appeared fresh in the eyes of Parfait and her friends.

It was the first time they had seen a major clan's headquarters, and they were quite excited. They didn't intend to make their headquarters that large-scale, but it was significant that they were able to see one ideal.

Furthermore, when Parfait mentioned that she planned to open an animal cafe, almost all the players in the clan were hooked. There were clans that ran restaurants with a mascot dog or mascot cat, but there were no shops where the main attraction was interacting with animals while having tea, and they said to be sure to let them know when it opened.

And so, Parfait and her friends got along with the players of "Cats are God," but their schedules rarely matched up except on their days off. Most of the players seemed to be working adults, and they mostly logged in only at night. Parfait and the others, who only logged in after school until around dinnertime, rarely had a chance to play together.

However, Orion alone seemed to log in quite often, and her schedule matched up with Parfait's group. So, even though it was an alliance, it was usually just Parfait's group and Orion. On weekends, however, they would tackle fairly difficult quests with many players.

Today, the group consisted of four people, Parfait, Ginny, Wilne, and Orion. It was Natsu's tutoring day, Chris was at the gym, Rick was studying with Relic, and Abel was, as usual, practicing his acting, so they were not participating.

And as was the case every time they met, petting Orion's pet Snow White had become a substitute for a greeting for Parfait, Ginny, and Wilne. Naturally, Orion would pet Trachiyo.

They always met at the Tamer Guild, and most tamers would exchange such greetings before getting to the main topic. Parfait's group also spent about five minutes petting before finally getting to the day's business.

A style had been established where Orion would look at Parfait's group and decide what kind of quest would be good. So Orion looked at the three of them and then brought a piece of paper that had been posted on the bulletin board.

Seeing the quest details written on the paper, Parfait looked at Orion.

"This is just a regular monster subjugation quest, isn't it?"

"None of my clan members are here today, so a taming-type quest would be difficult. I thought a subjugation quest would be better. What do you three think?"

When all three said it was no problem, the four of them immediately headed to the location of the monster they were to subjugate.

The target monster was located in the Northern Forest in the Eastern Country. Deep within it was a giant boar called a Nushi, and that was their subjugation target.

Upon reaching the forest, the four of them immediately headed deeper in.

And as they walked, Ginny voiced a question.

"Can you bring yourself to cut down a boar, Parfait-chan?"

"I can't do a Uribo, but a boar seems barely doable... no, maybe barely impossible..."

"You shouldn't force yourself. If you push yourself too hard, you might end up with trauma and fall to darkness like Ashley-sama. But the story of his comeback from that is so exciting that I can't say it's entirely a bad thing... Hey, did you know there's a plot twist in Volume 6?"

"Don't worry, Ginny-san. If it comes to that, I will cut it down in Parfait-san's place. I've also studied anatomy, so I won't be traumatized. And thanks to Abel-san's influence, I've started watching horror movies, so I've built up a splatter resistance."

"Ah, Abel-kun had a small role in a horror movie, didn't he? The scene where he licked a knife reminded me of that scene in DokiPan, and I lost my memory of what happened before and after... Whoa, just remembering it is making my nose bleed again. I'd pay for him to do that in real life...!"

"There was a scene like that, wasn't there? The scene that left an impression on me was when blood came out of the shower. If a company made such a defective shower, I would crush them."

Their conversation had turned strange at some point, but Parfait, thinking it was just the usual, said nothing. However, Orion, who was listening, had an indescribable expression on her face.

One was a girl in a gothic lolita dress holding a parasol, looking like a young lady, and the other was also a well-bred looking girl in a dress, but what they were saying was slightly off-kilter and unsettling. Since Orion had only met them a few times, it was no wonder she was surprised.

"Your friends are interesting, Parfait-chan...?"

"Why the question mark...?"

"Well, just because. But I don't mean it in a bad way, okay? I'm often treated like a weirdo because I love animals too much, but I feel like we're the same, just in a different vector, and it's a huge help. By the way, I feel like you're one of us, Parfait-chan."

"I think you're normal, Orion-san. Me too, of course."

"Huh? You think so?"

"Yes. There are even more amazing people out there. I'm still just a novice."

This wasn't humility or anything, Parfait genuinely thought so. Ginny nodded, and Wilne took on a thoughtful expression.

"Parfait-chan is still a novice? I'm actually interested in what a more amazing person would be like."

"The employees at Colony 'Zoo.' They have normal conversations, but they almost only talk about animals."

At Parfait's words, Orion's eyes flew wide open, and she grabbed Parfait's shoulders.

"The Zoo staff!?"

"Whoa, you scared me. Yes, but what's wrong?"

"They're super competent, those people! If you can, please introduce me!"

"Huh? Competent?"

It was rude to them, but from what Parfait had seen of Maris and Surya who came to the shop, her impression was just that they were two older sisters who loved animals. It was true that becoming an employee at Colony "Zoo" was said to be as difficult as becoming a doctor at Colony "Hospital."

Parfait just thought that the two of them had studied with nothing but a passion for animals. Because of that, she respected them, but for some reason, she never connected it with them being smart or competent.

However, Ginny didn't seem to think so, as she nodded repeatedly.

"Maris-san and Surya-san are certainly competent. When I had them cosplay in animal costumes, they perfectly recreated the movements of those animals. It was a little different from what I was looking for, but it was a good thing in its own way. I took pictures too."

"What have you been doing, Ginny-chan..."

Parfait was a little put off by Ginny's confession, but Orion, who must have heard it, was staring blankly with her mouth open. However, she quickly composed herself, and her eyes opened wide again.

"P-P-Professor Maris!? And Professor Surya too!? What's with this network of friends!? And costumes!?"

"Uh, wait, Orion-san?"

Orion, who had been gripping Parfait's shoulders tightly with both hands, began to shake her. Her HP wasn't decreasing, but the shaking motion was there, so it was a little rough for Parfait.

"Please calm down, Orion-san."

Wilne grabbed Orion from behind in a full nelson and pulled her away from Parfait. At that, Orion finally seemed to calm down.

"Ah, s-sorry. I was just a little surprised."

"No, it's okay, but do you know Maris-san and Surya-san?"

"Know them? They're professors at the university I attend! Their lectures are so popular you can't take them without a reservation! And the reservation has a one-month waiting list!"

Parfait, who didn't know much about the system of taking lectures at a university, didn't quite understand what was so amazing, but she imagined they must be giving lectures on how to pet cats. Siegfried would probably be there too, and she thought that would certainly be popular.

"Speaking of the university where Maris-san and Surya-san lecture, would that be Colony 'Zoology,' operated by Sagittarius? ...Ah, my apologies, talking about real life is taboo, isn't it."

"No, no, it's okay with you guys, Parfait-chan. We're logging in with our real appearances and names anyway, so it's not a big deal. Of course, I won't tell you which colony I live in, though."

To that, Parfait and the others also nodded, saying "Of course."

That aside, Orion was so hooked on the topic of Maris and Surya that she seemed to have completely forgotten they were here for a quest. Trachiyo and Snow White had even moved to a sunny spot and were yawning.

To calm down a bit, Orion began to explain things to Parfait, who didn't know the details.

Colony "Zoology" was a university, but it was also treated as a specialized institution for animals. Graduating from here could lead to a path of becoming a Zoo employee, but many also went into livestock-related fields at Colony "Farm," and people aiming to be farmers or veterinarians also often studied here.

Orion was studying to become a Zoo employee and played AFO to relax. The ones Orion worshiped as gods were not just cats, but also included Maris and Surya.

She said that someday she wanted to become a Zoo employee and make it her job to protect the animals that survived in the dangerous zones of Earth, just like Maris did.

Parfait felt something close to respect for Orion, who was working hard toward her dream, but the one who respected her even more was Wilne.

Wilne grabbed both of Orion's hands and nodded, almost in tears.

"You are wonderful, Orion-san. You have something you want to do, and you're working hard toward it. That's not something everyone can do."

"Huh? R-really? Uh, thank you?"

Orion thanked her, for some reason in the form of a question, but Parfait wondered why Wilne was so moved. Orion seemed to feel the same, saying, "It's nothing much," but Wilne shook her head.

"I've learned many things since I was a child, but I've never had something I wanted to do. I just did what I was supposed to do... Now I have a clear purpose, but you decided on that yourself and are working hard. That is a truly wonderful thing!"

Parfait wondered where the cool Wilne-chan from when they first met had gone, but it wasn't a bad thing, and she looked happy, so she decided it was fine.

Just then, as if struck by an idea, Ginny smiled.

"Actually, I too am working hard every day on my research to go to the 2D world. To cross the dimensional wall, that is my mission, and my dream...!"

"We are also researching that at my home. There is a Dimension Project—"

"Please let me join your company!"

Ginny had made a joke, but Wilne responded seriously, and things got out of hand. The conversation wouldn't stop, and in the end, the quest was postponed.



		
			Chapter 460

			The Trial Before the Event

			An official announcement from AFO revealed that a new event would begin in two weeks, stirring excitement not only within the virtual world but in the real one as well.

With the event so close, many people had already started to guess what it might be about, and the Tamer Guild in Azuma was bustling with activity. That said, no one knew exactly what they should be doing, so many players had simply come to see the newly added counters. It wasn't just sightseeing, however, as the number of players taking on tamer-related quests had increased.

Some players were buying up pet food and equipment, but everyone, including them, was cheerfully speculating about the upcoming event.

But while AFO was buzzing with excitement, there was one player who wasn't. That would be Parfait, who had tests in the real world next week.

Perhaps it was by Diite's arrangement that the event was scheduled to start after her real-world exams. But even without that circumstance, Parfait simply hated tests.

"I wish tests would just die."

"My friend. One shouldn't say such clichéd things. How about something like, 'May all tests be swallowed by the abyss'?"

"Tests are probably a piece of cake for you, Nacchan, but they're a huge deal for me. You don't need to memorize history, you can just look at a timeline, right? Why do we have to use mnemonics just to remember stuff?"

"Shouldn't you first have something to say about my dark side comment? I'm a little hurt."

Parfait grumbled at their base in AFO, with Natsu keeping her company. And as usual, Trachiyo was lying on the table with maximum cuteness. Parfait was stroking him unconsciously.

"My friend, I understand how you feel, but I'll help you study again, so how about you just log out already? My friend Chris asked me to make you log out since you're in AFO."

"...I'd rather get a failing grade if it means I can't see Trachiyo."

"That resolve is admirable, but if you fail, you'll have remedial classes, and your time in AFO will be cut even shorter. Besides, if we teach you, we get to eat your father Hayato-dono's sweets for free. We wouldn't want to miss that."

"Dad never tells me to study, but maybe he's a strategist who uses my friends...?"

"I think your train of thought is so off-kilter it's broken through the galaxy. Oh, is that my friend Wilnel?"

"Hello, Natsu-san, Parfait-san."

Parfait and Natsu greeted Wilnel, who had just logged in. Unlike before, Wilnel's expression was often cheerful, but right now she looked puzzled.

"I thought I heard something about Hayato-sama's sweets just now. Did something happen?"

"Actually, we get free sweets if we have a study session at my friend's house, but she's saying she doesn't want to log out."

"A study session?"

"My friend Wilnel, since you go to the same school, you must have tests starting next week too, right?"

"I believe that was the schedule... You're holding a study session for the tests?"

"Yep, it's a regular thing. We gather at my friend's coffee shop, and Hayato-dono always provides us with sweets. To put it nicely, it's friendship. To put it badly, it's a transaction!"

"I think just 'friendship' would have been fine, don't you?"

Parfait said as she straightened her posture. Then she placed Trachiyo on her lap and began stroking him. This, too, was unconscious.

"Well, that's the situation. They always help me study. If I get a failing grade, I'll have remedial classes after school, so I want to avoid that... It's a tough world..."

"I see. But a study session for tests? Couldn't you just not get a failing grade in the first place?"

"Wilnel-chan, let's calm down. This study session is *to avoid* failing. If I don't do anything, I'm on a one-way course to failing math. I can manage the others, but it'll be bad if I let my guard down."

"But aren't the tests easy enough if you just pay attention in class?"

"Wilnel-chan, you know, sometimes words can be weapons that hurt people..."

According to Parfait, some people just can't use their memory for things they aren't interested in. Sure, she might have heard it in class. But since she doesn't remember it, there's no way she can get a good score on the test.

It's impossible to solve a problem without knowing the formula, she can't write a kanji character she doesn't remember on the spot, and she wants to scream about how pointless it is to remember calendar years with mnemonics.

"I understand your heartfelt cry, Parfait-san... I've had a suspicion for a while, but have you, how should I put this, put all of your stat points into stamina and agility?"

"I appreciate you trying to choose your words carefully so as not to hurt my feelings, but please don't put it in game terms. I mean, I am pretty athletic, though."

Parfait received enthusiastic invitations from various sports clubs, but she turned them all down. Her mentor, Benitsuru, had told her, "Par-cchi is dangerous." She wouldn't explain how, but she did say that it would be unfair for her to play sports with kids her own age.

"My friend Wilnel, I should mention that my friend is not particularly unintelligent. She has points allocated to her wisdom stat as well."

"What do you mean?"

"She's simply not interested. My friend possesses the special ability to not remember a single thing she has no interest in."

"That's not an ability, that's just how normal people are. In fact, it's weird that people like you, Nacchan, and Wilnel-chan can remember things you've seen and heard even if you're not interested. If everyone could do that, the whole system of tests wouldn't exist."

"Things are quite complicated, I see. I know, Parfait-san, why not try to get interested in studying? Why are you making a face like the world is about to end?"

"It's harder to get interested in something you have no interest in... I guess I have no choice but to study. Trachiyo, I'm sorry. I must now endure a trial more grueling than hell itself. Please wait quietly for my return. Let's play when I get back safely...!"

As if she were raising a huge flag, Trachiyo, whether he understood or not, simply let out a single "Nya."

"Hell? I don't think we're doing anything that drastic."

"Studying after school is something I don't even think they do in hell."

Wilnel watched Parfait and Natsu, and as if she understood the situation, she made a slightly disappointed face.

"Studying aside, does this mean you two won't be logging in for a while, Parfait-san?"

"I might log in after the study session is over, but it'll probably be late at night. Or I might be too tired and just fall asleep without logging in."

"That's a shame. Ginny-san, Rick-san, and Abel-san seem busy too, and doing tamer quests by myself is a bit—"

"My friend Wilnel, if you're free, why not come to the study session?"

"Eh?"

"You'd be in the position of teaching Parfait, but given what you said earlier, if you don't need to study for the tests, I would very much appreciate your help. To be blunt, it's a lot of work teaching my friend."

"Could you be a little more blunt?"

As if she didn't hear Parfait's remark, Wilnel's eyes widened, and then she blinked rapidly several times. Her expression turned to one of astonishment.

"A-Are you inviting me to a study session!?"

"Whoa, what a reaction. But I don't think I could have said it any other way. If I were inviting you to the dark side, I'd use different words. For example, 'When the sun is shrouded in shadow—'"

"Wh-wh..."

"'Blessed by the darkness—' Wh?"

"What should I do! Being invited to a study session, I've seen this in Dokipan! I can't believe a manga-like situation is happening to me! I thought that kind of thing was just fiction!"

Seeing the extremely excited Wilnel, Natsu was a bit taken aback, but Parfait vaguely recalled a scene like that. That was also for test prep, she thought, but she didn't have any memory of them actually studying.

"I understand! I'll head over to your house right away, Parfait-san! I'll make you number one in our grade!"

"I just need to not get a failing grade."

"Eh? But if you become number one, won't you be able to join the student council, which has more authority than the teachers?"

"Ah, that's fiction. The student council doesn't have that kind of power."

"Then what about the underground student council that has even more power...?"

"That's fiction too. Dokipan has that because the school is run by demons. Why do you look so disappointed?"

"Well, I'd always hoped to join the underground student council someday. Don't you think power is a wonderful thing?"

"What is the next head of a Foundation talking about?"

Parfait wanted to say, what's the point of seeking power in a school when you already have the highest form of power as the next head of a Foundation?

However, Parfait had a scary thought. A scary thought that Wilnel might actually be able to create such a school. Related to that, she had an even scarier thought that there was a school funded by the Pisces Foundation.

Though Wilnel's excitement had dropped a little, she maintained her high spirits about being invited to the study session, and after saying she would head to the cafe immediately, she logged out. Likewise, Natsu said she would head over right away and logged out too.

Parfait, realizing she had no choice but to accept her fate, prepared to log out, but not before scooping up Trachiyo and petting him all over. After getting her fill, she logged out.



		
			Chapter 461

			Self-Grading and Jealousy

			"Trachiyo!"

"Nyaan!"

In the first-floor cafe of their base, Parfait and the black cat, Trachiyo, embraced like lovers reunited after years apart. They had done the same thing last night, but with the tests now over, the emotional impact was fifty percent greater.

Chris watched this moving scene, but she remained unimpressed, adjusting her glasses with her usual cool beauty expression.

"Sorry to interrupt your tearful reunion, but it's time to self-grade your tests."

"Chris-chan, can't we skip that? We're all here to celebrate the end of tests today, right?"

"I already have a good idea of my scores, so I don't need to do it, but I believe there's a reason you should, Parfait."

"Ugh."

The reason Parfait had to self-grade was Wilnel. During the study sessions, which were meant to tutor Parfait, it was Wilnel who had been the most fired up. She had been eager to make Parfait number one in their grade, but seemed to have realized midway through that it was impossible. She then shifted her goal to getting Parfait her best score ever.

Test results would be back in two or three days. Perhaps because Wilnel wanted to know the outcome immediately, she had suggested they self-grade at school.

As the one being taught, Parfait wanted to grant Wilnel's wish. Besides, she felt more confident about this test than ever before. It was just a pain.

"I did upload the answer key data into the game, though..."

"Let's see. I'll check it."

It was possible to upload data from the real world into the AFO world through the headgear. Chris operated the system menu, and a piece of parchment appeared in her hand.

Though the paper had a fantasy feel, it was rolled up like a scroll and tied with a string. Chris untied it and looked inside. After a quick scan, she nodded with an "un."

"From a quick look, it seems fine. I think you'll pass the score Wilnel set."

"I never thought I'd be given a score I had to beat that was higher than just not failing... Wait, hold on. Does this mean I might get my best score ever?"

Wilnel had told Parfait, "Let's aim for around this score," setting a target higher than simply passing. That was the Wilnel Line. The fact that this line was set at her all-time high score felt insane. Parfait didn't know what would happen if she fell short.

"You have a lot of careless mistakes, though. If you were more careful, I think your score would be even higher."

"It's not like I'm trying to get a good score on the test in the first place..."

"I don't know if you'll take over the cafe or start a new one, but I think it's better to be somewhat educated. For tax calculations and things like that."

"I plan on having Diite-oneechan manage all the money stuff."

"That's fine, but your family is probably the only one that has Diite-dono, who manages AFO and the colonies, handle their shop's finances. It's like using a supercomputer to do double-digit addition."

Parfait felt it was a bit of a waste, but her frank opinion was that there was no room for error that way.

As they were talking, Diite arrived at just the right time.

"Hello, Parfait-kun, Chris-kun. Thank you for inviting me to the test celebration party."

"Welcome, Diite-oneechan."

"You're early, Diite-dono."

"Well, when I'm invited to something like this, I come right away. I've already prepared the event perfectly, so I have plenty of time. Hmm?"

Diite, who had been smiling as she spoke, made eye contact with Trachiyo, who was being petted on Parfait's lap.

"Parfait-kun, I have a question for you..."

"Eh? What is it? I think I avoided a failing grade on the test."

"No, it's not that. It's about Trachiyo-kun..."

"Oh, do you want to pet him?"

"No, that's not it either. I'm an AI just like Trachiyo-kun, but why is there a difference in our treatment? You've never petted my head, and there was no hug even though it's been a while. Do I need cat ears, perhaps?"

"Diite-oneechan?"

Parfait didn't understand what Diite was talking about. It was true they were both AIs, but their capabilities were different, and their appearances were completely different. It wasn't about whether she had cat ears or not, it was a matter of being a cat or a human. Besides, even if their treatment was different, she would never pet Diite's head or hug her after a short reunion. After all, Diite was like an older sister she had been with since childhood.

Sensing that he was the topic of conversation, Trachiyo jumped down from Parfait's lap to the floor and stared at Diite. Then, with maximum cuteness, he tilted his head.

"Trachiyo-kun, that attack won't work on me. Too bad for you."

Trachiyo looked slightly surprised, then arched his back and began to hop up and down, a move known as the "Wanna Fight Step."

"Oh, you want to go? Very well, let's settle which of us is the AI more befitting Parfait-kun."

"Calm down. What's gotten into you both, Diite-oneechan and Trachiyo?"

"It seems Trachiyo-kun is asserting that he is the one protecting you, Parfait-kun, so I thought this would be a good opportunity to show him the power dynamics..."

"There's no power dynamic to speak of, you're the top of this world, Diite-oneechan."

Chris nodded as Parfait said this in an exasperated tone.

"As always, Diite-dono, you seem to become a klutz when it comes to Parfait or Hayato-san."

"Chris-kun, that's harsh. I pride myself on being the world's greatest AI."

"I meant a klutz on top of being the world's greatest AI."

Diite wore an expression that could only be described as hurt. And as if to say the matter was settled, Trachiyo returned to Parfait's lap.

Seeing this, Diite let out a small sigh.

"It seems you've been raised with plenty of love from Parfait-kun. Trachiyo-kun is growing, or rather, learning, in an interesting way."

"Eh? Learning?"

"Each pet AI learns independently. Various factors combine, and they evolve into a one-of-a-kind AI in the world. That evolution is something even I cannot predict."

Parfait and Chris, who didn't know about this system, let out impressed sounds of "Heh."

"Trachiyo-kun thinks of you as his master, Parfait-kun, and also as someone he must protect. It also seems he thinks your petting technique is skillful. Don't think you've won with this, Trachiyo-kun."

"Diite-oneechan, why are you competing with Trachiyo?"

Was it jealousy from being the same type of AI? For some reason, Diite saw Trachiyo as a rival. No matter how you looked at it, Diite, who managed AFO, should be the winner, but at this moment, she seemed to be losing. Parfait thought she might need to talk with Diite-oneechan more often.

As they were doing this, the other members started to log in one after another. Besides Parfait, Chris, and Diite, Natsu, Rick, Ginny, Wilnel, and even Abel arrived.

More sweets and drinks than they could finish were lined up on the table. First, a toast. Everyone held up their cups. Then, with a "Cheers!", they clinked their wooden cups together, making a pleasant sound.

Just as Parfait thought the fun was about to begin, Wilnel started checking the parchment with Parfait's answers, asking how her test went.

"Wilnel-chan, can't we do the self-grading tomorrow?"

"But I'm curious. And I never knew teaching someone could be so much fun. I need to improve my teaching methods for next time, so I need to know."

"You're so dedicated... Wait, next time?"

"Yes, I plan to hold a study session for the next test so you can get an even better score. Don't worry, I'll make sure you get the top score by graduation, Parfait-san."

"It was a long-term plan!"

Afterward, a discussion involving everyone ensued about Parfait and Wilnel's study policy, but they eventually settled on the goal of aiming for an above-average score.



		
			Chapter 462

			Cat War

			A new event began within AFO.

The event was called "Cat War." The name might imply a war of cats, but it wasn't about cats fighting each other. It was an event where players took screenshots of cats that had escaped from the so-called "Cat Island," located south of the eastern country of Azuma, across the sea.

In game terms, the objective was to photograph the locations of the cats that had escaped the island and submit their ecological data to the Tamer Guild. However, the cats were not always in the same place. They were scattered all over the world, and players had to search for them.

Furthermore, the screenshots would be scored by staff from Colony "Zoo," and players would compete based on these scores. While the fact that the Sagittarius Foundation was sponsoring the event was surprising, an even more surprising piece of information was announced.

"The escaped cats are real cats, not AIs, so please handle them with care."

In response, Orion of the "Cats are God" clan and some other tamers were ecstatic. The chance to interact with real cats, even in virtual reality, caused a flurry of threads to pop up on the in-game forums.

Conversely, Parfait and her friends, who regularly met Maris's calico cat Siegfried in person, were not quite as thrilled, but they were still motivated, thinking it was an interesting event nonetheless.

Moreover, the score from the screenshots would become event points, which could be exchanged for items. Seeing the exchangeable items fired Parfait up. By accumulating points, one could obtain the "Melampus," an equipment piece that allowed communication with pets.

Since it was the top prize, she would have to take a considerable number of screenshots to earn enough points, but with her tests over and a school vacation starting, Parfait resolved herself to play almost every day.

On the first day of the event, Parfait wanted to go take screenshots of cats right away, but Rick stopped her. Anticipating this, Rick had logged in before Parfait and was waiting for her at their base.

"Rick-kun, stopping me means you don't value your life...?"

"Calm down. It won't hurt to confirm the rules first. Besides, you need Melampus to communicate with Trachiyo, right? Then you need to collect points efficiently."

"Well, that's true, but..."

As Parfait spoke, she stroked the chin of Trachiyo, who was perched on her shoulder. Despite being an AI, Trachiyo seemed to enjoy it, looking pleased.

"Listen up, I did some research. Melampus costs ten thousand exchange points. Frankly, that's tough to do solo."

"I'll manage it with love. I might not need to sleep for a while..."

"...Make sure you sleep. But you don't have to do it solo. Points are shared among clan members, so it's better to do it together."

"Eh? But don't the others have items they want to exchange too? I thought there were a lot of other useful-looking items besides Melampus."

Most of the items were related to tamers, but perhaps thinking that would be boring for non-tamer players, there were various other items available for exchange. Many of them were quite rare, and it seemed many players wanted them.

"The other items don't require as many points as Melampus, so if we all work together, everyone should be able to get what they want. That aside, let's talk about how to take high-scoring screenshots."

"There's a way to do that?"

"I knew you didn't read it. There was an event pamphlet at the Tamer Guild."

Rick spread the pamphlet on the table and explained it to Parfait.

Taking a screenshot wasn't just about snapping a picture. The score changed depending on the angle, pose, and situation. The judging would be done by the staff of Colony "Zoo," but the system was designed so that AI judgment would also be partially reflected. As such, the pamphlet included sample images of high-scoring screenshots.

It featured a diverse collection of cute cat screenshots, showing them tilting their heads, about to fall asleep, or fighting monsters, and even included a rough estimate of their scores.

"Based on this, photos of relaxing cats get high scores. Maybe it's the preference of the people at Zoo, but pictures of them lying down are worth a lot of points. It's better to take them without the cat noticing you."

The images in the pamphlet that Rick pointed to were indeed high-scoring. A cat lying down was worth over a hundred points on its own.

"They're cute, sure, but can't I just take a whole bunch of them?"

"Unfortunately, you only get points for each cat once."

"Eh? Is that so?"

"That's the rule. However, a higher-scoring photo of the same cat will overwrite the previous one, so taking a lot of pictures isn't wrong. Still, it's better to get a high score for each cat if possible. It seems the number of cats is limited to about a hundred, so if you only get low scores, you might not be able to afford Melampus. Besides, we don't even know if we can find all of them."

"That's important information...!"

Parfait, who was the type to do tutorials but not read instruction manuals, learned this information for the first time. Even with her best efforts, she could only get about five hundred points per cat, so the maximum possible score was only fifty thousand. Conversely, just taking normal pictures would only get about ten points each, so there was a possibility that even if she combined her points with her clan members, they might not reach ten thousand.

Rick's point about not knowing if they could find all the cats was especially important. They were apparently scattered all over, and just finding all of them would be a huge amount of work.

"When I open my cafe, I'll definitely want you to be my strategist, Rick-kun..."

"Strategist? I've told you I'm starting my own company. Well, I wouldn't mind taking on some consulting work."

Mixing in such realistic talk, Parfait listened intently to Rick's words.

"What's important here is that you can get information about the escaped cats at the Tamer Guild in Azuma. Things like where they are or what kind of food they like. Apparently, the higher your recognition at the Tamer Guild, especially the one in Azuma, the more detailed information you can get."

"Eh? Isn't that information way too important?"

Based on Rick's prediction that there would be a tamer-related event, they had been doing tamer quests since before their tests to raise their recognition. Parfait hadn't minded doing the quests since she also wanted tamer-related goods, but she hadn't thought it would actually be useful for the event.

"It's important, just as you say, Parfait. In game terms, it seems the queen of Cat Island requested that the Azuma Tamer Guild watch over the escaped cats."

"...Is that queen Sieg?"

"...Seems like it. When you do tamer quests, the names 'Nyanko Kingdom' and 'Siegfried' come up a lot. Apparently, Cat Island is that kingdom, and Sieg leaves the country incognito to take walks through various nations."

"Is that really a walk... Also, I heard he's super strong."

"Maris-san and Surya-san are apparently AFO players too. It wouldn't be strange if Sieg was logged in as a player... No, that would be strange, wouldn't it?"

"I've realized recently that we shouldn't think about the people around us in terms of common sense."

"True... Does 'the people around us' include the cats?"

Parfait had many thoughts on the matter, but she had come to the conclusion that life would be easier if she just thought of it as "that's just how it is."

"Oh, right. Among the things you can get with exchange points is a 'Cat Island Travel Pass.'"

"Does that mean you can't go to Cat Island without it?"

"Apparently so. It doesn't require that many points, but everyone should get one. It's supposed to be a pre-release item, so I think we'll be able to get the same item later, but if it means we can go to an untraversed territory early, we should get it. Well, it's an item I think everyone will try to get anyway."

Parfait nodded in understanding and checked the items for point exchange. There was indeed an item called "Cat Island Travel Pass," and it could be exchanged for a thousand points. However, there was also a note that it couldn't be shared and that each person would need one.

And so, after receiving a lecture on the event from Rick, Parfait nodded repeatedly, engraving his words into her brain.

Parfait suddenly took a screenshot of Trachiyo. The action took less than a second. It was a finger movement she had trained for taking pictures of fluffy things. She had memorized everything from opening the system menu to where the screenshot button was, to the point where she could do it blindfolded. It was a skill ingrained in her body, just like drawing a sword.

Rick looked at her with an exasperated expression, but Parfait was satisfied.

It could be called a waste of talent, but she seemed to be quite serious, with a determination not to miss a photo opportunity. She decided to practice taking pictures with Trachiyo until everyone else logged in.



		
			Chapter 463

			The Star, But a Supporting Role

			Three days into the event, AFO was filled with players searching for cats.

Many players had initially been uninterested in this event. Some assumed information from the Tamer Guild was a prerequisite, some weren't that fond of animals, some were just taking pictures as they saw them, and some were dog people. But for various reasons, the number of players chasing cats had increased.

One reason was the rarity of there being only about a hundred of them in the world, but many players had given up from the start because the number of points needed for the items they wanted was too high.

That was resolved with the discovery of a hidden rule.

The hidden rule was that by photographing certain types of cats, you could complete a "set," like in a card game, which would earn you a high number of points. This was not mentioned in the in-game event rule pamphlet, and when a certain player posted it on the forums, it spread like wildfire.

Currently, only the "Seven Stars," which was completed by gathering seven cats with star patterns on their backs, had been confirmed. However, other players had started to report receiving bonuses for sets like "Royal Straight Flush," "Black Tail," and "Overkill," though the conditions were unknown.

Many players who had given up because the exchange points were too high now thought they might be able to get the items they wanted. For reasons like that, or wondering what would happen if they photographed all the cats, even those who weren't animal lovers were now participating in the event, and information on cats was now being traded at high prices.

Parfait, who had intended to photograph all the cats from the beginning for other reasons, was now even more motivated.

Since the event started, she had been using her high-speed screenshot ability to not miss a single cat. She was also utilizing her physical abilities to the fullest, performing actions like quickly flanking to get in front of a cat for a sideways jump shot, or a mid-air rotating jump shot to get them in a nice pose.

Furthermore, thanks to her high recognition at the Tamer Guild, she had obtained various pieces of information about the cats from the staff. She had already photographed over thirty cats, and her score exceeded five thousand points. By herself.

However, she was still disappointed that she hadn't received any bonus points from the hidden elements, so she logged in today with renewed determination to take pictures of cats.

On the first floor of their base, in the cafe area, she was about to wait for the other members when she saw that someone was already there. It was someone who rarely logged in, so Parfait was surprised.

"Abel-kun, it's rare to see you on a weekday."

"Yo, Parfait."

Abel, dressed as a sorcerer with a black robe and various charms hanging from his waist, was sitting in a chair, petting Trachiyo, who was lying on the table.

He had taken off his usual mask, revealing his true face. In terms of looks, he was undoubtedly handsome, enough to be called a prince by the public. But since he was a childhood friend and his words and actions were childish, Parfait couldn't see him that way.

Usually, Abel was busy with his work as an actor or with lessons, and could only come on about once a week, but today he had logged in on a weekday, which was unusual.

Even though school was on a long break, it was still a rare occurrence, so Parfait's head was full of question marks. Noticing this, Abel laughed and explained the situation.

"For some reason, Ren-neesan keeps sending me tons of messages asking me to take pictures of the cats from the event."

"Ah, Instructor Ren loves cats too, after all."

"She has so many pictures of Sieg and his kids in real life, I don't get why she wants pictures of virtual cats."

"You can never have too much money or too many cat pictures, right?"

Parfait's face seemed to say, "Isn't that obvious?" Abel looked a little taken aback by her. But as if he had recovered, he quickly smiled.

"Well, that's why I'll be logging in to take pictures of cats for a while. Could you teach me how to take them?"

Abel, who didn't log in often, wasn't very familiar with the system menu operations, and it seemed he had been trying to practice with Trachiyo but wasn't having much success.

"You do it like this."

"...Whoa, what did you just do? It was too fast, I couldn't tell."

Parfait's high-speed screenshot was so fast that a normal person couldn't see it. It was clearly not a good reference. Abel asked Parfait to do it more slowly, and he practiced with Trachiyo while she taught him.

Trachiyo, as if aware that he was being photographed, even struck a series of cute poses for Abel's camera. And not a single pose was the same.

"...I do photoshoots for book covers and stuff, but Trachiyo seems better at it than I am...?"

"Well, I've taken so many pictures of him. It's harder to get a natural shot of Trachiyo now."

"I wonder if he has a high sense of professionalism as a subject...?"

As they were talking, the door leading outside suddenly opened.

"Parfait-chan! I got info on a new cat... oh."

It was Orion from the "Cats are God" clan who came in. She must have gotten some very important information, as she came in suddenly in a panic, forgetting to knock.

Usually, this wouldn't be a problem, but right now, the famous Abel was there. Even though he was dressed in a suspicious outfit, his facial features were good, and his unmasked face as a successful actor was on full display.

"S-sorry, you're high school students, of course you'd go on dates..."

"Ah, it's not like that at all."

"No way I'd be with Parfait."

People had often made that mistake about Parfait and Abel, or rather, Abel and the girls, before. It was a pain to deny it every time, but they made sure to deny it firmly on the spot because it would be a bigger pain later.

However, right now, the fact that Abel was playing AFO being exposed was a bigger problem.

"Um, Orion-san, could you please keep it a secret that Abel-kun is playing AFO?"

"Abel-kun...?"

Orion tilted her head, and Parfait tilted hers as well.

"Um, Abel-kun is a pretty famous actor..."

"Pretty famous?"

Abel interjected with a retort, but in reality, he was quite famous. A large part of that was due to the influence of his parents, aunt, and grandfather, but he was undeniably famous.

When Orion stared at Abel's face, her expression changed to one of surprise.

"Ah! I remember! I saw the movie where you walk the Earth with a handsome doggy!"

"A handsome doggy..."

It was just like Orion, but Parfait had seen that movie too. For the dog, more than for Abel.

"That doggy was real, not CG! I watched it because the Sagittarius Foundation was a sponsor, but I think I vaguely remember a man being there..."

"Vaguely... Well, whatever, but that was me. And yeah, the dog was real too. In fact, we filmed that with three similar-looking dogs, not just one."

"I knew it! The shape of their noses were a little different."

Abel frowned, but Parfait nodded in agreement before speaking.

"The doggy in the campfire scene was so well-behaved. When it heard a sound, only its ears twitched, and when it realized it was nothing, it went back to lying down... I like that one the best."

"Is that so, Parfait-chan? I like the doggy from the scene where it goes to find food for its master. That one was physically gifted, so it did all the action scenes, but it had a certain flair, like it understood it was being filmed!"

"I get that too! Ah, man, now that you say that, my first and second place might switch... They're all cute, no doubt, but when it comes to the best..."

The frown on Abel's brow deepened.

"Look, it's fine and all, but I was supposed to be the star of that movie, you know...?"

"In my mind, that doggy was the star of the movie! You were the star, Abel-kun, but you were in a supporting role!"

This time, Orion nodded in agreement, then immediately seemed to realize something.

"Ah, sorry, we got sidetracked. We were talking about not telling anyone that Abel-kun is playing AFO, right?"

"His fans might flock here in droves, so we're keeping it a secret. Besides, he usually wears a mask..."

"Ah, I see. So you opened the door so suddenly that he hadn't put on his mask yet? Um, I'm really sorry. I got some new cat info, so I might have been a little too excited..."

There's etiquette even among friends. Understanding this, Orion bowed her head in apology. Parfait, who didn't want her to apologize, asked Orion to raise her head.

"No, no, it's really fine. But like I said before, if you could just keep it a secret about Abel-kun..."

"Yeah, of course. I won't tell anyone in my clan, so don't worry. But in exchange..."

Parfait tensed up a little. When people found out they knew Abel, they often asked for autographs or handshakes. Abel usually handled it with a smile, having accepted it as part of being an actor, but she didn't know how he felt on the inside.

Knowing Orion, Parfait hoped she wouldn't make such a trade-off. But her fears were unfounded.

"Tell me about the doggy from that movie! I won't tell anyone! By any chance, were Maris-san or Surya-san the trainers!?"

"Uh, yeah... They were both there."

"I knew it! I thought there was no way a dog could move like that unless those two trained it!"

Abel was a bit overwhelmed by Orion's intensity. It was clear that the dog, Maris, and Surya were ranked higher than him.

Orion listened happily to the stories about the dog, Maris, and Surya. After a while, a voice chat from a clan member seemed to reach Orion, and after excusing herself to Parfait and the others, she began a conversation with them.

When he had a moment to breathe, Abel whispered to Parfait.

"Am I maybe a little conceited? I feel like I was on guard for nothing."

"I don't think so. It's just that Orion-san is an animal lover, so she has things that are more important than you, Abel-kun. By the way, so do I."

"Look, you... I know about you guys, including Natsu. But it's refreshing for it to happen with someone other than you guys. Oh, now that I think about it, Wilnel didn't seem interested in me either. Though it seems she did watch the movie."

"I think Wilnel-chan is interested in you, Abel-kun. But I don't think it's an interest in your looks or anything romantic."

"Then what kind of interest is it...? That's scary in its own way, but I'm grateful that I can be myself around her. And Orion-san's reaction is a relief for me too. Alright, I'll tell her more about that dog. Those three, when I sat on the ground cross-legged, they'd come over and rest their chins on me and fall asleep. It was so cute."

"...Don't think you've won."

"What's that all of a sudden? Were we even competing in anything?"

Parfait placed Trachiyo on her lap and glared sharply at Abel while petting him, but Abel, not knowing what kind of contest it was, simply tilted his head in confusion.



		
			Chapter 464

			A Familiar Name and a Raid Battle

			"Today, we will be photographing the cat said to be on Balitoa Mountain."

When Parfait made this declaration in the base's cafe, Orion from the "Cats are God" clan, her clan members, and the members of the "Mont Blanc" clan all applauded.

During the event, cats could sometimes be found in special locations, and sometimes they were even guarded by monsters. According to information Orion had gathered, a cat was at the summit of a mountain called Balitoa. What's more, it was a group of five kitten-types huddled together, and if they could capture them all in one picture, they would get a bonus and a considerable number of points.

However, the problem was the monster guarding them. It couldn't be defeated by a small number of people, it would be a raid battle requiring dozens of players to fight together.

Orion took over from Parfait to explain the monster.

"The monster is a named Elder Griffon. I think it's pretty strong."

Orion paused there, looked around at everyone, and continued her explanation.

"Its name is Lancelot. It's an even higher-tier version of the Elder Griffon species. It seems you can summon it by offering a Dragon Steak at the altar on the summit. We can't meet the kittens unless we defeat it, so we're going to crush it with all we've got!"

A roar went up from the members. For the sake of a cat picture. That alone was enough to get the members of "Cats are God" fired up. Parfait was too, but her other clan members were not quite as enthusiastic.

That said, the only raid battle experience they had was the Hyakki Yakou during the weekly Stampede, and even then, the players present just fought haphazardly, so this was their first time fighting alongside another clan. The other members besides Parfait were also interested in a raid battle, so their spirits were higher than usual.

That aside, the members of "Mont Blanc" felt a sense of unease at the name Lancelot. It was the same name as the monster Maris had as a pet in AFO.

Thinking it must be a coincidence, Parfait and the others headed for Balitoa Mountain.

They had to pass through a swamp that would cause the food in their item bags to rot, then defeat a dragon they found, make a Dragon Steak, and finally place it on the altar at the summit.

This was the official route, but as expected of a major tamer-type clan, they had another way.

"Griffons are carrying a gondola?"

"Yep, yep. If you have four or more tamed griffons and prepare reins and a gondola, you can use a flying mode of transport that can carry a lot of people."

It was a method where four griffons would lift a box-shaped gondola to move it, but by increasing the number of tamed griffons or preparing a larger gondola, they could transport up to a hundred people.

Naturally, "Cats are God," being a major tamer clan, had it set up to transport the maximum of one hundred people, and this time they were going to be carried to the summit of Balitoa Mountain along with Parfait and her friends.

Most tamers had tamed flying monsters, so they didn't need to use this griffon courier service for themselves, but this time they were letting Parfait and her friends ride along.

So Parfait and her friends were enjoying a graceful journey through the sky, but this time, nearly fifty members of "Cats are God" were also flying alongside them on their individually tamed flying monsters, forming a considerable large formation. From classic monsters like dragons, pegasi, and griffons, to phoenixes, yokai foxes, and pteranodons, the variety was diverse, and as they flew in formation through the sky, even players on the ground were looking up, wondering what was going on.

"Our opponent this time is an Elder Griffon, so we have to counter with flying monsters too!"

When Orion, who was riding in the gondola with them, said this, Parfait's expression became a little complicated.

"If the opponent is a griffon, we might not be of much help."

To defeat a griffon flying through the sky, one either had to fly as well or use long-range attacks. After dealing a certain amount of damage, it would become a ground battle, but if its HP was that low, it would only need a finishing blow, so Parfait was concerned about not being useful in the raid battle.

They could perform long-range attacks. Parfait's Belzebuth replica could transform into a rifle, and Natsu had long-range magic. However, the other members, even if they had long-range attacks, couldn't deal much damage.

But Orion laughed and said that wasn't the case.

"Griffons are tougher on the ground. We'll handle it while it's in the air, so once it's on the ground, we're counting on you."

If that was the case, Parfait nodded forcefully. The members of the "Mont Blanc" clan were quite strong in close combat. They didn't have a healer, but they had enough combat power to make up for it.

Taking these things into consideration, Parfait and Orion roughly decided on the flow of the raid battle.

Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the summit of Balitoa Mountain. Although it was a summit, it was a flat area with some jagged rocks, probably to make it easier to fight.

According to Orion, the rocks were a gimmick to block the Elder Griffon's attacks. After it spread its wings wide, it would launch a wide-area all-target attack by firing its feathers, and if you didn't hide behind a rock, you would almost certainly be defeated, so they had to run there immediately after seeing the movement.

They were given a pre-briefing on such game-like strategies. At first, Parfait and her friends felt bad for getting useful information, but Orion told them that most players knew about it, so there was no need to feel bad. In fact, she even said that their beginner-like qualities were refreshing.

With that out of the way, everyone finished their battle preparations. Then they all hid behind rocks, and Orion, as their representative, offered the Dragon Steak at the altar. Then Orion also quickly hid behind a rock.

There was no particular change, but then someone shouted, "Approaching from the northeast!"

When Parfait looked in that direction, she saw a small dot in the blue sky to the northeast. As it gradually grew larger, she could make out the form of a griffon.

However, the Elder Griffon, Lancelot, didn't come straight at them, but flew in a circle around the summit.

"In the real world, that would be about half the speed of sound."

"Even if it's not the speed of sound, if it charged at us like that, we'd probably die in one hit."

Parfait replied in agreement to the words spoken by Wilnel, who was right next to her.

"We're going according to plan! Alright, Nacchan, if you please!"

Orion's voice chat to the entire clan came through. Then Natsu laughed with a "Fuhahaha!"

"Born from the darkness—"

"Nacchan, hurry!"

"...Create Undead. Let me just say that the preamble is important!"

Parfait interrupted Natsu's dark-side-esque words, but Natsu followed her command and used Create Undead. A skeleton was then generated near the altar.

To put it simply, this skeleton was a decoy. Lancelot always charged on its first attack, so the plan was to have the skeleton take that hit.

Whether Lancelot fell for it or it was the sad programming of an AI, as planned, it made a one-hit-kill charge at the skeleton. And the skeleton was shattered to pieces.

"Your sacrifice will not be in vain!"

Natsu's words weren't the signal to start, but at that moment, everyone jumped out from behind the rocks and unleashed their long-range attacks. Bows, guns, magic, they showered it with a baptism of concentrated fire.

Of course, Parfait also attacked with Belzebuth in its gun form. Lancelot, the Elder Griffon, was fluffy. It was definitely classified as a fluffy animal, but she couldn't say she couldn't fight it. Parfait bent her policy and attacked while shedding tears of blood in her heart.

"Watch out for Feather Shot! Hide behind the rocks!"

As Orion said, Lancelot spread its wings wide on the spot. It was a tell for an attack. Everyone immediately stopped their attacks and hid behind the rocks.

Immediately after, the wide-area all-target attack, Feather Shot, was deployed. High-damage feathers flew and stuck into the rocks. It seemed no players were too slow to escape, so no one had been defeated so far.

When the attack ended, Lancelot flapped its wings and flew into the sky.

"Pursuit! After it!"

When Orion shouted that, the players who could fly chased after Lancelot with their respective pets. And a fierce aerial battle began.



		
			Chapter 465

			The Hidden Ace

			At the summit of Balitoa Mountain, in the sky above, the Elder Griffon Lancelot and the players of the "Cats are God" clan were fighting.

Parfait watched the battle from the ground. The high-speed maneuvering was more intense than anything she had ever seen in a normal battle. It was like a dogfight between fighter jets, something she had only seen in games and movies, and she couldn't take her eyes off it.

They were both evading and pursuing each other in a way that Parfait didn't quite understand. They were probably fighting for an advantageous position, but their movements were protean, and she was alarmed when they made moves like a steep dive towards the ground.

As expected of a major clan, they were usually just cat-loving players who passionately talked about how cute cats were, but when they got serious in battle, she was amazed at what they could become.

In the first place, it would be a two-on-one fight, but Parfait didn't think she could win in a PvP match against them if they fought like that. PvP matches were usually restricted by the battle field, so they probably couldn't fight like that, but without any restrictions, she probably couldn't even touch them.

From Parfait's perspective, the only thought that came to mind was "amazing," but the players who were not fighting in the sky and were on standby on the ground also looked strong.

This time, since they had been transported by the gondola, there were few "Cats are God" players fighting on the ground, but the pets they had with them were insane.

Their main pets were the giant, super-fast wolf Fenrir and the eight-legged horse Sleipnir, and Parfait thought they would probably fight using their mobility.

However, she didn't quite understand the pet that Orion had with her. She could tell it was a large cat, but she wasn't sure if it was strong. As if she had the same question, Wilnel looked at Orion's pet cat. And suddenly her eyes widened.

"O-Orion-san, t-that cat is..."

"Eh? Oh, yeah. It's the strongest cat in our clan. But keep it a secret from the other clans, okay?"

Orion said this and winked at Wilnel. Parfait, who was watching, tilted her head.

"Wilnel-chan, is there something wrong with Orion-san's pet?"

"Wrong... Yes, it's wrong. It's the kind of cat that you clearly shouldn't be allowed to tame."

"What do you mean?"

"There are many strong monsters in AFO, but among them, it's considered mandatory to fight monsters with the names of gods with over a hundred people. Did you know that?"

"I've heard of it. You mean monsters like the boss in Hyakki Yakou, right?"

"That's right. And Orion-san has a monster that is thought to be on par with that as a pet. It's unknown if it's a higher species of something or a completely unique individual, but its name is Bastet. It's said to be a cat god."

Parfait's head whipped around, and her gaze turned to the pet Orion had with her. She had never seen it in person, but from what she had seen in videos, it resembled a cat called an Abyssinian. Its yawns and the way it rubbed its face with its front paws were adorable, but it was undoubtedly a monster with the name of a god, said to be one of the strongest in AFO.

Normally, it was said that such monsters couldn't be made into pets. Even if it was possible, the probability was extremely low. That was true even for Parfait's pet, Trachiyo, who was at home in their base today.

Trachiyo also had the name of a god, "Bishamonten," but since he was a higher species of cat, he was strong for a cat, but not that strong compared to all monsters. He was only strong enough for Parfait and Rick, who hadn't even been playing for half a year, to handle, so his taming difficulty was moderate.

But Bastet was different. Despite its appearance, it was a raid-class monster strong enough to take on a hundred players at once. It was a rarer monster than the Snow White that Orion usually had with her, and she had never even heard of a successful taming.

"I should tell you, it's not that strong anymore."

Seeing Parfait's surprised eyes, Orion said this. The RPG trope of characters getting weaker when they join your party was in effect here as well, and it wasn't as strong as a raid-class monster.

However, its growth rate and skills were so strong that they could be called a balancing mistake. Orion had asked the GMs if Bastet's strength was a bug, but she was told that it was not a problem.

(There's no way Diite-oneechan would make a mistake like that. In other words, it's so rare that its strength is also rare.)

There was no way Diite would leave a bug in the game. Therefore, this was legal within the game. It wasn't a pet that could win against a hundred players, but there was no doubt that it would become quite strong.

It was surprising that she could tame such a rare monster, but on second thought, Parfait remembered that the "Cats are God" clan was always trying to tame yokai-type monsters one after another during the Hyakki Yakou. They were often wiped out trying to tame the nine-tailed fox, Tamamo-no-Mae, the two-tailed nekomata, and even the rare boss, the cat yokai "Kasha."

(I've heard that major clans have various hidden aces, so maybe this one is the Cats are God clan's.)

Battles between clans that occurred during events were held quite often. The territorial disputes were the most prominent of these, and because of that, clans often hid their strength.

Parfait was grateful to Orion for showing her this much, as it meant she was trusted a great deal. She vowed in her heart not to betray that trust.

As they were talking, Lancelot fell to the ground. It seemed to have taken a lot of damage in the air battle, and its remaining HP was about twenty percent. This was where Parfait and her friends came in.

Parfait, Chris, Rick, and Wilnel jumped out from behind the rocks. Following them, the members of Cats are God who had been waiting on the ground also followed. Orion remained hidden behind a rock, but she sent Bastet after Lancelot.

(So that gun Orion-san has is for giving orders.)

Orion was dressed in a steampunk-like outfit and had a gun hanging from her waist. However, the gun was not for attacking, but for firing bullets that left a trail of colored smoke.

It seemed she was also conveying the general strategy to her clan members with it, and it seemed she was using it to give orders for attack and defense. She had seen similar tactics in other large-scale battles, so Parfait thought it might be essential for large-scale battles.

Her pet, Bastet, was also acting according to those instructions. As expected of a monster with the name of a god, it was doing everything, magic attacks, support, healing, and debuffs, all by itself. Furthermore, its movements were quick, and its claw attacks also dealt a lot of damage.

It seemed like Bastet could win on its own, but its coordination with the pets and members of the "Cats are God" clan was ridiculously good. They were too good at the hit-and-away tactic of dealing damage and then backing off.

On top of the fact that someone was always attacking, Lancelot, who was being attacked, seemed to be confused about who to pursue, and its head was moving restlessly.

(The monster's AI is confused... Their hate management must be really good. They're adjusting so that no one deals too much damage.)

This was the first time Parfait had fought in an alliance with another clan, but she was learning a lot. Individually, Parfait was strong, but when it came to coordination, her clan was weak, so the fighting style of Cats are God was a great reference for her.

That aside, if things continued like this, they wouldn't get a chance to shine at all, so Parfait charged at Lancelot.

Unlike "Cats are God," which dispersed the monster's hate, the "Mont Blanc" clan's strategy was for the tank, Rick, to take all the hate. The coordination between the clans was not in sync, but the members of Cats are God, seeing that Parfait and her friends were attacking, took the opportunity to hide behind a rock and recover their lost HP.

Immediately after Parfait charged, Rick used skills like War Cry and Shield Bash to draw Lancelot's hate towards him. He also used other skills like healing and taunting to draw hate.

In the meantime, Parfait, Chris, and Wilnel began to attack, being careful not to draw more hate than Rick. Natsu, Ginny, and Abel began to support and attack from a distance.

Although the clan had just been formed, they supported each other with just eye contact and gestures, as if they knew each other well. Wilnel, who had just met them recently, was a little awkward, but it was only a slight sense of unease and she was able to handle it without any problems.

Lancelot, who had taken such an attack, had only a sliver of HP left, and it put strength into its front and back legs to launch a final attack. Then it jumped, and an effect like gathering magic in the air appeared.

This was the attack preview motion for the Elder Griffon's ultimate move, the super-wide-area all-target attack "Shockwave." It was an attack that dealt massive damage to everyone on the summit and in the sky, so the basic strategy was to hide behind a rock even if you were in the air when it started.

However, Parfait didn't know this. The only ones in the "Mont Blanc" clan who knew were Rick and Wilnel.

"Chris-chan!"

"Hm? You want to do it? Alright, come on!"

Parfait started running towards Chris, who was a short distance away. And Chris knelt down on one knee and placed both hands on that knee.

While most of the people around them were hiding behind rocks with puzzled expressions, Parfait ran at full speed and placed her foot on Chris's hands.

"Hyaa!"

Chris let out a spirited voice, and with Parfait's foot in her hands, she stood up with a burst of energy and threw Parfait towards Lancelot with all her might.

Normally, Lancelot would be out of reach even with a jump, but with the combined effort of Chris, Parfait flew high enough to easily get close.

"Eh? Wait..."

As such a voice leaked from Orion, Lancelot also looked surprised. At that moment, Parfait unleashed a series of iai slashes.

Whether there was some kind of damage correction, Lancelot's HP was rapidly depleted.

But just when it was almost gone, Parfait began to fall. She was out of range of her iai slashes, and just when everyone thought it was over, Parfait's Belzebuth changed into the shape of a gun.

At this, the members of "Cats are God"'s eyes went wide, and Lancelot's expression was a perfect match for the phrase "a pigeon shot by a peashooter." Immediately after, several bullets were fired from the gun, piercing Lancelot.

Lancelot, whose HP had run out, let out a mournful cry of "Kweee..." and fell to the ground. Parfait, who was also falling, landed normally.

"We did it! Orion-san, we won!"

"Eeeh...?"

Surrounding them, including Wilnel and Rick, were stunned by their unconventional victory, but Parfait and Chris, who didn't know the proper strategy, didn't care about their surroundings and high-fived in joy.



		
			Chapter 466

			The Other Tamer Clans

			Having defeated the Elder Griffon Lancelot, Parfait and the others were able to meet the kittens they had been looking for.

The five kittens, which Lancelot had apparently been guarding, were huddled together in a small basket, drowsily dozing. The small, yawning kittens were so cute that they would charm even those who weren't cat lovers.

Naturally, Parfait and her friends were also knocked out by their cuteness. However, waking up sleepy kittens was out of the question, so they took screenshots from a certain distance without touching them.

In particular, the movement of a kitten that was so sleepy it waved its front paw at nothing was so devastatingly powerful that Orion and the other players from "Cats are God" fell to the ground, covering their mouths.

Despite the fierce battle, the photoshoot took place in a special field with a ten-minute time limit. Parfait took pictures from all angles while taking the utmost care not to be noticed by the kittens.

The other players were a little taken aback by her superhuman movements, but they understood the feeling. While thinking of having her send them the footage she took later, they also started taking pictures so as not to be outdone.

Why does time fly so fast when you're having fun? Parfait had such a question, but the time passed in a flash. When they were forcibly ejected from the special field where the kittens were, they were back at the summit of Balitoa Mountain.

It was only then that most of the players let out a big breath. They had been holding their breath so as not to startle the kittens. After that, the topic immediately turned to the kittens.

However, the only conversation that followed was one with a limited vocabulary. Words like "insane," "cute," "impossible," "painful," "angel, no, god," were all that came out.

Parfait felt the same way and was at a loss for words. As she was thinking about what adjective was above cute, Orion came over.

"Wasn't that insane?"

"It was insane. I thought I was going to die."

"I think I did die. My main body might be having an out-of-body experience. Or maybe I've been cyberized."

She was saying something dangerous, but of course, she meant she was about to die from the cuteness. And then she immediately started checking the pictures she had taken of the kittens.

Natsu and Chris and the others had just taken normal pictures, but the picture with all five of them together was worth a considerable number of points, exceeding 1000 points on its own.

Most of the players from Cats are God also had best shots worth over 2000 points, and Parfait, with her best shot from the air and a rare timing, had exceeded 3000 points.

"A simultaneous yawn from three kittens is just unfair, isn't it!?"

"Orion-san, you got a picture of all five of them hugging, didn't you! That's not fair!"

It was unclear what was unfair and what wasn't, but as they were checking their high-point pictures, such voices rose up. And then they started to normally give each other copies of their pictures.

Parfait, who was pleased with exchanging pictures with the other players, was now approached by Rick.

"Parfait, can I have a word?"

"Sure. By the way, I'm invincible right now."

"I can see that you have some kind of buff. That's not it. Now that everyone has 1000 points, I'd like to get the 'Cat Island Travel Pass.'"

"Now that you mention it, you said you wanted one for everyone."

The item that could be exchanged for 1000 points, the "Cat Island Travel Pass." According to Rick, it was a pre-release item, and with it, they could go to Cat Island.

"I don't know what's there, but we'll be able to get in ahead of most people. That means it should be easier to make money. I'd like to earn more to improve our base."

"Then let's all exchange for that item and go to Cat Island. It's probably a dreamlike island full of cats, so we have to go...!"

Parfait already had a sense of mission. Rick, who had a slightly exasperated look on his face, then turned to Orion.

"Are you all going to Cat Island, Orion-san?"

"Of course we're going... Ah, are you maybe suggesting we go together?"

"Yes. We're still beginners, so we'd appreciate it if we had some veterans with us."

At Rick's word "veteran," Orion and the players from "Cats are God" looked a little shy. They seemed like a soft bunch, but their combat power was undoubtedly high. In addition, having many pets meant they could deal with various situations more easily.

They didn't know what to expect in a field they were going to for the first time. If Parfait and her friends went alone, there was a chance they would come back without being able to do anything.

Rick had intended to negotiate with this in mind, but Orion and the others agreed without any negotiation.

"Of course, let's go together! We don't usually do things with other clans, but you guys are more than welcome, Parfait-chan. And the fact that you love cats is a big plus!"

"I like dogs and capybaras too, but I think cats might be the best after all...!"

"I know, right?"

After that, they got excited about the topic of which animal was second best after cats. That aside, Parfait and her friends decided to go to Cat Island in four days and began to prepare.

Since Cat Island was an unexplored land, it was likely to be the type of adventure where they would set up a temporary base and explore for several days. Since there were no staff GMs and they couldn't buy consumables, it was highly likely to be a place where self-sufficiency was required.

Also, according to information Rick had obtained, there was some unsettling news. Several major clans had already crossed over to the island, and some kind of event seemed to be taking place, so they needed to prepare for a fight.

It was unclear how he had obtained such information, but according to Rick, Cat Island was a field where players could fight each other.

"The two major clans that have been confirmed so far are 'Cretaceous' and 'Highway Star.' I think you all know more about them than I do, Orion-san."

When Rick said that while looking at Orion and the others, they all answered with a slightly awkward "Ah..." Parfait, who didn't know either of them well, looked at Orion. Noticing her gaze, Orion gave a slight wry smile.

"Ah, yeah, both are tamer-type clans. Cretaceous means Cretaceous period or something, and it's a clan that mainly uses dinosaur pets."

"Dinosaurs? Like Tyrannosaurus?"

"Yeah, yeah, something like that. Dinosaur-types are monsters that specialize in combat power, so they're extremely strong."

"I can certainly imagine that. Then what about Highway Star? Star of the highway?"

"It's a tamer-type clan that has many pets that can move at high speeds. They mainly have Fenrir, so you could call them a dog-type or wolf-type clan."

"Ah, I see... Do you have some kind of history with them?"

It wasn't like they were openly hostile, but Orion and the others were creating a strangely awkward atmosphere. As a major tamer-type clan, it wouldn't be strange if they had fought each other in some way.

"There's no bad blood. It's just that for animal lovers, there are battles that can't be lost...!"

There was no bad blood, but they had no intention of losing. Parfait understood that feeling a little. If someone said that dogs were supreme right next to her saying that cats were the best, it would be an immediate battle. She liked dogs too, so she wouldn't actually do that.

"I have a feeling we're going to end up fighting no matter what, but are you guys okay with that, Parfait-chan? It's kind of like we're dragging you into our own thing, or rather, the business of tamer-type clans..."

"No problem at all. We're in different clans, but I'm also on Team Cat. We can't lose to the other factions."

"Parfait-chan...!"

A passionate handshake between Parfait and Orion. And the moved players of "Cats are God." There were also Rick and the others, who were a little taken aback, but since they had achieved their goal of meeting the kittens and taking their pictures, they now began to prepare to cross over to Cat Island.



		
			Chapter 467

			Expedition to Cat Island

			Having obtained travel passes to Cat Island, Parfait's group boarded a ship with Orion and the other members of the clan "Cats are God".

Cat Island is located south by ship from a port in the Eastern Country, Azuma. From here, one could also travel to the underwater city of Ryugu or Onigashima, but this time, the destination was strictly Cat Island.

Being a newly implemented island for the current event, not only Parfait's group but also Orion and his clan, who had been playing AFO for a long time, were highly excited.

New fields came with new monsters. The tamer in them couldn't help but wonder if there might be new cats or other strong monsters they could make into pets.

As newcomers, everything was fresh for Parfait's group, but this time, being an expedition, they were even more excited than usual.

"By the way, you call this an expedition. Is it any different from our usual adventures?"

Ginny posed the question on the ship. The other members of the clan "Mont Blanc", all seemingly curious, gathered closer.

However, Parfait was a beginner herself. She figured Rick would be better at explaining this kind of thing and sent a look his way.

As if understanding from just that glance, Rick immediately began to explain.

"Simply put, it's an adventure where we won't be returning to our main base for a while. The idea is to set up a base at the expedition site and adventure from there."

"A base?"

"Just traveling by ship takes a lot of time. Plus, we don't know how big Cat Island is. Adventuring in a single day will be difficult, so we'll make a temporary base where we can resurrect if we're defeated and log out safely."

"Oh, I see. It would be a pain to get defeated on Cat Island and have to return to our base in Azuma. And I've heard that if you log out in an unsafe area, you can get killed by a monster and be force-teleported to your resurrection point at the base."

"Exactly. There are items like tents for camping, but those are just for logging out. If you're defeated, you'll still return to the base. So, for long adventures, we set up a base at the expedition site so we can resume quickly even if we're defeated. In AFO, that's what we call an expedition."

In short, an expedition was about making adventures easier by creating a temporary base that served as both a resurrection point and a safe log-out location.

The expedition system had various restrictions, but in this case, it simply meant they needed to be self-sufficient. They couldn't buy things like food for combat buffs or potions to restore HP from AFO staff.

They had bought as much as they could beforehand, but whether it was enough for an adventure on Cat Island was anyone's guess. That's why they needed to be able to craft such items on-site.

Moreover, this time, they wouldn't just be fighting monsters and looking for cats. They also had to consider battling the two clans that had arrived ahead of them.

The two clans were major clans on the same level as "Cats are God", and as fairly veteran clans, they were quite strong. And according to information Rick had brought, Cat Island was a field where players could fight each other at any time.

"Since it's a battle between major tamer clans, they're saying it'll probably be a three-way fight. It's a game, so we should have fun, but we might as well try to win, right?"

As Rick said this with a cynical smile, everyone nodded. Only Ginny said, "Ashley-sama from volume seven, page one hundred twenty six...!" Rick ignored her.

In the slightly awkward atmosphere, Abel raised his hand.

"What are those two clans like? Cretaceous and Highway Star, was it?"

"I think Orion-san gave you a brief explanation, but I'll add the information I've gathered. First up is Cretaceous."

Rick said, looking around at the others before continuing.

"Cretaceous is a clan of dinosaur tamers. They're said to have the strongest combat force among tamer clans."

"There are dinosaurs? I've never seen one. Are they strong?"

"They're strong. It's only hearsay, but they're monsters completely specialized in physical attacks, and their attack power is apparently immense. Plus, since there are dinosaur-type monsters on land, in the sea, and in the sky, there's no field advantage. It means you can't just escape to the sky or sea to be safe."

"Huh, but specialized in physical attacks?"

"Apparently, they used to breathe fire and use magic, but it was so unpopular that I heard Diite-san reluctantly had to patch it. I guess they became a physically specialized race as a result."

"What's with that information?"

Parfait latched onto the part about Diite reluctantly patching it. Parfait found it hard to imagine Diite, who was always so confident about everything in AFO, acting like that.

"The 'reluctantly' part might be a joke, but it's true there was a patch. The dinosaurs are said to live in a place called the 'Floating Island', and according to the people who first discovered them, it was underwhelming to see dinosaurs using magic."

"Dinosaurs are kind of like real-life monsters from Earth, so I guess people have certain expectations... But, Rick-kun, how do you know so much?"

Parfait knew that Rick was good at gathering this kind of information, but this was so much that she was a little taken aback.

"It's not that I'm just well-informed. There's a clan that gives out all sorts of information if you pay them in-game currency. I paid them for this. In fact, they're the ones who told me about Cat Island, too."

"A clan like that exists?"

"Yeah, the information clan 'Raven'. They deal in all kinds of information within AFO. Apparently, an acquaintance of my father and mother is the clan leader, so I was introduced through them... Anyway, that's beside the point. First, the dinosaurs."

Rick adjusted his glasses with a quick push and continued.

"Like I said, dinosaurs are physically specialized with high attack power. They also have an insane amount of HP, but they're weak to magic, especially mental-type magic. I also heard that weakening magic is very effective against them."

"Huh, weakening magic. Guess it's my turn to shine."

Abel was delighted by Rick's words. Role-playing as a sorcerer like his aunt, Ren, Abel could use curse-type magic, much of which caused weakening effects.

"We won't know for sure until we fight them, but I'm sure your magic will be effective, Abel. And I'm counting on your necromancy too, Natsu."

"Kukuku, leave it to me! Dinosaurs that went extinct from a mere meteor or ice age are no match for me!"

"Yeah, but if a meteor hit or an ice age started, humans would die too, you know?"

"When you respond to my joke so seriously, I, uh, don't know what to do."

"Right, a joke. Well, anyway, I'm also counting on your spirit magic and demon summoning, Ginny, so do your best against the dinosaurs."

"Leave it to me. By the way, could you say, 'I'm counting on you, kitten'?"

"...I am absolutely not saying that."

The back-and-forth between Rick and Ginny continued for a little while, but Rick emerged victorious. Ginny sat sideways on the floor as if in shock, but she was full of theatrics, sneaking glances at Rick, so he ignored her and went on.

"Next is Highway Star. This is a clan with many pets capable of high-speed movement. As a clan, they seem to compete over how fast they can move, and I hear they sometimes just move at high speed in a group for no reason."

None of them could quite grasp the meaning of that, but Parfait raised her hand.

"For no reason?"

"I'm sure it has meaning to them. Personally, I'm pretty interested in high-speed movement myself. Besides, the rides at Colony 'Amusement' have meaning to the people who ride them, right?"

"You mean, it's fun for them to do that?"

"That's right. I said 'for no reason', but for them, there's probably meaning in simply running fast."

"I get the situation, but is that clan strong?"

"Without a doubt. Apparently, all the players in Highway Star are people who live in the dangerous zones on Earth, so they're strong in real life, too."

Everyone was surprised to hear about the dangerous zones on Earth.

On Earth, you could live in the major cities like Central or the marine city Floating Island, or inside other massive structures, but living in a dangerous zone was unbelievable.

Rick furrowed his brow at their reaction, but then realized something and quickly corrected himself.

"Wait, wait. When I say they live in a dangerous zone, I mean around the production plants. They're the people working on the Earth purification and safe zone expansion projects."

"Oh, so that's what you meant. Are they from the Leo Foundation then?"

"I'm not sure about their affiliation. Most of them might be from Leo, but I've heard that the Libra and Gemini Foundations have also invested in the Earth Purification Project."

As he spoke, Rick glanced at Wilnel, who was also the next head of the Gemini Foundation.

"That's right. Libra and Gemini have also invested, so it's hard to say what their affiliation is. Do you know the name of their community?"

"I heard it's 'Scavenger'."

Wilnel's eyes widened, and she froze for a few seconds. Then she quickly cleared her throat with a small cough.

"The largest community in the dangerous zones... They're affiliated with the Libra Foundation. Incidentally, they're said to be the strongest unit in the real world, so if they've formed a clan in AFO, they must be exceptionally strong. They're said to be the best in the world when it comes to riding vehicles, so their riding skill is definitely top class."

Parfait's group couldn't grasp just how incredible that was, so they could only say, "Huh," but they vaguely understood that they were strong.

Such a clan was already fighting on Cat Island, and they were about to join them.

Parfait had been excited about the prospect of meeting new cats, but the thought of potentially fighting strong people made her even more excited.



		
			Chapter 468

			Déjà Vu

			"Oh... oh...!"

"Chris-chan, calm down."

While calming down an excited Chris, Parfait and the others transferred to a small boat to head to the shores of Cat Island. Since the island was uninhabited, it had no port, making it impossible to land with their large ship.

It had been the same on the larger vessel, but the moment she boarded the small boat, Chris, who could usually be described as a cool beauty, had an expression of unconcealed excitement that surprised everyone. When they landed, she threw her hands up and cheered, an act that could be called bizarre for the usual Chris.

"Why is Chris-san so excited?"

Wilnel, who hadn't known them for long, asked. Parfait answered with a wry smile.

"I think it's because Cat Island is more of a jungle than we expected."

"A jungle? It certainly looks like one, but why would that...?"

"Chris-chan likes camping. She said she enjoys camping with her parents in Colony 'Amazon'."

"Camping in Colony 'Amazon'...? But that place isn't an amusement facility or a vacation spot. It's an experimental colony built to replicate nature, isn't it...?"

"Wilnel-chan, there are things in this world that science can't explain."

"...I don't think we were talking about science at all, but I think I understand the situation. In other words, it's useless to think about it, correct?"

"I'm not sure about your choice of words, but I guess so. Besides, I heard they're not doing it without permission, so I don't think it's a problem."

"You can't even enter that colony without permission in the first place. I suppose that's to be expected of Chris-san's parents."

Chris's parents, Gil and Silva. Being directly employed by Lunaria, who oversaw the Foundations, their positions were considered higher than most Foundation-related personnel. They might even rank higher than Wilnel, the next head of her Foundation.

Even so, neither of them acted important because of it, and Chris never lorded it over anyone. They might have received some preferential treatment, Parfait thought, but they probably got permission through the proper channels.

Regardless of those circumstances, now that they were on the beach, Chris looked like she was about to run off at any moment. Natsu and the others were holding her back just in case, but it seemed like only a matter of time.

"Um, is Chris-chan going to be okay...?"

Orion, who hadn't heard the explanation, asked timidly. Parfait gave another wry smile.

"She's fine. She's just a little excited. So, have we decided where to set up our base?"

"Based on the map of Cat Island that Rick-kun brought, we decided on a spot near the beach on the west side of the island."

After saying that, Orion's expression became indescribably complex.

"I mean, why does Rick-kun have a map? It even shows where the other clans have set up their bases. He told us to use it, but I think this is incredibly valuable."

"He said he bought it from an information-providing clan. Apparently, it was pretty expensive."

"An information-providing clan? Oh, Raven... No way! What kind of connections do you need to buy information from them!?"

"W-Well, I don't know. Something about Rick-kun's parents being acquaintances with Raven's clan leader."

"...You know, Parfait-chan... or rather, your parents are mysterious. I hear about other players whose parents played AFO, but it's rare to hear about connections to a legendary clan like that. Could it be they've been playing since the very beginning?"

"It seems so. I've heard they were playing back when the server was on a spaceship."

"The Genesis era. That's serious business!"

"Genesis?"

"It means 'genesis', as in the beginning. That's what we call the time when the server was on the spaceship. After the server moved to the colony, it's been called the New Age, meaning a new era, I guess."

"Huh. Is there any special meaning to dividing it like that?"

"Nope. Just because it sounds cool or something."

"...I can kind of understand the feeling."

It was human nature to want to divide eras when you've been doing something for a long time. You just want to give them cool names. Whether they were actually cool was another matter.

They had gotten quite sidetracked, but Chris was now looking like she might genuinely wander off on her own, so they decided to head to the location Orion had designated earlier.

According to the map and information from Rick, the dinosaur clan "Cretaceous" had set up base near a lake to the northwest, while the high-speed pet clan "Highway Star" had theirs near the eastern lake.

There were two lakes on this island. Losing those spots in a PvP-enabled area was a blow, but they had no choice but to accept it.

For a temporary base, easy access to "water" was crucial. There was no thirst system, but you needed large quantities of "water" as an item to cook or make medicine, so securing a water source gave you an advantage.

However, it was also possible to create water with magic, so it wasn't a huge disadvantage. It was just a bit of a hassle.

It seemed they were considering driving out their opponents and taking their base. Orion had chosen Cretaceous as the target for that. That's why they'd picked the west coast, which was closer to their base.

"I see," Parfait thought as she followed Orion's group, but then a question popped into her head. She voiced it to Orion, who was nearby.

"By the way, why is this a PvP-enabled area?"

"Huh? Didn't you listen to what the captain said on the ship?"

"Now that you mention it, the captain did say something. I leave all that stuff to Rick-kun, so I might not have been listening..."

"Rick-kun has it rough... To put it simply, there's an event going on where we fight over an item unique to this area. It's linked to the Cat War event, and I hear it's likely to become a permanent event."

"An event?"

"Prepare to be amazed! If you collect the catnip that only grows on this island, you can have an audience with Queen Siegfried-chan of Nyanko Kingdom!"

"...Huh."

"I think you should be more impressed!"

Siegfried was apparently a very important figure in AFO, but from Parfait's perspective, the first image that came to mind was of the cat lying limply in the cafe after her mother had rubbed its belly too much. Having seen that, Parfait didn't find it particularly impressive.

It was questionable if it was even the same cat, but Parfait just didn't feel any sense of dignity from it.

"And like I said earlier, in conjunction with the current event, you can apparently meet the other kittens at the same time during the audience. It's a chance to get a lot of points!"

"That's great. I'm aiming for the Melampus, but there are lots of other things I want, so I can never have enough points."

"Other clans will probably start showing up soon, so we need to start collecting catnip now. Anyway, getting back to my point, that catnip is the one thing you can take by defeating other players."

"Oh, so that's how it works... Then we have no choice but to attack!"

"Saying that with a smile makes you seem so reliable, Parfait-chan. Though I was a little taken aback."

"I can't cut down fluffy animals, but I can cut down people."

"Isn't that a little psychopathic? Oh, in a good way, of course."

"Is there a good way to be a psychopath?"

Parfait found the comment deeply offensive. She meant that people were easier to cut down, not that she wanted to, so she considered herself in the clear. Besides, compared to her mentors, Benitsuru and Simon, she felt she was perfectly normal.

"Oh yeah, changing the subject, there are other factions on Cat Island."

"Are there players other than Cretaceous and Highway Star?"

"Apparently, there are some solo players here too. But I don't mean them. I'm talking about a faction, or rather, monsters unique to this island."

"Well, of course there are monsters. But what about them?"

If it was just monsters, they could just defeat them. She couldn't bring herself to defeat fluffy monsters, but she was fine if someone else did it. In terms of in-game strength, Orion's group was superior anyway.

"Well, it seems there's a faction from Nyanko Kingdom, and both of them are apparently raid-boss level strong."

"What? There are raid-level monsters? And you said both, so does that mean there are two of them?"

"Yep. And for your information, the Elder Griffon Lancelot we fought recently is also part of the Nyanko Kingdom faction."

"I had no idea... So the ones on this island are?"

"A Hercules Beetle named Chariot. It's apparently as big as a real tank."

"A beetle like that exists, huh."

"The captain said its defense is so high we probably can't win. Plus, it's a new enemy, so there's no clear strategy yet. I'm sure some strategy-focused clan will figure it out, but that'll probably be much later."

"It would be nice if it were a monster you could beat just by being strong. What about the other one?"

"It's a normal dragon, but it's a named monster. Its name is Garland."

"A named dragon called Garland...? Is it a normal dragon?"

"Yeah. But apparently, there's a version with a person riding on its back. It's supposed to be someone dressed as a clown who attacks with a whip. In that case, it's more than just dangerous. It's like a fighter jet. This is also from the captain, but he told us to run immediately if we see it. I guess we'll have to wait for a strategy for this one too."

"...Garland the dragon...? A clown...?"

"What's wrong?"

"Oh, no. It just feels like I've heard that somewhere before, or maybe I haven't...? Well, it's a new monster, so it must be my imagination."

"Déjà vu! I hear that if you're defeated by those two, you lose the catnip in your item bag, so don't push yourselves."

"Understood."

Parfait now had a general understanding of the island's rules. That aside, she tilted her head, puzzled by the words that sounded so familiar from long ago.



		
			Chapter 469

			Good Luck and Bad Luck

			On the morning of their third day on Cat Island, Parfait's clan "Mont Blanc" and Orion's clan "Cats are God" began their activities in earnest.

They had taken their time because everyone had meticulously fortified their temporary base and thoroughly investigated the enemy clans, "Cretaceous" and "Highway Star".

As a result, they decided to split into three teams.

One team to gather catnip, the event item. A second team to produce consumables and defend the temporary base. And a third team to raid the enemy clans.

Given their combat strength, Parfait's group was assigned to the raid team. However, they were judged to be stronger in a small group rather than a large one, so they, along with Orion, formed a small elite unit within the raid team.

Their role was more of a skirmishing unit, but they were highly anticipated as a team that could stir up the battlefield.

Chris, who had been overly excited ever since arriving on Cat Island, had brought back a great deal of information and resources with her overwhelming skills, even during the investigation phase.

As a member of the Assassin Guild, she had high skills in setting traps, searching for enemies, and resource gathering. But on top of that, her real-life movements were so high-performance that people joked they wanted one of her for every household.

Currently, Chris was not wearing her trademark maid outfit. She had changed into a camouflage suit known as a ghillie suit. It was a camouflage suit made of grass and leaves that blended into the surroundings, and she could approach so stealthily that everyone gasped in surprise when she appeared.

"Ahaha, this island is truly wonderful! I want to stay here forever without logging out! By the way, I caught a frog and a snake. Which one do you want to eat?"

"Ah, right. I'll eat them after they're cooked. Please don't show me the raw ingredients."

Chris had fallen into a lifestyle of disappearing and reappearing without anyone noticing, and she was enjoying Cat Island so much that her skin seemed to glow even in virtual reality. It was because of her skills that they were a small elite team.

Incidentally, Chris had proposed that everyone wear ghillie suits, but the idea was rejected.

Aside from that, Trachiyo was here, though it was unclear if she would be of any help in a fight.

There was an item favored by tamers called a "Pet Whistle". It was a magical item that could summon a pet from a base or the Tamer Guild stables to its master's side. Although it could only be used once a day, it was a convenient item that could summon a pet regardless of distance.

It was an item one obtained after clearing a decent number of quests, but Orion had gifted it to her.

At first, Parfait refused to accept it, saying it was too valuable. But for Orion, who had been playing AFO for a long time, it was just one of many items he had in abundance. He said most tamers had one now and they didn't sell at all, so he was giving it to her. She accepted it with thanks.

And she had used that item to summon Trachiyo.

She couldn't speak with Trachiyo, but she could tell the cat was motivated. Upon being summoned and grasping the situation, she immediately began practicing her scratching attacks.

And so, their full-scale operation on Cat Island began.

The main objective for Parfait's group was to collect catnip.

At the end of the month, the clan with the most catnip and its allied clans would be granted an audience with Siegfried, the queen of Nyanko Kingdom. Therefore, they had to collect the catnip within the next week.

The two clans that had landed before them must have already collected a lot of catnip, so they couldn't get an audience without taking it from them. Thus, raiding the other clans was essential.

Their first target was the dinosaur clan "Cretaceous". It was decided they would raid them today.

At this point, Orion began to explain.

"To lure out Cretaceous's main force, the other raid members will charge them once. Then, they'll pretend to be defeated and flee back to our base. They'll probably give chase, and after that, we'll attack their weakened base."

An all-out battle would be very difficult in terms of strength. Even though the dinosaurs were physically specialized, their vitality and attack power were considerable. The opinion of Orion and the other clan executives was that they would almost certainly lose.

So, the plan was for Parfait's group to attack, targeting only the members who focused on production or defense. They would still have to fight the defense unit, but Orion was counting on Parfait's group's strength for that. In PvP, it was possible to overcome in-game stats.

"Also, regarding the catnip, we'll transport four-fifths of it to your temporary base, Parfait-chan. We'll only keep one-fifth at our base. It's okay if it gets stolen, but we want them to think we're storing it here, so defend it with all you've got."

There was one more crucial part of the plan. Parfait's group had another temporary base on Cat Island. Since clans could create their own temporary bases, both Parfait and Orion had set one up.

Orion's base was a decoy, designed to be okay even if it was attacked. The base where they stored the catnip was Parfait's group's temporary base, and it was thoroughly hidden. Chris was the one who had set it up, and it was so cleverly concealed that not only the "Cats are God" members but also Parfait's own group had trouble finding it.

Someone had asked if the enemy might be doing the same thing, but Orion said it was unlikely.

"I doubt those two clans would form an alliance with anyone else. Besides, this strategy requires trust between allies. There have been plenty of cases in past events where alliances were dissolved right before the event ended."

If the clan with the most catnip unilaterally dissolved the alliance, then only that clan would get to have an audience with Siegfried in the end. Such betrayals had happened in past AFO events. Therefore, you could only execute this plan with a clan you trusted implicitly.

"I trust you guys, Parfait-chan!"

As Orion said this to Parfait's group with a wink, the members of "Cats are God" chimed in with agreement. "Me too!" "Me too!" "Goes without saying!"

Parfait felt a little embarrassed, but thinking it would be awkward to say nothing, she said shyly, "I'm happy you trust us!" The older players' faces softened.

"A young person looking embarrassed is my second favorite thing after animals."

"Orion-san...?"

"Yeah. I deeply regret it. I got excited and said something I shouldn't have."

When Orion apologized, the surrounding players who had been saying things like "That," "I get it," and "It's precious" also bowed their heads and said, "Sorry."

Parfait was a little surprised at how many people had been thinking the same thing, but she accepted their apologies, figuring teasing younger people was a privilege of being older.

"I was thinking of betraying you at the last minute, but since you apologized, I'll let it go."

She had no such intention, but Parfait said it with a meaningful, lovely smile, which in turn flustered Orion's group.

In this cheerful atmosphere, the operation began.

Normally, they should have acted at night, but deciding that daytime was better for a flashy battle, the raid team headed towards the "Cretaceous" base in a large group with their pets.

Parfait's group moved separately from that team.

"Alright, Trachiyo, I'll teach you how to scout. Follow me!"

"Nya!"

When Chris, dressed in her ghillie suit, said this to Trachiyo, the cat, perhaps getting into the spirit of things, struck a saluting pose with her right front paw and immediately followed Chris.

"I thought Trachiyo was my pet, so why does she listen to Chris-chan...?"

Orion also looked puzzled by Parfait's muttering.

"I'm not sure, but it feels less like she's your pet and more like she's the whole clan's pet. I wonder when they added a system like that...? Anyway, while we're moving, I'll tell you about Cretaceous."

"Yes, please... though I already know they're a dinosaur clan."

"I figured, but I thought we should share some of the finer details. Like about their leader, for instance."

"Oh, I see. Then please, tell me."

"Okay. First, the leader of Cretaceous is a man named Deeger. As far as I know, his usual pet is a Quetzalcoatlus. It's a large pterosaur, but not as big as the real thing. It's only about big enough for one person to ride."

"A pterosaur, so it flies?"

"That's right. He's dangerous in aerial combat, and his diving attacks are seriously bad news. He's their main force, so I doubt he'll fight us, but it's probably best to run if you see him. I wish he'd run into Garland the dragon and they'd take each other out..."

Garland, the dragon from the Nyanko Kingdom faction. It was said to move like a fighter jet, shooting down players in the sky.

"Putting the dinosaur aside, what's he like?"

Generally, if a tamer focuses their skills on strengthening their pet, they themselves become weaker. It was common for dedicated tamers to be weak, and Orion's skill composition was like that. He could barely manage to attack with a gun.

"Deeger himself is strong, too. If anything, his pet is for transportation, and he does most of the fighting himself. He's the type to charge with a lance. If we want to beat him, we'll have to get him off that pterosaur at least."

"A charge?"

"He's good at hit and away tactics. You know, the type that attacks and then immediately pulls back? In one-on-one PvP, the combat area is limited, so he's not that strong, but in a field like this, he's unfairly strong. He just escapes into the sky, which makes him a pain to fight."

"That sounds like a hassle. Anything else?"

"Ah, right. There is one obvious characteristic."

"What is it?"

"He wears a dinosaur costume. A realistic Tyrannosaurus costume. I hear he never takes it off, to the point that even his own clan members have never seen his face."

"...He just got a lot weaker in my eyes."

"He's strong, regardless of how he looks!"

She hadn't planned on fighting him, but in Parfait's opinion, she'd be too unmotivated to fight an opponent like that. It was true there were players who wore things like horse masks, so she couldn't say it was entirely strange, but still.

And then, a thought occurred to Parfait. She might have just raised a strange flag. Her mother, Esha, had once told her she inherited that trait from her father.

Parfait had asked her father, Hayato, if that was true. Hayato had once remarked, gazing into the distance, that he had indeed lived a life full of bad luck. When she asked if it was really bad luck, he had smiled and said, "I guess it was good luck in the end," and patted her head.

If she truly had inherited her father's luck, she didn't know if it would be good luck or bad, but Parfait felt a little thrill of excitement, thinking things might get interesting.



		
			Chapter 470

			Interest in Strength

			The battle with the clan "Cretaceous" began.

Cretaceous, which prided itself on being the strongest tamer clan, must not have expected a raid on their base, because their initial counterattack failed.

They seemed to have prepared countermeasures for the likely rival clan "Highway Star", but they appeared to have none for the clan "Cats are God".

According to Orion, it wasn't that they didn't know "Cats are God" was here, but that they knew and simply didn't prepare. "Cats are God" was considered the weakest clan on Cat Island in terms of combat power. Orion's guess was that they had been complacent, thinking they wouldn't be attacked.

But they were still a major clan with the strongest pets, dinosaurs. Even if their initial defense failed, they gradually regained their footing and turned the tables.

They seemed to have set a fair number of traps on the ground as a countermeasure against Highway Star, but the overgrown treetops and the sky were open for movement. The same was true for "Cats are God", but under the same conditions, Cretaceous had the upper hand in terms of strength.

When they deployed a large number of flying Pteranodons, agile Deinonychus moving through the treetops, and historically accurate, massive Triceratops, the tide of battle quickly turned against them.

The "Cats are God" players launched magic attacks, the dinosaurs' weakness, through their pets, but it wasn't enough to stop them, and they gradually began to retreat.

However, they had expected this. They knew they couldn't win in a straightforward battle.

The clan "Cats are God" had fortified their base to be strong on defense, so the plan was to fight there. And as a contingency in case their base fell, they had also arranged to store the catnip at Parfait's group's base.

The plan seemed to have worked perfectly, as the Cretaceous players pursued the retreating "Cats are God" members, intent on finishing them off.

This was where Parfait's group came in.

They would raid the now-weakened Cretaceous base. There would still be players defending it, but with the main force headed towards the "Cats are God" base, they calculated that Parfait's group alone was strong enough to win.

"Alright, once Chris-chan and the others get back, we'll put the plan into action."

Orion said with a smile, and Parfait's group nodded.

Currently, Chris and Trachiyo, camouflaged to their surroundings, were scouting the base. The battle would begin as soon as they returned.

Less than ten seconds later, Chris returned. She was camouflaged so well that it seemed like she appeared out of nowhere, startling everyone. What's more, Trachiyo also had some camouflage-like leaves on her, and even Parfait didn't notice until she was right next to her.

"They're spread thin now. I've disarmed the traps on the way and unbarred the entrance. No lookouts, either. We can get in and wreak havoc right away."

"...Isn't that more infiltration than scouting?"

"You could say that. I would have preferred a bit more of a challenge... but it seems things end too easily when I do as my father taught me."

(What in the world is Gil-san teaching Chris-chan...?)

Parfait wondered, but decided it was fine and stopped thinking about it. She quickly shifted gears and entered combat mode.

"Alright, let's go. I'm bringing out my secret weapon, Bastet-chan, to run wild this time...!"

Bastet, the pet cat named after a god, which they had seen during the battle with the Elder Griffon Lancelot. It was a pet even rarer than Snow White, a rare cat that only Orion was said to have successfully tamed. It seemed he had decided to deploy her now.

According to Orion, "A trump card isn't a trump card if you keep it hidden forever." It was a trump card meant to be used, and so it was time for the debut of the pet he had carefully raised in secret from other clans.

Parfait was secretly fired up, determined not to let such a debut end in defeat. Trachiyo was in a similar situation, and she was brimming with motivation to make their two pets' PvP debut a victorious one.

Parfait's group headed to the Cretaceous base, and just as Chris had said, there was a door at what looked like a back entrance. The bar was removed, and it opened easily.

Just as the information from Rick had indicated, the base was surrounded by a wooden wall enclosing a lake. They had skillfully used the jungle trees to create a huge wooden wall, making it a natural fortress to prevent enemy intrusion. Of course, it had several entrances and exits.

In the initial raid, they had attacked from the front, but Parfait's group would attack from what seemed to be the back entrance.

According to Rick, he had also bought the information about the back entrance from the clan "Raven". Parfait silently retorted, just how much information do they have?

They infiltrated the base from the back, but the Cretaceous players still hadn't noticed them, even though they were nearby.

"Alright then—"

Just as Orion was about to say, "Let's run wild," Chris had somehow already gotten behind an enemy player and taken them down with a chokehold. Hand-to-hand combat skills certainly had such moves, but the fluid assassination, like something out of a movie, made everyone recoil.

"Perhaps because this is virtual reality, they can't sense my presence?"

Chris said, as she silently dragged the fallen player and hid them behind some cover.

"...Are Chris-chan's parents assassins or something? Or maybe special ops agents who infiltrate enemy hideouts alone and wipe them out?"

"No, I don't think so... Oh, maybe it's a technique from the Assassin Guild, since she's a member?"

"I doubt they'd teach real techniques... Oh well. Let's run wild!"

As Orion said that, he immediately sent Bastet charging into the center of the base. Then he fired a bullet from his gun that left a trail of red smoke. This was an attack command for Bastet, but it also had a smokescreen effect.

Someone from Cretaceous noticed and yelled, "Enemy attack!" but they were too confused to mount a proper defense. The pets, being AI, automatically counterattacked, but the players had to fight with their own volition and seemed to be panicking from the sudden assault.

This part feels real even though it's virtual reality, Parfait thought leisurely as she closed in at high speed and cut down a player with her Beelzebub.

What she was doing was exactly like a bandit, but this was a game, so she showed no mercy. Her mentor Benitsuru's teaching was that once you decide to do something, you should cut without hesitation.

Normally, she wouldn't be able to defeat players from a major clan so easily, but tamers had the weakness of being personally weak even if their pets were strong. There were types like Parfait who only had the minimum taming skills and also fought, but the majority of tamers were weak themselves. That's why even Parfait, who was new to AFO and didn't have maxed skills, could win.

Parfait understood this well and targeted the players, not their dinosaur pets. Wilnel, who was also said to be quite strong in real life, was targeting the players as well. As for Chris, it went without saying.

Natsu, Ginny, and Abel were fighting the dinosaurs with necromancy, spirit magic, and curse magic. Rick was acting as a tank, protecting the three of them so they wouldn't draw aggro.

They fought under these conditions, and although the players were on defense, some of them also had production roles and were quite weak. There were some players who could fight in coordination with their pets, but they still weren't a threat, and Parfait's group defeated them with overwhelming strength.

Normally, players could resurrect at their base, but there was a system where players defeated within their base couldn't resurrect for a certain period, so the number of players gradually dwindled.

Just as Parfait thought this would be an easy win, her body moved on its own.

A high-pitched sound, so sharp it surprised even Parfait, rang out.

The moment she wondered what happened, she understood the situation. She had parried an attack that had come suddenly from the air, from behind, with a quick-draw slash.

(That was close! It was the kind of attack my master would do, so my body just reacted...)

In her training with Benitsuru, attacks would always come suddenly from a state of no presence. Parfait was skilled enough to defend against even that, but this time was almost a fluke. That's how fast it had been.

Parfait took a slow breath and looked up at the sky. Then she fixed her gaze on her attacker.

A Tyrannosaurus riding a pterosaur—or rather, a player in a Tyrannosaurus costume. It was Deeger, the leader of Cretaceous, whom Orion had told her about.

However, the surreal sight made Parfait feel completely unmotivated. It was indeed a realistic Tyrannosaurus costume, but just like the real thing, its front legs were short, so he was just holding the lance. It would be difficult to swing it, and with that, he could only charge.

"I thought something was fishy since Orion wasn't here, but to think you'd use such a cowardly trick...! If you're a man, face me head-on!"

Deeger said, pointing the tip of his lance at Orion.

"Are you picking a fight with me!? I'm a woman!"

"Mmm, right you are, my apologies... Even if you're a woman, face me head-on!"

So passionate, despite being in a costume. Those weren't the words of someone who had just attacked Parfait from behind, but his strength was real. Parfait understood that better than anyone.

A fighting style that seemed to completely discard everything else in favor of a high-speed lance charge. Parfait guessed he was either a passionate person or a single-minded type.

Orion and Deeger were still engaged in a war of words. Parfait thought for a moment, then turned her Beelzebub into a gun and fired at Deeger.

It was a straightforward attack, so Deeger easily dodged it by turning. He was in the middle of a conversation with Orion, but he stopped and turned to face Parfait.

"A girl in a habit swinging a sword and firing a gun... You're Parfait, ranked one hundredth, aren't you?"

"I'm not sure what to think of you remembering me like that, but yes, I'm Parfait. That last attack was amazing, so would you mind fighting me one-on-one? You can stay on your mount, of course."

"...Interesting! This isn't a battle for ranks, but I approve of your spirit in wanting to decide who is stronger! I accept your challenge!"

Parfait didn't particularly want to decide who was stronger. She just wanted to fight. She always had the desire to use the swordsmanship she had learned to its fullest.

And that last attack had been on the same level as her master, Benitsuru. She was curious to see just how strong an opponent who could deliver such an attack was.

"Alright everyone, stay out of this."

Parfait said to the others, then turned her right side to her opponent, holding the scabbard of her Beelzebub 666 Replica P-Custom with her left hand.



		
			Chapter 471

			A Duel with the Dinosaur Tamer

			A man in a Tyrannosaurus costume riding the pterosaur Quetzalcoatlus named Deeger. He readily accepted Parfait's challenge to a duel.

His appearance was beyond surreal, but his skill was the real deal. His PvP rank was lower than Parfait's, and he wasn't a ranker. This was because it was difficult to fight alongside a flying pet due to the nature of PvP.

The PvP arena was an enclosed dome, and you couldn't fight outside its boundaries. This meant Deeger couldn't use his preferred tactics, hence his low rank. However, in battles on wide-open fields like this, such as territory disputes, he was strong enough to hold his own against rankers.

Parfait recalled Orion saying as much.

Orion, who had given her that advice, was now staring at Parfait with a question mark floating above his head, his eyes wide.

"Huh!? Wait? Is this okay!? Is this really okay!?"

Only Orion was panicking. Natsu and Parfait's other friends seemed to think nothing of it and were looking around for any remaining enemies. They also had to find the catnip stored at the base, so they didn't have time to worry about the duel.

Among her friends, only Wilnel was watching Parfait with sparkling eyes. This was probably the difference between having known her for a long time or a short one, but Orion approached Wilnel, who was watching the fight.

"Um, Wilnel-chan. Why is Parfait-chan trying to fight? It's fine to fight, but there's no need for a one-on-one duel, right?"

"Orion-san. Why do people climb mountains? Because they are there. Are you familiar with those words?"

"I've heard them, but...?"

"That's what this is."

"I see... So what does that mean?"

Parfait, completely oblivious to the exchange happening around her, was feeling exhilarated.

Here was an opponent who could unleash an attack on the same level as her master, Benitsuru. Whether she could win or not was another question, but Parfait wanted to know just how skilled he was.

Parfait recalled the fundamental principle of the Azuma-ryu sword style, "a mind as clear as a polished mirror," and did her best to remain calm.

Her master, Benitsuru, didn't seem to possess such a mind at all and was a poor example, but Simon, who was a teacher at her school, was a good reference. Parfait had been taught that it wasn't about thinking of nothing, but about clearing her mind of distracting thoughts and focusing solely on defeating her opponent.

From what she'd heard, it sounded like the mindset of a psychopath, but she could understand the idea of shutting out unnecessary things.

Parfait took a deep breath and focused on the fight.

"You showed enough strength to become a ranker on your first day, which is impressive, but that is real-world strength. Know that it is different from in-game strength!"

Whether he was just getting into it or was simply a passionate person, Parfait didn't know, but his appearance was so surreal that she felt her motivation drain. Still, she was a little impressed that what he said was not wrong.

The previous PvP match had been like a real-world fight. That was why she had been able to beat a ranker, but the current battle would reflect their in-game strength. Her weapon and armor were decent, a gift from Diite, but they were inferior to what a veteran player would have.

Even Orion, who normally let his pet do the fighting and didn't fight himself, was wearing armor that significantly boosted his stats, and it was far stronger than Parfait's equipment.

And though it was surreal, the Tyrannosaurus costume was also strong. It gave a -10 penalty to the MAG stat, which affects magic power, but it provided a whopping +10 to STR, which boosts physical attack and HP.

Looks aside, it was definitely strong equipment for physical combat. It did have the demerit of preventing other pieces of equipment from being worn, but its high defense made it not so bad.

In game terms, Parfait was quite weak. Even so, Parfait was calm. That was because of something Ginny had once said.

"No matter how strong an attack is, if it doesn't hit, it doesn't matter!"

For some reason, Ginny had said that with a satisfied look. Parfait had assumed it was a line from a manga or something, but she understood the sentiment.

Considering the performance of their equipment, their stats, and damage bonuses from skills, she would be finished after taking two or three hits from her opponent. In that case, all she had to do was dodge every attack.

Parfait took another deep breath and faced Deeger.

"Here I come!"

Deeger said as he charged from the air. It wasn't a linear attack that plunged into the ground, but a charge that followed a rollercoaster-like trajectory, descending to just above the ground. The speed was considerable, and he was upon her in an instant.

Parfait drew her sword, flicking the outstretched lance upwards from below.

Immediately after the high-pitched clang, Parfait rolled across the ground.

"Parfait-chan!?"

"She's alright. That was to dodge the pterosaur's body slam. The lance was knocked off course by her quick-draw, so it didn't hit her."

Wilnel's explanation relieved Orion, but he immediately furrowed his brow.

"She matched that attack with a quick-draw, and then dodged by rolling on the ground?"

"Yes."

"Yeah, but 'yes'? You can't just do that because it's virtual reality, you know!?"

"Parfait-san can do at least that much. The question is whether she can win even if she can dodge the attacks. I'm looking forward to seeing how she'll fight."

"I knew she was strong since she became a ranker on her first day, and she was strong in the fight against the Elder Griffon, so I get it, but I don't think a normal person can do that."

"Parfait-san is not normal."

"Oh, right... I'm not sure I can accept that!"

"Orion-san, shh! Here he comes!"

Deeger, who had already returned to the sky, now began to charge repeatedly, as if to say that once was not enough. He would dive from the sky to just above the ground, charge, return to the sky, make a small turn, and charge again. He repeated this over and over.

For her part, Parfait parried the lance with her quick-draw and dodged the pterosaur's body slams and claw attacks by rolling on the ground. It was a repetitive cycle.

After this happened several times, Orion spoke.

"I was just thinking, couldn't she just dodge everything from the start? Why does she bother parrying the lance with a quick-draw?"

"There must be a reason. Something I can't think of..."

Orion and Wilnel were having this conversation, but in truth, Parfait wasn't thinking about anything. She was simply checking if she could properly parry an attack of the same caliber as Benitsuru's.

However, it was a bit of a letdown. The impact on her hands was certainly on the same level as her master, Benitsuru's, but a telegraphed attack wasn't particularly dangerous.

(The only dangerous one was the first surprise attack. I haven't fought many people yet, but Benny-sensei and Simon-sensei are just on another level. A lot of their attacks are dangerous even when you know they're coming... It's like they're at the upper limit of human capability. What do you have to do to max out your combat skills in real life?)

Compared to their attacks, she could dodge an attack like this any number of times. Parfait thought as she mechanically continued to receive the attacks.

Her movements gradually became more refined. At first, Parfait had been rolling on the ground to dodge, but now she was dodging while standing. Moreover, she was parrying the lance with her quick-draw less and less.

As she became able to dodge the charges by a hair's breadth, the eyes of Deeger and Orion widened. And Wilnel was staring at Parfait with a rapturous expression. Natsu and the others, used to it, showed no particular change.

(I wonder if I can counter now?)

Just as she thought that, the next charge came, and Parfait put strength into the hand holding her scabbard.

As they passed each other, she unleashed a quick-draw slash, not at the pterosaur, but at Deeger himself.

Deeger and Orion's mouths fell open, as if they couldn't believe what they had seen.

Parfait's attack had not decided the match. In terms of in-game damage, she would have to do the same thing another thirty times to defeat Deeger.

But Deeger, who had been turning in the air, returned his lance to his item bag and raised his short front legs in a gesture of surrender. Then he slowly descended to the ground and dismounted his pterosaur.

"I lose."

"Huh? Are you sure?"

"Yes. To have that attack dodged and then be countered... I realized there's no way I can win, no matter how hard I struggle."

"Um, in that case, can we have the catnip?"

"No, I don't have it. My comrades have some, and the rest was in the box at our base—no, you might not believe me. Very well, you can do with me as you please!"

With that, Deeger lay down on the ground. It was the pose of surrender that animals often do, showing their belly. Parfait didn't know if dinosaurs did that.

"Um, I believe you, so you don't have to go that far. And honestly, it's too surreal for me to cut you..."

Since it was a realistic Tyrannosaurus costume, even if a small one, it felt like something she shouldn't do. In fact, if he were in human form, she could cut him, Parfait thought.

"No, I want to prove that my words are true! Come, do it!"

"...Can I leave the rest to Orion-san?"

"...Why did you think that was a good idea?"

After that, they discussed what to do with the Tyrannosaurus rolling on the ground. In the end, Chris finished him off with an assassination skill without any hesitation, and the battle between the clans ended in a victory for "Cats are God".



		
			Chapter 472

			A Veteran's Old Tales

			"Parfait-kun, are you eating well?"

"Ah, yes. Thank you for all this food and ingredients, Deeger-san."

"Not at all, it's the least I can do. You've allowed us to join your alliance. Providing food and ingredients for a banquet is only natural."

After Chris finished off Deeger, Parfait and her friends were about to leave when they were stopped by the members of Cretaceous. Then, Deeger, who had resurrected at the base, proposed an alliance.

It was less an alliance and more a matter of them joining under Parfait's clan, "Mont Blanc", with "Cretaceous" serving beneath them.

Parfait aside, Orion had been hesitant at first. But the deciding factor was when Deeger said the reason he came to the island was "to meet Siegfried", and so Orion agreed.

Although they were a tamer clan specializing in dinosaurs, the name of the calico cat Siegfried came up in various tamer-related quests, including one where she had been active on the "Floating Island" where dinosaurs lived.

While they did need the cat pictures for the event, their primary reason for coming to the island was the information that they could meet the legendary cat Siegfried here.

However, if their catnip was taken, that wish would not come true. So they requested to have an audience with her together, even if it meant joining under Parfait's clan.

He then proposed that they use their current base jointly, and now the players from "Cats are God" had moved to the "Cretaceous" base, which had a water source, and it became their new headquarters.

However, Parfait's group's camouflaged base remained as it was, and the condition that the catnip would be managed there was still in effect. Deeger agreed to this.

So far, there had been no major issues, but a small problem had arisen.

The fact that Deeger wandered around the base in a realistic Tyrannosaurus costume was bothering everyone, so they had him take it off.

Deeger readily agreed and revealed his face, but from inside the costume emerged a handsome older man in his fifties. Moreover, once he took off the costume, his passionate energy vanished, and he became quite calm, confusing everyone around him. According to him, wearing the costume made him feel like a dinosaur and got him excited.

He had well-groomed hair, a mix of black and white, a rugged face, and a solid build for a man in his fifties, giving him a very intelligent look. For some reason, even the players from his own clan, Cretaceous, were surprised, and the base was in an uproar.

"Huh? What's with that deceptive appearance?"

Orion was the one who said it, but it wasn't wrong to call it deceptive when such a handsome middle-aged man emerged from that surreal costume. Ginny was excited, saying, "Life is all about the gap moe!" and Parfait figured something must have struck a chord with her, so she didn't press the issue.

Despite the confusion, a banquet was held to celebrate the alliance. It was originally thought that they wouldn't get along because they favored different animals, but once they started talking, that wasn't the case. It turned out that many of them were secret cat lovers or dinosaur lovers, and the clans were getting along well.

Natsu also performed a song that was pure dark side, and everyone showed off tricks with their pets, making for a very lively atmosphere.

Only Parfait, Orion, and Deeger gathered in a quiet place to discuss their future actions. They had decided on most things after talking it over, but the question of what to do about the clan "Highway Star" remained.

However, they decided to deal with that tomorrow, and Deeger brought Parfait and Orion some additional sweets.

They started talking again, and Deeger looked at Parfait's sword with interest.

"Could your swordsmanship be of the Azuma-ryu, Parfait-kun?"

Orion looked puzzled, and Parfait looked surprised.

"You know it well. Yes, it is the Azuma-ryu sword style."

"Any veteran player like myself would know of it. It's that famous."

"Um, I don't know it, but is it famous? Ah, I mean, is it famous?"

"Hahaha, Orion-kun, I appreciate you showing respect to your elders, but you can speak as you usually do. We've clashed in events before, and although we're of different ages, I consider you a friend who loves animals, even if our favorites differ."

"A-A friend... It's, it's difficult, but if that's the case, then I'll try. I wonder if I can...?"

Orion had thought Deeger was older, but he hadn't realized there was such a large age gap, he said. So he hadn't been interacting with him as he had during the battle, and during their discussions, he had been as meek as a lamb.

"Yes, please do. I may have gotten old, but I like to think I'm young at heart. Now, as for whether the Azuma-ryu sword style is famous—where should I begin?"

Deeger said, stroking his chin with his right hand before speaking.

"This may take a while, but let me tell you in order. It's an old story, but when the territory dispute system started, most of the specific areas were initially controlled by the major clans from the Genesis era. The Demon Lord's Castle is famous in that regard, are you familiar with it?"

"I heard that the clan of Lunaria-san, the Demon Lord at the time, controlled it for so long that the developers had to force them to give it up because no one could beat them."

"That's right. However, there are other famous areas. There's the imperial castle 'Glory Castle', which has been under the long-term control of the clan 'Imperial', the demon castle 'Pandemonium', controlled by the Demon King Mikan, and 'Avalon', the holy land in the Spirit Country, controlled by 'Kiss of Death'."

Parfait thought the clan names sounded familiar, but she continued to listen to Deeger.

"And there is one more famous area. A place that, like the Demon Lord's Castle, has never changed hands since it was first controlled. The reason being that they were too strong for anyone to beat."

"Is that..."

"It's 'Azuma Castle' in the Eastern Country. The clan that controlled it was the 'Ten Holy Demonic Swords'. But that clan had only two members. Nevertheless, no clan could defeat them. After all, no matter how many people they had, they couldn't even land a hit and were defeated in return. They were truly a force of one thousand."

Parfait realized something, but she didn't interrupt, only nodding along.

"So the swordsmanship those two used was the Azuma-ryu sword style—is that right?"

Orion rephrased his question in a more casual tone, and Deeger nodded with a smile.

"That's right. The two were feared by the names of Sword Princess Benitsuru and Ogre Simon—Parfait-kun, what's wrong? You suddenly seem to be choking. Are you alright?"

"Cough, cough, n-no, I'm fine..."

She knew the two of them played AFO, but Parfait felt sorry for them, wondering if they knew they were called by such names and feared.

"So that's how Azuma-ryu became famous?"

Orion asked in place of the choking Parfait, and Deeger shook his head.

"It was much later that we found out they used that style of swordsmanship. Around the time when everyone had given up on the territory dispute for Azuma Castle and stopped participating, a mysterious Demon Lord joined the territory dispute all by herself."

"A mysterious Demon Lord? Is that Luna—"

"Whoa there, Orion-kun, some things are better left unsaid. She was wearing a mask to hide her face, after all, so no matter what anyone says, she was a mysterious Demon Lord. She had no relation to the real Demon Lord."

"...There's only one Demon Lord, but the players in this game really love that kind of stuff, don't they."

"Yes, that's the kind of thing they love. Anyway, the mysterious Demon Lord and the Sword Princess fought one-on-one, and I was there with other players, watching it directly. It was an intense battle. There were movements that used game skills, but even without those, they moved in a way that didn't seem human. It was during that battle that the swordsmanship the Sword Princess used was identified as the Azuma-ryu sword style, and it became famous overnight."

"And what was the result?"

"The mysterious Demon Lord won. Thanks to that, Azuma Castle temporarily became the territory of that mysterious Demon Lord, but it was eventually abandoned, and that's how it is today. The clan that controls it now is 'The Sixth Heaven Demon King', I believe. I'm a little fuzzy on the details, but it's a place that changes hands frequently now."

Parfait had been listening to Deeger and Orion's story while choking, but she was a little happy to learn this information. She sometimes heard about AFO directly from the two of them, but there were many things they wouldn't tell her, so she was glad to learn about this side of things.

(Maybe this is why they didn't want to talk about it. I probably wouldn't want to talk about it either if I had a weird nickname.)

As Parfait was thinking this, Deeger turned his sharp gaze on her, still smiling.

"Well, this has been a long story, but Parfait-kun, you use the Azuma-ryu sword style. Who did you learn it from? It's a style that no one could learn because it was too difficult for ordinary people. And for the past ten-plus years, no one but the two of them has used it."

"Well, actually, I'm learning from Benny-sensei—from Benitsuru-san and Simon-san."

Deeger took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. Then he broke into a wide smile.

"I knew it. I've been hearing talk of the Azuma-ryu sword style again recently. And when we fought, your stance and fighting style were different, but for some reason, it reminded me of that time. I thought that no one in this game could perform a quick-draw like that except with the Azuma-ryu sword style... Ah, how nostalgic. I wonder if they are both well?"

The two of them were more than well. They were so energetic that even Parfait couldn't keep up with their sparring matches. She had fought Deeger with the thought of keeping up with them even a little, but as expected, he was far inferior to Benitsuru and Simon.

However, it wasn't that she hadn't gotten any practice out of it. She felt that he was just the right opponent for her. If anything, it was a good discovery just to know that those two were abnormally strong.

She thought this, but first, she decided to answer, and she replied to Deeger with a smile.

"Yes, they're fine. We sweat together every week doing practice swings and such."

"I see, I see. I haven't seen them in AFO recently, but I'm glad to hear it's not because of injury or illness—ah, of course, I won't pry any further, so don't worry."

In AFO, names and appearances were used as they were in the game, but it was considered good manners to separate reality and the game. And since the Libra Foundation, which governs justice, said so, the effect was immense.

That aside, Parfait was grateful to be able to hear stories about her acquaintances from a veteran player. In the first place, she wanted to know more about her parents as well.

"Um, if you don't mind, could you tell me about the old days of AFO? The adults around me have been playing AFO since the Genesis era, but they don't tell me much about it."

"Oh, I want to hear that too. I only started about five years ago, so I don't know much about what happened before that."

"Hahaha, I'm happy to hear that you want to listen to an old man's stories. Of course, I don't mind, but in that case, let's call the other veteran players too. AFO is a game with a decent amount of history and plenty of events. There are probably many things I don't know."

Deeger said this and called over the other veteran players. The younger players were drawn in as well, and they all got excited listening to the old tales of the veteran players.



		
			Chapter 473

			A New Discovery

			The day after the banquet, Parfait logged in and noticed something.

"Huh? I wonder where Trachiyo went."

Orion had given her an item to summon her pet, and she had called Trachiyo to this cat island, but for some reason, the cat was nowhere to be seen. Trachiyo had gone with Chris to learn some scouting techniques, but she had been right by Parfait’s side during the banquet that followed. She was there right before Parfait logged out, too, but now she was gone.

She looked around their new base, but Trachiyo was nowhere in sight.

Just then, Chris logged in. Thrilled by the jungle, Chris was more engrossed in AFO than ever before. Parfait approached the enthusiastic Chris.

"Chris-chan, have you seen Trachiyo?"

"Trachiyo is gone? I see, so she’s already left."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Yesterday, after everyone logged out, I was enjoying the jungle by myself when Trachiyo came to me. She said she was leaving on a training journey."

"……………………Huh? What do you mean?"

Parfait repeated herself. But the shock was great enough to warrant it. Or rather, she couldn’t comprehend what Chris had said. She understood the meaning of the words, but she didn’t understand the meaning.

Trachiyo was Parfait’s pet, controlled by an AI. From a system perspective, for her to disappear without permission from her master, Parfait, was questionable game design.

Diite, the administrator of this world, had said that pets operated on individual AIs and evolved independently. But Parfait thought that ignoring the pet system itself was going too far.

There was also the question of how Chris knew. She wasn't Trachiyo's master, and she didn't have a Melampus to understand pets.

"Chris-chan, how do you know Trachiyo went on a training journey? You can’t understand her, right?"

"She must have had some thoughts after watching the fight between you and Deeger-dono. Trachiyo’s eyes told me as much when she said ‘Nya.’ So I nodded."

"...Trachiyo is an AI, you know? Well, I guess there’s the example of Diite-oneechan."

They say the eyes speak volumes, but Parfait wanted to say that’s not what they meant. Still, though their capabilities differed, Diite was also an AI, and Parfait felt that Diite’s emotions were easy to read from her gaze. So she couldn’t completely deny it.

"Being your pet, she must have thought she needed to become stronger. Orion-dono’s Bastet is unbelievably strong for a cat. And there’s the saying about sending a beloved child on a journey. It’s the master’s, no, the parent’s duty to watch over them warmly. My father and mother are like that."

"I hate to say it, but I think Gil-san and Silva-san are in a very special category. My own parents aren’t exactly normal either, though."

Gil and Silva, who would leave Chris alone in a jungle, were far from ordinary. Though they said they left her alone, they seemed to have erased their presence and stayed nearby to ensure her safety, but Parfait also had no idea what they wanted for Chris in the first place.

"Their educational policy is certainly not ordinary, but I am fine with that. And Trachiyo left on a solo training journey because she felt it was necessary. Isn’t it admirable for a pet to try to catch up to its master?"

"Is it admirable... I think you’re saying something good, but AFO is a game, you know…"

She could understand the idea of evolving into an independent AI, but she felt that ignoring the system mechanics was a problem.

However, she couldn’t deny the possibility that such a system existed without her knowledge. After all, they say there are infinite ways to play AFO.

As Parfait mulled this over, Chris said, "I can’t afford to lose either. I’m going to scout the area for enemies," then donned her ghillie suit and headed out of the base.

After seeing her off, Parfait decided to check the situation and talk to Orion, who had logged in earlier.

"Orion-san. Hello."

"Parfait-chan, hello. You’re early. Well, I was earlier, though."

"I’m on vacation, but are you okay with university?"

"I’m on break too, and you can get by in university as long as you get your credits. There are classes I want to take regardless of credits, but Professor Maris’s and Professor Surya’s classes aren’t in session right now, so I’m a little bored. Anyway, what’s wrong? You look kind of troubled."

"About that…"

Parfait explained the current situation.

Orion nodded at her explanation.

"So Parfait-chan is old enough to tell jokes now."

"What do you mean, old enough? We only met recently, didn't we? And no, this isn't a joke. I don't know if what Chris-chan said is true, but it's a fact that Trachiyo is not around."

"Huh? What kind of event is that? A pet just goes off on a training journey on its own. Maybe some kind of quest triggered? Is it listed as an active quest on your status screen?"

Realizing that was a possibility, Parfait hurriedly checked her quests from her status screen.

You could get detailed information on active quests, and any quests that occurred suddenly would also be listed there.

A quest titled "Pet in Training" had been added to her quest list. Parfait was relieved that it was a system-acknowledged event after all. Then she read the details.

"The pet’s loyalty to catch up to its master is being tested…?"

That was the quest description, but the clear condition wasn’t written. And when Parfait saw the quest reward, her brow furrowed slightly.

"Clear Reward: A pet that has surpassed its status limits (First Stage of Limit Break)."

Parfait froze, not just for a moment, but for a rather long time. Orion waved a hand in front of her face, but her gaze was glued to the clear reward.

"Parfait-chan, what’s wrong? Was there a quest?"

Orion’s voice snapped Parfait back to her senses. She exhaled, then opened her mouth.

"A quest was added. It’s called ‘Pet in Training’."

"Huh? No way!? It really exists!?"

"Why are you so surprised, Orion-san?"

"Because this is a huge discovery! Among all of us who’ve been tamers for a long time, no one has ever had a quest like that trigger! Maybe you’re the first one to find this quest, Parfait-chan!? What’s the reward! The reward!?"

"The reward says a pet that has surpassed its status limits…"

"No way!?"

Reacting to Orion’s surprised shout, nearby players approached to see what was going on. When Orion explained the situation with a look of astonishment, a considerable buzz went through the crowd.

Parfait couldn’t keep up with the situation. When she asked for details, she learned that a pet’s stat cap had never been broken before. Of course, it was highly possible that there were players out there hiding the information, but at least no player in the clans present knew about it.

"You might not get it, Parfait-chan, but this is revolutionary!"

"Is it?"

"It is! You heard what Deeger-san said yesterday, right? The player status limit break system was there in the Genesis era, but even though the system existed from the start of the game, it wasn't discovered until almost two years later! For us, this is on that level!"

Pets could have their stats enhanced by making them fight. However, the stat caps differed depending on the type of pet, and weak pets had a limitation where they couldn’t be used in combat even if trained to their maximum potential.

The quest that Parfait had apparently discovered had the potential to remove that limitation, and the tamer players were overjoyed.

"The reward description says ‘First Stage of Limit Break’..."

"That means there might be second and third stages!?"

What happens when you announce such a system in the middle of a group of tamers? To put it simply, pandemonium. Some people were even crying.

"Orion-kun, Parfait-kun, what is all this commotion?"

Deeger, the handsome older leader of the clan "Cretaceous," approached, looking a little taken aback. He seemed to have just logged in and didn't understand the situation.

"You have to hear this! Parfait-chan discovered a quest that’s a new hope for us tamers!"

"A hope for us?"

"A pet’s status limit break! And it seems like there are stages to it!"

"What! Does that mean the dinosaurs can become even stronger!?"

Deeger, without his Tyrannosaurus costume, was as calm as he looked, but even he became excited. It was only then that Parfait realized the gravity of the situation.

"Wait, everyone, calm down! First, the trigger conditions! Parfait-kun, what exactly happened? How did that quest trigger?"

"Huh? Uh, I didn’t do anything special…"

"Parfait-chan, just try to remember everything you did yesterday! We’ll verify it! We’re going to verify it!"

"Ehh…"

Originally, they had planned to exchange information for the fight against Highway Star today, but deciding that this was more important, Parfait was thoroughly questioned about her actions from the previous day, and they even began to verify her account.



		
			Chapter 474

			Verification Results and Highway Star

			The day after the quest for a pet to go on a training journey triggered, Parfait logged in to find herself surrounded by the tamers of "Cats are God" and "Cretaceous."

Everyone was anxious about the quest’s progress, bombarding her with questions. Had there been any changes? Had Trachiyo returned? Was there anything unusual about Parfait herself?

Trachiyo had not come back, and nothing about Parfait had changed, but everyone was still eager to hear more. Orion and Deeger had to step in together to stop them.

"Alright, alright, I know you’re curious, but you’ll startle Parfait-chan if you all rush her."

"Indeed. Even good friends must have good manners. Everyone here is older than Parfait-kun. As elders, I believe we should act as role models."

Being told off by the leaders of two clans, they could hardly continue their questioning. They apologized to Parfait, saying "Sorry," and moved away. However, since this was something all tamers wanted to know, they agreed to share any new information immediately.

That was a matter of course for Parfait as well. She had no particular desire to monopolize the information. While it was information that could be sold for a high price, there was no need to keep it secret, and since they had helped her, her policy was to disclose everything.

Besides, the players had been verifying the conditions all day yesterday, and the quest had triggered for some of the tamers. They said their pets were gone when they logged in this morning, and the quest information had been registered.

It was a chaotic scene, split between players who were happy their pets were gone and players who were disappointed that theirs hadn’t gone on a journey.

But perhaps that was part of the fun of the game, as many players seemed ready to continue their verification today, either joyfully or tearfully.

Observing the situation from the side, Orion cleared his throat.

"So, we’ve organized the conditions for triggering the quest based on what we know so far."

"This is our joint verification. I believe these trigger conditions are fairly reliable."

Both of their eyes were slightly bloodshot. Parfait and her friends had logged out at their usual time yesterday, but seeing that none of the tamers had logged out, Parfait guessed they had pulled an all-nighter or something close to it.

She couldn’t help but be surprised that their bloodshot eyes were reflected in the virtual reality, but she figured Diite was capable of such things and was once again amazed at the absurdity of this virtual reality.

When she asked if it was okay for them to so easily share information they had worked so hard to obtain, they said that the initial discovery was the most important part, so Parfait was the greatest contributor this time. They happily began to explain the trigger conditions, telling her not to worry and that they wanted her to know.

After hearing what they told her, Parfait repeated it back like a parrot.

"Engage in PvP with your pet present, but without using the pet?"

"That’s it. You and Deeger-san fought, right? At that time, Trachiyo-chan wasn’t fighting with you. That seems to be the quest trigger. There might be other minor conditions, since it triggered for some people and not others, but it’s highly likely!"

"It seems that the stats of both the player and the pet are involved. Most likely, a condition is that the pet is weaker than the player."

Deeger let out a deep sigh after saying that.

"How frustrating. It’s highly probable that my dinosaurs won’t go on a training journey unless I become stronger than them…"

Seeing a man of considerable age looking genuinely shocked was draining on Parfait’s own spirit. She felt a little sympathy for Deeger, guessing he must really love dinosaurs.

In the first place, if those powerful dinosaurs became even stronger, they would be unbeatable. Parfait thought this quest was likely a form of relief for weaker pets. But she had other thoughts as well.

"Do you think this quest was made to coincide with the current Cat War event?"

"That’s highly likely, but that quest has stages, right?"

"It said something about completing the first stage of the limit break."

"There might be second and third limit break quests on this island, but it’s possible that the same quest existed in other places too. So far it has only occurred on Cat Island, but it’s possible it didn't trigger before because the PvP was only the type you apply for."

The type you apply for refers to PvP battles that affect rankings, like the one Parfait had with the axe-wielding player on the first day, but no one had triggered the quest from that.

"Tamers basically fight with their pets. So they don’t fight like you did, Parfait-kun. Many players have weak pets, but they only bring them out in towns or safe areas. They would never bring them to a dangerous place like this. Especially not a place where PvP is possible. So it’s possible that the same quest could have occurred in a PvP-enabled area before."

It was said that the player skill limit break also existed from the start of the game, but it wasn’t discovered until more than two years later. They thought this might be a similar case.

Hearing that, Parfait remembered something Diite had told her when she was a child.

"There’s nothing sadder than an unnoticed quest. I don’t think the conditions are that strict, but when no one discovers it, it’s like, a pleasant cooling system is too cold. In human terms, would you say it makes your heart feel tight?"

At the time, she didn’t really understand what Diite was saying, but now she thought she understood the developer’s anguish, or perhaps the feeling of having something you prepared for others to enjoy be completely ignored.

"So, because of that, we’re also currently conducting verifications in areas where PvP is always enabled."

Parfait thought they were moving too fast, but she accepted that this must be a major event in the history of tamers. Still, that wasn't the reason they came to Cat Island in the first place.

"Um, I understand about the quest, but what about Highway Star?"

Trachiyo was cute, but the other cats were cute too. She could see Siegfried in the real world, so she wasn’t as invested, but she had a mission to capture images of his children and grandchildren.

"Ah, yeah, sorry about yesterday, we got caught up in the verification."

"That’s okay. We were collecting catnip."

Yesterday, while Orion, Deeger, and the others were busy with their verification, Parfait’s group had acted separately. They couldn’t exactly challenge the clan "Highway Star" to a fight, so they had collected catnip.

They had gathered catnip while hunting reasonably easy monsters nearby, without encountering the giant beetle called Chariot or the dragon named Garland that were said to be on this island.

However, they had come to the conclusion that to meet Siegfried, the queen of this island, they would need to take the catnip from the clan "Highway Star."

Both Orion and Deeger seemed to agree on that, and they told Parfait once again that they would fight.

"Fighting is a given, but the problem is whether we can win."

"Is there that much of a difference in strength?"

"We probably have more numbers. But they’re all real-life acquaintances, so their coordination is strong. They all live in the dangerous zones on the ground. This is the first time they’re doing a large-scale PvP battle, but they’re likely stronger than us, at least."

"Even more than your dinosaurs, Deeger-san?"

"Stat-wise, we’re undoubtedly superior, but they’re a group of martial artists who only use their pets for transportation, like I do. I think they would surely come out on top if the strength difference is small."

As Parfait nodded in understanding, Deeger continued.

"Furthermore, the leader of Highway Star, a woman named Rhadia-kun, is unbelievably strong."

"She’s a woman?"

"Yes. Apparently, it’s decided that the leader of Highway Star is always a woman. They say it’s in deference to their community leader on Earth, who is also a woman."

Parfait remembered what Rick and Wilnel had taught her.

The name of the community on Earth that Highway Star belongs to is "Scavenger." Their leader was said to be a woman.

"Unlike me, she is a woman with considerable fighting strength in real life as well. I think you are strong, Parfait-kun, but I cannot tell which of you is stronger."

"Heeh! Is she that strong?"

As Parfait’s voice grew a little louder, Orion looked at her curiously.

"Why do you look so happy?"

"...Did I look happy?"

"You have a huge smile."

"Ahaha, maybe because I heard she’s a strong person? About how old is she?"

"She looks to be about the same age as Orion-kun, but I hear that people who live in dangerous zones tend to look a bit older. She might be the same age as you, Parfait-kun."

"At least a year ago, someone else was the leader, so I think she started logging in within the last year. So she might be the same age as Parfait-chan."

"If she’s my age and strong, that’s amazing!"

"Parfait-chan, you have that huge smile again... Oh, since she’s the leader, I wonder if she inherited those weapons and that pet too?"

"Huh? Inherited?"

"The leader of Highway Star seems to inherit weapons and a pet when they take over the clan."

"Just as Orion-kun says. She fights with a gun in each hand. The weapons she inherited are the shotgun ‘Jackpot’ for close-range area attacks and the rifle ‘No More Bet’ for long-range single-target attacks."

"...Ehh?"

Parfait herself used a transforming gun called Beelzebub, but she was a little surprised that her opponent used two guns. Her friend Natsu also used dual pistols, but those were more for style and not that strong.

"The pet she rides is ‘Lucky Seven.’ It’s a transforming mechanical pet that is usually in the form of a cheetah. Sometimes it becomes a motorcycle."

"...A motorcycle, like that kind of motorcycle? Doesn’t transforming already go beyond the scope of a pet?"

"It’s said to be a pet-like machine that was used in an ancient civilization, but I believe the story was that it was a golem made by a production player. However, it seems that spirits and demons are involved, so it is treated as a special pet."

Spirits and demons made Parfait think of Ginny, and she wondered if she could make something like that if she mastered a production skill related to them.

In any case, the fact that the leader of Highway Star was strong and her age made the desire to fight her well up inside.

Deeger wasn’t weak, but he wasn’t what Parfait would call a formidable opponent. Rhadia, who Deeger said was stronger than himself. Her weapon being a gun was one thing, but Parfait really wanted to fight her.



		
			Chapter 475

			A Maiden Fair

			On the day of the raid against the clan "Highway Star," Parfait was walking alone through the jungle.

At first, she had been moving with Orion’s and Deeger’s clans, but then a fluffy animal had entered her field of vision. It seemed only Parfait had the dynamic visual acuity to spot it, and by the time she noticed, she had been separated from the group.

She wasn’t lost, thanks to voice chat, but Parfait was ashamed of her rash actions. However, Natsu and Chris didn’t reprimand her, acting as if her behavior was only natural.

Since it would be a hassle to rejoin the group now, Parfait ended up acting as a separate unit. It felt like she had been indirectly told to go defeat the Highway Star leader, Rhadia, on her own, but she resigned herself to it, thinking it couldn’t be helped.

Besides, Parfait was interested in Rhadia herself.

Not long ago, Wilnel had called her a monster, and she had started to wonder if she really was a little different from others. She had a vague suspicion, but Natsu and Chris were also quite different from those around them, so she thought it was an exaggeration.

And the adults around her were even bigger monsters. Her masters, Benitsuru and Simon, were prime examples. As a child, she had thought she could become like them when she grew up, but it seemed that was a mistake. There were things you could become and things you couldn’t, no matter how hard you tried.

While she couldn’t deny she had a battle-crazy side, she was hoping there was someone her age who was just as strong as she was. She was counting on Rhadia for that. By doing so, she wanted to believe she was normal.

(Wilnel-chan is strong too, but that’s the result of the Foundation’s training. Come to think of it, she said her brainwashing had been completely broken recently.)

Wilnel’s tutor was someone who believed in restoring the Foundation’s power, and Wilnel had been under that influence. Ronios noticed this and arranged for her to meet Parfait, giving her a chance to break the brainwashing while also making Wilnel listen to her.

Apparently, the intention was to show her that there were people of her own age who were far superior, and that there was no way she could rule over such people, but given Ronios’s personality, Parfait couldn’t be sure if that was her true motive.

However, Parfait had fought Ronios at that time and lost. She might have been able to win in pure swordsmanship, but in an all-out battle, Parfait had been on the defensive the entire time. Ronios mixed in attacks from unseen angles, like flicking pebbles with her fingers, so it wasn’t a proper match.

Benitsuru probably could have won even in that fight. Simon probably could have won too. When she thought about it like that, she felt she still had a long way to go, but apparently, from the perspective of those around her, she was cheat-level.

It was also hard to ignore that Ronios had said Benitsuru was even stronger than Parfait at her age. If that was the case, then Benitsuru and Simon were beyond cheat-level.

So, recently, she had been wanting to figure out if she was normal or a little strange. So far, the ‘a little strange’ side was winning.

But if Rhadia, whom she was about to fight, was her age and stronger than her, then she could believe she was normal. For that reason, she wanted to try fighting one-on-one.

She wasn’t thinking about it that seriously. If she was a little strange, that was fine. The attitudes of Natsu and Chris wouldn’t change, so she just wanted to know where she stood.

(My dad is normal, though. Mom gets called all sorts of things, but that’s just in the game… How did those two get together in the first place? I heard Dad hired Mom.)

As a girl of a certain age, one of the reasons Parfait started playing AFO was because she wanted to know how her parents met. They had apparently met here and gotten married. But she had no idea about the details.

If they had just clicked, or if it was love at first sight for one of them, she could understand. But it was neither. She had asked Diite, who knew about the old days, about this before.

"I could tell you, but I don’t think you’d believe me even if I did. You should ask many different people about them. Even if you get an absurd answer, if many people say it, you’ll be able to believe it."

Diite had said that and hadn’t given her a clear answer. The other adults were mostly the same. Lunaria had started to say something, but Rosalie, who was with her, had covered her mouth, and she couldn’t hear.

(Oh well. Dad and Mom are apparently famous in AFO, so lots of people probably know them.)

After thinking that, she composed herself and was about to start walking again when she heard a woman’s voice.

"Hey, Lucky, a maiden fair doesn’t say things like ‘hyahha-’, right? Anyone who says that is, to put it mildly, a psychopath."

Unsure of how effective it would be in a virtual reality, Parfait held her breath and moved toward the voice. There were basically only three clans on this island. If she wasn’t supposed to meet them here, then the other party was an enemy.

As Parfait approached without being noticed, she saw a girl sitting at the base of a large tree, hugging her knees, and an animal with a mechanical body, probably a cheetah, sitting shoulder to shoulder with her.

"It’s not that I hate Lee-neesan, you know? But ‘hyahha-’ is just… no. And everyone calls me ‘Ojou.’ What kind of organization’s young lady am I supposed to be… well, I guess I am in the Scavenger’s young lady position, aren’t I?"

It seemed like she was doing a one-woman comedy routine, but the cheetah next to her, despite being mechanical and an AI, looked quite troubled.

Setting that aside, considering the situation, she recognized that this must be Rhadia, the leader of the clan "Highway Star."

Long black hair, goggles pushed up on her head, and a white one-piece dress. And on her back, two long, cylindrical guns were crossed.

Orion and Deeger had told her about her general appearance, and from the content of her speech, it was undoubtedly Rhadia.

Then, the cheetah suddenly looked toward Parfait.

Thinking she had definitely been spotted, Parfait stepped forward without drawing her weapon.

"Nice to meet you. I’m Parfait, leader of the clan ‘Mont Blanc.’ I’m working with Cats are God and Cretaceous—"

She thought it was a decent self-introduction, but Rhadia slowly stood up and stared at Parfait with her black eyes.

"Did you hear what I just said?"

"About hating ‘hyahha-’?"

"I’ll kill you!"

"For a maiden, you’re the type to silence witnesses…!"

A maiden fair wouldn’t try to silence a witness, she thought. It wasn’t the time for such internal commentary, but perhaps those words were the trigger. Rhadia grabbed the guns on her back with both hands, and Parfait held Beelzebub in her left hand, sheath and all.



		
			Chapter 476

			A Familiar Name

			The battle with Rhadia, the leader of the clan "Highway Star," had begun abruptly. Parfait couldn’t understand if her words were truly something that a maiden shouldn’t be seen saying, but her opponent was clearly ready to fight.

In the first place, defeating a witness in a virtual reality was meaningless, but Parfait was somewhat exasperated that Rhadia was too flustered to realize that. And the more flustered her opponent became, the calmer she grew, calmly analyzing the attacking Rhadia.

As she had heard, Rhadia fought using two guns. Perhaps because she was flustered, she was attacking by swinging the long barrels rather than shooting. That in itself seemed like it would do a lot of damage, but there was no way she would be hit by an attack that was just being swung around wildly.

And the golem-type pet with Rhadia, "Lucky Seven," was just pacing around anxiously and not joining the fight.

They had only fought for a few seconds, but Parfait could tell that Rhadia was not fighting in her usual style.

"I won’t tell anyone what you said, so calm down."

She wasn’t trying to give aid to the enemy, but this wasn’t the fight she had been hoping for, so she said that to calm her down.

Rhadia blinked a few times after being told that, then stopped her attack.

"You’ll keep it a secret…?"

"Yeah. I also think it’s weird for a girl to say ‘hyahha-’."

"...Right!? I’m not the weird one, am I!? This is why people say those in the dangerous zones are barbaric! And I mean, I’m allowed to be interested in romance too...! I mumbled about wanting a boyfriend and they asked what I was going to hunt. I'm not going hunting!"

Contrary to her appearance, Rhadia’s language became increasingly rough. It seemed she had a lot of pent-up frustrations, and she began to vent her grievances. Then she gradually started saying, as if to convince herself, "I’m normal."

Her opponent was a sensitive girl about the same age as her. Parfait imagined that it was probably natural to feel a little anxious about being different from those around her. She had never disliked being different, but she had felt anxious about it, so Parfait empathized with Rhadia a little.

However, that was that, and this was this. Thinking that Rhadia had calmed down, Parfait opened her mouth.

"So, now that you’re calm, shall we fight?"

"...Huh? Why?"

"Well, it’s an event, and I want the catnip. Besides, you’re Rhadia-san from Highway Star, right? I heard you were strong, so I was looking forward to fighting you."

"Oh, right, we were doing that. Things just kind of ended up this way after I said I wanted to see some cats... Alright, let’s have a proper fight... though I don’t think a maiden is supposed to fight... I wonder when my prince on a white horse will show up... I want to be protected..."

He isn’t coming. Parfait swallowed the words that were on the tip of her tongue. Almost all the adult women around her had the style of "if you’re going to wait for a prince on a white horse, go catch one yourself." Having been educated that way since she was a child, waiting was not an option for Parfait.

"Uh, well, you probably know, but I’m Rhadia. Leader of Highway Star. And this is Lucky. Officially Lucky Seven. You’re Parfait-san, right?"

"Yeah. I’m the leader of ‘Mont Blanc,’ allied with ‘Cats are God’ and ‘Cretaceous.’"

"Heeh, with those two clans. Don’t know how that happened, but it’s intere… wait, your name is Parfait-san…?"

"Parfait is fine."

"Okay? Then you can call me Rhadia. But, wait a second, the name Parfait sounds familiar…"

Rhadia said that, crossed her arms, and looked down and then up, before finally tilting her head to the side and stopping.

"The name sounds familiar, but what was it…?"

"I wouldn’t know."

"Right… Well, let’s fight. Maybe I’ll remember while we’re fighting."

Parfait didn’t know of such a novel way to remember things, but she figured Rhadia probably knew her name from the PvP rankings.

Parfait held Beelzebub and took her stance again, while Rhadia mounted Lucky’s back.

"My style is a tamer’s, so don’t call it unfair."

"I won’t. It just means your skill distribution is specialized, so it’s a trade-off."

"Nice, nice. Then, let’s have a fair… fight!"

Immediately after Rhadia said that, the distance between them, which had been considerable, vanished in an instant. Lucky Seven’s leap was that fast.

But even against such a high-speed pounce, Parfait calmly deflected Lucky Seven’s claw attack with a sword-drawing slash. However, it didn’t end there. Parfait then rolled on the ground to get away from that spot.

A gunshot rang out immediately after.

What she saw after deflecting Lucky Seven’s attack was Rhadia aiming a shotgun at her. Realizing she would have been the gun’s prey if she had stayed there, she had rolled to dodge.

"Whoa? Didn’t think you could beat that combo!"

"That was close."

With Deeger, it was his own attack followed by his pet’s attack, but this time it was the reverse, the pet’s attack followed by the master’s attack. Still, it was just a difference in order, so it wasn’t a problem.

"As expected of a clan leader, you’re strong, huh? Then I don’t have to hold back, right?"

Rhadia said that and disappeared into the depths of the jungle while still on Lucky Seven.

However, Parfait could hear the sound of Lucky Seven’s running footsteps. To put it simply, she had just gone to get a running start. The faint footsteps now gradually grew closer.

But then Parfait remembered the guns Rhadia was holding and quickly hid behind a tree, out of sight from the direction of the footsteps.

A gunshot rang out, and a tree near where Parfait had been, near her head, exploded, sending wood chips flying.

And from a distance, she heard Rhadia’s voice say, "Not bad!" This time, Lucky Seven’s footsteps maintained a certain distance, moving to circle Parfait at high speed.

And as she circled, she began her gun attacks.

Parfait carefully dodged the attacks. Thanks to the footsteps and the glimpses of Rhadia through the trees, she could generally predict where the attacks would come from.

However, all she could do was dodge. It was difficult to attack from her side.

(Unlike Deeger-san, is she going to attack without getting close? This might be a pain.)

Benitsuru or Simon would probably be able to read her movements and get in front of her, but Parfait had not yet reached that level.

In that case, there was only one thing she could do. Parfait transformed Beelzebub into its rifle form. She took a few more gunshots after that, but when the shooting subsided, she surveyed her surroundings.

(That spot looks good.)

Parfait crouched down and moved to a location that would be hard to target, but easy for her to take aim. Considering the distance to her opponent and the arrangement of the trees, it was a position where her target’s location would be fixed. There, she knelt on one knee and raised Beelzebub.

(Here!)

Then, timing it with the speed of the footsteps, she fired Beelzebub.

(Did I miss… She might get cautious.)

In fact, after hearing a voice say "Uwa," Lucky Seven’s footsteps continued, but moved slightly farther away. This meant she had widened the circle she was making around Parfait. It was an act to reduce the probability of being hit by increasing the distance.

However, after that, there were no more gunshots.

(...She moved farther away but isn’t attacking? It’s more like she’s being cautious than…)

Parfait strained her ears further and heard a sound as if something was moving above her.

Parfait immediately rolled away from that spot and pointed Beelzebub’s muzzle upward.

"Whoa, crap!"

Rhadia was on a tree branch above, aiming at Parfait from an inverted position with her feet hooked on the branch. Parfait thought that was an inappropriate thing to do in a dress, but she immediately switched back to her combat mindset.

Rhadia seemed to have been taking aim, but since Parfait suddenly moved, her aim was off.

Parfait pulled Beelzebub’s trigger while still lying on the ground, aiming at Rhadia.

Rhadia somehow managed to dodge the attack, but due to the recoil of her forced movement, she wasn’t hit by Beelzebub’s shot but fell to the ground.

Even though she fell, it would be more accurate to say she landed on the ground while regaining her posture. Since Parfait was also lying down, they both quickly stood up.

Rhadia was the first to stand up. She pointed the gun in her right hand at Parfait.

Instead of dodging, Parfait rushed forward in a low stance. In that time, she returned Beelzebub to its sword form, and before Rhadia could pull the trigger, she unleashed an upward sword-drawing slash from a low stance toward the gun barrel.

The deflected gun pointed upward, and Rhadia ended up firing into an empty space.

This all happened in an instant. Parfait didn’t think it would work either, and her face showed the same surprise as Rhadia’s.

After a brief pause, Rhadia tried to turn the shotgun in her left hand toward Parfait. Parfait deflected the gun barrel in another direction with a sword-drawing slash, just as she had before. Immediately after, the shotgun fired, and wood chips flew spectacularly from the surrounding trees.

"No way!?"

Ignoring the surprised Rhadia, Parfait tried to follow up with another attack, drawing her sword from its sheath to unleash another slash.

This time, Rhadia interrupted the slash by tackling Parfait before she could unleash it. Then they both fell to the ground.

"Close one! Made it!"

(My sword…!)

Rhadia’s tackle was fierce, and she fell to the ground on top of Parfait. Since Rhadia was on top, Parfait was holding Beelzebub’s hilt but was in a state where she couldn’t draw it.

The next moment, thinking she was in trouble, Rhadia released the guns in both hands and took out a knife hidden in her boot. Then, in a mounted position, she raised the knife.

Parfait thought that being stabbed with something like that would be traumatic, even in a virtual reality. She let go of Beelzebub and used both hands to hold down both of Rhadia’s hands, preventing the attack.

Rhadia trying to stab with the knife and Parfait trying to prevent it. From here, it was a battle of strength… which isn’t how it works in a virtual reality.

"Crap! My STR!"

Even though she was mounted, Parfait was able to easily reverse their positions due to the difference in their STR, which could be called strength in the game. She was a little grateful for the benefit of stats.

"Ah, geez, I lose. I kinda figured it was over when you spotted me up there."

"I would have lost in real life."

"I wouldn’t do that in real life, I’d get in trouble."

She hadn’t delivered the final blow, but the outcome was decided. It seemed neither of them had the will to fight anymore, and the atmosphere was that Parfait had won the match here.

Just as she thought about standing up, she realized that something with different footsteps from Lucky Seven was approaching.

Parfait and Rhadia turned their faces in that direction, and a man riding an ostrich-like animal appeared. He was a bit of a sight, with leather clothes, a mohawk-like hairstyle, and goggles, but the man started shouting "Ojou!" in a panicked manner.

"Stop calling me Ojou…"

"This is no time for that! That person there, that’s Parfait-san!"

"Huh? Me?"

Parfait was perplexed at suddenly being called by name by a strange man. Rhadia seemed to know the man, but she was a little taken aback by his extreme panic.

"Why are you in such a panic? I thought the name sounded familiar, but do you know who she is?"

"She’s Hayato-san and Esha-san’s daughter!"

"...Lee-neesan’s benefactor!? Then the Parfait is their daughter Parfait-san!?"

"That’s what I’m saying! We found out from Parfait-san’s friends who attacked our base! This is no time to be fighting!"

"Oh no! Lee-neesan will be mad at me!? Keep it a secret that we fought!"

Parfait had no idea what was going on, but she nodded her head up and down anyway.



		
			Chapter 477

			Someone Who'd Be in Textbooks

			Parfait, Rhadia, and the man who appeared after their battle were heading to the Highway Star base.

They were riding double on the golem-type transforming pet "Lucky Seven," but since it seemed they were in a hurry, they had started moving before she could hear the full story.

There had been no introduction, but the man was undoubtedly a member of the clan "Highway Star." For some reason, he knew who Parfait was and seemed to know about her parents as well.

Rhadia also seemed to know about her parents, and her attitude had changed abruptly. She had asked her to keep their fight a secret, but Parfait wondered if it was really something that needed to be kept secret in a virtual reality world.

At first, she had been thrown off by Lucky Seven’s wild movements and speed, but she gradually got used to it and was able to ride without clinging desperately to Rhadia’s back.

It was only then that she voiced her question.

"Did you know me?"

"You’re Parfait-san, right? Hayato-san and Esha-san’s only daughter. I knew the name sounded familiar… Aaargh, I hate my bad memory…!"

Rhadia, who had turned to look back over her shoulder, was clearly lamenting, even just from her profile. In any case, she had been calling her by her name just a moment ago, but now she was adding ‘san’.

It didn’t seem to be for a bad reason, but it was a little creepy to have someone she didn’t know know who she was. And she couldn’t ignore the fact that they called her parents benefactors.

"First, you don’t need the san. And what do you mean my parents are your benefactors?"

"Really? Then I’ll call you Parfait. Yeah, I heard we were the same age, so I thought we could be friends. It’s funny that we met first in AFO."

Rhadia said that and laughed, "Ahaha," then her face changed as if she had remembered something.

"About the benefactor thing? Oh, so you don’t know? My Lee-neesan, the leader of our community in the real world, Hayato-san and Esha-san saved her a long time ago."

She had never heard such a story, but it didn’t seem like she was lying, so she asked for more details. Rhadia looked a little surprised, but she immediately smiled.

"Hayato-san and the others found Lee-neesan wandering a colony with amnesia and brought her to us."

"Heeh, something like that happened? First time I’ve heard it."

"But that’s just the official story."

"Huh? Official?"

If there was an official story, she wondered if there was an unofficial one as well, and it seemed that was exactly the case. The truth was a little different. When she asked to hear that, Rhadia happily began to speak.

"I don’t know the details, but apparently Lee-neesan was in cryosleep. About 120 years ago? Lee-neesan was a major outlaw back then, and she was captured and sent to what is now Colony ‘Prison’. Seems she was forcibly put to sleep and made to play AFO during some incident. With her memory erased. Hayato-san and the others found her and brought her to Earth."

"...Sorry, my brain can’t process that."

"I knooow. When I first heard it, I was like, ‘what are you talking about?’ I was just told this, I didn’t see it myself, but it seems it’s true Lee-neesan was saved, and she’s especially grateful to Hayato-san."

Rhadia seemed to completely believe that, regardless of the fine details, Hayato was Lee’s benefactor.

For Parfait, who was hearing this, she didn’t know which parts to believe and was confused. Or rather, she couldn’t believe any of it. And if you were going to lie, you’d tell a better lie. A lie that is obviously a lie is meaningless.

(Isn’t cryosleep something from sci-fi? A person from 120 years ago? Playing AFO while captured? What?)

She was in a state where she could dismiss Rhadia’s entire story as a lie. If the initial cryosleep part was a lie, then the whole thing would be a lie. In the first place, if such technology existed, it wouldn’t be strange for it to be publicly announced worldwide. However, she couldn’t deny the possibility that some foundation was hiding it.

As she was wondering how to think about it, Rhadia turned just her head and smiled.

"It’s not just Lee-neesan, we’re grateful too. About 20 years ago, we were major outlaws called ‘Hyena.’ I wasn’t born yet, though."

"Huh?"

"When Hayato-san brought Lee-neesan, he apparently brought people from the Foundations with him. Probably because you needed Foundation permission to enter the dangerous zones on Earth back then."

Parfait nodded.

She learned about that in school as part of Earth’s history. 20 years ago, many illegal groups existed in the dangerous zones on Earth, and it was said that only the private armies of the Foundations could oppose them. Because of that, the Earth Purification Project was facing difficulties.

However, something had happened to change things, and it became possible to negotiate with the groups that had no choice but to fight. The textbooks didn’t say what that something was, but it was said that the Libra, Leo, Pisces, and also Gemini and Scorpion Foundations were involved.

This part had been drilled into her head during her study sessions with Wilnel, so Parfait remembered it well.

"Our community is descended from the outlaw group Lee-neesan led 120 years ago. So everyone is super grateful to Hayato-san for bringing her back, and the negotiations with the Foundations went smoothly after that. Now we’re like an official Earth Purification Project team for the Foundations. Not just Lee-neesan, everyone from back then is beyond grateful!"

As Rhadia said that, the man with the mohawk on the ostrich-like animal nodded his head up and down with a smile that was visible even while he was running.

But Parfait thought that in itself was a problem.

"Um, doesn’t that make my dad the person who made negotiations with outlaw groups possible 20 years ago? At this rate, he’s the kind of person who’d be in a textbook, don’t you think?"

Whether it was "at this rate" or "if things went well," what would a teenage girl think when told that her father might appear in a history textbook?

Rather than feeling a sense of respect, she wanted to laugh and say, "No way." She thought Rhadia, who was also a teenager, would understand, but Rhadia just looked puzzled.

"He’s not in the Colony textbooks? Well, Hayato-san and Esha-san’s names are in our unofficial study materials, at least. They call them our saviors… come to think of it, I think I heard Hayato-san didn’t want the attention or something."

Parfait felt a little dizzy. It was clear that the reason for this was not that she was riding double on Lucky Seven.

Her parents were in the unofficial study materials used by a community on Earth, and they were even called saviors. She had heard from the maid chief, Rose, that her father, Hayato, was also called a savior in this AFO. At that time, it seemed he was called a savior because he was the only one who could hire the problem child Esha, but that could be passed off as a joke. This time, he was being called a savior for real.

Parfait was in a state where she couldn’t decide whether she should be angry and say, "Dad, what are you doing!" or be exasperated and say, "Dad, what are you doing…?"

"Huh? What’s wrong? You’ve gone all blank. Did you reach enlightenment?"

"I kind of feel like I want to go on a rampage right now…"

"I have days like that too. But it’s a bit of a problem when we’re riding double."

"Um, how much of that was a lie? Just say it was all a lie. I’ll forgive you with a smile if you say it now."

"It’s all true! That’s what our community teaches, and Lee-neesan herself says so. Besides, wasn’t there a movie about it? The lead actress was Ren-san. Lee-neesan was happily complaining, ‘I’m not that beautiful, she doesn’t look like me!’ I want to be a mysterious woman like that someday…!"

"...I’ve seen it… The plot was basically that… But that was a total sci-fi movie… you based this story on that movie, didn’t you?"

"It’s the other way around. The movie was made because this story happened. Lee-neesan gets royalties for the original concept or something. So even though it was before I was born, I’m sure it really happened… wait? Is it okay for me to be telling you this? I figured since you’re Hayato-san’s family, it’d be fine to tell you the unofficial story, but maybe I wasn’t supposed to…?"

"I don’t know, but probably not. It’s just… it’s all new to me and I don’t know what to think… I don’t think Dad kept it a secret, more like he just didn’t want to say anything."

If her father started saying, "I’m a savior," she would just think he must be tired. And she would silently hand him a brochure for Colony "Hospital." He probably didn’t say it because he knew that. Although, given her father’s personality, she didn’t think he would boast like that anyway.

Setting that aside, what should she do if it was true? Who should she question? Parfait was seriously troubled. Just a moment ago, she had been worrying about herself, but now her worries about her father had blown those away. In fact, her own little differences with those around her seemed like a trivial matter.

Regardless of the truth, she had some thoughts. Whenever she had asked Diite about her parents, she had always laughed and said, "I don’t think you’d believe me." That was why she always said she should try asking many people.

After thinking about various things, her brain felt like it was about to overheat, so she decided to put it on hold for now. However, Parfait swore in her heart that the next time she went to Earth, she would have to confirm the study materials that Rhadia mentioned.



		
			Chapter 478

			Tamer Alliance

			Parfait put the various revelations about her father, Hayato, on hold. Postponing problems. She told herself it was a skill.

In that state, Parfait arrived at the Highway Star base with Rhadia and the others.

Since her parents were their benefactors, she had thought they might get along well with the people of Highway Star, but it seemed they were getting along even better than she had imagined.

In fact, it seemed the members of Highway Star considered not just Hayato but the other adults to be their benefactors as well, and they were excitedly talking about that topic.

"Hoh! So my father sometimes goes to Earth for the community’s medical checkups! His actions are of the light side, but to hide it is the work of the Dark Side! I shall give my father a shoulder massage today, at least!"

"Martial arts instruction? I see, military martial arts. Original techniques are important, but techniques cultivated over time are also important."

"Relic-san and Sonia-san even improved the software of the production plant… and remotely? The security of that plant is said to be so robust that you have to do it on site…"

Natsu, Chris, and Rick seemed to be learning various things from the members of Highway Star. It seemed their families and acquaintances were being praised, but Parfait listened closely to see if her own father was being called a savior. But there were no such words of praise.

When the members there noticed Parfait and the others, a great cheer erupted from the members of Highway Star.

Parfait didn’t know what kind of face to make, so she just put on a polite, friendly smile.

For some reason, Rhadia was also being praised for bringing Parfait, with calls of "Ojou, well done!" and "Ojou, you’re amazing!" but the person in question looked like she was about to cry, saying, "Stop calling me Ojou!"

As she was wondering what to do, Orion and Deeger approached with great energy.

"Parfait-chan, your father is Hayato-san!?"

"I should have realized from the weapon and its name. So Parfait-kun is the daughter of the great Hayato-dono."

Parfait knew that her father was famous in AFO. However, she didn’t know much about why he was famous. She had heard that her mother, Esha, was famous as a legendary maid in a bad sense, but she had only heard that her father was a legendary production player.

Ronios, Wilnel’s aunt, also seemed to hold Hayato in high regard, but to be told that by the head of a foundation was scary enough.

"Hayato-san was the leader of the legendary clan ‘Daedalus,’ which Professor Maris was a member of! And I heard he was good friends with Professor Surya too!"

Orion, having said that much, had a look of realization.

"Oh! So when Ginny-chan said she got to wear an animal cosplay, it was because of those connections!"

"Did I say something like that?"

Parfait and her friends were acquainted with Maris and Surya, whom Orion revered, but they hadn’t talked about the reason why they became acquainted. Orion was excited about the connection to Maris, not her father, but for Parfait, it was a different vector from the surrounding surprise, so she was a little relieved. She had had her fill of saviors.

However, Deeger seemed to purely respect her father, Hayato.

"Hayato-dono is one of the most legendary players in AFO’s long history. It’s a surprise to meet his daughter."

"Is he that great? You’re exaggerating, right? Please say you’re exaggerating."

"Hmm? For an old-timer player like myself, it would be stranger not to know him. Hayato-dono discovered the ‘Floating Island’ where the dinosaurs are, and he was the first one to build an airship to get there."

"...He’s done a lot, I guess."

The image of her father struggling with the price of coffee beans still didn’t match this legendary figure. She had no doubt that she respected him as a father, but the direction of that respect was strange. She wanted to say there must be someone with the same name, but since she had a replica of Beelzebub, it was apparently the famous Hayato for sure.

From Parfait’s perspective, she was exasperated that both her parents were famous in a game. But at least she could tell that Hayato wasn’t famous in a bad way. That was plain to see from Deeger’s face.

"Yes, a lot of things. And he was a pure production player with only production skills. He achieved great things like getting a high rank in the Clan Wars without any way to fight. Everyone was shocked when he defeated the top clan at the time, ‘Bandit.’"

Deeger’s eyes became nostalgic as he spoke.

Considering he was being called a savior in the real world, that much was not a problem, Parfait thought, then questioned her own desensitization.

"And it’s said that Hayato-dono was the one who restarted AFO after it ended once. For those of us who have played since then, it’s no exaggeration to call him a savior."

"Another savior…! I’m getting heartburn…!"

The word came up so often it felt like a bargain sale. In fact, it came up so often that it seemed to have no value to Parfait anymore.

"Parfait-kun, I don’t know why you look so exasperated, but regardless of the truth, Hayato-dono is one of the people who made history in AFO. It might just be a game, but to do that in a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world is worthy of respect, don’t you think?"

Being young, Parfait didn’t quite understand that part. But she understood that it wasn’t a bad thing.

"Besides, the members of Highway Star show respect not just for Hayato-dono… but for all the members of the former clan ‘Daedalus.’ It makes one want to pry into what happened. Of course, I haven’t, so don’t worry."

Deeger smiled to reassure Parfait.

Parfait wanted to know the details of that part, but if there was a possibility that her father was involved in Earth’s history, it was a story she both wanted to know and didn’t want to know.

"Well, let’s put the talk of Hayato-dono aside for now. You may have already heard, but Highway Star will be joining the ‘Cats are God’ alliance. Or more accurately, your ‘Mont Blanc’ alliance."

"That’s fine either way."

"Now, with that settled, this large alliance has made everyone greedy. Myself included."

"Greedy?"

"Yes. I’ve discussed this with Orion-kun and the vice-leader of Highway Star, but we were thinking of taking down the giant beetle Chariot and the dragon Garland. What do you think, Parfait-kun?"

"A large-scale raid battle, you mean."

Deeger nodded as if to say the conversation was moving quickly.

A large-scale raid boss battle that was said to require nearly a hundred members to defeat. Depending on the opponent, it was said that five hundred or even a thousand people were needed. And by forming an alliance with Highway Star, there were no more hostile clans on Cat Island. In other words, everyone could now have an audience with Siegfried.

The number of catnip pieces from the alliance was combined, and it was said that there would be no reversal even if a new clan came now. However, doing nothing was boring. That was where the idea of a large-scale raid battle came from.

It would be an unbalanced party of almost all tamers, but since the types of pets they had were different, they thought it might be possible if they came up with a proper strategy.

(Is that why the mohawk guy was in a hurry?)

The man who had arrived right after Parfait and Rhadia’s fight. He had said they needed to regroup in a hurry, and Parfait thought this was probably why.

However, everyone was already motivated. They were only asking Parfait to be proper since she was the leader of Mont Blanc.

She couldn’t be a party pooper here. And for various reasons, she was in the mood to go wild.

"Let’s do it. I have some pent-up energy to release."

"Good. It’s wonderful to be young. Then, let’s all plan our strategy!"

And so, the clan "Mont Blanc" joined the tamer alliance of "Cats are God," "Cretaceous," and "Highway Star" to participate in a large-scale raid battle.



		
			Chapter 479

			Clan Encouragement

			The three clans with great influence as tamer clans, "Cats are God," "Cretaceous," and "Highway Star," formed an alliance. Parfait’s clan, "Mont Blanc," also joined as an allied clan.

With clan battles no longer a concern, the allied clans decided to fight the raid boss that inhabited the island. This proposal was made during Parfait’s battle with Rhadia, the leader of Highway Star, and she was informed of it when she regrouped.

They had asked for her opinion in the end, but Parfait was not one to misread the room. She agreed to the large-scale raid battle, and they were currently in preparation.

There were two raid bosses on the island, but they had decided to fight the giant beetle, Chariot, first.

Since no one had ever fought it before, there was almost no information, but according to the captain of the ship they had taken to the island, it boasted an incredibly tough defense, and physical attacks were unlikely to deal any damage. Therefore, a strategy that took this into account was necessary, and Parfait was now being briefed.

"So Orion-san’s group will be the attackers?"

"Yep. Cretaceous only has dinosaur pets, so they can only do physical attacks, and Highway Star is mostly physical too."

As Orion said that, Deeger, who was nearby, nodded.

"Unfortunately, our dinosaurs won’t be able to do much damage. So we’ll act as tanks and draw Chariot’s attacks."

Dinosaurs had high physical attack, but their HP was also unusually high, making them ideal pets for tanking. Orion said that having them protect them was reassuring.

"We’ll act as a diversion and ferry recovery items. We’ll also take care of any other nearby monsters, so leave that to us."

Rhadia said that and smiled brightly.

Highway Star had a lineup of high-speed pets and was strong in PvP, but they were not as strong in normal combat. They were good at hit-and-away attacks, but due to their pets, their attacks were mostly physical, so they had volunteered for a support role in the Chariot battle.

She understood the general situation, but there was a problem.

To be blunt, Parfait and her friends were a burden. Or rather, since they had just started, there was little they could do to be useful.

"So we’re… observing?"

"You guys just have to look at the overall situation and do what you can. You can be support like Rhadia-chan’s group, or you can charge in!"

"We’d be killed instantly…"

Parfait and her friends had inherited good equipment from their parents and acquaintances, so they were not that weak. However, they were not strong enough to be active in a large-scale raid battle. That was a conclusion she had reached from their contribution level in the Hyakki Yakou event in the eastern country of Azuma.

"But, I feel like you guys will do something interesting, you know?"

"Something interesting?"

"Yeah, honestly, I was a little surprised when you defeated the Elder Griffon, Lancelot."

"I thought we could do it, but apparently that’s not how you’re supposed to fight…"

Parfait was a little down after that. Although she didn't know the conventional way of fighting, she had pulled off the feat of jumping and slashing in mid-air, which had resulted in another "not normal" situation.

"Including that, I have high hopes for you guys. Besides, no one has ever fought Chariot before, so there’s no established strategy. So I’m really counting on you, Parfait-chan. Of course, it’s fine if you just play support. Just enjoy the raid battle!"

"Yes. Just as Orion-kun says. This is a festival. Besides, everyone thinks it’s okay if we can’t win. Think of it as a celebration and have fun. Of course, I’ll be having fun too."

"I want to win if we’re going to do it, but I hear it’s hard to beat a boss on the first try, so I think this is just for fun. We should just be happy if we get some information. Personally, I’d rather talk about schools in the colonies than the raid…!"

The three of them had various things to say, but the gist was that it was just for fun, and it was okay if they couldn’t win. They should just enjoy the raid battle. That being the case, Parfait felt more relaxed.

"Hardcore progression clans and major clans are much stricter, but we’re just a clan of pet lovers, so we prioritize fun!"

Deeger and Rhadia nodded in agreement with Orion’s words.

Thankful that they were being so considerate, Parfait smiled and said, "I understand."

Just then, several scouts who had gone to check on Chariot returned.

According to them, several people were provoking Chariot and luring it to a more advantageous location for the battle. It was decided that they would head out immediately.

Everyone nodded, and the people who had been talking all returned to their respective clans. Parfait also returned to where Natsu, Chris, and the others were and relayed the situation.

"I see. But my friend, what of the other clans? Should we not head out immediately?"

"They have a lot of members, so it probably takes time to relay the information."

As Parfait said that, Orion’s voice could be heard from where the members of Cats are God were.

"Everyone, close your eyes."

Orion seemed to be standing on something, and his upper body was visible even from a distance.

Wondering what he was doing, Parfait turned her attention in that direction.

"Listen closely."

After Orion said that, there was a silence of about ten seconds.

"—You heard the voice of God, didn’t you?"

(Huh? A religion?)

"God has told us to win this battle and offer up Nekomanma Deluxe with a side of tuna!"

As Orion said that, the clan members started shouting, "Nekko! Nekko!" It sounded like some of them were also saying, "Nukko!"

(Oh, the voice of God was a cat’s ‘nya’… and they’re using that to rally the members…?")

Parfait had heard that it was a routine to do something before a battle, and that many clans had such acts to raise morale. She had even seen some of them in videos of the game that were publicly available.

And now, voices could be heard from the Cretaceous side as well.

Deeger, who was now wearing a Tyrannosaurus costume, seemed to be standing on something just like Orion was.

"Everyone, what are dinosaurs?"

"""The strongest creatures!"""

"That’s right. Then what are we, who stand with the dinosaurs?"

"""The strongest clan!"""

"Exactly. And for us to lose means the dinosaurs have lost. Can you all permit that?"

The members of Cretaceous fell silent at those words and shook their heads.

"No, we cannot permit it. Then what must we do? The answer is simple—only victory!"

The clan members roared at Deeger’s words. The dinosaurs also let out loud cries, making it quite noisy.

And then, a small voice could be heard from Highway Star.

Rhadia, looking extremely weary, raised her right hand listlessly.

"...Hyahha-."

Her voice was faint, but it seemed that wasn't enough. For some reason, boos erupted from the members of the Highway Star clan.

"This is some kind of harassment, isn’t it… I just want a normal youth…"

In response to Rhadia’s grumbling, the vice-leader opened his mouth.

"But, Ojou. As the successor to Ane-san, we have high expectations of you, so you must do it properly."

"Ojou is one thing, but stop calling Lee-neesan ‘Ane-san’. What kind of outlaws are you pretending to be… Ah, fine! When I’m in charge, I’m getting rid of all this! Let’s go, you lot! We’re gonna blow away every last enemy! HYAHHA-!"

This time, her voice could be heard quite loudly, and the clan members also shouted "HYAHHA-!" in great joy.

The members of Mont Blanc watched this silently, but then Natsu opened her mouth.

"My friend Parfait. They said this raid was for fun, but are they not all quite serious?"

"Yeah, they seem more fired up than I expected."

"Should we do something as well? If so, then words from the Dark Side—"

"No, that’s okay. Let’s just do our best, our own way!"

Compared to the others, it felt rather anticlimactic, but the members of Mont Blanc seemed to prefer that level of looseness, and they each raised their hands lightly to show their determination.

"However, Parfait. You seem to be enjoying yourself. What’s wrong?"

Chris’s words made Parfait beam.

"Yeah. I was worried recently that I might be weird, but I’ve come to understand some things. There’s always someone weirder out there…!"

Their direction was different, but she felt that Orion and the others were not exactly normal either. She had come to think that after seeing their rallying cries just now. And her parents were weird in various ways. It had come to seem that it was not a problem if she was a little different from normal herself.

It was just that, but for Parfait, it felt like a weight had been lifted from her chest.

"My friend was troubled? But rest assured. Even if my friend is strange, our friendship is eternal. For it is bound by a dark contract!"

"We didn’t make a contract like that, but thanks. You’re weird too, Nacchan, but my friendship with you won’t change!"

"So my strangeness is a given…?"

"M-me too! Even if Parfait-san is a monster, we are friends!"

"Um, Wilnel-chan, I appreciate what you’re saying, but could you do something about the ‘monster’ part?"

Chris and Ginny said similar things, Rick laughed with exasperation, and Abel held his stomach laughing.

Orion and the others watched them from a distance, exchanged glances, and nodded.

"Looks like Parfait-chan’s group is ready too. Well then, shall we go hunting?"

"Yes, let’s go!"

The other members responded to Orion and Parfait’s words. And all the clan members began to move toward the battlefield where Chariot had been lured.



		
			Chapter 480

			The Raid Boss Battle on Cat Island

			"Push them back!"

"Ice attacks are working! Chill it with everything you've got!"

"My pet needs healing, pleas... Gyaaah!! Piyokichi!"

About ten minutes had passed since the battle began against the raid boss Chariot, a giant beetle, in the jungle of what was commonly known as Cat Island.

The clans participating in the fight were the renowned tamer clans, "Cats are God," "Cretaceous," and "Highway Star." Parfait's clan, "Mont Blanc," had joined them.

Being major clans, they had a decent number of members, but their party composition was undeniably skewed. That said, the pets' abilities were incredibly diverse, so the clans covered each other's weaknesses and, for the moment, were pressing the advantage.

Since it was their first time fighting this raid boss, they had no idea what actions Chariot would take, so they fought cautiously. They even had an analysis team observing Chariot's movements from unreachable spots or while mounted on flying pets.

Parfait, being relatively new to the game, couldn't fight on the front lines. Her equipment was decent enough, but due to her stats and skills, she could neither withstand Chariot's attacks nor deal any significant damage. So, she watched the battle alongside the analysis team.

The other members of her clan were contributing in their own ways. Those who could use magic for long-range attacks were firing spells from the rear, trying to chip away at the boss's health, even if just a little. Among them, Abel, who was equipped as a sorcerer, was making a significant impact.

"Whoa, this sorcerer gear Ren-neesan put together is insane!"

Abel had not only started the game recently but also logged in infrequently, so both his stats and skills were low, making him weaker than anyone else here. Despite this, his curse magic was as potent as that of a top-tier player.

The essence of curse magic lies in its debuff effects. Normally, the stronger the opponent, the more its effects are mitigated, rendering it less effective. But Abel’s curses were lowering Chariot’s stats as if there was no mitigation at all.

The attack-lowering debuff wasn't a flat value but a percentage. With almost no mitigation, he was reducing Chariot's attack power by about thirty percent.

He was also inflicting a slip damage effect that gradually chipped away at its HP, and this too was dealing a considerable amount of damage.

Seeing Abel happy about being useful, Parfait, who was currently doing nothing, responded to his words.

"For some reason, Instructor Ren really loves curses, doesn't she. A curse-loving romance story enthusiast, it gives me this image of her pulling strings behind the scenes... I wonder if there are any dramatic manga-like developments where she takes down her rivals?"

"Nah, that's not it. I've been in Ren-neesan's room before, and she's not doing anything like cursing people. She just seems to like objects with sordid histories and collects a lot of them. It was a bit traumatic, but it's a good memory now. It's supposed to be a good memory."

"You're just trying to convince yourself... Though I guess with Instructor Ren's beauty, she could probably do anything without resorting to curses."

"Maybe so. Whoops, the debuff is wearing off. I'm gonna go reapply it!"

Abel moved a short distance from Parfait, approached Chariot, and cast his curse magic.

No debuff has a permanent effect. They always need to be reapplied. The curse magic Abel could use at the moment lasted for about a minute, so he was reapplying it with plenty of time to spare before it wore off.

Abel returned quickly, but after a moment of thought, he spoke up.

"Aren't you going to do anything, Parfait?"

"I want to, but there's nothing I can do..."

Parfait could also perform long-range attacks. Her weapon, Beelzebub, was a transforming type that could switch between a sword and a rifle, so she could have tried. But she didn't.

The rifle dealt physical damage. The real Beelzebub would fire magic bullets, but Parfait's was a replica and could only deal physical damage. There was no way it would do any damage to Chariot, which clearly had high defense. It would be a waste of effort to even try shooting.

When she explained this, Abel nodded in understanding.

"I could hit it with a defense-lowering debuff, but Orion-san and the others are using their pets for magic attacks. So I guess you're just observing, Parfait. Well, that's fine once in a while, isn't it?"

It seemed Orion and the others had some expectations for her, but in the end, there was nothing she could do. In fact, it looked like Orion's group could defeat Chariot on their own.

Orion's divine cat, Bastet, was particularly active as a main attacker. It possessed an attack method unavailable to normal players, creating clones of itself to cast four identical spells simultaneously. What's more, the power wasn't just quadrupled. There seemed to be a synergistic effect, making it about sixteen times stronger. It had drawn so much of Chariot's hate that it had been targeted, creating a dangerous situation.

Seeing this for the first time, Orion herself cried out in surprise, "What is that?!" The other players said this was the consequence of her always keeping Bastet hidden instead of using it regularly.

Many other members besides Orion were also playing crucial roles.

Deeger, riding his Quetzalcoatlus, was skillfully disrupting Chariot's attacks from the sky. He wasn't dealing damage, but by interfering with the enemy's attacks, he was limiting their range, which was another highly valuable contribution.

One of Chariot's attacks was a horn swing, and the way he disrupted it to reduce its power and range, despite this being his first encounter with the boss, was nothing short of masterful. Everyone respected him as a player who had been around since the Genesis era.

Highway Star, led by Rhadia, was wiping out the insect-type monsters that Chariot periodically summoned with what could only be described as instant kills, creating a situation where everyone could focus on the battle with Chariot.

At first, Parfait had thought about taking down those slightly weaker monsters, but Rhadia's group had such high search capabilities that she couldn't even get a hit in.

Abel, of course, as well as Natsu and Ginny, were chipping away at its health with magic attacks. Meanwhile, the strategic trio of Chris, Rick, and Wilnel were with the analysis team, analyzing Chariot's attack patterns.

"Is the horn swing random? It's powerful, but it leaves a big opening afterward, so I'd rather it used it."

"It might be a reaction to a certain attack, something like a counter. What do you think?"

"...Just as you predicted, Chris-san. It uses the horn swing after being hit by a hundred ice-attribute attacks. If we signal from here, it should be easier for Deeger-san to disrupt it, I think."

"Alright, in that case, let's use a signal smoke bomb like Orion-san. Chris, you were given some smoke bombs, right?"

"Yes, I have them."

"Wilnel, can you count the ice-attribute attacks? I want to throw the smoke bomb just before the swing comes."

"Leave it to me. I recently learned a spell called Eagle Eye, so grasping the state of the battle is my specialty. When I give the signal, Chris-san, please throw the smoke bomb."

"Understood. I'll throw it as soon as you give the word."

Feeling a little sad that they seemed poised to win even without her, Parfait began to think hard about what she could do.

*If this keeps up, I'll just be leeching, getting loot without doing anything. I have to think of something to do.*

She thought and thought, but nothing came to mind. As she was doing so, Chariot's HP dropped to nearly one-tenth of its total.

There was a chance it might unleash a suspicious attack at the very end, like Lancelot the Elder Griffon did when they fought it, but there was no sign of that for now. She thought about jumping in if something happened, but what could she do when she couldn't even deal damage?

It also seemed unlikely that a situation would arise where she would need to save someone from her position, where she could quickly hide among the jungle trees. After all, they had specifically lured Chariot to this battlefield to ensure such a situation wouldn't be necessary.

Everything was perfectly prepared for this battle. Parfait had no opportunity to fight, and Chariot's HP bar was about to be depleted.

The moment everyone thought they had won, a loud noise echoed. It was a strange sound, one they had never heard before. The closest thing to it would be the sound of a jet plane. And it was getting closer.

Parfait and the analysis team turned their heads toward the sound, but everyone just looked puzzled.

"A sonic boom...?"

As Wilnel muttered this, her expression immediately changed to one of alarm, and she raised her voice.

"Everyone! Get away, now! It could be dangerous!"

It was unclear if Wilnel's words reached them, but Chris, reacting to her shout, immediately threw a smoke bomb signaling an evacuation. It burst in the air above Chariot.

The players on the front line looked up, wondering what was happening. It was then that they finally noticed the strange sound approaching, and they began looking around while still fighting Chariot, trying to figure out what was going on.

"I don't know what's happening, but everyone, run!"

At Orion's command, even the members who had been trying to push through to the end immediately left the area.

Perhaps intending to act as the rear guard, or maybe wanting to see what would happen, Deeger remained alone in the sky on his Quetzalcoatlus.

Deeger fixed his gaze in the direction of the sound.

An instant later, something appeared with a deafening roar and blew Deeger away. Its speed was clearly abnormal, fast enough to create wind pressure on the ground below.

Despite the speed, Parfait's excellent kinetic vision allowed her to see what had happened. A single dragon had sent Deeger flying.

And on that dragon's back was a person who appeared to be a woman, wearing a clown mask. It was undoubtedly the other raid boss, Garland, and the clown.

Despite the appearance of what was clearly a powerful enemy, Parfait felt a little thrill of joy. "Maybe I can fight this one," she thought, and gripped the hilt of Beelzebub's scabbard.
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			The Magic Eye

			To describe the battlefield in one word, it was pandemonium. The dragon that had arrived at the speed of sound had crashed their fight with Chariot, and the situation had devolved into chaos.

Deeger had been blown away the moment the dragon intervened. As a result, Chariot, which had been on the verge of defeat, unleashed its horn swing at full power, turning it into a devastating wide-area attack. Rick's voice chat had to tell everyone to stop using ice-attribute attacks, the trigger for the swing.

They couldn't land any effective attacks, healing couldn't keep up, and the dinosaurs' defensive line was crumbling. The pets serving as attackers were also exhausted from taking damage. Though the boss was just a breath away from being defeated, their forces had been significantly depleted by the dragon's surprise attack from above.

Information was being relayed for defeated players to resurrect at their base. Resurrection via magic was an option, but it consumed a lot of MP, and healing drew hate, so it couldn't be used carelessly.

Their current tactic was to have the fast-moving players from Highway Star distract Chariot while casting less effective magic attacks of attributes other than ice.

Even so, it didn't feel like they could defeat Chariot. The dragon attacking from the sky with fighter-jet-like movements was just too much of a nuisance.

It wasn't just the dragon. The whip wielded by the clown riding it moved with an uncanny agility, capturing players one after another. Captured players were then flung in front of Chariot, a truly traumatic attack.

A mood of resignation was beginning to spread, but Parfait's group was oblivious to such an atmosphere. All the members of the clan "Mont Blanc" were hidden in a particularly dense cluster of trees in the jungle, trying to avoid being targeted.

"Rick-kun, how can we win?"

Rick, looking slightly exasperated by Parfait's overly broad question, muttered, "Let's see."

"First, we need to defeat Chariot. To do that, we should probably knock that clown off the dragon, Garland. From what I can tell, Garland is just for transportation. The main attacks are coming from the clown's whip. Just sealing that off should make things a lot easier."

So far, the dragon Garland hadn't attacked on its own. It was just repeating hit-and-away maneuvers from the sky. While it did create harmless wind pressure when it moved, that was all. It hadn't breathed fire or anything of the sort.

"Does anyone have a skill that forces a dismount?"

There were several skills that could forcibly dismount a rider. They were unpopular with players who fought on mounts, but since mounted attacks were quite powerful, it was apparently a balancing measure. Several weapon skills and spells had attacks that could create such a situation.

However, Parfait's swordsmanship skills didn't include such a weapon skill. Sniper skills might have one, but Parfait didn't know and couldn't use them.

"I have Backhand Blow, but there's no way I can get close enough. It would be possible with a skill like Shukuchi that allows instant movement, but I can't use that yet."

"Chris-chan's Hand-to-Hand Combat skill, huh. Yeah, getting close to that thing would be tough. You can use Shukuchi at Hand-to-Hand Combat skill level 100, right?"

"Yes. Unfortunately, I'm not there yet."

When Garland attacked, it did descend near the ground, but it only came down to a perfect height that was out of reach even if you jumped, making it difficult to land a melee attack.

As for ranged attacks like bows or magic, it was also at a tricky distance, making it hard for attacks to connect. Moreover, even if they used skills or spells that guaranteed a hit, it employed a tactic that would surely draw complaints from players, using its sonic-boom-inducing speed to escape the attack's range.

"If only we could stop its attack for just a moment."

When Wilnel said that, everyone turned their attention to her.

"Would stopping it help?"

"The dragon's position is exquisite, but depending on where it is, there are spots where you could probably jump from a tree. If we stop its movement... yes, I think you could jump from that particularly tall tree over there. It might be difficult to knock the clown off, but you could at least interfere with its attacks."

Wilnel pointed to a tree that stood significantly taller than the others in the jungle.

Parfait agreed that it would be possible to jump from the top of that tree.

"No way, that's impossible. Not even an action star could make a jump like that. Maybe someone with Agres-san's level of athleticism could pull it off."

When Abel, the aspiring actor, said that, everyone thought for a moment before turning their gazes to Parfait.

"Can you do it?"

To Rick's question, Parfait answered, "Probably." Abel looked surprised, but after a moment's thought, he let out a sound of understanding, "Ahhh."

However, Wilnel, who had proposed the idea, looked a little troubled.

"I believe Parfait-san can do it, but the problem is whether we can stop its movement for even a moment. I think it stops for an instant when it attacks, but that's not enough, even for Parfait-san. We'd need to stop it for at least ten seconds."

"Um, about that."

Ginny timidly raised her hand.

"I might be able to stop it."

"Ginny-chan, what's your reasoning? Does Spirit Magic have a spell like that?"

"No, it's not magic. I'll make it quick since we don't have time, but in my estimation, that clown is Surya-san. My eyes can't be fooled, no matter what she looks like."

"Eh? Surya-san?"

Surya, who had declared herself both a friend and a rival to the animal-loving Maris. A professor at the university in Colony "Zoology," belonging to the Sagittarius Foundation, teaching subjects like biology, and so respected that Orion looked up to her. To Parfait, though, she just seemed like an animal-loving lady.

"How can you tell?"

"I've kept this a secret from everyone... but I have a magic eye!"

Ginny's words, delivered with a smug face and a thumbs-up, made question marks pop up over everyone's heads. Natsu started to say, "Wha..." but Chris covered her mouth. It was to prevent her from revealing their location with a loud voice, but Natsu, despite being muffled, excitedly said, "What did you say?! I want one too!"

"Um, Ginny-chan, what is this magic eye? Is it from a manga?"

"No, no, it's real. It's a power born from my obsession, my desire, to have many people wear the most suitable cosplay. I can now tell a person's body measurements even through their clothes. I call this the magic eye! By the way, I can also tell their weight... Natsu-san, let's cut back on the donuts. You won't be able to wear that cosplay...!"

"To mention my weight... even if I fell to the Dark Side, I would never do something so cruel!"

Thinking what an unpleasant magic eye that was, Parfait managed to squeeze out some words.

"Ah, uh, I see? So, what was it again?"

"That magic eye is telling me. That is Surya-san."

"R-right...? Um, assuming we believe that, how are you going to stop her?"

"Simply put, a mental attack."

"A mental attack?"

"Everyone has a history. Yes, everyone has a dark history!"

"Ah, that kind of thing. You'll reveal something to stop her. I have my doubts about that as a person, but is it really okay...?"

Natsu started to say, "You're about to do something that would make the Dark Side turn pale!" but Chris covered her mouth again.

"The dark history I'm going to mention is only known to us and her, so I think it'll be fine. Besides, Ashley-sama also says that mental attacks are fundamental. Fufufu, manga really does teach us important things...!"

As Ginny said this with a serious face, Parfait grew a little worried about whether this was really okay. But despite her concerns, Rick said, "Alright, let's do it."

His lack of hesitation at times like this made Parfait feel a mix of reassurance and fear.

"We'll just get beaten if we stay like this. Even if it's a game, a fight is a fight. Parfait, go climb the tree right away. I'll explain the plan to Orion-san and the others."

"Uh, yeah, I'll leave that to you then. So I should jump over when Surya-san's movements stop?"

"That's right. But Parfait, you don't need to knock Surya-san off. Just keep her from attacking. While you do that, Orion-san's group will take care of Chariot."

Understanding the gist of the plan, Parfait headed towards the tree Wilnel had indicated. She looked up from its base and immediately began to climb.

*I have to make sure Surya-san doesn't notice me... But, is it really Surya-san?*

With that question in her mind, Parfait nimbly climbed the tree. Partway up, she started leaping from branch to branch, moving higher and higher, and soon reached a spot near the top.

Now all she had to do was wait for them to lure Garland and Surya, Parfait thought as she looked down.

It seemed Rick's plan had been communicated to everyone. First, Rhadia's group was leading Chariot away to create some distance. Then, in a relatively open area, the members of "Mont Blanc" emerged.

And then, with deliberate theatricality, Ginny alone fell.

*Will that work as bait...?*

It was probably supposed to look like she had fallen while trying to escape, but it was blatantly obvious. For some reason, she was looking away, hiding her face.

Still, it seemed to have an effect. The dragon Garland approached at high speed. And the clown, presumably Surya, swung her whip and captured Ginny.

Immediately after, Ginny turned her hidden face towards the clown, who seemed to flinch with a visible shock, even from a distance.

*Ah, so it probably is Surya-san. She might be surprised because she saw an acquaintance. Maybe she didn't know we were here?*

For some reason, Surya tossed Ginny aside and tried to flee.

And Ginny, while being thrown through the air, cupped her hands around her mouth in a pose for shouting.

"It's normal to end your sentences with 'nyan' when you're wearing cat ears!"

Her loud voice echoed through the area. Then silence. For a moment, the only sound was the rampage of Chariot, but soon the sounds of players fighting could be heard again.

*Ah, that thing.*

Parfait recalled the past incident and, while sympathizing with Surya, leaped towards the dragon's back.

Using the flex of not just a branch but the entire tree, she flew further than expected. And she landed on the back of Garland, where the frozen Surya was riding.

The impact seemed to finally snap her back to her senses. From under the clown mask, Parfait heard Surya's voice say, "Whoa!" Then she looked at Parfait behind her.

"Pa-Parfait-chan!? ...Ah!"

"So it is you, Surya-san? Excuse me, but I'm going to have to get in your way."

Garland's back was wide, but it was uneven, and if it started moving at high speed, she would surely be thrown off. Thinking this, Parfait quickly closed the distance to Surya. And she drew her sword.

But Surya parried the attack with her whip. With just one hand, no less. Her other hand was still holding the reins to control Garland.

This surprised Parfait. She hadn't expected her sword draw, even if it wasn't a finishing blow, to be blocked.

"It's for my research funding, so I'm going to be serious!"

A comment that suggested this wasn't just for fun reached her ears, but setting that aside, Parfait recognized Surya as a formidable opponent and gripped the hilt of Beelzebub's scabbard once more.
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			Losing the Match, Winning the Battle

			Parfait faced off against Surya, who was dressed as a clown, on the back of the dragon Garland.

Just moments ago, she had unleashed a sword draw, but the attack was deflected by Surya's whip. To be precise, the attack was diverted, a technique more difficult than simply blocking a sword draw.

Parfait knew Surya had been playing AFO for some time. She had heard Surya was a veteran, so she expected her to be strong, but that was in the context of the virtual world.

Having her sword draw blocked was a surprise to Parfait. Surya hadn't used a game-like skill. She had blocked it with pure reflexes. And with just one hand.

Parfait's friends could block it to some extent, but that was because they were used to it. This was the first time she had shown her sword draw to Surya, and she never imagined it would be parried.

Delighted, Parfait unleashed another sword draw.

She had all but forgotten Rick's instruction to "keep her from attacking until Chariot is defeated" and had switched into a mode of pure enjoyment of combat. Her expression was even graced with a faint smile.

"This is what happens when you teach the Azuma-ryu sword style to someone with Esha-chan's bloodline...!"

Her expression was hidden by the clown mask, but Surya's voice was filled with exasperation.

Parfait paid her words no mind and unleashed another sword draw.

While Garland's back was reasonably wide, it wasn't spacious enough to move around freely. Furthermore, Surya was still holding the reins with her right hand. If the dragon suddenly moved, Parfait would inevitably fall to the ground. To prevent that, she launched a continuous assault.

"Whoa, hey, this is bad! Seriously bad!"

"Wow, amazing! You can block this one too...? Then what about this?"

"Why are you having so much fun!"

Despite crying out in alarm, Surya's whip in her left hand moved with what could only be described as protean grace, deflecting Parfait's sword draws.

Even though the limited space meant the attacks were coming from a fixed direction, she was skillfully blocking the rapid succession of strikes. Unlike in reality, her arm wouldn't tire, but even so, blocking all of them was something only a true master could do in the real world.

For Parfait, the worry she had recently felt about being a little different from others had been a needless concern, and a wave of happiness washed over her.

*It's not just my peers, there are plenty of strong people besides Master Benny and Teacher Simon. I wasn't that worried, but there was no need to worry at all.*

With that thought, Parfait launched another series of sword draws. She decided that, regardless of whether she could defeat her, her priority was to prevent Surya from piloting Garland, so she attacked relentlessly.

"Oh, come on! I won't lose, not for the sake of my increased research budget!"

With that declaration, Surya let go of the reins she was holding with her right hand.

It seemed Garland wouldn't just start moving on its own. It began to slowly beat its wings, entering a hovering state.

Parfait couldn't tell if having both hands free would make Surya stronger, but she raised her guard. It would be foolish to underestimate an opponent who could display such defensive skill with just one hand.

Despite her caution, Surya's whip coiled around Beelzebub's scabbard. It happened in an instant, and Parfait's eyes widened. She hadn't seen any initial movement.

In the next moment, Surya threw a knife with her now-free left hand.

With her scabbard entangled by the whip, Parfait dodged the knife instead of deflecting it. This threw her off balance, and unable to plant her feet, she was pulled along with her sword by Surya's whip.

"Now you can't use your sword draw, can you?"

Surya's voice, sounding joyful even through the mask, reached Parfait.

*Ah, this might be bad.*

Being so close made it difficult to draw her sword. She could draw it, but she wouldn't be able to swing it fully, not enough to deal damage in this virtual reality.

She tried to draw the sword anyway, but the hilt was so close it bumped against Surya's body, completely sealing her ability to draw it.

"Parfait-chan, sorry, but you'll have to be a sacrifice for the animals...!"

The words alone were quite alarming. Parfait was at a loss as to how to respond, though the phrase "for the animals" did make her hesitate slightly.

Surya, at some point, was holding a different knife from the one she had just thrown, gripping it in a reverse hold and preparing to swing it down at Parfait.

But Parfait grabbed Surya's left arm with both hands, stopping it.

"Eh? Ah!"

Surya was surprised by this action. Parfait had let go of Beelzebub's scabbard to block the attack. And because Parfait suddenly released the sword, Surya, who had been pulling on it with the whip, was now thrown off balance by her own momentum.

"Azuma-ryu martial arts...!"

Parfait twisted Surya's wrist as she readjusted her grip. Then, she quickly moved behind Surya and, with their backs together, executed a throw similar to an ippon-zeoi.

"Aah!"

Surya cried out as she was flung into the air.

*I'm glad I learned martial arts too.*

Parfait breathed a sigh of relief.

But just then, something wrapped around her leg.

"I'm not going down alone!"

Even while being thrown through the air, Surya had managed to wrap her whip around Parfait's leg. And she was pulling with great force.

"No way!?"

Like Surya, Parfait was flung into the air. Falling from this height would surely result in enough fall damage to reduce her HP to zero. There was a way to negate fall damage using wind magic, but Parfait couldn't use magic, so she resigned herself to the inevitable.

Then Parfait remembered her mission. At least Surya was coming down with her, and Garland was just hovering in the air, so she felt relieved that Rick wouldn't be too angry with her.

That's what she thought, but when she looked at Surya, she saw her preparing her whip in mid-air, as if timing something.

As Parfait wondered what she was planning, Surya swung her whip towards a nearby tree just before hitting the ground. The whip wrapped around a branch, and Surya's body was pulled towards it, swinging like a pendulum.

"I've seen that in a game before!"

Parfait cried out in surprise.

Parfait had seen a game with movements like Surya's. It wasn't a complex virtual reality game, but a much simpler, retro one she had played before. She never thought she would see it done in real life and was so surprised she shouted.

Surya disappeared into the jungle. Then, a short whistle was heard from where she vanished, and Garland, which had been hovering in the air, started moving towards the sound.

After that, a whip extended from the forest into the sky and wrapped around the leg of Garland, which was flying just above the treeline. With Surya dangling from the whip, they flew away.

Seeing this, Parfait understood.

*I guess this is my loss... I think she aimed for my leg to adjust her position in the air. The momentum from pulling me brought her closer to a tree within whip range, so she wasn't just trying to take me down with her. Whether it was a split-second calculation or a matter of experience, either way, it was amazing...!*

She hadn't been able to defeat Surya. That was the result of her own complacency, thinking she had won the moment she threw Surya into the air. And now she would crash into the ground and her HP would become zero. Surya had escaped. By any measure, it was a loss.

However, Parfait felt a little happy. There were strong people other than Benitsuru, Simon, and those related to the Foundations. And this person seemed strong not just in virtual reality, but in the real world too. For some reason, that made Parfait happy.

*Well then, once I'm defeated, I'll resurrect at the base and come back.*

Just as she was thinking that, she felt an impact, and her falling speed slowed. From the sensation, it felt like someone was holding her.

"Well now, what's wrong?"

"Ah, Rhadia-chan."

"Chan, huh... It feels like we're the same age, I like it...!"

Rhadia said this happily. It seemed Rhadia, riding the cheetah-form Lucky Seven, had caught Parfait in mid-air, saving her from the fate of crashing into the ground and losing all her HP.

She landed on the ground with almost no impact. Then she dismounted from Lucky Seven alongside Rhadia.

"Thanks to you, Parfait, we were able to defeat Chariot. The clown and the dragon seem to have run away. You're amazing!"

"Really?"

Parfait had been so engrossed in her fight with Surya that she hadn't been paying attention to her surroundings. She didn't know the details of the contract regarding research funding, but she figured Surya had fled because Chariot had been defeated.

"I wish we could've defeated the clown and the dragon too, but I guess an alliance of mostly tamers can't win against that. The dragon's movements are insane. Well, we'll just have to leave that to the progression-focused clans."

*Is Surya-san going to come every time? I don't think she has that much free time with her job, but...?*

"Oh, right, here's this. I was surprised when it fell from the sky, but thanks to this, I knew you were falling too."

Saying that, Rhadia held out Beelzebub to Parfait.

Come to think of it, I did let go of my sword, she thought, and accepted Beelzebub with a word of thanks.

*It was a short fight, but it was fun... I wonder if Surya-san is good with a whip in real life too? I'll ask her all about it next time we meet. I wonder if I could do it too?*

From the technique to block her sword draw to the skill to move with a whip like in a game, her movements were so impressive Parfait wanted to learn them herself. If she could do that in the real world, it would be pretty cool.

Rhadia pushed Parfait on the back as she was thinking this.

"Come on, come on, we pretty much won thanks to you, so let's hurry back to everyone. The loot festival is starting now, so you need to check your item bag and announce what you got."

Rhadia's words made Parfait look towards the group of players.

However, from that crowd, she could hear a chant of "Nekkomimi! Nekkomimi!" And their conversation was punctuated with "nyan" at the end of every sentence.

"...What's that? Some kind of status effect?"

"Oh, that. Apparently, the analysis team was speculating that it might be a weakness for Chariot and the clown, so everyone's getting hyped up about it. They were saying that next time we fight, everyone might wear cat-ear headbands. They've been trying to boost morale like that for a little while, but it's as embarrassing as that 'hyahha' chant, isn't it."

*...Surya-san might not come back again. Or rather, maybe she ran away because she hated that chant...? Yeah, I should probably not explain the situation.*

It was a situation of losing the match but winning the battle, or perhaps the other way around. Either way, Parfait sympathized with Surya. Setting that aside, she headed towards the celebrating group with Rhadia.
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			Interlude: Event Results and a New Event

			In the penthouse of Camelot, the high-class hotel in the Royal Capital Anhemudal, the executives of AFO had gathered. The "Cat War" event had concluded, and they were here to report on the results.

The meeting would begin once Diite arrived, but a strange atmosphere already hung in the room.

Everyone present roughly understood the situation. Surya, who was there as a representative of the Sagittarius Foundation, was slumped face-down on the table.

It was about Surya's infamous dark history. About a month had passed since it was exposed, but the wound had yet to heal.

No one else particularly cared, but these things are about how the person involved feels. She was tormented by regret, wondering why she had done such a thing. The members here were all of a certain age, so they understood that feeling all too well. They all decided, besides Surya, not to offer any clumsy words of comfort and to leave it to Diite.

Into this delicate atmosphere, Diite teleported into the room.

"Sorry to have kept you waiting. I was compiling the data, and it turned out to be quite interesting... Is Surya-kun still down in the dumps?"

Hearing those oblivious words, Surya slowly lifted her upper body. She wasn't angry, but she looked at Diite with reproachful eyes.

"I don't think it's right to turn my dark history into something like that!"

"Dark history...? Ah, I've seen the video, but I don't think it's anything to be ashamed of. Besides, at Ginny-kun's request, Maris-kun was doing something similar with you, so isn't it fine?"

"Th-that time I had been drinking, and it was only women around! And Maris's sense of shame when it comes to animals has already been 'service terminated,' so don't lump me in with her!"

"Even if it will never happen, I would prefer you not use terms like 'service terminated' in reference to a subscription-based game. In any case, only acquaintances know that that setting is your dark history, Surya-kun. And I doubt Parfait-kun and the others would go around spreading it, would they?"

"That's true, but... still, why did you add a setting where the monsters on Cat Island are weakened by cat ears and the 'nyan' sentence ender! I'm more angry about that than my past being exposed!"

"Well, I thought it was amusing. Of course, I came up with a proper setting for it. The idea is that the cat ears and the speech pattern make the monsters think you're a resident of the Nyanko Kingdom. As a result, they become confused about whether it's okay to fight you and are weakened. How about that?"

"I didn't want to hear the setting... Oh, fine! But you did create a setting and an AI based on my dark history and my movements, and I wasn't defeated, so you'd better make the funding for Sagittarius a massive amount!"

"Ah, about that matter..."

Diite said, looking towards Ney. Ney nodded and smiled a little wryly at Surya.

"Of course, we will provide funding to Sagittarius as promised. Also, since we will be using an AI that learned from Surya's avatar and actions, we plan to make monthly payments. We will discuss the details with a representative from Sagittarius later, so please look forward to it."

"...Ooh, monthly!"

"Furthermore, we've received an offer of funding from Hyper Toy Maker. I was asked to clear it with you beforehand. Would that be alright?"

"Eh? That's fine, but from Mikan-chan's company? Why?"

"Well, it's something of an apology from Ginny. I hear Ginny pushed for it quite strongly. It seems there have been talks of wanting to create Sagittarius-related, animal-related toys for some time, so I believe the funding is for that. So, it would be helpful if you could first make an inquiry."

"Ah, I see... Understood, I'll pass it on."

"Yes, yes, this is all thanks to Surya-kun's sacrifice, I mean, contribution. That's wonderful."

"...Did you just say sacrifice?"

Diite shook her head with a smile, but Surya pressed on, "You did, didn't you!?"

While everyone watched this exchange with exasperation, Ney, thinking it wouldn't end anytime soon, interjected.

"That is all from our side. Could you tell us how things are on Sagittarius's end?"

Surya stopped interrogating Diite and, with a serious expression, cleared her throat. "Right, I will now report," she said, distributing the materials she had prepared. She then looked at everyone around the circular table.

"Thankfully, the number of visitors to Colony 'Zoo' has increased. It seems that after this event, more customers wanted to see real cats. In conjunction with that, creating an area where visitors can interact with dogs, cats, guinea pigs, and capybaras was also effective. The number of visitors has doubled on weekdays and tripled to quadrupled on weekends. Thanks to this, our research funds are flourishing."

Surya continued, explaining that the AFO event had brought other significant benefits. Non-students were now attending her zoology lectures, and many of them were fully booked.

"Though it means I have more lectures to give, which is a lot of work!"

"You seem happy about it, though?"

"Well, that's... It would be more helpful if Maris were here, though."

At those words, everyone in the room looked at Jolt.

Maris was currently in a hazardous zone on Earth. Her purpose was environmental investigation and the protection of animals in overly dangerous areas. Of course, she wasn't alone. She had guards, and guards on Earth were generally under the jurisdiction of the Leo Foundation. Jolt was no longer affiliated with the Leo Foundation, now belonging to the Libra Foundation, but he still served as a point of contact.

Jolt smiled a little wryly and spoke.

"I've heard reports from Maris-san's guards. They say they can barely keep up with her stamina, which rivals that of a guard. The female guards apparently all say the same thing, 'Maris-san is something else.'"

"Keeping up with Maris... yes, I can understand how many different meanings are packed into that one phrase."

"In exchange, the investigation of the hazardous zone is progressing well, and I hear Leo finds the information very valuable. It also seems they've been able to protect many animals, and she's scheduled to return soon. Maris-san herself feels she could keep going, but it's difficult to travel around with animals, so returning is the priority."

Hearing that, Surya began to bubble with joy. It seemed she was happier about the animals being protected than about Maris's return.

After that, reports and questions about the event continued for about an hour, and they concluded that it was a success overall.

They took a short break, after which the conversation shifted to the next event.

Ney, as the chairperson, led the discussion.

"Now, for the next event, the main venue will be the Spirit Country."

As she said that, Lunaria stood up happily.

"Yes, the next event will feature my trusted confidante, Rosalie-chan..."

"I'll take it from here!"

This time, Parsha stood up, cutting off Lunaria's words.

In terms of the Foundations' power structure, Lunaria held the position of Foundation Overseer, placing her far above Parsha. But Lunaria sat down with a slightly dejected expression, being comforted by Xenobia next to her.

Parsha was related to the Pisces Foundation, but she was neither the head nor a candidate for succession. Still, she held considerable sway within AFO. This was due to her investment amount and contributions to AFO, and it was a well-known fact that Parsha's contributions were higher than any other member's.

That was why she could interrupt Lunaria, but as if that didn't matter, Parsha began to speak excitedly.

"Regarding the annual event, the 'Spirit Festival,' just as Lunaria-san was about to say, it will be an event involving Rosalie-san and her group!"

The Spirit Festival was a regular event in AFO, one hosted by the players rather than the staff.

The host was Alvie, the leader of the major clan "Kiss of Death," and it was mainly an event for making merry with singing and dancing.

However, most of the members here didn't understand why Rosalie was involved. Rosalie was the president of the major fashion brand "Black Rose" and a direct subordinate of Lunaria.

But some people caught on to the connection. Rauxal of the clan "Imperial" spoke up.

"Could it be that the fashion system you mentioned before is complete? And you're going to announce it at the Spirit Festival event?"

Diite smiled and nodded, while Parsha snapped her fingers at Rauxal as if to say, "That's correct." And Lunaria nodded with a smug look on her face.

"I see... Does that mean Virgo will be involved too?"

At Rauxal's words, this time everyone frowned slightly.

Virgo was the foundation represented by the sign of the maiden, and its main businesses were fashion and entertainment. Because of this, there had been a time when they fought with Ney and the others over the companies founded by people who had been on the spaceship "Aphrodite."

In particular, the actor agency "Dragon Soul" run by Ash and the others, the fashion company "Black Rose" founded by Rosalie and her group, and the orchestra "Brunhilde" were all claimed by the Virgo Foundation as under their jurisdiction.

Due to the power balance between the Foundations, in the end, Dragon Soul and Brunhilde became affiliated with the Virgo Foundation, while only Black Rose was settled as a company directly under Lunaria's control.

And now, an event to unveil the new fashion system. If they held this, it was obvious Virgo would be involved. After all, they were seeking cooperation not just from Rosalie's company but also from fashion-related companies affiliated with Virgo.

Ney took a deep breath and looked around at everyone.

"We have already spoken with Virgo this time. To begin with, Alvie's talent agency is affiliated with Virgo, so their cooperation is essential to make the event a success. Moreover, as promised, Virgo has not made any unreasonable demands on the various companies. On the contrary, I hear they have been treating them exceptionally well. In that case, we should work for our mutual benefit. I admit I made a bit of a face due to their previous heavy-handedness, but I don't think there will be a problem."

Parsha also nodded at those words.

"It seems they are properly managing and using the musical instruments from Colony 'Museum' that we have lent them, so I don't think there's any need to worry... However, it is frustrating! The manga! The manga is the one thing I wanted...!"

"Parsha, calm down. Pisces's main focus is the preservation of culture, isn't it? Besides, you did win the publishing rights for Shirokuro, so that should be enough."

"That may be true... no, to begin with, those two are directly under my command. It is true that they are putting a lot of effort into distribution and promotion, so it's not bad, but... no, however, but... grrr."

After waiting about five minutes for Parsha to calm down, Ney looked at everyone once more.

"And so, I ask for everyone's cooperation to make the next event a success as well. Now, that concludes the reports. Is there anything else?"

At that, Ronios, who had been silent until now, raised her hand.

"I heard from Wilnel that Parfait-kun finally learned about Hayato-kun and the others. What happened after that?"

"Ah, there was that matter."

Everyone's gaze gathered on Diite. Diite took a sip of coffee before smiling.

"Yes, Hayato-kun, Esha-kun, Parfait-kun, and I had a talk. Well, to get to the point, Parfait-kun learned most of the circumstances. I had actually told her various things when she was much younger, but it seems she had forgotten."

"That was when she was too young to understand much, right? Was she not shocked?"

Diite shook her head at Ney's question.

"Not so much shocked, but she was quite surprised that Esha-kun was a person from about 120 years ago."

"I can imagine... But is she really okay? I would be shocked."

"Hayato-kun was worried about that too, but she was fine. After all, Natsu-kun's and Chris-kun's parents are also from 120 years ago, so Esha-kun isn't the only special case. It seems there was very little shock."

"I see. There are many such people around Parfait, or rather, around Hayato, so it doesn't seem to be a particular problem."

"That's right. And when Natsu-kun learned about her parents, she was rather excited. Her Dark Side aura was at full power. Seeing that, Parfait-kun might have thought it wasn't something to worry about."

"As expected of my disciple. To not be surprised by her birth but to turn it into a source of strength...! Indeed, she should not be a doctor, but walk a path untrodden with me...!"

"Parsha-kun, please calm down once more. So, there are no particular problems. She seems to have somehow understood why Hayato-kun is treated as a savior. Though Hayato-kun himself denied it quite strongly. And as for Parfait-kun..."

Diite began to talk happily about Parfait. It was a common understanding among the members here that once this started, it was hard to stop her.

The members, who had somewhat anticipated this, decided to take a coffee break and lend their ears to Diite's story.



		
			Chapter 484

			A Friend's Friend

			A month after the exploration of Cat Island concluded, Parfait was in the cafe area of her base in the Eastern Country, Azuma, eating a strawberry shortcake.

It was a login bonus-like sweet from the Maid Guild, and eating it had become something of a routine for Parfait when starting her AFO sessions. Recently, she had been eating more realistic, non-buff-providing sweets, and she found them to be even more delicious than five-star quality confections.

As Parfait savored the delicious cake, she wondered what she should do today.

Natsu and the others had real-life commitments and weren't planning to log in today. However, Ginny had said she would be coming, so Parfait was waiting for her.

With nothing in particular to do, Parfait sat in her chair, elbows on the table, and recalled the events of the past month.

After collecting catnip during the Cat Island event, they were granted an audience with Siegfried, the queen of the Nyanko Kingdom. As expected, it was the calico cat Siegfried they knew. When their eyes met, Siegfried seemed a little surprised but then proceeded to walk gracefully with her children.

Siegfried and her kittens walked down a runway made for the audience as if it were a fashion show. Everyone was captivated by the sight, and Orion, in particular, took screenshots and videos with a blank expression.

However, in the end, she couldn't hold back any longer. After getting everyone's permission, she attempted to tame Siegfried.

The result was that they were hit with a wide-area Tame Counter, leaving them immobilized, and then wiped out by a super-wide-area attack called the Honorable Cat Stampede, which ignored defense.

That said, being playfully swarmed by a horde of cats is, without exaggeration, a dream for most of humanity. Everyone was wiped out with happy looks on their faces. Of course, they didn't forget to take screenshots and videos of the moment. When they released them, the number of views was staggering, and it became a tradition for those granted an audience to attempt a tame and be wiped out at the end.

That had happened, but Parfait and her friends had earned a great number of points in the event. As a result, they were able to get almost all of the exchange items. Parfait was delighted to have obtained "Melampus," an item that allowed her to speak with her pets. Though the black cat she wanted to talk to, Trachiyo, had yet to return from her training journey.

The event was an unmitigated success. They also made new acquaintances like Orion, Deeger, and Rhadia, and when they left Cat Island, everyone told them to call if they ever needed anything. Over the past month, they had gone hunting together and become even closer.

However, the event also brought other things to light. Most of the information came from Rhadia, but when Parfait asked her parents and Diite about it that night, they explained everything without hiding anything.

*Mom is a person from 120 years ago and Dad is a modern person. It's impossible to believe, but Nacchan's parents are the same way. The reason why so many talented people are gathered around my seemingly ordinary dad can be explained by that, so I have no choice but to believe it.*

Her father, Hayato, was on good terms with the Foundations. His meeting with Ney, who was then the next head of the Libra Foundation, was apparently a complete coincidence, but his actions after being kicked out of his clan led to his encounters with the NPCs of AFO at the time. That was what connected to the present.

According to her father, Hayato, "There were a lot of troubles, but everyone else solved them. I just helped out a little." He said he hadn't done much himself. That was also the reason he asked not to be called a savior.

Her mother, Esha, sighed in exasperation, and Diite burst out laughing. However, Hayato himself didn't seem to be feigning modesty. He genuinely believed it, and he added with a wry smile,

"A production player with no combat power in AFO, and just a regular person in reality. There's no way a normal person like that could be a savior, right?"

But he was the only one who said that.

She had a chance to meet Abel's father, Ash, and the romance-loving Ren, so when she asked them what they thought, they laughed and said, "That's just like Hayato," and then added with a smile that they owed Hayato a debt they could never repay.

When she met Natsu's father, Mist, and her masters Benitsuru and Simon, she asked them the same question, and they all gave the same answer. Only Natsu's mother, Noat, wrapped in a blanket, said something a little strange, "I raised Hayato-san."

Seeing how her father, Hayato, was adored by everyone made her feel proud, a secret she couldn't tell anyone. With her mother being from 120 years ago, she had been on the verge of worrying about being different again, but the positive evaluation of Hayato meant she didn't have to worry so much.

Another major reason she wasn't worried or shocked was that she wasn't the only one.

Natsu, both of whose parents were from 120 years ago, was overjoyed, exclaiming, "As expected of my father and mother!" while Chris simply said, "Encounters are a curious thing," and didn't seem to mind.

Rick, whose parents were both modern people, was learning about security and hacking from Relic, and he had come to respect him even more, saying, "To think he's a world-class master of not just past technology but modern technology as well, I'm truly impressed."

Wilnel had also heard the story from Ronios and, with a knowing smile, said, "I understand now why all of you are so talented," and whispered, "I'll scout you for Gemini someday...!"

That had happened over the past month, but in the end, she was able to play AFO without any particular worries, with a clear mind.

So, Parfait switched her train of thought to what she should do from now on.

Thanks to Rick, the passive income from their base had stabilized, and the foundation for focusing on adventures and events was in place. Now, all that was left was to start preparing to actually open a cafe.

*My cooking skill has improved quite a bit, and I think I can manage the ingredients. I'd also like to have a few cats as employees, but first I have to wait for Trachiyo... Right, I also need uniforms. Maybe I should put together some cute equipment... Or maybe a mascot costume like Deeger-san... No, probably not.*

Having some free time since she was alone, Parfait pondered various things. After about ten minutes, there was a knock on the cafe's entrance door.

"Um, excuse me, is G-Ginny... san, at home?"

Thinking it was a voice she hadn't heard before, Parfait approached the door. She looked outside through the small window on the door.

*...There's a suspiciously behaving beautiful girl outside...*

A beautiful girl, looking around furtively, was on high alert. She looked to be about the same age as her, wearing a dress like Ginny's, that of a classic young lady, giving off an aura of someone who had never held anything heavier than chopsticks.

She had silky straight black hair, eyes as black as lacquer, and, like Ginny, wore a dress that was primarily black with red frills.

*Whoops, I shouldn't stare. She's probably Ginny-chan's friend.*

When she opened the door, the girl flinched.

"Ah, sorry to startle you. Ginny-chan hasn't logged in yet, but I think she'll be here soon, so please wait inside."

In the real world, she wouldn't just open the door like that, but this was virtual reality. Thinking there probably wouldn't be any scams, Parfait beckoned the girl inside.

However, the girl just blinked repeatedly and made no move to enter.

"Um, is something wrong?"

When Parfait asked, the girl's eyes welled up with tears and she covered her mouth with both hands, letting out a small "Kuh."

*? What's going on?*

She didn't seem surprised, but there was a strange atmosphere about her. As Parfait gave her a suspicious look, the girl took a deep breath, then held the hem of her skirt and curtsied.

"U-um, my name is Cynthia, I'm a classmate of Ginny... san's. I have an appointment to meet Ginny... san here today..."

"Cynthia-san, I see. If you're a friend of Ginny-chan's, please, come in. I'll get you some tea and sweets right now."

Seeing this as an opportunity for customer service practice, Parfait once again urged Cynthia inside, but Cynthia shook her head.

"N-no, I'll wait outside..."

"Eh? Please wait inside. If Ginny-chan finds out I made her friend wait outside, she'll get mad at me."

She had never seen Ginny get angry, but if she were to mistreat her friend, there was a high chance she would. Besides, there was no reason to make her wait outside.

"I-it's fine... I'm good at blending into the background... Please just think of me as part of the scenery..."

"Yeah, I have no idea what you're talking about."

It was an unsettling statement, or rather, she didn't know what it meant. However, from her appearance, she seemed to be the daughter of a company president. Ginny's parents were executives at the large corporation Hyper Toy Maker, so she had many connections with large companies.

Even though she said they were classmates, Parfait thought the connection was likely through that, but for some reason, Cynthia wouldn't come in. Or rather, it felt like she wouldn't even make eye contact with Parfait.

*Does she not want to be with me? But why? This is the first time we've met, right?*

If she was Ginny's classmate, they went to the same school, albeit in different classes. Parfait thought she would have at least seen such a beautiful girl before, but she had no memory of it at all.

Just as she began to think that the story about being Ginny's classmate might be a lie, she heard the sound of footsteps approaching rapidly from the second floor. DOTA DOTA.

And then, Ginny appeared on the stairs.

"Parfait-san, actually, my friend is coming today... There's a beautiful girl here!"

The moment she saw Cynthia, Ginny said that. Then, as if her legs had given out, she sat down on the floor in a side-sitting position and pounded the floor with her fist. The floor shook slightly.

"Oh crap! I wanna whale until I hit the ceiling! Eh? What? Is Cynthia-chan an ultra-rare!? I'd pull as many copies as it takes to max her out! In fact, I wanna buy stock in that company and have a say in its management...!"

"Hey, Ginny-chan! Your true self is showing!"

Ginny, who usually wore layers of deception and was seen by others as a sheltered young lady. But that was just her appearance. Inside, she was something from the depths of darkness. She had fallen to darkness on a different vector from Natsu.

It would be a disaster if her classmate saw her like this, so Parfait tried to hide Ginny somehow, but it was clearly too late. So, she opened her mouth to try and smooth things over.

"Um, Cynthia-san, Ginny-chan is usually much more modest..."

"There is an angel here, de gozaru!"

"...Gozaru?"

That's a word Master Benitsuru would use, Parfait thought. Cynthia, who had used such a word, also collapsed from the knees, sitting on the floor in a side-sitting position with both hands on the ground. Then, she started patting the floor. Teshiteshi.

"A critical hit to this one's heart, de gozaru yo! As expected of Ginny-shi, I would support her even if I had to skimp on food! Ahh, I wish someone would make a donation box for Ginny-shi! I would pray to it morning, noon, and night, de gozaru oo!"

*...Ah, they're the same kind?*

While feeling a slight desire to log out, Parfait tried to get the two beautiful girls, who were sitting on the floor saying strange things, to sit in chairs.



		
			Chapter 485

			Self-Proclaimed Mob Character

			Parfait somehow managed to get the two beautiful girls, Ginny and Cynthia, who had collapsed to their knees and were sitting sideways on the floor, into chairs. Leaving the two, who for some reason looked utterly exhausted, for a moment, she prepared some cake and tea.

Ginny and Cynthia seemed to have finally calmed down, and they began to sip their tea elegantly.

*The visual calorie count is too high... I think I'm getting heartburn...*

Elves, the very definition of handsome men and beautiful women in fantasy. In front of Parfait, two modern-day elves were drinking tea gracefully. The sheer resolution was enough to make her brain feel like it was lagging.

However, while their appearances were one thing, their inner selves were something dark and deep. The gap between their excited speech patterns and their looks was enough to make Parfait's brain short-circuit.

As she wondered what to do, Cynthia bowed her head to Parfait.

"Pa-Parfait... san, I-I'm sorry for letting you see such an embarrassing side of me..."

"Ah, yeah, it's fine. I'm used to it. Mostly because of Ginny-chan."

In Ginny's case, they had been together since childhood, so she had gradually gotten used to it. If she had met her for the first time at this age, it would have been rough. So, while she was surprised by Cynthia, that was the extent of it.

"...I-I'm sorry. I'm under a curse that makes me want to give offerings to people with high face attack power..."

"...That sounds tough."

While wondering what "high face attack power" meant, Parfait read the room and offered a sympathetic voice.

At that, as if noticing something, Ginny spoke with a grave expression.

"Actually, I'm also under a curse that makes me want to spend money on people with high cosplay power."

"I know that one. And that it's an incurable disease."

*But what is 'high cosplay power'...?*

While the two of them claimed to be cursed, Parfait decided it probably wasn't a problem. It seemed to her that for them, it was less of a curse and more of a blessing.

Setting that aside, she understood that they were friends, but there were still things she didn't understand.

"Um, Cynthia-san, you're Ginny-chan's classmate, right? I've visited her class a few times, but I don't think I've ever seen you..."

"W-well... to tell you the truth, this form is a temporary one..."

"A temporary form?"

"My true self is a super-dreadnought class *inkyan*..."

"Super-dreadnought class *inkyan*..."

"In a romance game, I'd be a mob character drawn in the background of a still image. Just a classmate who never interacts with the protagonist or the heroine, with no name and no lines, a background element that has no effect on the game... An existence that might not even get a new illustration when the seasons change..."

*Is a still image that CG thing? Is she saying she's like a background character in an event scene...? I don't think that's necessarily an introvert, does she mean she has a weak presence?*

Parfait wasn't sure how to react. She thought this was probably what Cynthia meant when she said she was good at blending into the background, but she was at a loss for how to reply.

However, a beautiful girl like this would stand out to anyone if she were in the background. On the contrary, if she had no involvement at all, it would be at a level where you'd ask the game's development company, "Who is that?" Parfait had been to Ginny's class many times, so she tilted her head, wondering if it was really possible not to notice her.

Seeing this, Ginny, perhaps thinking of something, spoke up.

"Cynthia-san usually gives off more of a shadow aura."

"...A shadow aura?"

"Yes. A kind of blocking aura that prevents anyone from noticing her. She completely erases her presence. Of course, she can't fool my eyes. Oh, and her hairstyle is different today too. She usually styles it to hide her face more. Today is the first time I've seen her face clearly, so I was surprised... Seriously, an elf...!"

"Ah, I see?"

Cynthia blushed shyly and traced the character 'no' on the table with her index finger.

"Um, you said it's the first time you've seen her face clearly, but you're friends with Ginny-chan, right?"

When she asked that, Cynthia frantically shook her head back and forth multiple times. Her hair flew about wildly.

"N-no, that's too much for me... I-I'm just a classmate, at best acquaintance A, no, acquaintance K... If I were to call myself her friend, I'd be getting ahead of myself and divine punishment would surely follow... I'd probably stub my little toe on the corner of a dresser five times a day..."

While Cynthia was saying that, Ginny, after a moment of confusion, smiled.

"Cynthia-san and I are best friends. It's no exaggeration to say we're as close as mountain and river, yin and yang, nullpo and gah."

While some of the analogies were lost on Parfait, hearing them made Cynthia tumble out of her chair. Quite dynamically.

"Hey, Cynthia-san..."

"I have no choice but to say that Ginny-shi is the best! This one would follow Ginny-shi to Neptune or even Pluto, de gozaru!"

*Did she fall out of her chair from happiness...? Or rather, did she jump...?*

Cynthia pressed both hands to her heart and, after taking a deep breath, quickly sat back down in her chair. She then unceremoniously grabbed her cake and ate about half of it in one bite. Then she chugged her tea wildly. It was an act devoid of any ladylike grace, but it seemed to calm her down a bit, as Cynthia then put on a sad face.

"But it is a shame, de gozaru. This one is a mob of mobs. You called me your best friend, but I am not even a sub character involved in Ginny-shi's story route..."

Ginny took Cynthia's self-deprecating hands and held them in both of hers.

"What are you saying, Cynthia-san. Everyone is a protagonist and a heroine. Just as in the protagonist Cynthia-san's story, there is a sub character called me, in the protagonist me's story, there is a sub character called Cynthia-san. To me, Cynthia-san is by no means an insignificant mob character."

"Ginny-shi...!"

"Is being treated as a sub character really okay...?"

It might be better than a mob character, but she wasn't sure if one should be moved by being called a sub character. That's what she thought, but Cynthia shook her head.

"A sub character is good, de gozaru! This one loves romance between sub characters more than the main characters. Just imagining it, I could devour five slices of honey toast, de gozaru!"

That wasn't what the conversation was about, but it was Ginny who responded to that.

"I know, right! Oh man, Cynthia-san is truly a soul friend! By the way, I think the best kind of romance is the one that's hinted at in the main story, not the one that's written in detail in a spin-off!"

"Is Ginny-shi the best or what! I completely understand! Yes! Imagination is the lifeblood of romance between sub characters! The best part is imagining what happened from the small hints in their lines and descriptions, de gozaru yo! Ginny-shi really gets it, de gozaru na!"

Ginny and Cynthia shook hands firmly. Parfait's brain was overheating from the gap between the beautiful scene and the content of their conversation. She hadn't been talking about the romance of sub characters, but they both seemed to be having fun, so she began to think it was fine.

"My, my, romance talk is truly the best buff for a girl, de gozaru na! This one is getting excited, de gozaru zo!"

Whether this was romance talk or not, Instructor Ren said something similar. She had said that romance talk was the strongest buff for a girl. Though for Instructor Ren, it was more important than a buff, something like air that she couldn't live without.

"What kind of romance talk does Parfait-shi..."

Cynthia, now hyped up, tried to bring Parfait into the conversation, but she suddenly looked apologetic and bowed her head.

"I-I'm sorry, I-I got carried away and spoke to Parfait-san in my true form... Please accept this as an apology... Also, if you could tell me your bank account number..."

"No, no, don't try to give me rare materials. And what are you planning to do with my bank account number? Also, it's fine for you to talk to me the way you talk with Ginny-chan. I was surprised at first, but you're forcing yourself to speak politely, aren't you? And I'd like to call you Cynthia-chan, if that's okay?"

When Parfait said that with a smile, Cynthia's eyes filled with tears, and she covered her mouth with both hands.

"Eh? What's wrong? You didn't like me calling you chan...?"

When Parfait asked that, Cynthia let out an unladylike grunt, "Guo."

"Me..."

"Me?"

"There is a goddess here, de gozaru!"

"...Excuse me?"

Cynthia slammed both hands on the table, peshi, and then looked down, trembling, before quickly raising her face.

"Aah, that's it, I'm making a donation box for Parfait-shi on the internet, de gozaru! I'll raise money through crowdfunding and start a new religion... Ah, it's fine, de gozaru yo. I'll do it legally through a lawyer, de gozaru. It'll only be a little bit gray... no, I'll use the power of money to make even black white, so rest assured, de gozaru!"

"There's not a single element of that I can rest assured about!"

"Ah, you are anxious about becoming a new god, de gozaru na? They say there are eight million gods, so no one will notice if one more joins, de gozaru yo. And the gods won't care about such things, de gozaru. Ah, is it okay if I make merchandise too, de gozaru ka?"

"I'm the one who cares. Hey, Ginny-chan, stop spacing out and say something."

Ginny, who had been lost in thought with her hand on her chin, quickly nodded.

"Let's make her the goddess of cosplay."

"Now I have another enemy!"

After that exchange continued for a while, in the end, Parfait emerged victorious against the Ginny-Cynthia alliance. The two of them slumped their shoulders in disappointment.

"It is not my intention to trouble my idol, de gozaru. It is regrettable, but I swear I will never do it again, de gozaru yo... Ah, a figure... is that not allowed, de gozaru ka..."

"Ashley-sama also says that knowing when to retreat is crucial in battle... I shall withdraw for now."

"You two seem like you have the means to actually do it, so please don't... By any chance, Cynthia-chan, are you related to a Foundation, or the daughter of a major company's president?"

Her appearance suggested as much, but the pressure of money had been strong from the start. It was reminiscent of a large corporation on the level of "Hyper Toy Maker," where Ginny's parents worked.

"No, no, this one is a commoner who grew up in an ordinary family, de gozaru. However..."

"However?"

"My parents work for the major brand 'Black Rose,' de gozaru yo. They are not executives on the level of the Ten Saints, of course, but they hold decent positions in the sales and design departments, de gozaru. I am currently in training so that I may one day work there myself, de gozaru yo."

"Ah, I see."

The major fashion brand "Black Rose." Not only was Rosalie the president, but it was also a company directly under the Foundation Overseer, Lunaria, making it a corporation so large that the term "major corporation" paled in comparison.

It was so pervasive that a woman would be laughed at if she said she didn't own a single piece of Black Rose clothing, and at one point, tailoring appointments were booked five years in advance.

To hold a decent position in such a company undoubtedly meant earning far more than the president of a typical company.

As Parfait understood various things, Ginny spoke up.

"Actually, the reason I called Cynthia-san here today is because Rick-san asked if I knew anyone in the fashion industry."

"Eh? Rick-kun did?"

"Yes. He said it might be good to have someone strong in the fashion industry for the next event. I heard that Cynthia-san wanted to work in design like her mother, and I knew she played AFO, so I invited her here today."

She didn't know what information he based his predictions on, but Rick's predictions were correct at a very high rate. Then, Parfait began to wonder if the next event would be one influenced by sewing-related skills.

But she immediately had a question.

"Huh? But the next event is the Spirit Festival, right? The one in the Spirit Country."

"According to the event cycle, that should be correct, but apparently, there's some movement from the Virgo Foundation. And Rick-san said that Black Rose's movements are also suspicious. From that, he concluded it would be fashion-related."

"Rick-kun's information gathering ability is scary..."

"I do not know in what form I will be needed, but this one will work herself to the bone to contribute to everyone, de gozaru! My sewing skill, at least, I have been grinding diligently, so please let me know if there is anything I can do, de gozaru!"

"Yeah, thank you. Well then, shall we go hunting somewhere today? Maybe gather some materials that can be used for sewing?"

When Parfait said that, Cynthia's eyes once again welled up with tears, and she covered her mouth with both hands.

"No offerings and no spending money, okay?"

"...She saw that coming, de gozaru!"

"...Sometimes, money is powerless... A valuable lesson..."

While thinking that it was tough to handle two of them by herself, Parfait smiled and invited her new friend to a hunting ground.



		
			Chapter 486

			Karate

			Five days after meeting Ginny's friend Cynthia, Parfait headed to a hunting ground by herself.

Her target was the Giant Spider. Defeating this monster dropped an item called Spider Silk. It was an item you could never have enough of, as it was used like water with the Sewing Skill.

In the case of Orion's clan, Cats are God, they had tamed numerous Giant Spiders and had them produce the silk in massive quantities at their base. But Parfait and her friends had given up on trying to imitate that scale, deciding instead to aim for drop items.

The reason for gathering Spider Silk was for Cynthia’s sake. Or rather, it was Rick's suggestion to level up Cynthia's skill, based on his belief that the Sewing Skill would be necessary for the next event.

"If you ask me that with Ashley-sama's face, this humble servant shall give her all until she burns out from sheer adoration!"

Cynthia had said this as she dramatically tumbled from her chair. Rick, though slightly surprised, seemed used to it from his time with Ginny and sleekly ignored her. With a tired expression, he simply said, "I'm counting on you."

Rick's information gathering and predictions brought considerable profit to their clan. It was no exaggeration to say that they were able to compete on equal footing with major tamer clans like Cats are God, Cretaceous, and Highway Star during the last event all thanks to his information.

Moreover, that information allowed them to get to Cat Island early in the event, which was a huge advantage. As a result, they were able to sell rare first time drops from the giant beetle, Chariot, for a high price. Everyone was motivated to get a head start in the upcoming event as well.

And so, everyone decided to do what they could, and as part of that effort, Parfait was on her way to secure a hunting ground.

Demand for Spider Silk was so high that hunting grounds became fiercely contested. What's more, if you were lucky, a rare monster called an Arachne might appear among the Giant Spiders. It dropped an item called Gold Thread, which traded for a high price, making the spot a prime money making location when combined with the Spider Silk. For that reason, the hunting grounds were always bustling.

With that in mind, Parfait, being the first to log in, was moving at a brisk pace to secure a spot. If another party was already there, she would need to change locations, so she judged it was best to move quickly.

She thought it would likely be fine since it was a weekday evening. The hunting grounds usually got crowded at night, when working adults logged in after finishing their jobs. Still, you never knew what might happen. Even while thinking it was probably okay, she picked up her pace.

*I can hunt one by myself. It's not efficient, but it's better to gather even a little bit before everyone else arrives.*

Thinking this, Parfait stepped into the forest where the Giant Spiders' lair was located. Giant Spiders could be found in the forest itself, but their cavernous lair was the best hunting ground. She increased her speed to check on that spot first.

She made her way through the forest, and just when she thought she was almost at her destination, she heard a woman's voice.

"Huh? You're not feeling well? A, are you okay? ...Just a cold? I see, I'll come visit you later then. If there's anything you want, just email me... Huh? Ah, yeah, I'm fine over here... well, not really, but I, I'll figure something out, so don't worry... Yeah, yeah, well, take care..."

*I guess someone couldn't make it because they're sick,* Parfait thought vaguely, just as the woman who had been speaking came into view.

*A shrine maiden...? Her hakama is black, so maybe she's a martial artist or something. I've seen Simon-sensei dressed like that sometimes.*

The woman was wearing a white kimono with the sleeves tied back and a black hakama, with bandages wrapped around her arms and legs. Parfait imagined the bandages weren't due to injury, but were more like wraps for fighting.

Since they were in a forest, the other person hadn't noticed Parfait and had her back turned. Judging from her voice and height, Parfait figured she was about the same age. As she tried to pass by, the woman shouted.

"This is so bad! If I can't stream today, I'm gonna get kicked out! What am I gonna do!"

"Wah!"

"Eh?"

The woman had yelled so loudly that Parfait, who was running nearby, let out a cry of surprise.

Noticing the startled voice, the woman turned to look at Parfait. Brown hair covered only her right eye, and the rest was tied back in a short ponytail. Just as Parfait had guessed, she looked to be around her age.

Their eyes met. And then the woman charged straight at Parfait.

"Sister-san! Please, please help me! I'm not a believer, though!"

"Huh? H, hey, don't, don't shake me!"

Before she knew it, the woman had grabbed both her shoulders and was shaking her.

More than that, Parfait couldn't hide her surprise at how quickly the woman had closed the distance. But that aside, she seemed truly desperate, her face on the verge of tears.

Realizing the situation, the woman hastily let go of Parfait.

"S, sorry! B, but, I'm really in trouble! Please, help me!"

"It depends on what you need, but what is it?"

"I need you to have a PvP match with me!"

"A PvP match?"

"Y, yes! You see, I make a living through video streaming, and if I don't stream a PvP match right now, I'll be kicked out of my clan! If that happens, I won't be able to earn any money, so I'm in a real bind!"

"Video streaming... You mean you make a living earning real money?"

"Yes, yes! I belong to a company that has a business partnership with AFO, and if I don't meet the quota for video streams and view counts, I'll be kicked out of the clan, which means I'll be fired! My time is almost up, so this is really bad! I like bean sprouts, but I want to eat meat, too!"

"Bean sprouts..."

She was saying something desperate. That aside, Parfait knew a little about video streaming.

Normally, videos could only be streamed within the game, but companies partnered with AFO could also stream videos outside the game. These companies could solicit sponsors by placing advertisements in the videos to earn money, and some clans specialized in creating content for streaming.

The largest of these streaming clans was Kiss of Death. They streamed videos with the concept of being able to sing, dance, and fight. Some of their players had become idolized, and their view counts were staggering. Parfait had seen their videos before.

She also recalled Orion happily mentioning that famous clans sometimes get individual sponsors, and that Cats are God had received an offer from a Sagittarius-affiliated company to stream pet videos.

She didn't know which clan the woman in front of her belonged to, but she had heard stories about various quotas. She understood that if this woman couldn't meet her quota, she'd be kicked out of her clan and lose her real money income.

It wasn't something she had done herself, but Parfait had become somewhat famous through streaming once. To be honest, she didn't want to stand out too much.

Still, that was months ago, and the hype had mostly died down. Besides, the woman seemed to be in serious trouble, her eyes welling with tears as she pleaded.

There was no one else around, and Parfait thought she might be the only one who could help, so she nodded and said, "I understand."

"Th, thank you so much!"

"Whoa, you don't have to get on your knees and thank me!"

It was troubling enough that the woman had suddenly sat down seiza-style, but now she was bowing deeply. Martial arts may begin and end with a bow, but being treated with such reverence made Parfait feel awkward.

Parfait hurriedly helped the woman to her feet, and the woman, thanking her repeatedly, activated the PvP system and began setting it up.

"Of course, this will be a mock battle with no ranking changes. Also, for the combat mode, you get to choose, Sister-san, but please select 'Real'. That's the kind of video I stream."

"Real, not Virtual. Got it. By the way, is this a real time stream?"

"That's right. Although, my videos aren't popular, so there are usually fewer than five people watching in real time... and my archived videos have never even hit triple digits..."

"Ah, let's do our best! I'll do my best, too!"

"Y, you're right! Let's do our best!"

The settings were complete, and when Parfait selected Real for the combat mode, a dome for PvP deployed. Since they were in a forest, a few trees were inside the dome, but not enough to be a major obstruction.

"Whoa! The stream just started. I need to do my greeting, so please wait a moment."

With that, the woman turned a contrived smile toward a screen floating in the air.

"H, hello everyone. Welcome to Kazatoki's Dojo of Finishing Moves, the video that shows you the secrets of Karate."

*I didn't catch her name, but it's Kazatoki-san? And did she say 'Karate'? Does she mean karate?*

As Parfait wondered about this, text scrolled across the screen Kazatoki was looking at. Comments like "It started," "Been waiting," and "I'm the one who's gonna make Kazatoki big" were flowing by.

*She's using the feature that turns voice into comments? Well, real time voices could get a little noisy. Oh, three viewers...*

Even if there were only three, Kazatoki had no intention of slacking off, and she earnestly spoke to the screen.

"Thank you for always watching! Today, we've had a slight change of plans, and I'll be fighting someone I just met. Sorry to everyone who was hoping for Lion-chan... But please watch! I'm begging you! My view count is in trouble! Don't leave!"

She was desperate. As Parfait was thinking this, Kazatoki turned the floating screen toward her.

"This is the Sister-san who agreed to fight me despite my sudden request. She's a true goddess... Whoops, she's a private citizen, so I won't be revealing her identity!"

"H, hello."

Parfait wondered if she should wave, but the comments on the screen had completely stopped. The viewer count at the edge of the screen still showed three, so they were presumably watching, but no one was saying anything.

*Maybe they were here for the person named Lion-san. Well, they're not watching for me, so I guess they don't know what to say. I wish they'd at least said hello back, though.*

An awkward silence fell, and Kazatoki hurriedly turned off the screen.

"Alright, let's fight! The format is Real. The first one to land ten hits wins! Are you ready!?"

"Ah, yes. Let's fight."

Saying so, Parfait assumed her usual stance, lightly placing a hand on the hilt of her sword and standing straight. As her sword drawing style was mainly counter based, she had no basic stance, but this was a relaxed posture that allowed her to respond to any attack.

Kazatoki turned halfway toward Parfait, her left hand forward and her right hand pulled back slightly, her hips lowered a little as she firmly planted both feet on the ground.

But she didn't move.

"Um, is it okay if I attack...?"

"Huh? Ah, please. This is my stance."

"I, I see, okay..."

Kazatoki took a deep breath and fixed her gaze on Parfait.

*Whoa, this feels like facing Simon-sensei. Is she actually really strong?*

Immediately after that thought, Kazatoki closed the distance. It was less like running and more like she had leaped in a single bound.

*She can jump that far with a single step!?*

"Chestooo!"

From that speed, she unleashed a swift right fist.

For a moment, Parfait thought she was in trouble, but her body seemed to react before her mind could think. She parried Kazatoki's bandaged right hand with a sword drawing slash.

In reality, this would have been a disaster, but this was a virtual reality. Even if the combat mode was Real, an attack that merely parried a weapon didn't count as a hit, so they were both unharmed. However, that single exchange was enough for them to gauge each other's strength.

Immediately, they both took some distance.

Parfait was surprised by the speed of Kazatoki's leap and attack, but Kazatoki, too, was staring at Parfait with a look of astonishment. It quickly shifted to a serious expression.

"I see that you are a well known ranker. In that case, I will come at you with everything I have!"

Saying so, Kazatoki smiled, for some reason looking pleased.

*So her last attack wasn't her full strength?* Parfait thought. Then again, there are plenty of strong people my age. A smile crept onto her own lips as she placed her hand on the hilt of her blade, Beelzeb.
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			Kazatoki, a user of the mysterious martial art called Karate, and Parfait of the Azuma-ryu sword style were locked in a back and forth battle, neither giving an inch.

Kazatoki confounded Parfait with a varied tempo of charges and a high number of attacks. Parfait, in turn, continued to defend and evade with equal speed, but the sheer volume of attacks prevented her from landing a counter, forcing her onto the defensive.

Unlike Chris, who primarily used boxing, Kazatoki mixed in kicks as well. Parfait's nerves were fraying under the assault, but as she grew slightly more accustomed to it, she found she had enough composure to think about other things.

*Is it a bad idea to draw my sword carelessly? If I land one hit, she'll probably land two on me.*

The rule was that the first to land ten hits would win, so the power of a single blow was irrelevant. Considering that, Kazatoki's high volume fighting style was advantageous. With that in mind, Parfait focused on defense instead of countering.

Besides, despite being on a video stream, Kazatoki was wearing a smile no girl should make. An expression one might wear when alone with a lover. She unleashed her attacks, and what's more, her kiai had become more like bizarre shrieks, like "Dassharaa!" and "Dossei!". Counterattacking felt a little scary.

*Is she the type who gets a high from battle? And all traces of her initial timidity are gone...*

Kazatoki, who had been so hesitant before the fight, now had a smile on her flushed face. Moreover, she smiled wider each time Parfait blocked an attack. Though Parfait couldn't read minds, her expression seemed to say, "This doesn't work either!?"

However, Parfait felt a sense of oddity with each attack she received. Kazatoki's attacks were mainly a flurry of consecutive blows, but she could somehow read them.

*A low kick to sweep the legs, then using the momentum to spin into a horizontal kick with the other foot, and when I jump to dodge that, a high kick... The attack is just as I predicted. I've seen this combo somewhere before, but where?*

Parfait could block or evade all of Kazatoki's combinations because, in a way, she already knew the attacks.

"Chiiei!"

While her mind was wandering, Kazatoki charged, her posture so low she was almost scraping the ground. Her reaction was delayed, and she had to block an uppercut from Kazatoki's right fist, which came from just above the ground, with Beelzeb still in its sheath.

There was no damage, but the force of the blow was high. Parfait couldn't fully absorb the impact, and her hands were knocked upwards, leaving her abdomen wide open.

*This is bad... Ah, I remember. This is one of Xenobia-san's moves...!*

Immediately after that thought, Kazatoki's left fist struck Parfait's abdomen with a straight punch. Her guard broken, Parfait was sent flying.

Kazatoki started to close in on Parfait, but she stopped dead in her tracks. It was because the blown away Parfait had narrowed her eyes and was glaring at her.

*That was close. I'm glad Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei taught me how important your gaze is. If she had pressed the attack just now, it would've been bad...*

A feint using one's gaze, a tactic that only works on the strong. Parfait had directed a glare that showed her intent to counterattack, hoping it would work on Kazatoki, and it had paid off.

Parfait was in no condition to counterattack, let alone do anything else, but thankfully, Kazatoki halted her pursuit. Then Parfait let out a big sigh, her face slackening. "That was a close one."

At those words, Kazatoki realized her mistake. After a brief look of regret, she gasped, and her eyes lit up.

"I never thought you could stop an attack with just a look! Amazing!"

Kazatoki was overjoyed. The force of the straight punch had created distance between them, bringing a brief pause to the battle.

Parfait immediately remembered Xenobia's video.

Zeenobia. The bodyguard, aide, and best friend of Lunaria, the head of the Foundations. She had a fear of men and needed considerable distance to speak even with male acquaintances, yet for some reason, she could talk normally with Parfait's father, Hayato.

That same Xenobia was a formidable fighter within AFO. From what Parfait had heard, she was unbeatable in a one on one close range fight. At least, Simon had lost to her before, and Benitsuru, who had never fought her, had said, "Within AFO, I don't think I could win."

If you showed even a momentary opening, she would slam you with a precise attack, and once you took a hit, an endless barrage of combos would continue until you were down. Parfait had never fought Xenobia, but she had seen a video of her.

Kazatoki's fighting style was a spitting image of the combinations she had seen in that video. It seemed difficult to pull off an endless combo in a Real battle without Weapon Skills, but even so, some of her attack strings were quite long.

*Didn't Simon-sensei say that Xenobia-san's strength lies in her insane analytical ability and her precise attacks? Kazatoki-san isn't at that level, right?*

Xenobia cornered her opponents like in a game of tsume shogi, analyzing their movements to find their habits. By the time her opponent realized they were in trouble, they were already in checkmate.

Kazatoki wasn't quite at that level. If she were, the fight would have ended with that last straight punch. Just thinking about it gave Parfait a bit of relief.

*What did Benny-shishou say...? Oh, right. She said that if you fight Xenobia-san, you have to strike first and not give her a chance to counterattack.*

Parfait took a deep breath. She lowered her stance slightly and touched the hilt of Beelzeb.

At this action, Kazatoki, still smiling, readied her own stance warily.

Just as Kazatoki had done at the start of the fight, Parfait closed the distance with a single leap, moving at high speed into Kazatoki's personal space. Then she drew her sword.

Surprised by the sudden attack, Kazatoki deflected the sword's trajectory with her fist. She could have counterattacked then, but she remained on the defensive. The instant after she deflected the sword, the sheath of Beelzeb, which Parfait still held, came at her.

Kazatoki deflected that attack with her fist as well, but in the next moment, the sword she had just parried was upon her again. It wasn't a sword drawing slash, just a simple cut. Parfait was now attacking with her sword and sheath, dual wielding.

Moreover, she didn't fight the force of the parries. Instead, Parfait rotated her body left and right, unleashing a series of attacks. It was a fluid combo, so graceful it was almost like a dance.

No matter how many times she parried, the attacks wouldn't stop. Kazatoki, though smiling, couldn't find an opening to counterattack. Growing impatient, she threw a straight punch.

It was an attack meant to create distance by landing a powerful blow, even at the cost of taking a hit herself. But Parfait had predicted it. She backstepped and dodged.

Kazatoki, who had expected her attack to at least be blocked, was thrown off balance by the dodge. Parfait's sword came down on her head.

Kazatoki crossed her hands in front of her face and took a large leap backward.

"Huh?"

As Kazatoki jumped back, Parfait threw her sheath at her. Completely unguarded against such an attack, the sheath struck her squarely in the abdomen.

Kazatoki's surprised eyes widened even further. Toward the sheath now sticking into her abdomen, Parfait lunged with her sword.

The thrust pushed the sheath in her abdomen from behind. With a high pitched clang, Kazatoki was sent flying backward. She rolled across the ground.

Kazatoki lay sprawled on her back, staring blankly at the sky, but she quickly scrambled to her feet.

"Amazing! That was so amazing! I never thought I'd be hit with an attack like that—"

Kazatoki spoke excitedly, but was interrupted by a pikon pikon sound, like a notification.

"Huh? Oh, the stream time! U, um, I'm sorry! We have to stop the fight here!"

"Oh, okay."

At the sudden announcement, Parfait picked up her fallen sheath and sheathed Beelzeb. Meanwhile, Kazatoki was operating a small window floating in the air.

"S, sorry, I got too caught up in the fight... That's all for today's Dojo of Finishing Moves... Huh? Why is the screen full of comments? Is it broken...?"

Kazatoki said this while tapping the side of the small window.

*That's a pretty old-fashioned way to fix something,* Parfait thought as she peeked at the window. It was flooded with so many comments that it was hard to read them.

"Huh? It's streaming, right!? This has to be streaming, or I'm in deep trouble! I like bean sprouts, but I don't want to eat *only* bean sprouts!"

"Maybe it's not broken, it's just that there are a lot of comments?"

"A lot of comments...?"

"Yes, because the viewer count is—"

Parfait pointed to the viewer count on the window. The number, which had been three at the start, had already surpassed ten thousand.

"Huh? Over ten thousand viewers...? It's seriously broken...? A bug...?"

"I don't think so. I think more than ten thousand people are just watching the real time stream."

"No way... I'm a streamer whose viewer count is always in the single digits. I'm more of a fail-streamer..."

Parfait wondered what the difference was since they sounded the same, but she guessed the latter had a heavy dose of self-deprecation. That aside, the viewer count was definitely over ten thousand, and it was still climbing even after the fight had ended.

"Oh, sorry, I'm getting a voice chat from outside... Huh? Lion-chan? You're sick, so you shouldn't be shouting like that... See, now you can't stop coughing... Oh, you watched the stream... Huh? The Sister-san who fought me? Oh, yeah, she was just someone who was nearby... Huh? She's famous?"

Kazatoki looked puzzled, tilting her head again and again.

"Huh? Ranked 100th? Beat a ranker on her first day logging in? Come on, Lion-chan, I know that person, but that's the Sister-san who uses the sword drawing style, right? I've seen her in videos many times, but the person who helped me today is—"

At that point, Kazatoki flinched. Then, her head slowly turned toward Parfait.

"...Um, I know this is a strange question, but your rank is...?"

"It's 100. Reluctantly."

"One hun—"

Suddenly, Kazatoki prostrated herself on the ground.

"I, I, I, I'm so sorry! I thought you were a ranker, but I had no idea you were so famous!"

"Hey, please stand up!"

"I will never forget the kindness you've shown a fail-streamer like me!"

"If you feel indebted, then please stand up!"

Amidst this exchange, a quick glance at the streaming window revealed a chaotic flood of comments like "A perfect prostration," "Rematch!," and "Battou Sister."



		
			Chapter 488

			Isekai Reincarnation Magical Girl

			...It seems you're okay. All subjects have met the target score."

After school, at the Mont Blanc clan's cafe style base, Wilnel announced this after checking Parfait's answer sheets.

Parfait, who had been watching nervously, silently stood up and raised her arms in a victory pose.

Until now, for the tests before AFO events, Natsu and Chris had tutored her, and she just had to work hard enough to avoid failing grades. But since Wilnel started tutoring her, she now had to score above a certain threshold set by Wilnel.

It was known as the Wilnel Line. She knew that falling below it would have dire consequences. In the first place, if the next head of a Foundation said there would be "dire consequences," then Parfait was pretty sure there would be dire consequences, and she was a little scared.

She wanted to ask why she had to do all this, but the requirements weren't that high. She was terrified that the Wilnel Line was higher than last time, but since she was receiving tutoring, she wasn't in a position to complain.

Besides, it was a fact that her grades were improving, and her total score for all subjects was the best it had ever been. Last time, her father, Hayato, had prepared an elaborate parfait for Natsu, Chris, and Wilnel as a thank you. For some reason, her mother, Esha, had joined them in eating it.

"You can do it if you try, Parfait-san, so as long as you put in the effort, you'll be fine. So why did you try to play AFO or go to the Azuma-ryu sword style dojo during the study period for the test?"

"Studying all the time is tough... Moving your body is the best way to relieve stress, you know."

"That may be so, but if you had told me beforehand, I would have made sure to schedule time for that... In any case, congratulations on reaching your goal..."

"Why do you sound so disappointed?"

Wilnel only smiled in response to the question. That's why Parfait was afraid of what would happen if she didn't cross the Wilnel Line.

"Well then, since my purpose here is fulfilled, I shall be logging out for the day."

"You really just came to check my test scores? Is that really something worth sneaking out of the Council for?"

"What are you saying. Your test results are more important than Foundation matters, Parfait-san!"

"Oh, um. Thanks...?"

A Council meeting involving all the Foundations was a global level discussion, not just a national one. But apparently, Parfait's test results were more important. While she thought Wilnel's priorities were bugged, Parfait also felt a little happy, thinking that maybe this was just her way of being a good friend.

"Besides, I heard you invited someone you met before the tests to your base today."

"Yeah, that's right. Her name is Kazatoki-san, and she's coming with someone named Lion-san."

"I hear she makes a living through video streaming. I was told that not many people are gathering today, so the introductions will be on another day. I look forward to it. Well then, excuse me, I'm keeping Aunt Ronios waiting."

"Okay, say hi to Ronios-san for me. Oh, right, my dad said my grades improved thanks to you, Wilnel-chan, so he wants to thank Ronios-san too. He said he'll treat her to parfait and coffee, so he wants her to come to the cafe again. It seems the condition is that Ney-san and Jolth-san have to come too."

There was no way it was okay to treat people who, it was no exaggeration to say, ruled the world in such a manner. However, Parfait figured that to her father, Hayato, their positions didn't matter, and he probably just saw them as friends he met in a virtual reality. Thinking that made her proud of her father.

Upon hearing Parfait's words, Wilnel froze as if time had stopped.

"Wilnel-chan? You're not moving, are you okay?"

"...The Council meeting might be canceled. We might even go tonight..."

"The Council is held at Central on Earth, right? Isn't it a bit impossible to come now?"

"Aunt Ronios has a private shuttle. Since it's during the Council, Ney-sama and Jolth-sama are nearby, so I don't think it's impossible if we leave now."

"...Could you wait until after the Council is over to tell them?"

If the head of a Foundation were to move, it would involve a large scale mobilization of people for security and other purposes. She had experienced that last time. She couldn't have them spend an unknown amount of money for a single trip just for free coffee and parfait.

"Y, you're right. If I told them right away, the Council might be interrupted for an unprecedented reason. For now, I understand. We will visit legally after going through the various procedures. Well then, thank you for the wonderful suggestion!"

With that, Wilnel logged out with a smile.

Parfait wondered what it meant to visit legally, but she convinced herself that there were probably a lot of procedures involved when the head of a Foundation made a move.

*Alright, I should get ready to entertain Kazatoki-san and the others.*

Parfait stood up from her chair and started to prepare food for the day. It wasn't food that provided buffs in the game, but original dishes she had been able to make since the last event.

*For now, preparing a lot would probably make Kazatoki-san happy. I'll try making dishes from various genres.*

After the real time stream ended, Kazatoki had thanked Parfait profusely, and it was then that she heard about her various circumstances.

Kazatoki's family ran a karate dojo, but they had few students. As a result, the quality of their meals was sometimes remarkably low. To solve this food situation, Kazatoki started playing AFO, where her stomach wouldn't be filled, but at least the flavors were abundant.

Her diet was an eco-friendly one where she would eat a large amount of flavorful food in AFO, and then eat a large amount of bean sprouts in reality. After continuing this lifestyle and starting to like bean sprouts, she heard that she could earn real money through video streaming.

There were no part time jobs for high school students in her residential colony, and thinking it might be a way to advertise the dojo, she managed to join the combat video streaming clan, Fight☆Club.

However, it was not easy to get noticed among the many video streamers. It had only been about six months since she started streaming, but her viewer and video playback counts had not increased much.

That was the situation, but the combat video with Parfait had smashed all of Kazatoki's previous records for viewer and playback counts.

Though her popularity had been waning recently, Parfait was still a popular figure. The only video of her was from the ranking match when she first logged in. Since her fight with Kazatoki was her first appearance in a while, the three viewers who had been watching from the start recognized Parfait and spread the word without even bothering to say hello. That was the result.

Kazatoki had said she wanted to thank her, but immediately after that, Parfait had entered her test period. So Kazatoki had asked if she could thank her after the tests were over.

And today, when she told her she had logged in, she received a reply saying she was on her way.

*But why did Lion-san say she wanted to thank me too?*

Lion was someone she only knew by name from her conversation with Kazatoki. It seemed she had a cold at the time, but was now fully recovered, and was coming along with Kazatoki to thank her.

*I'm not sure what to prepare, but when you think of girls, you think of sweets, right? Well, I want to eat them too, though!*

Parfait retorted to herself as she prepared a large amount of food and sweets.

About thirty minutes later, there was a knock on the base's door.

"It's Kazatoki. Is Parfait-san here?"

"Coming! It's open, so come on in!"

"Excuse me..."

For some reason, Kazatoki opened the door quietly and peeked inside. Then she smiled when she saw Parfait.

"Welcome, Kazatoki-san. Is Lion-san with you? Don't be shy, come on in."

As Parfait ushered her in, Kazatoki entered with a smile. Following her, another woman came in, saying, "Excuse me."

Parfait's first thought upon seeing the woman was magical girl.

Her pink hair was tied in low twin tails, and she wore a frilly white and pink dress. She held a staff with a heart shaped jewel and something like angel wings at the tip. From any angle, she looked like a magical girl.

In a virtual reality, there was no problem with dressing like that. There was even a nice middle aged man who ran around in a T-rex costume, Parfait thought. As she was about to introduce herself, the woman moved first.

The magical girl, presumably Lion, stuck out her tongue and winked, making a so called tehepero face. She brought a peace sign held sideways up to her eye. Then, she bent her right knee, lifted her leg, brandished her staff, and struck a cute pose.

"A magical kiss for your heart! I'm the isekai reincarnation magical girl, Lion-chan! If you don't cheer for me, I'll blow you up!"

She said this and blew a kiss at Parfait.

So this is what it feels like when time stops. Parfait, unable to comprehend what had just happened for a moment, froze with her mouth open.

After about ten seconds of silence, the smile on Lion's face vanished. She turned her back, staggered to the wall, and began to slide down, leaning against it until she was sitting on the floor.

Lion sat on the floor with her back to them, hugging her knees and leaning against the wall.

"...Kill... me..."

"L, Lion-chan! It's okay! You're okay! You're cute! Don't say lines you only hear in horror movies in real life!"

Kazatoki rushed over to Lion in a panic and started rubbing her back.

Parfait wasn't quite sure what had happened, but she first urged them to sit down. Kazatoki helped Lion to a chair, supporting her by the shoulder.

Not knowing what kind of drink to serve, Parfait prepared hot cocoa for the two of them.

After drinking it, Kazatoki and Lion seemed to have calmed down and were finally able to talk.

"Um, well, I'm Parfait. You're Lion-san, right...?"

"Yes, I'm Lion. I'm sorry for startling you so suddenly. My agency, or rather, my clan, requested that I create a character with that kind of setting... It's really against my will, but... I wanted to introduce myself as this kind of person from the start... to minimize the damage... I thought... but..."

Her voice trailed off, and she looked as if she had already sustained a fatal wound. She looked to be about the same age as Parfait, and she seemed embarrassed by her magical girl outfit, perhaps feeling uncomfortable with it. Or rather, she exuded an air of sorrow.

"Um, you can change into normal clothes if you want... It's okay..."

"No, this is the only equipment I have. It's legendary grade equipment on loan from the clan, and as a video streamer, I have to be ready for anyone to see me at any time."

She's a pro, Parfait thought, but it seemed like she was really pushing herself. As she worried about whether she was really okay, Kazatoki, sensing her concern, spoke up.

"She's fine. Lion-chan is popular as 'the video streamer who is being forced by her clan to be a magical girl'."

"It feels like she's the only one who isn't fine, but she's popular for that? And people know she's being forced into it...?"

"During her first real time stream, she forgot to turn off the stream, and the real Lion-chan was broadcast as is. From there, the image of a streamer who reluctantly plays a magical girl at the request of her clan spread."

"Oh, so that's how it is..."

"Now she's seen as a brave and pitiful girl who works as a magical girl to pay for her school fees. It's not a setting, it's just Lion-chan's actual situation."

"...That sounds tough."

Parfait gave her a sympathetic look, but Lion shook her head.

"If I think of it as a part time job where I earn money by chipping away at my soul... but sometimes, it's rough..."

"Ah, um! I've prepared a lot of food and sweets! Never mind the equipment, you can be yourself here, it's okay!"

Working under the assumption that good food could solve anything, Parfait served the two of them the dishes she had made.



		
			Chapter 489

			The Three Sacred Treasures

			Parfait had invited Kazatoki and Lion to her base, and now she was serving them as much food and sweets as she possibly could. Kazatoki and the others had come to thank her, but Parfait, who loved to entertain, paid that no mind and continued to serve them food.

Kazatoki and Lion ate every dish they were given, saying, "This is delicious!" After about thirty minutes, they had completely warmed up to each other and started talking about various things.

"Your base is a cafe style, Parfait-san. It's lovely."

When Kazatoki said that, Lion nodded in agreement.

"My family runs a coffee shop. I've been thinking about opening one myself someday, so I made this place like this for practice."

"Wow! Actually, I'm planning on taking over my family's karate dojo too!"

"A karate dojo, huh. An acquaintance of mine runs a sword fighting dojo, and it seems like they're all having a tough time."

Parfait also attended the sword fighting dojo run by Benitsuru, but she was the only student. The style was just too unique for anyone else to keep up with.

In Benitsuru's case, she was sometimes asked to be a bodyguard due to her combat prowess and her friendship with Lunaria, so she could live comfortably without any income from the dojo. Besides, Simon lived with her, so she was fine with cooking, cleaning, and laundry. Parfait wondered about her future, though.

*All dojos must be having a hard time these days,* Parfait thought, but then Kazatoki smiled.

"It looks like I'll be getting a fair bit of real money from the combat video with you, Parfait-san, so I'll be able to eat more than just bean sprouts! Of course, I'll still eat bean sprouts!"

"That's great... right?"

"Of course it is! Thanks to that fight, the view count for my past videos has skyrocketed, and it seems like other streamers have contacted me for fights, so the clan is setting up a schedule for me. Until now, I was pretty much on my own even though I was in a clan, but from now on, it seems they'll be managing various things for me, which is a big help."

*They really do operate like a real talent agency,* Parfait thought, surprised.

Dragon Soul, the talent agency and film distribution company founded by Abel's grandfather Veru, was similar, so Parfait was familiar with the concept.

Apparently, Suien and Randa, who could still be active actors, were handling that side of the business properly. Though they often complained at the cafe, saying things like, "It's so much work!" or "This is crazy!"

As she was remembering this, Lion spoke up.

"Actually, thanks to that, my videos have gotten more views too, so I came to thank you as well."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes, Kazacchan and I debuted around the same time, so we often streamed videos together. Because of what happened, my past videos have gotten more views too... though it has solidified my image as the pitiful moe magical girl... so tough."

"S, sorry...?"

When Parfait apologized, Lion frantically shook her head.

"Oh, sorry. I've gotten into the habit of ending my sentences with something negative. I'm really happy, so please don't worry. If I wasn't, I wouldn't have come to thank you. Oh, right, I'm not sure if this is enough of a thank you, but please take this. Kazacchan and I gathered it for you."

With that, Lion placed a large amount of Spider Silk on the table. There was even some Gold Thread mixed in, enough to be worth a small fortune.

As Parfait stared in surprise, Kazatoki smiled and urged her to take it.

"You said you were on your way to a Giant Spider hunting ground back then, didn't you? We took up your time and even got a boost in our video views, so we're really grateful. It's not a real world thank you, just a virtual one, but please, don't hesitate to accept it."

Lion smiled and nodded in agreement with Kazatoki's words.

She didn't need such a thank you, but Parfait figured the conversation wouldn't end until she accepted it, so she took it with a smile.

"Well then, I'll gratefully accept. I actually needed this to level up my Sewing Skill."

"You're leveling up your Sewing Skill too? I thought since you run a cafe, you'd be leveling up your Cooking Skill... Oh, right, original dishes don't have skill requirements, do they?"

"No, no, it's not me. I have a friend who's leveling up her Sewing Skill for me."

"Oh, I see. By any chance, did you also get information that the Sewing Skill might be important for the next event, Parfait-san?"

"Huh?"

Parfait was surprised by Kazatoki's words. It was just a prediction from Rick, but for some reason, Kazatoki also seemed to know that the Sewing Skill would be important for the next event.

Parfait was surprised, but Kazatoki, thinking she didn't know, continued.

"It's just a rumor, but it seems like the Virgo Foundation is making a lot of noise, and it's related to clothing. Also, our clan leader belongs to Virgo, and she said it's true that there's a lot of activity in the clothing industry."

"Is that so... But was it okay to tell me that?"

"It's fine. I wasn't told to keep it a secret, and it's just speculation anyway. Besides, Sewing Skill aside, the clans that will do well in the Spirit Festival event are pretty much decided, and our clan is heading in a different direction, I think."

"A different direction?"

"As you can probably tell from our clan name, our main focus is on PvP battle videos. You can't get good results in the Spirit Festival unless you're a clan that sings or dances."

The Spirit Festival was an event where you livened things up by singing and dancing to entertain the spirits, and until now, it had been an event where you competed for video views.

In Fight☆Club, the clan Kazatoki and Lion belonged to, there were streamers who sang and danced, but they weren't that popular. In fact, the clans that were popular in that area were pretty much set.

"The favorite is probably Kiss of Death. They're the strongest video streaming clan, and they've been dominating the territory around the World Tree for a long time."

"I see. But if they're the favorite, that means there are rival clans, right?"

"That's right. The clans that are always brought up as potential rivals to Kiss of Death are the dance clan Amano-Iwato, the performance clan Gjallarhorn, and the singing clan The Whale That Drinks the Moon and Its Merry Friends."

"Wow, there are all kinds... What was that last one?"

"That's the mysterious clan. They don't have many videos, but the leader, who hides the top half of her face with a mask, has incredible singing ability, and the backup dancers are amazing, so their view counts are insane. Also, they're a small elite group with only four members."

A small clan that could rival a major one despite being shrouded in mystery was an interesting story, but the name sounded familiar, and Parfait tried to remember where she had heard it.

As she was thinking about it, there was a knock on the base's door, and Parfait was brought back to reality.

"Um, it's Cynthia. Is Parfait-san here? I've run out of Spider Silk, so I was hoping to get some if you have any..."

Cynthia's voice, as quiet as a mosquito's buzzing, came through.

She had told her there was no gathering today, but she had let her know that she would be logging in. It seemed Cynthia and the other members had also refrained from AFO during the exam period, but they didn't need to study as much as Parfait, so they had been logging in from time to time to gather Spider Silk or level up their skills.

Parfait told Kazatoki and Lion, "I'll be right back," and approached the door. She opened it quietly.

"Cynthia-chan, welcome. I have guests right now. I'll introduce you when everyone is here, so for today, I'll just give you the Spider Silk."

"Yes, I understand. But an introduction is too much. I am content to blend into the background and watch from afar— Gck!"

From Cynthia's position, she must have happened to see inside, because right after seeing Kazatoki and Lion, she covered her mouth with both hands and fell forward onto the floor.

"Hey, Cynthia-chan!?"

Then, for some reason, Cynthia wrote "Beautiful Girls" on the floor in red letters. Seeing that, Parfait realized it was her usual fit.

"Cynthia-chan, don't leave a dying message on the floor. Why are you even prepared for this..."

It was unclear what kind of performance this was, but Cynthia suddenly jumped up, the timid image from before completely gone, and her eyes began to sparkle. It wasn't a game effect. Her own eyes were definitely sparkling.

"Parfait-shi! This is... this is not good! This humble servant has crossed the Sanzu River once, and has returned, unable to die like this!"

"Calm down a little. You're scaring the two of them... Oh, it's okay. This is my friend, Cynthia-chan. It's just that, well, she has a forced buff that makes her tension jump several times higher when she sees a cute girl..."

It wasn't just tension, it was a berserker type forced buff, but her crude explanation was in vain. Kazatoki and Lion huddled together as if watching a horror movie, staring at Cynthia with bewildered faces.

Cynthia, for her part, looked at Kazatoki and Lion as if they were a little too bright, but then she said, "Excuse me for a moment, de gozaru!" and went outside, closing the door. Immediately, an excited voice could be heard from outside.

"Ginny-shi! Ginny-shi! This is a major incident, de gozaru! There are two unfamiliar beautiful girls in the base right now... Hah! Could it be, those two are a reward that Ginny-shi summoned for this humble servant who lives every day in desperation...? ...What, you don't know? In other words, are those two wild beautiful girls, de gozaru!? If a diamond and a rough stone were both lying on the street, it's only natural to legally pocket them, de gozaru!"

A conversation that sounded like a voice chat to the logged out Ginny could be heard. *What's a wild beautiful girl,* Parfait wondered, but she seriously started to worry about how she was going to explain this.

"No, no, I will definitely abide by the antitrust laws, de gozaru. However, if you could just see with your own eyes, you would understand, but this is a promised victory that makes even insider trading unavoidable! This humble servant's heart server is on the verge of crashing from excessive access, de gozaru!"

She didn't know what she was saying, but she could tell it was something unsettling. Realizing she couldn't explain this away any longer, Parfait opened the door and stepped outside.

"Um, Cynthia-chan, everyone can hear you, and you're scaring them..."

At that, Cynthia finally came to her senses. Her energetic face turned into an expression of someone whose world was ending tomorrow.

"I, I apologize... I got too excited..."

"Yeah, I think you need to get used to seeing you and Ginny-chan's thing a little at a time... It's, um, bad for the heart..."

After saying that, Parfait brought the dejected Cynthia back inside the base.

Cynthia bowed her head apologetically to Kazatoki and Lion.

"I'm so sorry for startling you... This humble servant... I, I have this illness where I get excited and make offerings when I see a beautiful girl who looks good in cosplay... I apologize for making you feel uncomfortable..."

Kazatoki and Lion frantically shook their heads.

"No, no, Lion-chan and I were just surprised. Besides, it's not unpleasant to be called a beautiful girl. Lion-chan aside, I was actually happy because it was the first time anyone has ever said that to me."

"Um, Kazacchan, no one's ever said that to me either?"

"Huh? But there are comments like that in your stream, right?"

"That's 'pitiful beautiful girl'... Well, I guess it's technically in the beautiful girl category... but I'm not happy about it..."

"Are you both video streamers...?"

They were now in a situation where all four of them were talking, so Parfait introduced them to each other, partly to help them get used to Cynthia. In particular, she gave a thorough explanation about Ginny, who would probably be arriving soon, saying she was of the same kind as Cynthia.

After they had explained their situations and how they met, things finally seemed to calm down. However, Cynthia had been staring at Kazatoki with an overly serious gaze for a while now.

"Kazatoki-san, if I may be so bold as to ask... do you like foxes?"

"Foxes? I've only seen them in videos, but I think they're cute. But what is this about...?"

Parfait also thought foxes were cute, but she had no idea what this was about.

"Ah, sorry. In a certain community, there is a combination that has been passed down since ancient times, known as the Three Sacred Treasures..."

"The, Three Sacred Treasures? A combination?"

"Yes. For Lion-san, who is already complete, any further setting would be unrefined... In simple terms, it would be like adding fried shrimp to a katsu curry that's already topped with a hamburger patty, fried chicken, and a croquette. Does that make it easier to understand?"

"Doesn't that actually make it more difficult...?"

Parfait retorted out loud, but in her mind, she added, *But mom would order a Neapolitan on a hot plate on the side as her second stomach, and add a melon juice and chocolate parfait to that.*

"Um, to put it more simply, it's an overload of settings... in other words, it would be too much. However, for you, Kazatoki-san, there is still room. You're still at the level of a large katsu curry..."

"I like curry, but there's still room, you say?"

"I hear you make a living as a video streamer. And that you're on a roll right now thanks to the combat video with Parfait-san."

"W, well, yes. I'm grateful for that."

"Then now is the time to strike. Of course, I won't force you, but if you'd be willing, I'd like to bestow the Three Sacred Treasures upon you, Kazatoki-san—"

As Cynthia was saying that, the sound of hurried footsteps came from the second floor.

It was almost certainly Ginny. Parfait glanced at Kazatoki and Lion.

The two of them, having understood the situation from the earlier explanation, nodded as if they had resigned themselves to their fate.

Parfait had assured them that she wasn't a bad person, so she thought it would be fine to some extent, and waited for Ginny.

Then Ginny appeared, coming down the stairs. And when she saw the two of them, her pupils dilated.

"Ginny-chan, hold back!"

At Parfait's words, Ginny flinched and covered her mouth with both hands, but her gaze was fixed on Kazatoki and Lion. Then, with an unsettling intensity, she locked her eyes on Kazatoki.

Parfait knew. That was her real life demonic eye in action.

After about ten seconds, the intensity faded from Ginny's eyes. She took a deep breath, approached the table, sat down, and closed her eyes.

"I have found the answer to the universe."

Parfait, Kazatoki, and Lion looked puzzled. They didn't know what answer she had found, but Cynthia alone gazed at Ginny with expectant eyes.

Ginny, in the meantime, was holding a cup of tea with her pinky extended. She brought the cup to her lips, took a single sip, then snapped her eyes open and looked at Kazatoki.

"Fox Miko 'noja' Princess..."

"As expected of Ginny-shi! This humble servant was thinking the same thing—"

Ginny raised her hand lightly, cutting off Cynthia's words.

"With a side of bokukko...!"

"...Excellen-t-t-t! Per and fect, Ginny-shi! Kah! Is that combination not a completely forbidden alchemy, de gozaru!? Even the Philosopher's Stone would turn pale, de gozaru!"

Ginny had said something you might see on a restaurant menu, and Cynthia was agreeing with her.

Ginny closed her eyes, stood up, and raised her right hand high. Cynthia also stood up with a smile, and the two of them exchanged a high five with only their right hands. After the high five, they placed their right hands on their hips, moved so they were back to back, and both closed their eyes, turning their faces to the lower left.

They looked a little smug, and Parfait was exasperated, but then she remembered.

*I've seen that finishing pose in Heart-Pounding Pandemonium... More importantly, what do I do about this atmosphere...?*

Kazatoki and Lion, unable to grasp the situation, were blinking in confusion, while Ginny and Cynthia remained frozen in their smug pose.

Parfait hesitated, but then decided to leave it to Rick and sent a voice chat request for help.



		
			Chapter 490

			The Second Victim

			A few days after Ginny and Cynthia met Kazatoki and Lion, the day of Kazatoki's video stream arrived.

In the past few days, Parfait had introduced Kazatoki and Lion to everyone, and today, they had all gathered at the clan base to watch the video together. However, not everyone was there. Only Parfait, Natsu, Chris, and Rick were present.

Among them, Natsu had a puzzled look on her face.

"My friend, is this everyone for today?"

"Wilnel-chan said she can't make it because of some trouble at the Foundation, or rather, they're having daily meetings about when Ronios-san is coming to our place. Abel-kun has work. Ginny-chan isn't here, but she's on site."

"Ah, I heard that my friend Wilnel's situation has involved other Foundations and turned into quite a mess. But to be able to cause that, never mind his influence, is my friend's father a savior, or perhaps a destroyer? My own father was laughing, but I hope to be like that one day... My friend Abel aside, what do you mean Ginny is on site?"

"At the video shoot. Apparently, Cynthia-chan is nearby too, and she's giving some kind of instruction."

"My questions have only increased. What kind of instruction?"

"It seems Kazatoki-chan is going to have an image change for her video starting today, and that's what they're instructing her on."

"Instruction for an image change...? But those two?"

"So it seems. Let's see, what did she call it... Oh right, it's going to be something like, 'Fox Miko Princess ~With Bokukko Trait~'."

Natsu, Chris, and Rick all stared at Parfait as if she were a new species of animal.

Feeling wrongly accused and offended, Parfait denied it.

"It's not me saying it! It's what Ginny-chan is saying! She's preparing the costume for it, and instructing her on how to talk and all sorts of other things!"

After her desperate explanation, Natsu and the others, having understood the situation to some extent, finally nodded.

Then Chris looked at Parfait and said, "So in other words."

"Kazatoki-dono and Lion-dono have fallen prey to Ginny?"

"Prey is... well, you're close to the truth. Oh, but she and her clan leader both agreed to it, so it's not like she was forced. According to Ginny-chan, Cynthia-chan gave an amazing presentation, though."

Apparently, Ginny had said it was the first time she had ever seen Cynthia so animated. In the classroom, she hid her presence so well that even the teachers never called on her, and she called herself a super duper introvert, but Parfait thought that wasn't what an introvert was. Anyway, she had been shining brightly.

As she was recalling this, Rick spoke up.

"So we'll get to see the result of that instruction on Kazatoki-san today?"

"That's right. But it's rare for you to watch with us, Rick-kun?"

Rick was usually out gathering information, but when Parfait had invited him to watch the video with them, not expecting him to agree, he had surprisingly said, "I'll watch with you."

"I've mostly finished gathering information for the Spirit Festival. I just thought I should get to know the main streaming videos to get good results. I think it would be fine if you guys did it, but if necessary, we might need to ask for cooperation from Fight☆Club, the clan Kazatoki-san and Lion-san belong to."

"Oh, so that's it... We were planning on streaming a video?"

"You're well known in this game, Parfait. But Diite-san told me to 'try not to stand out too much,' so I was wondering what to do."

"Diite-oneechan said that?"

"It's not quite about your births, but because of various circumstances, she's trying to keep you from standing out as much as possible. It seems she's using systems like perception jamming and various other protective functions."

"This is the first I'm hearing of this...?"

"It's apparently only within AFO, but it seems that any information related to our real lives is being subtly altered when it reaches others."

Within AFO, Diite was equivalent to a god. She could probably do anything that was technically possible. Parfait was a little impressed as she pictured Diite's face.

According to her father, Hayato, she used to be much cooler, but in Parfait's opinion, there was no AI as expressive as her.

"Hm, it seems to be starting soon."

At Natsu's words, they all looked at the monitor.

On it was a silhouette of a character deformed to about three heads tall, with the words 'New Costume Reveal!' written in cute, rounded characters.

It seemed a number of viewers were already watching, and their voices were displayed as text on the screen, with things like "For real?" "Isn't martial artist good enough?" and "A reboot?" being displayed.

"Last time I saw her, she was wearing a white kimono and a black hakama, wasn't she? I think she had bandages on her hands and feet too."

Parfait nodded at Chris's words.

"Yeah, yeah. I don't know what the costume will be like either... but from what Ginny-chan said, I have a pretty good idea..."

"I feel like she recommended a similar cosplay to Simon-sensei a long time ago. The teacher ran away, though."

*Ginny-chan is invincible,* Parfait thought as she watched the monitor. Suddenly, the screen changed.

It was a wide grassy plain, with mountains visible in the distance. But Kazatoki was nowhere to be seen. Only the scenery was displayed.

The video comments were also confused, but then a pair of animal ears popped up from the bottom of the monitor.

"Oh, fox ears."

"My friend, perhaps you should pursue a career related to animals?"

"That's a good idea, but I think I'd still prefer a coffee shop. A coffee shop full of cats."

It was unclear how the ability to identify a fox just by its ears could be useful, but it didn't seem like a bad idea. But for now, her number one dream was a cat cafe.

While they were talking, the camera slowly zoomed out from a close up of the fox ears, revealing Kazatoki's full figure.

The design of her outfit hadn't changed much, but her hakama was now red, and the sleeves of her kimono were gone. The bandages on her arms and legs were still there, giving her the feel of a martial artist shrine maiden. As accessories, she had fox ears on her head and a fox tail attached to her waist.

"N, noja!"

Kazatoki said with a very nervous smile.

Parfait, Natsu, and the others, as well as the viewers, were confused. The comments were flooded with things like "Noja?" "No noja?" and "What?"

"Huh? Is 'noja' a sentence ender? Not a greeting? Oh, ah, you're right! Um, add 'noja' to the end of my sentences...? Oh, ah, right... noja!"

Kazatoki was flustered, her gaze darting off screen.

As they wondered what was going on, Rick said, "Ah."

"Are Ginny and the others giving Kazatoki-san cue cards?"

"Cue cards? Like cheating papers? Oh, maybe."

Most likely, Ginny and the others were helping Kazatoki from off screen.

Parfait thought that Kazatoki's personality made her a bad actor. She didn't have the versatility of someone like Lion, who could play any role if she just committed to it.

"U, um, noja... Right! To tell you the truth, I was a fox goddess... noja! Huh? 'Boku'? Oh, right. Um, Boku was a fox goddess, noja!"

For a moment, the comments stopped. In the silence, Natsu spoke up.

"This is a little embarrassing to watch."

"Nacchan, I think you should be more embarrassed of your usual self."

Natsu looked at Parfait, offended, but Parfait was staring intently at Kazatoki on the monitor. Chris, who was also staring, opened his mouth.

"But it seems to be well received. There are more supportive comments."

The flowing comments included things like "You can do it!" "Foxes are the best!" "Noja!" "Bokukko!" "The Three Sacred Treasures!" "Isn't that too much?" and "But that's what's good about it." And some included "It's her partner's fault" and "The second victim."

"I see. The groundwork was already laid."

"Rick-kun? Groundwork?"

"The feeling that she's being forced to do this is there, but Ginny and Cynthia-san probably took that into account. If I didn't know about Lion-san, I would have been thinking, what is this, but as the second person, it's easier to understand the situation."

"Lion-chan? The second person...? Oh, right. So they're setting it up so that Kazatoki-san, like Lion-chan, is being forced by her clan to do this... even though she definitely is being forced."

Rick nodded with a serious face.

"S, so, I'm the Fox Miko Bokukko Noja Princess, Kazatoki! I look forward to your continued support... Oh, by the way, I like bean sprouts and fried tofu... noja!"

Kazatoki looked like she had given it her all. A flood of positive comments like "Hang in there," "Don't give up," "This is good too," and "The clan is sinful" flowed by.

Seeing that, Parfait let the tension leave her shoulders and let out a big sigh.

"I was worried about a lot of things, but I guess this will be okay?"

The comments were mostly positive, and the viewer count was still climbing. It had already surpassed ten thousand, and on top of that, her fox miko persona seemed to be well received. Parfait was happy, thinking that this would improve Kazatoki's food situation.

As she felt a sense of relief, Lion appeared on the screen.

"Oh, right, she said today was a battle video with Lion-chan."

No sooner had she thought that than Lion struck the same pose she had shown Parfait before. The tehepero, sideways peace sign, one leg bent pose.

"A magical kiss for your heart! I'm the isekai reincarnation magical girl, Lion-chan! If you don't cheer for me, I'll punch you out!"

Lion said this and blew a kiss, and the screen erupted with positive comments. The most common comment was "You can do it," but there were also a few "The original," "The first victim," "The poor student," and "The pitiful beautiful girl."

This was the second time Parfait had seen this introduction, so she was immune, but the others were not. They had heard the story, but this was the first time they had seen it, and the three of them were silent, staring at the monitor.

Parfait noticed and was about to offer some support, but before she could, the three of them spoke up.

"A magical girl who has fallen to darkness might be good! I shall bring her to the dark side!"

"No trace of embarrassment... no, she doesn't let you feel it. I think her movements and expression are wonderful."

"A pro. An actor on par with Abel."

"I think you guys are amazing for staying so calm."

Parfait had frozen up the first time she saw that.

Afterward, Lion didn't say, "Kill... me..." but she reached out a hand to a nearby tree and leaned against it, supporting her body with just one hand as she hung her head. Her sorrowful figure drew more comments of "You can do it," "Don't give up," and "You're cute!"

"Y, you're okay! Lion-chan, you're cute! Noja!"

Kazatoki rushed over to comfort her, but Parfait thought it wasn't about whether she was cute or not, but that the situation of having to do such things was what was tough.

That aside, Parfait was happy to see the viewer count increasing. She thought that this way, Lion would also be able to receive a sufficient reward.

After somehow recovering, Lion began a PvP match with Kazatoki.

This time, the PvP was Virtual, not Real. It was a PvP match using the game system.

Watching the fight, Parfait and the others were amazed.

They should have started AFO around the same time, but their fighting styles were that of seasoned veterans, and the battle they had been enjoying for fun gradually shifted to a question of whether they could win themselves.

Kazatoki was supposed to be skilled at fighting based on real movements, but when the game system's combat power was added to that, it was like something out of a manga.

Shockwaves came from her fists, she teleported, and her swift kicks were so fast they produced flames.

And Lion was not losing either, launching magic attacks with a blown kiss motion. That alone would have been normal, but Parfait and the others were surprised that she was constantly flying.

According to Rick's explanation, the staff Lion was holding could use an infinite amount of wind jet magic, and that was how she was flying.

Hearing that explanation, Parfait tilted her head.

"But she's hovering in midair, right? If she keeps jetting, won't she just fly away?"

"She's constantly adjusting the power of the jets. You might be able to do it by feel with practice, but I don't think it's something you can master without practicing with proper calculations."

From what she could see, Lion was flying around the domed space of the PvP match as if she were truly in zero gravity. She could control her speed at will, and she was even dodging the numerous shockwaves from Kazatoki's fists while flying.

The viewers' comments were also excited, and it was clear that this was a skill few people could perform.

Parfait had seen Kazatoki's past videos, but she hadn't seen much of Lion's videos due to time constraints, so she was a little excited to learn about this new technique.

She knew about using wind magic for high speed movement and to offset fall damage, but it was the first time she had learned that you could fly indefinitely with a staff that didn't run out of MP. It made her want to borrow the staff from Lion and try it herself.

The flashy and enjoyable battle ended in a draw.

Even so, the battle, which made full use of AFO's combat system, captured the hearts of the viewers, and the screen was flooded with comments asking when the next match would be.

The final viewer count was a record high of over thirty thousand, and the video ended with Kazatoki's words, "N, noja!"



		
			Chapter 491

			The Spirit Festival and the New System

			Three days after the video of Kazatoki, the fox miko princess who uses 'boku', was streamed, an announcement was made in AFO that the Spirit Festival event would begin tomorrow.

This event was like a festival held every year. While there were some battles, it was mostly about streaming videos of singing and dancing, or broadcasting them on the video monitors at the World Tree for everyone to enjoy.

However, the scale was quite considerable, with professional singers and dancers participating exclusively for the event. One of its selling points was the ease of experiencing a live atmosphere in virtual reality. And unlike the real world, where location and financial issues were a major factor, it was easy for people to gather here.

The videos were also streamed in the real world, which had a significant promotional effect. As a result, it had become a massive event that involved the real world, with a never-ending stream of participants.

And now, the AI who managed that event, Diite, had come to Parfait's base.

She wore a very serious expression, giving off an aura that something was amiss.

For now, only Parfait was logged in, so it was just the two of them. A little wary of what could have happened, Parfait served her coffee.

Diite said, "Thank you," and brought the coffee to her lips, but her solemn expression remained.

"Um, Diite-oneechan, is something wrong? Is there a problem?"

"That's right, there is a small problem. Or rather, you could say it's a major problem, which is why I've come to ask a favor of you, Parfait-kun."

"Huh? Of me?"

It was very rare for Diite to ask for anything. In fact, Parfait was usually the one making requests. Wondering what sort of favor would require such formality, Parfait leaned forward, ready to listen to Diite's story.

"You're always helping me out, Diite-oneechan, so please tell me anything. If it's something I can do, I'll do my best."

"Thank you, Parfait-kun. Those words alone are making my cooling systems run at full capacity. Perhaps it's fair to say that you're half my child. No, we were sisters, weren't we. In any case, we are family."

"Well, yeah, we're definitely family."

Parfait was sure her father, Hayato, and her mother, Esha, felt the same way. It wasn't something they had ever explicitly stated, but the way they interacted, they were a family in every sense of the word.

And for her family, she was willing to push herself a little to grant their requests. With that in mind, Parfait prompted her to continue.

"So, what's the favor?"

"I'm not really supposed to say this, but tomorrow, at the same time as the Spirit Festival event, a certain system will be released. It's a system that's been in development for a very long time, but the data is finally complete, and I've enabled various new features for it."

"Wow, that sounds exciting. But the way you're saying it means there's a problem with it, right?"

"Exactly. But the problem is also a personal one."

"Personal?"

"I can't give you the details, as that would be a spoiler. But I want you not to use that system, Parfait-kun."

Parfait's thoughts came to a halt.

She recovered quickly, but she had no idea what Diite meant by telling her not to use a new system.

"What do you mean?"

"I'll explain the details tomorrow, but you must not use that system, Parfait-kun. It's fine for other people to use it, but you alone cannot."

"Um, I can't really agree when I don't understand what you mean. Can I give you my answer tomorrow?"

"Yes, today is just a proposal of sorts. However, if you do decide to use that system... I might go into shock and have to reboot. Or in the worst case, I might even stop the Colony."

"That's a threat, isn't it!?"

Stopping the Colony was clearly out of the question. Gravity would disappear, the air would vanish, and eventually, it might even fall to Earth.

Diite said she would give her the details tomorrow, but Parfait spent the rest of the day in a state of unease, wondering just what kind of system it could be.

The next day was a normal holiday for the general public, but for the people in this Colony, it was also a dangerous one.

She had consulted her friends and parents, but they all just said, "It'll be fine," and none of them took her seriously. Still, she couldn't imagine Diite would come all this way just to tell a joke, so she logged into AFO with a pounding heart.

It was early in the morning, so only Parfait was at the base. Immediately after she logged in, there was an announcement that the Spirit Festival had begun, along with information that a new system was now available.

"The New Outfit System is released...?"

She checked the details. Broadly, there were two things you could do.

First, you could use outfits you designed yourself within AFO. You couldn't create anything overly revealing, with copyright issues, or that didn't function as an outfit, but otherwise, you had almost complete freedom.

Second, you could apply designed outfits to existing equipment. You could switch the appearance of your current gear to a newly designed outfit, keeping the stats while changing only the look.

The original equipment wouldn't be lost. It was a system just for changing appearances, and you could revert it at any time.

(I guess, in short, she doesn't want me to change the look of this nun's habit, huh?)

It was the nun's habit she had received from Diite when she started AFO, and it was a matching set. In other words, they were twinning.

Apparently, it would eventually become the strongest piece of equipment, but she wasn't aiming to be the strongest, so she had no particular attachment to that aspect. She didn't dislike the look either, so there was no need to change her outfit in the first place.

(I guess the Colony is safe now...)

To begin with, Parfait wasn't very good at design, so she couldn't come up with an outfit anyway, and she had no reason to change her nun's habit. It seemed interesting, but it wasn't something she wanted to do at the risk of endangering the Colony "Frontier".

She immediately started a voice chat with Diite. Diite appeared on her monitor, beaming, and exclaimed, "Is that so!"

Parfait couldn't help but think about how a single outfit in a virtual reality game could put a Colony in danger, but she was relieved that the threat had been averted. This called for a celebratory dessert, she thought, just as a crashing sound came from the second floor of the base.

"Huh? What was that?"

Then, she heard the sound of footsteps running, and Ginny appeared on the stairs. Ginny's eyes were bloodshot and she was breathing heavily, so excited that it looked like a forced logout-worthy situation.

"Ginny-chan, good morn—"

"Parfait-san! Cynthia-san and I are going to make new outfits! We're going to make something amazing, so you have to wear it! No, I'll make you wear it!"

"The Colony is in danger, so please stop."

To protect the Colony, Parfait flatly rejected Ginny's proposal.

Their back-and-forth continued for several minutes, after which Natsu logged in.

Naturally, Ginny made the same proposal to Natsu, but Natsu refused in a very serious tone.

"Know that changing this equipment is an act that fears not even the gods! I will reduce even the sun to cinders!"

(Natsu-chan's equipment is from Lutz-san, after all...)

Next to log in was Chris, who also refused.

"I have no particular attachment to it, but the maid outfit Ginny is proposing has short sleeves and a short skirt. That is not a maid outfit, but a maid-style outfit. The same goes for the ghillie suit. If you increase skin exposure, it wouldn't be camouflage, would it?"

Despite saying she had no attachment, Chris prioritized function over cuteness. Perhaps knowing that leaving it to Ginny would result in something strange, she was turning her down flatly.

Wilnel had contacted them to say she might not be able to log in for a while, as she was still having trouble arranging her visit to Parfait's family cafe. So, any outfit changes for her were on hold.

After that, Rick arrived and, upon hearing Ginny's proposal, tried to log out without a word.

As if sensing his movement, Ginny grabbed Rick's arm with incredible speed.

"Rick-san, please wait. You are my last hope. In fact, you are my primary target."

"...You want me to cosplay as Ashley?"

"If you already know, then this will be quick. The butler outfits in this world are slightly different from the ones in DokiPan, so I'm making an Ashley-sama version! No, I've already started making it!"

"I'd rather not."

"Listen, Rick-san, you can save girls all over the world with this! There are so many girls who can only get their nourishment from cosplay!"

"What nourishment? Besides, it's a copyright violation. It says so in the system's notes."

"No, DokiPan is collaborating with AFO, so it's safe. It's no exaggeration to say this system was made for DokiPan! I believe about a third of the world has already started designing Ashley-sama's butler outfit...!"

A wrinkle formed between Rick's eyebrows.

He seemed to have immediately sent an email to the administration, but the reply stated that "DokiPan is OK," and Rick held his head in his hands.

"No, wait. I'm pretty sure Abel looks like some character too. We can just change his outfit."

"Abel-san isn't allowed to show his face..."

"Th-then what about Kazatoki-san or Lion-san? DokiPan aside, I think making them outfits would have its merits for them too."

"That may be true..."

Sensing an opportunity, Rick pressed on.

"It seems there's also a clothing-related video stream category at the Spirit Festival this time. A fashion show, in other words. Designing outfits must be difficult for amateurs, so there probably won't be many participants. We might be able to aim for the top in that category. How about we have Kazatoki-san and the others do it?"

"Mmm, mmm...! Their current outfits were good in their own way, but a perfect fox miko and magical girl outfit... It's true that nourishment is essential...!"

"Picky eating isn't good for you. Neither is overeating."

Ginny closed her eyes and groaned for a moment, then exhaled and slowly opened them.

"You do have a point. I'll work on persuading Rick-san later, but for now, I think cooperating with Kazatoki-san and the others for their stream is a good idea."

"I'd rather you give up, but to get a good result in the event, shouldn't we go meet their clan leader first? We'll need permission from her and the leader, and if possible, I'd like to form an alliance."

Rick looked over at Parfait. His gaze was a desperate mix of pleading, as if to say, "Cut in here and change the subject," and a strong will that said, "You know what to do."

Rick had always been there for her, and she had recently pushed some troublesome things onto him, so Parfait decided to throw him a lifeline.

"Ginny-chan, let's respect Rick-kun's opinion here and go to their clan to ask if they'd be willing to wear outfits you make for Kazatoki-san and Lion-chan and stream it."

"Understood. Then let's bring Cynthia-san with us. We're acquainted with their clan leader, so I think it will go smoothly. I just got an email from Cynthia-san saying she's designing the Ashley-sama version of the butler outfit, but I'll have to ask her to put it on hold."

"That level of dedication is, in a way, respectable."

Ignoring Rick's exasperated voice, Ginny and Cynthia, who had met the leader of Fight☆Club when they presented the fox miko idea for Kazatoki, were ready.

Parfait figured that would indeed speed things up. They called over Cynthia, who had been working on the butler outfit, and headed for the other clan's base.



		
			Chapter 492

			The Spirit Country

			Parfait, Rick, Ginny, and Cynthia were on their way to the headquarters of the clan Fight☆Club.

Natsu and Chris weren't with them. Rick had asked the two of them to go check out what the Spirit Festival event was like, so they had headed to the event venue, the giant tree known as the World Tree.

The clan's headquarters and the World Tree were both located in the Spirit Country.

It was no exaggeration to say that almost all video streaming clans were based in this country. This was due to the influence of the Spirit Festival event. To put it simply, it was about securing a good location.

The area around the World Tree was the territory of the clan Kiss of Death, but it also served as the main venue for the Spirit Festival. However, the entire Spirit Country was in a festive mood, so having territory made it easier to stand out in various ways.

Some clans even conquered land just for this event and rented it out to streaming clans for in-game currency, making it a fiercely contested region in territory battles to cut down on unnecessary expenses.

And since the event had started today, many players had already poured into the Spirit Country, which was already in a state of festivity.

The weather in the Spirit Country was known to be fickle, perhaps due to the whims of the spirits, but for the duration of the Spirit Festival, it was always sunny. Right now, a clear blue sky stretched overhead.

Parfait looked up at the sky, and just by looking at it, she could tell the event was in full swing.

"There are fireworks going off, but are those..."

"Apparently, the players take the lead in hyping up the Spirit Festival. Some clan is probably setting them off," Rick replied to Parfait's words.

While guild staff usually ran events, the Spirit Festival had a history of being player-started, so players were also the ones in charge of getting everyone excited.

Clans with territory in the Spirit Country, in particular, tended to go all out, as their contribution to the event directly translated into video views.

As Parfait thought, "Huh," and looked up again, she saw a huge black bird flying this time.

Parfait was surprised by the bird, which was even larger than the giant monster Roc, but upon closer inspection, it was a group of over a hundred people. All of them were clad in black robes and riding on brooms, making them look like a giant bird.

That black bird began to shine and instantly turned white. It then sped up, leaving a trail of light as it flew north, and the players on the ground cheered and applauded wildly.

"Huh? What was that? I mean, what's going on?"

"That's the Worldwide Magical Girl Society clan... Don't give me that look. It's not like I wanted to say it."

According to Rick's explanation, it was a secret society aiming to fill the entire world with magical girls. The clan was composed entirely of female members, all with magic-specialized stats. He also shared the trivial information that the magical girls Lion was playing were apparently different from magical girls.

As for the black bird turning white, it was simply because everyone flying had changed from black equipment to white equipment, and the shining was likely due to the use of some party-favor-like item, Rick revealed.

"Is it okay for a secret society to be that flashy?"

"The secret society is just their theme. Besides, that clan also engages in idol-like activities, like group dances. They specialize in group performances and have a lot of streams, so they're a popular clan."

"You've watched them?"

"I've checked out the clans that could be rivals to some extent. But that clan is in a different category from what we're aiming for, so I haven't looked into them much."

Parfait nodded with an "I see."

The category Rick said they were aiming for was fashion. The singing, dancing, and performance categories were almost monopolized by Kiss of Death, with a rival clan occasionally winning, so he had decided not to challenge them there.

There were also PvP and no-genre categories, but those were hard to predict, so Rick had explained they would aim for the top in fashion alone.

"But can we really aim for the top in fashion?"

"We'll have to leave that to Ginny and Cynthia-san..."

Rick said, looking over at Ginny and the others.

The two of them had been talking about Heart-Pounding Pandemonium for a while now, and Parfait and Rick were basically staying out of that conversation.

A grave-faced Cynthia was speaking to Ginny.

"Ginny-shi, if I may be so bold... I must speak my mind. While a normal butler outfit for Ashley-sama's cosplay is one thing, I am against any alterations to it."

"It is rare for our opinions to diverge, but what is your reasoning?"

"As you know, Ginny-shi, Ashley-sama is a devilish man who leads young maidens astray. To be frank, it is a sensitive matter..."

"I am in complete agreement with that interpretation."

Cynthia nodded and came to a stop. Everyone else stopped with her. Only Rick had a wrinkle between his eyebrows, but he remained silent.

"A normal butler outfit is barely acceptable, and even that is a very dark shade of gray. However, to have him wear a shirt with a loosened tie and a slightly open collar would be nothing short of indecent. Such an act would incur the wrath of the maidens, and it would not just be a firestorm, but a Meteor Swarm that would last for three days and three nights, turning everything into Sodom and Gomorrah!"

Not wanting to listen but overhearing the conversation anyway, Parfait whispered to Rick.

"What's Sodom and Gomorrah?"

"You know the Old Testament, right? They're the names of cities that appear in it. They incurred God's wrath, and apparently, sulfur and fire rained down from the heavens, destroying them."

"Ah, I see."

"More importantly, was Ginny trying to make me do something like that? I'd like to be the one to destroy her."

"Rick-kun, it's still just an attempt, so calm down."

As if she had known this all along, Ginny started to tremble slightly from the moment she heard Cynthia's words.

"Th-that is true...! Excessive alterations are nothing short of a sin...!"

In response to Ginny's barely audible voice, Cynthia's serious expression changed to a smile filled with compassion.

"This one would accompany you, Ginny-shi, even to the Andromeda galaxy. However, I will stop you, even at the cost of my life, from doing anything like charging into the sun or a black hole...!"

At those words, Ginny let out a long breath. Then she looked at Cynthia and smiled.

"I have a wonderful friend."

"The pleasure is all mine. And I believed that you would understand, Ginny-shi!"

Immediately after, the two of them embraced tightly.

Parfait and Rick watched the two of them, who looked like something out of a coming-of-age story, with exasperated expressions. Rick, in particular, looked as if he was seeing something incomprehensible, his eyes so distant he seemed on the verge of reaching a state of enlightenment. A few seconds later, Rick shook his head to return to reality and sighed.

"The content of their conversation is terrible, yet they're making it look like a heartwarming scene..."

"They both have maxed out facial attack power, so any conversation they have looks good. Alright you two, it's about time we get going."

Perhaps used to Ginny, Parfait urged the two of them on, and they set off for the Fight☆Club headquarters once more.

The Fight☆Club headquarters was located at the southern edge of the Spirit Country.

The World Tree was at the center of the Spirit Country, so the farther away a clan was from it, the weaker their influence was considered to be. By that logic, Fight☆Club would be considered a minor clan.

Still, it was a clan that could earn real money through video streaming. If a clan was too weak, they couldn't partner with AFO and stream in the real world. Considering that, they were a small but proper streaming clan.

That was what Parfait had heard, but she was a little surprised when she saw their base.

It was a much larger base than she had expected. From a distance, it looked like a Western-style mansion with a huge garden. The trees and flowers seemed to be well-tended, and there was even a fountain in the center of the garden. It was truly a place reminiscent of how nobles lived on Earth in the old days.

It was the kind of place she had only ever seen in textbooks and videos, but Parfait thought it would be quite elegant to have tea in a place like this as she approached the entrance gate.

Perhaps because it was a holiday and the first day of the event, there were many people in the garden. It would have been quicker if Kazatoki or Lion were there, but they didn't seem to be logged in yet, and it was full of people she didn't know.

As she was wondering what to do at the gate, a man in the garden noticed them.

The man, along with several others, approached them and spoke with a smile.

"Are you here to see the show? We're still getting ready, so our clan isn't doing anything yet."

"Um, my name is Parfait, from the clan Mont Blanc. This is a bit forward, but would it be possible to speak with your clan leader?"

"With our leader? I don't mind, but... Parfait from Mont Blanc!?"

The man who had responded to her raised his voice in surprise. At his voice, the other members also noticed them and all had expressions of shock.

Parfait couldn't quite grasp the situation, but the man who had spoken to her held out his hands.

"W-wait a minute! I'll confirm right away. No, I'll show you in! Uh, no, I will guide you! Hey, tell Break-san! That Parfait-san and her group are here!"

For some reason, the man became very stiff as he invited them into the base. Amidst the murmuring of the people around them, Parfait and her friends walked through the garden with puzzled looks on their faces.

It wasn't that the atmosphere was unfriendly. It was more like a mix of welcome and bewilderment, and some of them were looking at Parfait and her friends with enraptured expressions.

"Um, what's going on?"

"Maybe they've heard about us from Kazatoki-san and the others?"

"When Cynthia-san and I came, it wasn't like this. I suppose this is to be expected of Parfait-san."

"Th-there are more people than before... Excuse me, I will erase my presence, so please call my name when you need me... Poof..."

As they conversed, Parfait and her friends followed behind the man.

The inside of the base was also well-maintained, with tasteful furnishings.

Basically, furnishings had monetary value but there was no reason to be particular about them. They were really just decorations. However, they were also a way to show a clan's taste and influence, so many major clans were particular about them.

Fight☆Club was said to be a weak clan among streaming clans, but Parfait revised her opinion. They might actually be a big clan.

At the same time, they arrived at the room where the leader was said to be.

"Break-san, I've brought Parfait-san and her group."

"Alright, let 'em in."

A man's voice came from inside the room. Even through the door, it didn't sound like someone their age, but older, maybe in his late twenties or early thirties. A firm, adult voice.

The man who had guided them opened the door and ushered them inside. Then he bowed awkwardly to them before leaving the room and closing the door.

Parfait looked around the room again.

Here too, there were tasteful furnishings. But that faded into the background in an instant. The man in front of them had a much stronger impact.

He wore black leather pants and a white shirt that was open at the chest, with a black leather jacket over it, and sunglasses. His hair was slicked back at the sides and brought together at the back of his head in a regent style.

The man stood up from his chair, pushed his sunglasses down his nose, and the corners of his mouth turned up as he looked at them.

"Glad you could make it. The name's Break, nice to meet ya."

"Ah, yes. I'm—"

"Yeah, I know. You're Parfait, right? And you two are Ginny and Cynthia. Don't know the guy, though..."

"...I'm Rick. It's a pleasure to meet you."

Break nodded at Rick's words. He smiled even wider and spoke.

"Thanks for helping my people out. As the leader of this clan, I should have come to you myself, but I was busy with real life stuff and got delayed."

With that, Break straightened his posture and bowed his head.

"I'm truly grateful. If you don't mind, I'd appreciate it if you'd continue to be friends with Kazatoki and the others."

Contrary to his appearance and way of speaking, Break was very polite. Surprised, Parfait quickly responded.

"Please raise your head. I'm the one who's grateful to be friends with Kazatoki-chan and Lion-chan."

At Parfait's words, Break raised his head. Then he grinned.

"Glad to hear it. But meeting you for the first time... I see..."

"Um, is something wrong with me?"

"Ah, my bad. Did I offend you? It's just that Parfait is famous in certain circles, and I'd always wanted to meet you at least once."

At those words, Rick stepped in front of Parfait.

Even though it was virtual reality, Rick was acting as if to protect her. As Parfait and the others wondered about his actions, Break laughed, but Rick's expression remained serious.

"Looks like I worried you. I'm not planning on doing anything, so you can relax."

"Um, Rick-kun, what's going on?"

"I'm sure of it now, based on your name and appearance. This person is... no, this gentleman is from the Virgo Foundation. I believe he even holds succession rights to the head of the family."

"Huh?"

"Haha, that's ancient history. It's true I'm part of the Foundation, but now I'm just a rank-and-file member, no different from a commoner."

As Parfait stood there in shock, Break continued.

"The Foundation Overseer issued a no-contact order for Parfait to all Foundation members. You can't blame me for being curious about what kind of kid you are, right? Of course, I have no intention of using you to improve my standing in the real world. That's an uncool move, there's no romance in it. More importantly, you came here with some business for me, right? I'd love to hear it."

Break said with a cynical smile. He then took off his sunglasses, put them inside his leather jacket, and as if in exchange, took out a comb and tidied his hair.



		
			Chapter 493

			A Rich Man's Hobby

			It was revealed that Break, the leader of the clan Fight☆Club, was a member of a Foundation. Moreover, he was someone who held succession rights to the head of the Virgo Foundation.

While it was surprising, Parfait wasn't all that shocked. After all, Foundation members frequented her family's cafe, and she was good friends with Wilnel, the next head of the Gemini Foundation. For her, it was on the level of, "Oh, is that so."

Rick and Ginny, who had been friends with Parfait since childhood, felt the same way, but there was one member who had a problem. Cynthia.

Cynthia knew of Wilnel, whom she had recently met, but she didn't know she was the next head of the Foundation, nor did she know she was a Foundation member at all.

Perhaps because of this situation, a strange sound, like someone trying to inhale and exhale at the same time, came from behind Parfait. "Kahyu."

"Cynthia-san!?"

Then came Ginny's surprised cry and the sound of someone collapsing. Parfait turned around in shock.

Cynthia was lying face down on the floor. This time, she didn't have the presence of mind to leave a message in blood. She had simply collapsed. Furthermore, her body was gradually fading, and then she vanished completely.

The shock was so great that Parfait forgot to even panic. In the midst of it all, Rick spoke calmly.

"A forced logout. Ginny, I'm sure she's fine, but go back to the real world and check on Cynthia. Your houses are close, right? If you can, I'd like you to go to her house and check on her."

"O-okay! I'll contact you as soon as I've checked!"

With that, Ginny vanished in an instant.

Parfait had been too stunned to do anything, but she was grateful for Rick's calm response. The headgear used to log into AFO had many functions, and it was unlikely there was a problem even with a forced logout. Still, she respected Rick for his composed handling of the situation.

In the face of this, Break looked apologetic.

"Sorry, looks like I startled her. I'll have to apologize to the young lady Cynthia later."

"No, if anything, it was me revealing your identity that caused it, so I'll be the one to apologize. I'm sure she's fine, but could you wait until we hear back from them?"

"Yeah, of course. If it comes to it, just contact the Hospital under my name. The bill's on me, of course."

Break then called over a clan member, gave some instructions, and requested tea and snacks be prepared.

Even though she was sure Cynthia was fine, Parfait was fidgety and didn't touch the snacks that were brought out.

Just as she thought it was no use waiting here and was about to log out to check the situation herself, a message came from Ginny.

"Parfait-san, Cynthia-san is fine! Her heart rate just shot up and her breathing got a little rough, that's all. According to her, she's used to getting excited, so she's fine."

"Oh, thank goodness. But used to getting excited... Oh, right."

Cynthia tended to get excited when she saw beautiful girls, but she had never been forcibly logged out before. It made Parfait realize, belatedly, just how much of a problem it was for a regular person to suddenly encounter a Foundation member.

She was now certain that her family was strange. Not only could they invite Foundation members to their cafe, but they had them coming over for coffee on a regular basis. It was safe to say it was abnormal.

She felt proud of her father, Hayato, for a moment, but was brought back to reality by Ginny's voice saying, "So then."

"Cynthia-san says she needs a couple of days to prepare herself mentally, so she'd like to postpone today's presentation."

"Well, yeah, that makes sense... But she gave Break-san a presentation last time, right?"

"Apparently, that's why she collapsed. To think she had spoken so passionately to a Foundation member, and one so close to the head of the family with succession rights... She said it was too much, and it seems to have caused her considerable mental damage."

"So that's why."

If anything, Parfait was scared to think what would happen if she revealed Wilnel's identity. She made a mental note that she would need to prepare in advance before explaining.

"Please tell Break-san that Cynthia-san apologizes. She also said she's sorry to us if the deal falls through because of this..."

"I'll let Break-san know. And tell her it's okay if the deal doesn't work out. In that case, we'll just take over the world with our own video!"

"...Understood. Cynthia-san and I will prepare the best outfit for you, Parfait-san!"

"I think I'll pass on that..."

Parfait wasn't sure if their idea of the best would be her idea of the best. In fact, it might be closer to the worst, so she declined in advance. If anything, this made her even more determined to get Kazatoki and Lion involved.

It was decided that Ginny would stay at Cynthia's house for the day. Parfait explained all of this to Rick and Break.

"So the young lady Cynthia is safe. That's good to hear. And I understand about postponing the presentation. If I get to hear that passionate speech again, I'll wait as long as it takes."

"Thank you very much. Rick-kun, what should we do now?"

They had come here for the presentation in the first place. Ginny and Cynthia were in charge of the specific content, so she couldn't explain the details.

"Then we'll come back another time, and for today, we'll meet up with Natsu and the others—"

"Hold on a minute. I'm looking forward to the passionate presentation, but could you at least give me a little idea of what you were planning to talk about? I hear Kazatoki and the others are coming soon, and I'd like to hear about it beforehand."

Parfait and Rick exchanged glances.

They couldn't explain the specific outfits, as that was Ginny and Cynthia's department, but they could talk about wanting to form an alliance and aiming for a top prize by having Kazatoki and Lion wear the outfits.

Parfait figured Rick would be better at explaining this than she would, so she made her request with just a look.

Rick nodded and began to explain to Break politely and concisely. Break didn't interrupt and listened to the end before nodding.

"If they're okay with it, I'd be more than happy to. I won't be able to judge what kind of outfits they are until the two of them get here, so we'll have to wait until after the presentation for that."

It was a surprisingly positive response. Just as Parfait thought this would be easy, Break grinned.

"By the way, I have a proposal of my own. Is that alright?"

"What kind of proposal would that be?"

Rick spoke before Parfait could say anything. Figuring he was trying to stop her from saying something unnecessary, Parfait decided to stay quiet and listen to their conversation.

"As you know, our clan mainly posts PvP videos. We're planning on doing that again this time, but—"

"You want Parfait to appear in them?"

Rick said before Break could finish, and Break grinned again.

"You catch on quick. Thankfully, I've had the chance to meet the famous Parfait of AFO. It'd be a waste not to take advantage of that, right?"

"We don't want to make Parfait stand out too much. This is also a request from the Foundation Overseer."

It wasn't that Lunaria had said so, but a request to that effect had apparently been issued from the Foundation Overseer. In reality, it was a request from Diite through Lunaria.

"I don't know what kind of connections you have with the Overseer, but that's a story that would surprise anyone in the Foundations. Well, considering the no-contact order for us, I guess it makes sense... Though Libra, Gemini, and maybe Pisces probably know the circumstances."

"...Are you trying to probe for information?"

"Like I said before, I won't do something that uncool. It's just that if Parfait appears in our videos, our views will go up. That'll get the name of our real-world company out there. I just want to seize this chance. Of course, I'm not talking about making it an exclusive thing. Just for this event."

Parfait herself was being left out of the loop a bit, but she figured she would cause problems if she interjected here, so she left everything to Rick.

Rick glanced at Parfait before looking at Break with a serious expression.

"Break-san, why are you running a video streaming company?"

"I don't get the point of that question."

"You're a Foundation member, Break-san, and you even have succession rights to the head of the family. Even if you're a rank-and-file member, your influence is significant. Couldn't you be running a much larger company than a video streaming one?"

Break said, "Ah, I see," thought for a moment, then said, "Hold on a sec," and stood up from his chair. He opened the door, went into the next room, and came back right away.

When he returned, Break was holding a guitar, which he strummed lightly.

It was shaped like an electric guitar, but it seemed to have no real-world elements to it. It made a loud sound without an amp, and it was a pretty rockin' tune. However, it seemed to be just the chorus, and the song ended in less than a minute.

"This is my partner, 'Big Rock'. Sounds good, right?"

It wasn't the cynical smile from before, but a genuine one. Whether he loved the guitar, the sound it made, the song, or maybe all of it, he looked so happy that he seemed younger than his actual age.

"I couldn't do it in the real world, but here, I can do what I love. Unlike in the old days, when resources were scarce, people are willing to pay a lot for entertainment now. I wanted to aim for the top with this thing."

"Aim for the top... You started a company to make money from streaming your performances?"

"I didn't think that far ahead at first, but a bunch of guys with similar ideas gathered in this virtual reality. If it was just me, I could do this for the rest of my life without selling a single thing, with just my personal assets. But the other guys aren't like that. So I thought I'd start a company and make a business out of it. Of course, it's not that easy."

Break said that much, then carefully returned the guitar to the next room. When he came back, he sat down in his chair, took a sip of coffee, and caught his breath.

"I didn't have the talent, but there are guys who have talent but no money. I like guys who are fighting to change their financial situation with what they can do. If you say it's just a rich man's hobby, then so be it, but you need patrons who are willing to put money into things like that, right?"

"I see."

"My rank in the line of succession dropped because I was having too much fun with my hobby, but I don't regret it. Still, you can't run a company without money. I pay my members a certain salary whether their videos get views or not, so we've been in the red since we started, and my assets are just dwindling. At this rate, I won't be able to support them anymore, so I want to start turning a profit soon. That's why I'd like your cooperation, Parfait."

Parfait knew nothing about running a company, but she understood that being in the red was a problem.

Rick was nodding with a serious expression. He had said he wanted to start his own company someday, so Parfait figured something had struck a chord with him.

She didn't know if Break's story was true, but he didn't seem to be lying. In that case, the answer was simple, and Parfait spoke up.

"I understand. I'll be in the PvP video."

"H-hey, Parfait—"

"It's fine, it's fine. It's not so much about helping Break-san, but if it helps Kazatoki-chan and Lion-chan, then I don't mind. And this has nothing to do with the Foundations, right?"

When Parfait asked, Break nodded.

"Of course. I don't have the slightest intention of using my connection with you to raise my rank in the line of succession. I just want to get more video views and increase the company's profits. After that, it's up to me and my clan members' efforts."

"Then it's okay."

Rick's eyebrows were furrowed into a V, and he had a look on his face that said, "I guess it can't be helped."

Even if Break didn't bring his AFO connections into the real world, how others would perceive it was a different matter. And a video stream would definitely make her stand out. She thought that was probably why he looked so worried, but Parfait figured she could just consult Diite-oneechan if things got out of hand.

"That's great news. I promise to properly return the profits to our clan members. As for your proposal, if they agree, we'll give our full permission, so please negotiate with them. Well, if you give them another one of those amazing, passionate presentations like before, I don't think there'll be any problem."

"I wonder what kind of presentation Cynthia-chan and the others gave...?"

She hadn't heard the details, but she imagined they had given a presentation, or rather, a persuasion, with great enthusiasm. A thought that she both wanted and didn't want to entertain swirled in her mind.

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

"I-it's Kazatoki! I heard Parfait-san and her group were here..."

"Alright, hold on a sec."

Break said, then lowered his voice.

"Keep it a secret that I'm a Foundation member, okay? In this clan, only the executives who support me know. I don't want a repeat of what happened with the young lady Cynthia."

Parfait and Rick nodded silently, and Break invited Kazatoki into the room.



		
			Chapter 494

			Conspicuous People

			Three days after it was decided that Parfait would participate in Fight☆Club's battle video, she logged in to find Rick and Abel already at the base.

Today was the day Cynthia and Ginny would be presenting their outfit ideas to Break, Kazatoki, and Lion. Parfait had logged in right after getting home, but she was surprised to see the two of them there before her.

"—so, can I ask you to do that?"

"I can, but I don't know if I'll get a positive answer, you know?"

"I know. Just if you can is fine."

"Got it, I'll pass it on then."

After that exchange, Abel noticed Parfait and raised a hand in greeting. "Yo." Spurred by that, Rick also turned and gave a small wave, and Parfait raised a hand back. "Wee." It was a greeting Parfait had been into lately.

"It's unusual to see you two logged in at this hour, isn't it?"

It was currently evening, right after school. Abel had a lot of acting work and coaching, so he usually logged in at night, and Rick also had a lot of things to do in the real world, so he rarely logged in this early.

For those two to be logged in before Parfait was strange, to say the least.

"I just had a little favor to ask of Abel. I couldn't be sure who might be listening in the real world, so I consulted with him here."

"Oh, really? Is it something I can hear about?"

"I don't mind. It's about you, after all, Parfait."

"Huh? Me?"

"It's fine for you to be in the battle video, but Diite-san asked us to keep you from standing out, remember?"

"Ah, I guess I'm causing you trouble."

"It's not a bother. It's like a job that benefits me too."

Rick said, shaking his head.

Apparently, he was getting an allowance, in the name of a salary, from Diite for this, and the success fee was high. It was unclear why such a deal had been made, though.

"I get the situation, but you consulted Abel-kun about it? Oh, maybe Abel-kun will be in the battle video with his face showing?"

There was no doubt that Parfait was famous in AFO, but in terms of general recognition, Abel, being an actor, was more famous. It wasn't a bad idea to use an even more conspicuous person to hide Parfait.

Parfait came to this conclusion, but Abel denied it.

"If I stand out, this clan will stand out. And that would make the clan leader, Parfait, stand out too, so that's a no-go, apparently."

"I see. Then what did you ask Abel-kun to do?"

"I was thinking of having him ask Ash-san and Ren-san if they could be in the battle video."

"...I think that's on a whole other level of conspicuous, don't you?"

Ash and Ren. To say there wasn't a person who didn't know them would be an exaggeration, but they were famous enough movie actors to warrant such a comparison, and every movie they starred in was a box office hit.

They were both busy, so they didn't come to the cafe often, but they always stopped by when they started and finished filming, and whenever there was some kind of event. They were also on good terms with her father, Hayato. Ren was also good friends with her mother, Esha, and she had often seen the two of them happily eating parfaits and pudding together since she was a child.

They had even lived with Hayato's family for a time, and had worked part-time at the cafe. She had wondered what the circumstances were, but after hearing about AFO recently, it all made sense.

If Ash and Ren were in the battle video, the goal of not letting Parfait stand out would probably be achieved, but there was a possibility that Break's company would stand out too much.

"I've thought about that. The talent agency they belong to is affiliated with Virgo. It wouldn't be strange for them to appear in a video from Break-san's clan."

"It might not be strange, but if they put out a video like that, won't Break-san's company have its big break? ...Ah, that wasn't a pun."

Break had various meanings, but here it meant to become popular. Ash and Ren generally gave magazine interviews, but they had little other exposure. If the two of them appeared in a video, there was no way their fans would miss it. The video's view count could go up by a digit.

"That's true, but isn't that a good thing? If Break-san's company becomes popular, it'll help Kazatoki-san and the others. And this is a personal connection, not a Foundation one."

"That may be true, but do you think Break-san will agree? If we bring in such famous people, won't that be the 'uncool move' he was talking about?"

"...That's a possibility. A celebrity on Parfait's level might be one thing, but globally famous people like Ash-san and Ren-san might be more of a nuisance. Well, it's not set in stone, so first, I'll have Abel sound them out. I'll have to sound out Break-san on our end too."

Rick was writing various things in the memo section of his system menu, which he used as a notepad. Just looking at the schedule, which was packed with text, made Parfait dizzy, but there was also something written there that she couldn't help but comment on.

"Rick-kun, um, how many people are you planning to ask? And I see a lot of names I know."

"Ah, you saw that. It's going to be tough to keep Parfait from standing out unless we ask a fair number of people. I've reached out to people like Ingrid-san from Bandit Clan, Balbara-san from Knights of Sweets, and other tamer-type clan leaders like Orion-san, Deeger-san, and Rhadia."

"...Those are all bigger clans than Fight☆Club. Is that okay?"

"From the feelers I put out, it seemed fine. They were all positive about it because they want to fight Parfait. I also told them that whether they'll actually get to fight is a different story, so there's no problem."

"Is that really not a problem...?"

"It should be fine. Besides, none of those clans focus on video streaming, so they seem to be interested in Break-san, who can do real-world streaming."

Video streaming itself was a simple operation, but that was only for in-game videos. To stream in the real world, you needed to go through a fair number of procedures, so only specialized clans that focused on video streaming did it. In the first place, even major, regular clans wouldn't get permission to stream in the real world.

Since it was an event, they were interested in real-world streaming too, and Rick explained that they were saying if he could handle that, they would be happy to participate.

"Ah, I think Orion-san and the others were saying they wanted to make healing videos with their pets. And I heard they got an offer from a company related to Zoo."

"That's right. Deeger-san also said he wanted to make a video introducing dinosaurs. Ingrid-san and Rhadia just seem to want to fight Parfait, though."

"Ah, yeah... Wait, what about Balbara-san?"

"Balbara-san is apparently interested in streaming a sweets-eating contest video."

"I'm interested in that too... But still, you've reached out to a lot of people."

She knew them, but they were all major clans. Bandit Clan was in a league of its own, but even without them, all the others combined would be a considerable force.

Not all of them would be in the battle video, and just having a lot of people didn't mean they would get good results in this event, but in terms of clan numbers alone, they would be bigger than Kiss of Death.

"Even though they're major clans, they usually just enjoy the other clans' performances at the Spirit Festival. And since Kiss of Death is too strong in this event, they want to make a stand this time, apparently."

"People in major clans do seem to be competitive, don't they."

"By the way, I also reached out to Benitsuru-san and Simon-sensei."

"Huh...?"

Benitsuru was Parfait's sword master, and Simon was treated as a fellow student.

Benitsuru was the successor to the Azuma-ryu sword style and was quite strong. Or rather, her movements were so incredible that she didn't seem to fit into the category of 'strong'. Naturally, Simon was also strong, and Parfait had yet to land a single blow on her.

The two of them were so strong that until recently, Parfait had thought she herself was weak. If those two were in the battle video, it wouldn't just be exciting. They would treat any opponent like a child.

"They seemed interested, but they turned me down. I thought they would stand out because they both have a certain flair, but they said it would be a bad idea for them to be in a battle video."

"Thank goodness... You haven't reached out to any other strange people, have you?"

"Other than that, I haven't. It's difficult to find people who are strong and have a tenuous connection to Parfait, without it getting involved with the Foundations."

Benitsuru and Simon clearly had a strong connection to Parfait, but Rick's argument was that since their dojo was unknown, it didn't really matter.

"Hey, didn't you say Natsu's old man was strong?"

Abel said, eating a crepe with a prominent strawberry that he had taken out from somewhere.

"Natsu-chan's dad... Mist-ojisan, right. I think I heard he was roleplaying as a vampire. But still, the Hospital is probably busy."

"I guess so. He's probably busier than an actor. Then Chris's parents are out too, huh."

"They're the Foundation Overseer's bodyguard and maid. I want them to relax at home on their rare days off... relax and enjoy camping in the jungle."

"Come to think of it, Chris was saying something like that on Cat Island. In that case, who else—"

"My parents are out. They're regular people, after all."

Abel looked at Rick, so Rick said that, preemptively.

In Parfait and her friends' minds, their parents were divided into the AFO cold sleep group and the regular group. Rick's parents, Ox and Miliara, were in the regular group, just like Hayato.

"Then Ginny's... let's see, her old man was in the regular group and her mom was in the cold sleep group, right. Then she might be able to fight—"

"Hold on, hold on. It's one thing to list candidates without regard to the conditions, but don't forget the premise of not making Parfait stand out."

"Oh, right. It's not enough that they can just fight, they have to have something that makes them stand out more than Parfait. In that case— I'll ask my old man and Ren-neesan— Should I ask Agres-san too? Pat-san and Suien-san are probably out, though."

"Agres-san, huh. If possible, I'd like to ask him."

"Alright, got it. Then I'll ask the seniors at my agency."

"I appreciate it, but we can only have two of them at most. Any more and it'll look like Break-san's company has been taken over. I want to avoid that."

Dragon Soul was the talent agency founded by Abel's grandfather, Veru. There were few talent agencies to begin with, so it could be considered a large corporation with many actors.

Break's company was a Foundation company, but Break himself didn't identify as a Foundation member, so it was still a small company. Looking at the current power balance, Dragon Soul undoubtedly had the upper hand.

"There's a lot to consider, huh. But I get the general idea. Everyone's busy, so don't expect too much, okay?"

"I'm sorry. I'm causing you a lot of trouble."

"Don't worry about it. My folks are grateful to Hayato-san and Esha-san for where they are now. If I say Parfait might be in trouble, they'll usually lend a hand."

Parfait was grateful to Ash, Ren, and the others, and to her parents. She hadn't expected things to get this big when she said she would be in the battle video, so she would reflect on what needed reflecting on, but other than that, she was just grateful to everyone around her.

"By the way, changing the subject, is the main venue for the Spirit Festival at that big tree called the World Tree?"

"Ah, that's right. I had Natsu and Chris go check it out, and apparently it's been pretty lively since the first day. I'm planning on going today too. Well, after Natsu and the others get here and Ginny and her friends' presentation is over."

"Oh, I see. Then let's all go together!"

Abel said, then his face went blank and he seemed to be lost in thought.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, come to think of it, a long time ago, Randa-san told me it was yaba-i to go to the World Tree as a couple. I wonder what she meant by that."

At that, Parfait and Rick also tilted their heads.

The World Tree was like a symbol of the Spirit Country and was also a date spot. At night, if you looked out over the forest from the top of the World Tree, the entire area would be covered in a pale blue light, creating a scene that could only be described as fantastical.

Parfait had never seen it before, but she had thought she would like to see it at least once. Not that she had a boyfriend or even anyone she liked, she made a slightly sad jab at herself in her mind.

Putting that aside, she wondered what was so dangerous about it.

"Maybe some powerful monster appears?"

"I wonder. Maybe a super strong rare monster appears or something."

"A rare monster that appears when you go as a couple? What, like Cupid?"

"Who knows? Maybe it appears out of jealousy?"

As they were talking, a voice chat request came from Ginny.

"I did it! I got permission to make Kazatoki-san's Nine-Tailed Fox Version and Lion-san's Magical Girl Archangel Version outfits!"

"Congratulations... I think?"

Putting aside the Nine-Tailed Fox Version, she had no idea what a magical girl archangel was, but it gave her a very ominous impression.

"Of course it's congratulations! Kazatoki-san didn't seem to quite get it, but Lion-san agreed after understanding various things. But Lion-san is a quick study! In the middle of the explanation, it was like the light had vanished from her eyes, but to immediately act out the part of an archangel whose emotions had been stolen by God... I can only say, as expected...! Ah, I want to spend money on her...!"

"I don't think that was acting... And it's not good to give money directly, you know?"

"Yes, I'm aware. So, Cynthia-san and I will be concentrating on creating the outfit designs for a while!"

"Got it. Then we'll gather spider silk and cloth while we check out the event. Let us know if you need anything else."

"Thank you very much. Then Cynthia-san and I will create the best outfits together!"

Ginny said, and the voice chat ended. After that, she relayed the contents to Rick and Abel.

"I don't really know, but that was a good thing, right?"

"...Probably."

"Probably? Well, it's an event, so as long as it's fun, it's fine, right. For you, Rick, would it be bad if we don't get a high rank?"

"Not that bad, but right now, I'm more interested in aiming for the top in the battle category than the outfit category. I haven't forgotten about keeping Parfait from standing out, but I think the act of using various connections to increase the battle video's view count is fun, like planning an event. And if we're going to do it, we're naturally aiming for the top."

"Rick is the same as always, huh."

"What do you mean, the same as always?"

Parfait listened to their conversation as she began to prepare to go to the World Tree.



		
			Chapter 495

			The Closest of Aides

			About a week had passed since the event began. Despite it being a weekday, the area around the World Tree in the Spirit Country was in a festive mood every day, with many players participating cheerfully.

The event itself was managed by the clan Kiss of Death, and a program of performances was released daily, with a wide variety of events. There were concerts, PvP battles, rare item auctions, and even plays, and the area was bustling day and night.

However, the most popular attraction was the creative food stalls.

The dishes, which had become freely craftable in a recent update, were well-received, with the atmosphere of the event making them taste delicious even if the flavor itself was so-so. Additionally, new types of dishes that had never been seen before, such as super spicy dishes and Russian roulette-style dishes, were adding to the excitement of the Spirit Festival.

And then there was the outfit creation, which had been unlocked for this event.

There were players wearing unique outfits that had never been seen before, but the designs were not exactly refined, and for now, most outfits were just slightly altered versions of existing equipment. Still, players with good taste stood out, and more and more people were imitating them, saying, "That's a good idea!"

Parfait was enjoying these things with her friends while gathering materials for the outfits Kazatoki and Lion would wear.

Today, she logged in thinking she would gather some materials and then join the festival, and as she was waiting for everyone, she heard a knock on the base's door.

Thinking it was Kazatoki, Lion, or maybe Cynthia coming to visit, Parfait opened the door without checking outside.

There, a person wearing a dark green poncho coat simply raised their right hand slightly and said, "'Sup."

The collar was turned up, hiding their mouth, and they were wearing goggles, so their eyes were hidden. They were also wearing the hood of the coat, so she couldn't see their hairstyle or who they were. However, the voice was female and sounded familiar.

"Um, who might you be...?"

"Huh? Oh, sorry, you can't tell like this, can you."

The woman said, pulling her face out from under the hood and taking off her goggles. She then lowered her collar slightly to reveal her mouth.

"Xenobia-san!?"

"Parfait-chan, how have you been?"

"I-I'm fine, but you surprised me. This is the first time we've met here, right?"

"That's right. I log in once a month, but I never have time to play. Is it okay if I come in?"

"Of course. Please, come in."

Parfait said, inviting Xenobia into the base. She then guided Xenobia to the table and immediately prepared cheesecake and tea.

Xenobia sat down and looked around curiously, then smiled when she saw the sweets and tea Parfait had prepared.

"This is a lovely base. And the plates for the sweets and tea are very elaborate."

"I'm happy to hear you say that, Xenobia-san. Please, help yourself."

Xenobia used her fork to cut a small piece of the cheesecake and put it in her mouth. After savoring it, she took a sip of her tea.

"This isn't an existing dish, is it? It's your own original cake, right?"

"You can tell? I'm still practicing, though."

"Really? I think it's delicious enough to be five stars."

Parfait slapped her right bicep with her left hand and raised her right arm in a victory pose. It wasn't a very ladylike way to show joy, but there was no one here to chide her for it.

Despite her joy, the question of why Xenobia had come here loomed larger.

Xenobia was Lunaria's closest aide and bodyguard, the one who oversaw the Foundations. According to her, "Lunaria-chan doesn't need a bodyguard," but she was always by Lunaria's side.

However, she remained completely in the shadows, and even when Lunaria was in the news, she never showed her face. It was a thorough job. Still, she was apparently always by her side, acting in a way that she would never be caught on any camera. According to her, it was "like a stealth game."

The fact that this Xenobia, even if it was in virtual reality, was here, away from Lunaria's side, was unbelievable to Parfait.

"Um, Xenobia-san, I'm happy you're here, but why are you here?"

"I have something I want to ask Rick-kun. He's coming today, right?"

"Rick-kun? He said he might be a little late, but he said he would log in."

"Really? In that case, is it okay if I wait until then?"

"Of course. But what business do you have with Rick-kun...?"

It wasn't that they had no connection at all, but she couldn't imagine Xenobia had personal business with Rick. As she was wondering if something was going on that she didn't know about, Xenobia took a sip of her tea and smiled.

"You know that Rick-kun has been asking a lot of people to be in a PvP video lately, right?"

"Huh? Oh, yes."

She knew. In fact, you could say she was the one who made him do it. He was asking even more conspicuous people to be in the video so that she wouldn't stand out if she was in it.

"Benny-chan was invited, and she told Lunaria-chan about it, looking very happy. And then, Lunaria-chan said she was being shown up."

"Shown up...?"

"'I haven't been invited yet,' Lunaria-chan said, and now she's sulking."

"Ah..."

"She's been fidgeting, waiting for an invitation from Rick-kun, but it never came, so I came to ask directly."

Knowing Lunaria's personality, she could kind of understand. When she was left out, she got a little grumpy. And then she would make it known. You couldn't just casually invite the person who was, for all intents and purposes, ruling the world, but she didn't understand that. So, not inviting her was a problem, and that was the situation now.

She understood the situation, but she had her own thoughts on the matter.

"Are Lunaria-san and you, Xenobia-san, not busy...?"

"No, no, it's the opposite. We're busy, but because Lunaria-chan is sulking, work is getting delayed. She'd have to turn down the invitation even if she got one since she can't participate anyway."

"So that's what's going on..."

"And lately, Ronios-chan's Gemini Foundation's work has also been stalled, and in connection with that, Ney-chan's Libra Foundation is also being affected. It's really a problem."

Something terrible was happening. And it was because of her and her father.

"Um, you see..."

Parfait explained the whole story to Xenobia.

That the request for the PvP video was a camouflage to keep her from standing out, that they couldn't rely on Foundation members because of Break's circumstances, that Hayato had told Ronios to come visit next time, and that the current situation was her family's fault. She told her all of it.

Xenobia's eyes widened at first, but by the end, she was laughing.

"That's Hayato-san and Parfait-chan for you. Only the two of you could mess with the Foundations like this."

"That's not a compliment, is it...?"

"Sorry, sorry, I didn't mean it as a jab. It's just that Hayato-san and Esha-chan were influential people, for better or worse, so I was just thinking that Parfait-chan inherited that from them."

She didn't know if being influential in this situation was a good thing or a bad thing. But she did know that it wasn't just a good influence, since she had said, "for better or worse."

"But I get the situation now. You want to get video views without relying on Foundation members, and on top of that, you don't want Parfait-chan to stand out, right?"

"To put it simply, yes."

"In that case, Benny-chan is one thing, but Lunaria-chan is definitely out of the question. She's a Foundation member more than anyone."

"In the first place, I don't think the person who oversees the Foundations should be in a PvP video."

It was a well-known fact that Lunaria used to be the Demon Lord in AFO, but if someone like that appeared in a new PvP video, it would be on a whole other level than just standing out.

"It might not just stand out, it might become news that gets reported all over the world."

At the moment, Lunaria was the most influential person. For some reason, Parfait was relieved that there was someone more influential than her, but putting that aside, she was also relieved that Lunaria probably wouldn't sulk now that she knew the situation.

"But I see now, since I understand the reason, I'll let Lunaria-chan know. I'm sure she'll understand that it can't be helped."

"I'm sorry for all the trouble."

"Not at all. In the first place, keeping Parfait-chan from standing out is for the convenience of the Foundation, or rather, the Colony 'Frontier'. If anything, we're the ones getting you all involved in our affairs."

"Because of the terminal at the cafe, right?"

"That's right. There was talk of moving it to another location, but Diite-chan was against it."

From Parfait's perspective, it was "a terminal where she could talk to Diite in the real world," but it also meant "a terminal where you could negotiate with Diite in the real world."

If Parfait or Hayato were to be kidnapped and held hostage, Diite would most likely obey commands. And being able to command Diite was the same as being able to completely disable all security in the entire world, which also meant being able to rule the world.

Of course, the terminal would be useless without knowledge of Diite's existence and what she could do, but since you never knew where information could leak from, various countermeasures were in place.

"We have guards around your house, Parfait-chan, so I think you're safe, but it's also important not to be targeted in the first place."

"Ah, I think I saw someone."

"Sorry, I know hearing about guards sounds alarming, but we're doing it in a way that doesn't affect your daily life."

"No, I had no idea until you told me, so it's not a problem."

In the first place, Colony "Frontier" had a very strict screening process just to enter, let alone move there. And since Diite was the one doing the screening, it was almost impossible for suspicious people to get in.

However, even Diite couldn't completely grasp people's social circles, and there had apparently been a number of problems in the past. So, with Parfait's advancement to the next school level, they had increased the number of guards.

It was refreshing to hear about these things from Xenobia, and she was about to ask more, but Xenobia said, "Well then," and stood up from her chair.

"Now that I know the situation, I'll go tell Lunaria-chan. Work is getting backed up."

"Are you leaving already...?"

"I left Barl and Grant in charge of the work... Ah, I don't think you've met them, but like me, they're Lunaria-chan's aides."

"The Demonfolk-san, right?"

Lunaria's aides were called the Demonfolk. There were eight of them in total, and they were called Lunaria's direct team, the Demon Lord's Army. In the past, she had only been able to wonder why, but she remembered feeling drained when she heard that their titles in AFO had become their titles in the real world.

"They tell me to take a break, but I can't really take that from people who work more than I do. Well, that's how it is, so see you later. I'll come to the cafe with Lunaria-chan next time."

"Yes, please come anytime."

Xenobia smiled and used a Ring of Teleportation to teleport somewhere.

Lunaria had a childish side to her. It was something all her acquaintances knew, but Parfait felt for Xenobia-san and the others who had to deal with it.

The next day, for some reason, Xenobia came again.

"Xenobia-san, did something happen again?"

"Well, Lunaria-chan told me to be in the PvP video in her place... so I was thinking of making my base here for a while."

"I thought I said Foundation members were a no-go because of the other clan's circumstances...?"

It wasn't a matter of a replacement. Rick hadn't invited Lunaria in the first place.

"Well, that's true, but that kind of reasoning doesn't work on Lunaria-chan. And she said that even though I'm her aide, I've never appeared in public, so it should be fine."

"Ah, I see."

"And everyone told me to think of it as a vacation. I think that's the real reason. So, I'm going to take them up on their offer and play to my heart's content for the first time in a while. I know it'll be a bother, but please let me stay with you for a while."

"A bother? Not at all. You're more than welcome!"

Xenobia smiled and said, "Thank you."

Thinking this might liven up the PvP video, Parfait decided to contact Rick-kun first and sent him a voice chat.



		
			Chapter 496

			The Truth of the World

			"Um, Xenobia-san."

"Oh, Parfait-chan, sorry for letting myself in."

"No, that’s not a problem at all. The problem is this."

"Wasn’t it enough?"

"The opposite. Why is there such a massive amount of Spider Silk in the storage…"

Three days after Xenobia’s arrival, Parfait logged in as usual to find her relaxing at their base.

That was no problem at all. With Demon Lord Lunaria’s castle now open to the public, Xenobia no longer had a base of her own, so Parfait and the others welcomed her to use theirs.

While she could log out anywhere, Xenobia still had a bit of a phobia of men, though it had improved considerably from the old days. She could manage with people she had known since they were babies, like Rick and Abel, or with other acquaintances, but speaking to anyone else was difficult.

That was why she was staying at their base instead of a town inn. Perhaps as a thank you, she had been gathering items like Spider Silk for them.

Xenobia was on vacation, so she had plenty of time on her hands. While Parfait and her friends were at school studying, she had been solo hunting spiders to collect materials.

But seeing the incredible amount of Spider Silk piled in the base’s storage left Parfait more dumbfounded than surprised. On the first day, the amount was just enough to be grateful for, but by the third day, it was ten times that. She wanted to ask what kind of crime one had to commit to accumulate so much.

"It’s been a while since I’ve fought here, so it’s taking me a while to get my groove back. I ended up gathering a lot after killing so many. I used to be able to take on ten of those monsters at once, but now I think eight is my limit. I’m getting old."

Parfait, who could only defeat them one on one, wanted to ask what she meant by ten at once.

Xenobia had no intention of holding back in PvP, so she was spending her weekday afternoons fighting monsters to regain her instincts. It was getting to the point where Parfait worried if any of the other participants could even beat her.

"It would be rude to hold back, especially since Break-san officially approved my participation in the matches. I’ll make sure I’m in top shape by the day of the event."

Parfait’s anxiety levels rose at the thought of her getting into even better shape.

Nevertheless, her participation was a done deal. Rick had told Break that he wanted a retainer of the Foundation’s director to join, and the two had discussed it. Rick mentioned that translating for Xenobia had been quite a struggle. The matter was settled.

Parfait hadn’t been there, but she heard that Break was left speechless when he learned Xenobia’s true identity. He had been reluctant at first, as he preferred not to use Foundation connections, but in the end, he had no choice but to let her participate.

"Lunaria-chan said she’s looking forward to the video, so she told me to do my best."

Parfait couldn’t imagine how much of an impact those words had on Break. Lunaria herself had no hidden meaning behind her words, but Break, being connected to the Foundation, could only overthink the weight of words coming from the top of the world, a queen in all but name.

Furthermore, although Xenobia was related to the Foundation, she was a shadow figure who never appeared in public, which was another reason he had approved her participation.

Given the circumstances, Xenobia said it would be rude to do anything but fight seriously.

There were other reasons for Xenobia to give it her all.

One was Parfait.

Benitsuru had praised Parfait so much that Xenobia had apparently wanted to fight her someday. Although she had come here because Lunaria hadn’t been invited, it was a fortunate opportunity, and she was looking forward to fighting Parfait.

And the other reason was Kazatoki.

Yesterday, Kazatoki and Lion had visited the base about their costumes. They met Xenobia, and Kazatoki became more flustered than ever before.

When asked, it turned out that Kazatoki had watched Xenobia’s videos countless times and had been emulating her style. Faced with her idol, she could only manage to say "no ja" for a while, a secret kept by everyone present.

When Parfait fought Kazatoki, she had thought her techniques resembled Xenobia’s. She was right. Kazatoki had been using not just all of her techniques, but her combos as a reference.

Xenobia, who had no idea someone was imitating her, took such a liking to Kazatoki that she demonstrated combos she had never shown in her videos and promised to fight her seriously in the actual event. Apparently, they were even going to practice together until the video shoot.

"G-good afternoon, no ja!"

"Welcome, Kazatoki-chan."

"No ja."

A miko with fox ears and a tail, Kazatoki, arrived at the base. Parfait greeted her normally, while Xenobia, perhaps thinking "no ja" was a greeting, raised a hand and said the same.

Kazatoki apparently added "no ja" to the end of her sentences not just for her streams but all the time, saying she was clumsy. Parfait wondered if that was really okay, but she hadn’t said anything to stop her for now.

The earnest Kazatoki was out of breath. This was virtual reality, so she shouldn’t be, but maybe she was just excited. In that state, she bowed her head to both Parfait and Xenobia.

"I-I’m sorry for coming so suddenly! U-um, yesterday, you said you would train with me, and I took you at your word… i-is that alright… no ja?"

"It’s not really training. I was just thinking I wanted to get my PvP instincts back, so it’d be a big help if you could practice with me."

"O-of course! I’ll do it! I-I won’t give this right to anyone… no ja!"

"Okay, please go easy on me."

Kazatoki’s eyes sparkled as she nodded at those words. Her ears and tail moved in sync, making Parfait want to touch them, but she resisted with an iron will.

Xenobia stood up from her chair and looked at Parfait while stretching.

"You’re heading to the World Tree, right Parfait-chan?"

"Yes, I’m planning to go with Nat-chan and the others today. I was thinking you two could come as well, but maybe we should do that after the video shoot is over."

Seeing Kazatoki’s eyes well up with tears and her fox ears droop, Parfait immediately decided it was best not to invite them.

"I’ll buy you some souvenirs. Is there anything you’d like to eat?"

Parfait asked as she waited for Natsu and Chris.

Once Natsu and Chris logged in, Parfait headed to the World Tree with them.

One would think they’d get tired of a festival that went on every day, but since the activities were different each day, they were enjoying it without getting bored. Today’s event was selling original sweets they had come up with themselves, so Parfait and her friends had come looking forward to it.

"Will about three laps around all the shops be enough? Should we do more?"

"My friend, please tell me you’re joking."

"You know Parfait would never joke about sweets."

As they had this conversation, Parfait looked around, wondering which shop to visit first.

From classic sweets like ice cream and crepes, there were many other original creations lined up. Thinking about it, since they were going to visit them all anyway, she decided to start from the end and headed toward a crepe shop.

"Oh, Parfait-chan?"

"Balbara-san, hello."

A woman with her red hair up, clad in armor of the same color. Balbara. She was the leader of the clan "Knights of Sweets," and a player she often partied with during the Hyakki Yakou event in the eastern country of Azuma. And it went without saying that they also met at the Maid Guild’s all-you-can-eat sweets events.

She was also acquainted with Natsu and Chris, and they all exchanged greetings.

But a thought occurred to Parfait. It was a weekday, still early evening. Balbara should normally be working, so she wondered why she was here at this time.

"Um, Balbara-san, what about work?"

"Paid leave. There’s a law that says girls are allowed to take paid leave for the sake of eating sweets."

"It’s a law, not just a company rule…?"

"Today is a sweets pop-up event, so most of our members took paid leave to enjoy it."

Parfait wasn’t sure if that was okay, but if they were already on leave, it probably wasn’t a problem. However, although she mentioned her members, there were no other clan members around.

"Are you not with the rest of your clan?"

"Everyone likes sweets in general, but our preferences are divided. We went around about three times together, but now we’re all eating separately. I think I’ll go around one more time, and then revisit the places I liked."

"We were just talking about doing three laps too, so let’s go together!"

Chris didn’t seem to mind, but Natsu had a frown on her face. Parfait, however, didn’t notice and headed to the first shop.

She received a crepe from a cheerful clerk and they all began to eat.

As Parfait was enjoying her crepe topped with matcha ice cream, strawberries, and chocolate, a commotion began to stir around them.

"I wonder what’s going on."

A large crowd was gathering near the entrance of the World Tree.

The World Tree was a gigantic tree, but its interior was structured like a tower with different floors. The views from the middle and top floors were excellent, making it a famous and popular date spot.

Wondering if there was some trouble, she watched as Balbara’s face turned pale.

"Huh? No way…!"

"Balbara-san?"

"You’re kidding! Isn’t that area under the jurisdiction of ‘Kiss of Death’? What are they doing!"

"Huh? What’s wrong?"

"Oh, right, you guys wouldn’t know. A Named Monster appears here, and it’s a guaranteed spawn if you meet the conditions. ‘Kiss of Death’ is supposed to be managing it strictly to prevent that from happening, but…"

A Named Monster was a special monster with a name, boasting considerable strength. They often had special spawn conditions, some of which were so complex that you would never encounter them without knowing.

"What kind of monster is it?"

To Parfait’s question, Balbara answered, trembling.

"Do you know about the Genesis Dragons? The ten dragons that are said to have created the world…"

"I feel like I’ve heard that somewhere before. Where was it?"

"One of them is the Illusion Dragon, and—"

A world announcement cut her off.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Spirit Country. The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki has begun its invasion. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

Immediately after, the surroundings were enveloped in a thin mist.

(Huh? Suien? Does she mean Suien-san?)

Suien, who belonged to the same talent agency, Dragon Soul, as Ash and Ren. She was currently more in a management role than an acting one, but she was still a bewitching woman of ageless beauty. She occasionally came for coffee, but she mostly just complained to Randa about work.

As Parfait recalled what Suien looked like, shouts of anger echoed around her.

"You’ve got to be kidding me! Did someone meet the conditions!? What were they thinking!"

"Damn it! All the young ones, log out immediately!"

"Cover your ears!"

"It’s over…! It’s all over!"

For some reason, she was hearing lines straight out of a disaster movie. Parfait and her friends didn’t understand why everyone was so scared. But Balbara quickly finished her half-eaten crepe and drew her sword.

"Parfait-chan, you all should log out!"

"Um…?"

"Hurry! If you don’t log out right away, something terrible will—"

Just as Balbara was about to finish, the silhouette of a massive dragon appeared in the sky above. Its eyes glowed red.

"Oh, you poor lambs, trapped in illusion. I shall teach you the truth of the world…!"

(That’s definitely Suien-san’s voice. But what does she mean by the truth of the world? About AFO?)

"Truth number one."

(Huh? Number one?)

"…First love never works out."

After a moment of silence, voices of resentment and anger erupted from the crowd.

"Don’t screw with us!"

"Source! Give us a source!"

"There’s no data for that!"

"Of course it works out!"

As she wondered what was going on, Natsu, right beside her, let out a "Guh," and fell to her knees as if she had taken damage.



		
			Chapter 497

			The Love Stampede

			The area around the World Tree was enveloped in mist. Parfait and many other players were confronting the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki.

Since it was during an event, they wouldn’t lose in terms of numbers, but the battle had yet to begin. However, the Illusion Dragon was already attacking. A mental attack, using only words.

The simple statement that first love never works out seemed to deal massive damage to some people. Natsu must have taken a critical hit, as she was down on one knee. Parfait, incidentally, took no damage.

"I-it’s okay, it’s not like it’s an absolute—"

"Nat-chan, calm down."

It seemed other players had taken damage besides Natsu, but they still had enough energy to launch long-range attacks at the Illusion Dragon’s shadow floating in the sky while shouting their retorts. None of their attacks seemed to be effective, though.

"You mustn’t avert your eyes from the truth. The greater the expectation, the greater the despair. Come, accept the truth…!"

For a dragon that governed illusions, telling people to look at the truth was some kind of joke. Moreover, this dragon was an acquaintance, and it felt like there was a person inside, not an AI.

Parfait remembered something.

She had heard that Suien had terrible luck with men. Every man she dated turned out to be a loser, to the point where some people even said she emitted pheromones that attracted them.

According to Randa, "I had to keep her company while she stress-ate every time a relationship ended! And I had to pay!" She would say she was done with love, but before you knew it, she would be dating someone, and before you knew it, it would be over. Randa said it was a pain.

Parfait could only think what a tough time she must have had, and she felt a little sympathy, wondering if these words were born from her own experiences.

"Truth, number two…"

If there was a number one, there would be a number two. The players stopped their attacks and quietly waited for Suien’s words. For some reason, the sound of people swallowing their saliva was unusually loud.

"Childhood friends are a losing flag."

There were about three seconds of silence, followed by shouts of anger and resentment.

"That’s not true!"

"It’s just that I don’t want to ruin our current relationship!"

"We’ve skipped all the steps and we’re already family!"

"It’s the ultimate romance buff!"

Once again, players were divided into those who took damage and those who didn’t. Natsu, however, was no longer on just one knee. This time, she was lying face down on the ground.

"A-are childhood friends a lost cause…? But he’s more like a brother than a childhood friend, so I’m safe…? No, if anything, he’s like a step-brother…?"

"Nat-chan, let’s take a deep breath."

Natsu was a young maiden in love with Ruth, a subordinate of her father, Mist. It was her first love, and their age gap was large, but they were close enough to be called childhood friends, so she was taking considerable mental damage.

Parfait thought she didn’t need to worry about such things, but as someone who had yet to experience her first love, she didn’t quite understand Natsu’s feelings. The same likely went for Chris, who was also undamaged.

Balbara seemed to have taken some damage, but she appeared to be immune to the childhood friend issue.

"Truth number three."

Parfait looked up at the sky again, wondering if there was more. Once again, the attacks ceased, and silence fell over the area.

"There is no such thing as a prince on a white horse."

This time, voices from the women rose up.

"Yes there is, you idiot!"

"The prince is just a late sleeper!"

"I’m prepared to wear any glass slipper you throw at me!"

"Princes on white horses exist! So do cat queens!"

For some reason, Parfait heard a voice that sounded like Orion from the clan "Cats are God," but she dismissed it as her imagination. Besides, a prince on a white horse was a prince who rode a white horse, not a horse prince.

She had been relieved that this truth probably hadn’t dealt much damage to Natsu, but it seemed her train of thought had taken a sharp turn.

"A white horse… I see. If I raid Colony ‘Zoo’ and give him one as a gift…!"

"How do you manage to come up with the least plausible idea imaginable?"

Love was a strange thing, to think that Natsu, who boasted the top grades in her year, could become this much of a mess.

It was unclear whether they were just playing along or had genuinely taken damage, but the other players were also shouting various retorts. However, the truths Suien spoke seemed to be inflicting a fair amount of damage.

"The ideal traditional woman is an urban legend."

"There’s no demand for real-life tsunderes."

"Kabe-don is a turn-off."

"The person you like already has someone."

Some of the truths resonated with people, but others were truths they would rather not know, and the area was like a field of corpses. The mist made it hard to see, but it looked like many players were down on one knee.

Parfait figured this mist was probably intended to amplify the mental attacks disguised as truth by obscuring the surrounding situation.

"It seems you have understood the truth of the world…! Do you see now? Love is but an illusion, affection is unnecessary. Only those of you who understand this and have taken no damage are worthy of fighting me… Come, turn the loneliness of your lives into strength and attack!"

"May I say something?"

Chris raised her right hand slightly and called out to the shadow of the Illusion Dragon. Her clear, dignified voice was audible to the others, and the sounds of resentment died down.

"…Huh? W-what is it?"

Suien’s voice faltered slightly upon seeing Chris, but she quickly composed herself.

"I heard that my father’s first love was my mother."

The surroundings began to stir at her words.

A truth that refuted the statement that first love never works out. Those words seemed to give the players a faint glimmer of hope.

"It seems my mother’s first love was not my father, but she said she was grateful for the unrequited loves of her past, for they were wonderful experiences."

The commotion grew louder. In sync with it, the Illusion Dragon flinched.

"W-well, it’s not as if things like that are impossible…"

"Then, Suien-san, no, the truths you spoke are not absolute. There is a possibility, even if it’s one in ten thousand."

Cheers erupted from the players.

A "Gnnn" sound came from the Illusion Dragon, but then another voice was heard.

"Well done, breaking through the false truths. Indeed, the possibilities of love are infinite!"

Parfait thought the voice sounded familiar and turned in its direction. Immediately, the surrounding mist cleared, and a dragon appeared with the sun at its back.

Its massive black body was bound by chains, it had three eyes, and a person-like figure could be seen inside a giant red jewel at its throat. What it said was sensible, but its appearance was incredibly ominous.

As all the players stared in shock, a world announcement was broadcast.

"The Cursed Dragon Ren Brandle has arrived as reinforcements. Please join forces to repel the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki. I repeat—"

(Instructor Ren!?)

Parfait couldn’t hide her surprise, as the figure was completely unimaginable from the Ren she knew in real life. Chris and Natsu were the same, staring up at the Cursed Dragon with their mouths agape.

As soon as the announcement ended, cheers erupted from the players. The excitement was not just from cheers, but also mixed with cries of surprise.

"No way! The Cursed Dragon really exists!?"

"Balbara-san? Why are you so surprised—"

"Of course I’m surprised! The Cursed Dragon is a super-duper rare monster that’s said to have only appeared once before!"

The Cursed Dragon’s name appeared in various in-game texts, but it had apparently only appeared once in the game’s long history, with no trace of it since.

"Could it be that it appears when you refute the Illusion Dragon’s mental attacks with facts…?"

At Balbara’s murmur, the surrounding players voiced their agreement with shouts of "That’s it!" and "No doubt about it!"

As Parfait thought about what a troublesome spawn condition that was, the battle between the now-visible Illusion Dragon and the Cursed Dragon began in the sky.

"Why does Suien-san say things like that!"

"Anyone who looks happy is the enemy! All couples should be destroyed!"

That sounded rather petty. So petty, in fact, that it made one question if this was truly a dragon that created the world. It couldn’t be helped, since the person inside was normal, but Parfait wanted to ask both Suien and Ren what they were doing about their jobs.

It seemed like a simple quarrel, but whether it was due to reason or just an act, they moved to a more open area a short distance away to avoid damaging the venue before the battle truly began.

It became a ground battle instead of an aerial one, so as the announcement instructed, the players attacked the Illusion Dragon. Smaller illusionary dragons, which seemed to be clones of the main one, appeared, so Parfait and her group, given their strength, focused on dealing with them.

Many players had gathered for the event, and they were chipping away at the Illusion Dragon’s HP without much trouble. The Cursed Dragon’s attack power was high, and it seemed they could win even if the players did nothing, but everyone was attacking with all their might, likely for personal reasons, Parfait thought.

When all of the Illusion Dragon’s HP was depleted, it staggered, but a smile formed on its lips.

"Impressive… But remember this. I am an illusion born from the resentment of those whose love has been broken. Even if you defeat me, a second and third version of me will appear. Enjoy your fleeting love while you can…!"

The Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki’s body turned into mist and then vanished.

"Suien-san, the time will come when you too will realize it. Love is a wonderful thing…!"

The ominous dragon was saying something nice, but it was nothing short of surreal. Nevertheless, the appearance of the super-rare monster, the Cursed Dragon, sent the players into a frenzy of excitement.

"You all did well. Now, for your reward—"

Even greater cheers erupted from the crowd. Not only would they get drop items from the Illusion Dragon, but the Cursed Dragon was giving them a reward too.

That’s what everyone thought, but they were wrong.

"Offer up your love stories."

Silence, followed by voices of confusion. As everyone wondered what it meant to offer up love stories, the Cursed Dragon continued.

"Come, speak. Sweet and painful love stories, heart-wrenching love stories, embarrassing but happy love stories, anything will do. Offer your love stories to me. Now! Now!"

(That’s definitely Instructor Ren…)

It was no different from how Ren usually acted at the café. The last person to fall prey to this was Natsu.

Only voices of confusion could be heard from the crowd, no love stories were told. The Cursed Dragon then shook its head.

"I see, you have no love to speak of. Then it cannot be helped."

The Cursed Dragon’s red eyes slowly began to widen.

"Do you know of the suspension bridge effect? It is said that a man and a woman who meet in a dangerous situation are more likely to fall in love…"

Parfait had indeed heard of such a thing, but she wondered what it had to do with anything and waited for the next words.

"Then I shall become that suspension bridge! Come, fall in love! And envelop the world in love stories!"

As the Cursed Dragon’s eyes opened completely, the clear blue sky was covered in black clouds, and lightning began to strike the surroundings.

And a world announcement was broadcast.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Spirit Country. The Hardline Romance Faction, Cursed Dragon Ren Brandle has begun its invasion. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

(Instructor Ren, what are you doing!? And what’s a Hardline Romance Faction!?)

And so, the battle against the extremely troublesome hardliner of romance, the Cursed Dragon Ren Brandle, began.



		
			Chapter 498

			The Unveiling

			The day after the Cursed Dragon Ren Brandle went on a rampage in search of love stories, Parfait recounted the events to Xenobia at their base.

Xenobia laughed throughout the story, eventually clutching her stomach and roaring with laughter until she said, "My stomach hurts." Parfait didn’t think the story was that funny, but Xenobia, still catching her breath, explained that it was hilarious if you knew about the past.

"The Genesis Dragons used to have their own faction rivalries back in the day, so it’s funny to think they’ve converted it into something like this."

"Is that so?"

"I only heard about it, but Ren-chan and the others went through a lot. Maybe they’re trying to paint over it with fun things."

"Is a dragon rampaging really a fun thing? Besides, Instructor Ren was incredibly strong."

The Cursed Dragon, likely controlled by Ren, had unleashed a skill called "Dragon Curse" that halved the stats of everyone around it, while also inflicting slip damage to their HP with curse magic and an onslaught of attacks with status effects like poison and paralysis.

With their stats halved, it was difficult to deal high damage, and even with the players who had heard the announcement rushing to the World Tree, they ultimately couldn’t win before time ran out.

To top it off, she had flown away with a parting shot, or perhaps a wish, that was hard to decipher. "If you want to beat me, fall in love!"

Although they hadn’t won, the battle against the Cursed Dragon, which was essentially making its debut, was a huge hit, especially during the event period, and combat videos of it were racking up a considerable number of views. Chris had also become the person of the hour for having spawned the Cursed Dragon.

There was talk of summoning the Illusion Dragon on a regular basis from now on, and it had been publicly announced that "Kiss of Death" would manage it.

Twenty couples existing at the World Tree.

This was the spawn condition for the Illusion Dragon, and until now, "Kiss of Death" had managed the entrance to prevent it from happening. This time, a new player who was unaware of this had confessed to someone at a scenic spot in the World Tree, and their success as a couple had fulfilled the condition.

"I’m just guessing, but if you provide Ren-chan with a love story, the Holy Dragon Randa Doga might come next. That’s Randa-chan, of course. By the way, she’s never appeared before, so I think it would be a big deal."

"Randa-san, what are you doing… Wait, no, she’s never appeared before? What about her job…?"

"The Genesis Dragons are usually AI, but it seems they take time off work and are on standby during the Spirit Festival."

"I asked Ash-san and the others through Abel-kun to appear in the PvP video, but they declined, saying they had work."

"Being on standby is their job. They’re on standby every year around this time. So far, only Suien-san has ever appeared, but this was the first time for Ren-chan, so maybe she got carried away."

The condition of twenty couples itself was unlikely to be met except during events like the Spirit Festival, Valentine’s Day, or Christmas, so they were apparently on standby during those times.

Parfait was about to ask if they didn’t have their own plans on those days, but she stopped herself, thinking it was better not to. She herself had plans with her friends, but not with someone of the opposite sex.

"In any case, this year’s Spirit Festival has been exciting in many ways. And the new costume system—oh, by the way, have you heard? They said Kazatoki-chan and Lion-chan’s costumes will be unveiled today."

"Yes, I heard at school. Cynthia-chan’s eyes were bloodshot. She lets her long hair hang down in front, so she was really scary…"

Cynthia at school looked like the type of ghost that comes out of a well. Being grabbed by the shoulders at close range by such a person and told, "I did it, Parfait-shi!" was traumatic.

Wondering if everything would be alright, she prepared to entertain her guests and waited for everyone to arrive.

In the base’s café were Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Ginny, Xenobia, and Lion, while Cynthia and Kazatoki were in a separate room. Lion’s unveiling was later, so she was currently chatting with everyone else.

"Lion-chan, you’re the magical girl archangel version, right? Are you, uh, okay?"

There were many meanings packed into "okay," but it was the only simple way to ask. She had heard that Lion’s eyes had gone dead during Ginny and Cynthia’s presentation, so she was quite worried.

"Of course I’m okay. It’s my first time wearing it, but I had them change the design to my liking. I didn’t expect them to cry, but I was desperate too. Thanks to that, it has less skin exposure than before, which is the best."

"Exposure…? I don’t think your current costume shows that much skin…"

"The absolute territory created by the fluffy, frilly miniskirt and knee-high socks is a bit… The first time I saw this outfit, I wondered who I could sue to win… The admins said it was just barely safe…"

"Ah, um, so the archangel version doesn’t have that?"

"Since I’m an archangel, the design is more majestic. It’s a long skirt, so my legs aren’t visible—please look forward to it after Kaza-cchan’s."

"Okay, I’m looking forward to it."

"By the way, they also showed me a design for a magical girl fallen to darkness version, but it was flagged as sensitive content, so it got shelved… I’m so glad…!"

It looked like Lion’s eyes were tearing up, so Parfait gently patted her on the back.

Parfait had also seen the design for the magical girl fallen to darkness version, but it was definitely some kind of succubus. She wished they would not just shelve it, but lock it away in a dimensional prison and never let it out.

As they were talking, Cynthia’s excited voice called out, "Thank you for waiting!"

The door opened, and Kazatoki, dressed in her new costume, walked shyly before everyone. Then she stood in front of them.

"N-no ja…"

Kazatoki blushed slightly, her gaze fixed on the floor as she slowly spun around, showing her back as well.

Her outfit was still miko-style, but it had gone from a simple design to something quite flashy.

She usually wore a white top with red hakama, but now she had a chihaya over it, and a floral kanzashi in her hair. Her fox ears were the same as always, but she now had nine fluffy tails.

As the fidgeting Kazatoki stood there, Cynthia nodded in satisfaction beside her and, with a beaming smile, announced, "Now, allow me to explain!"

"This is Kazatoki-shi’s new costume, the Nine-Tailed Fox version de gozaru! A true beauty! Not just the men of the world, but I myself cannot remain silent zo! Ah, I want to turn Kazatoki-shi into a Killing Stone and display her in my room de gozaru!"

Cynthia, at maximum excitement from the start, went on to explain the finer points of the design.

"When you think of a nine-tailed fox, you think gorgeous and beautiful! However, a gaudy outfit would lack nobility and be underwhelming… so we kept the decorations to a minimum! But having it composed almost entirely of red and white is also plain, so we added gold ornaments right on the borderline of being noticeable de gozaru! A beauty that could topple nations! It wouldn’t be strange if she ruled over a colony or two zo! Offer fried tofu to Kazatoki-shi every day!"

"Cynthia-chan, calm down."

Still, Parfait understood why Cynthia was so passionate. The design of the costume was clearly a labor of love. Kazatoki didn’t seem to mind either, twisting her body as if to check her own appearance.

"I-it feels like a waste to fight in this… no ja."

"No, no, Kazatoki-shi, a costume is not something to be enjoyed on a mannequin zo. A costume is meant to be moved in, so I want you to move around a lot de gozaru. A straight punch, an axe kick, breakdancing, I want you to do it all de gozaru yo! Actually, I’d rather you dance with a fan or a sakaki branch…! Kuu, how much money would that cost de gozaru ka!? …Hah!? A blank check is just a piece of paper, so it’s not an offering…? Is there a chance…?"

"Okay, stooop."

After putting the out-of-control Cynthia in a full nelson, everyone gathered around to look at and touch Kazatoki’s costume, checking out the parts that interested them.

If asked whether she would want to wear it in real life, the answer would be a definite no, but she could sense a certain style in the design. It made her think she could rely on her to make clothes or coordinate outfits in the real world as well.

After everyone had thoroughly enjoyed Kazatoki’s Nine-Tailed Fox version costume, it was Lion’s turn.

Kazatoki, who had just been the subject of a fashion check, now watched the door where Lion and the others were with an excited look on her face.

"I’ve seen the design for Lion-chan’s archangel version, but this is the first time I’ll see her wearing it, so I’m really looking forward to it… no ja."

"I haven’t seen that design. I wonder what it’s like."

At that moment, Cynthia’s high-tension voice shouted again, "Presenting, de gozaru!"

The door opened, and Lion walked in, wearing the costume called the Magical Girl Archangel version. She stood before everyone and struck her usual cutesy pose.

"An angel kiss to your heart! I’m the isekai magical girl, Archangel Lion-chan! If you’re going to support me, then kneel!"

For a moment, Parfait almost knelt, but she came to her senses, remembering it was just an act. Ginny and Cynthia, perhaps just playing along, knelt with graceful movements.

"Um, I was joking, so please stand up. Cynthia-san, your explanation—"

"Yes, an angel! No, an archangel! Daaamn, God is amazing, seriously amazing. To make such a wonderful angel his servant, God is guilty! What was he thinking destroying the Tower of Babel!"

"Um, the explanation…"

"Oops, I got too excited de gozaru. The concept for the archangel version was merciless and beautiful… but at Lion-shi’s suggestion, we changed the setting to one where she broke free from God’s absolute obedience through sheer force of will de gozaru! So, while she is an angel, she is also a rebel against God, in other words, a rebellion! By now, you must understand zo!? The current concept is the Rebellious Archangel de gozaru! I could eat ten slices of pizza toast while looking at Lion-shi zo! And after that, I could probably chug about ten raw eggs from a mug na!"

Ignoring the excited Cynthia, Parfait looked at the archangel version costume.

It was mostly white. The image was something like a wedding dress, but with several black belts that looked like restraints. There were also numerous pink decorations to match her hair color, and an illustration like a magic circle was drawn on the chest of the dress. The voluminous long skirt completely covered her legs, and just as Lion had said, there was almost no exposure. And on her back were six wings, one of which was black.

It seemed more like the image of a fallen angel, Parfait thought, remembering Lion’s story about having the design changed.

"Lion-chan, which parts of the design did you have changed?"

"Oh, that’s—"

"Lion-shi! I can produce a version with the skirt removed at any time zo! I cannot design clothes out of fear of God na! Bring on Megiddo or whatever else you’ve got de gozaru!"

"No, the angle of the high-leg cut on that one is insane, so it’s a no go. Actually, it’s not the angle, the high-leg cut itself is a no go. It would definitely be flagged for sensitive content. The skirt is essential."

"A pity de gozaru… Hah! But in the real world, anything goes, doesn’t it…? Even the magical girl fallen to darkness version could work…?"

"Seriously, stop. Ginny-san, please don’t look like you just had a brilliant idea."

"Cynthia-chan, Ginny-chan, let’s not cross the line. Even close friends need to have manners, okay?"

When Parfait said that, Cynthia and Ginny nodded, though they looked disappointed.

"It cannot be helped. Clothes are things that bring happiness when worn. I cannot force someone to wear something they dislike in the slightest de gozaru… There are times when money is powerless de gozaru na…"

"Just as Cynthia-san says. Forcing someone to wear something is unbecoming of a person."

"Ginny-chan, you have a criminal record for doing that every year on her birthday. You have ten prior offenses so far."

Just before the unveiling party came to a close, a message arrived from Break, the leader of the clan "Fight☆Club," announcing that they would be shooting the PvP video in one week.



		
			Chapter 499

			The Lucky Clan

			On the day of the PvP video shoot, Parfait and her group went to the base of the clan "Fight☆Club."

The members consisted of Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Ginny, Cynthia, and Xenobia. Rick was working behind the scenes in another location, Abel couldn’t make it due to work, and Wilnel, although she had managed to clear her schedule, had to deal with the work that had piled up as a result and tearfully informed them that she couldn’t participate.

Today was a clan-wide event day, so many players had come to hang out at the base.

Although the clan "Fight☆Club" was small, it was large enough to have a base in the Spirit Country, so while it couldn’t compare to the area around the World Tree, many people had gathered.

The majority of them were looking forward to the PvP videos, as that was the clan’s main focus. Of course, there would be a real-time video stream, but many people preferred to see it in person within AFO rather than just watching a video, so they had come to the event venue.

However, the fact that Parfait would be participating had not been made public. It was being treated as a secret for now. The reason for the large crowd was also due to the major clans that Rick had invited.

The strongest major clan, "Bandit Clan," the maidens with a weakness for sweets, "Knights of Sweets," the cat worshippers, "Cats are God," and the dinosaur lovers from "Cretaceous" were also present.

Only Highway Star couldn’t make it due to a scheduling conflict, but even so, more people had gathered than there were members of "Fight☆Club," and they were all waiting for the event to begin.

A large stage had been set up in the center of the base, with many chairs arranged in front of it for the audience.

Parfait and her group were about to wait there for the event to start, but they noticed someone exuding an unusual aura.

A player in crimson armor was sitting restlessly at the edge of the audience seating. It seemed others found them strange as well, as no one was sitting in the surrounding chairs.

They were wearing a helmet that concealed their face, so it was impossible to tell who it was. However, upon seeing the woman in a black Gothic Lolita dress standing behind them, Parfait understood everything.

The woman in the Gothic Lolita dress was wearing a rose-like mask that covered her eyes, but from any angle, she was unmistakably Rosalie. That being the case, the person in the crimson armor was undoubtedly Lunaria.

She was sitting with her legs neatly together, her hands clasped on her lap, hunched over and darting her eyes around restlessly. Parfait hesitated, unsure if she should approach her.

First of all, she didn’t know why she was here. She had thought Lunaria would be watching on video, but then Xenobia, who had come with them, trotted over to her.

After exchanging a few words, Lunaria turned to face Parfait’s group and gave a small wave. Parfait and the others gave a slight bow in return.

When Xenobia came back, she let out a sudden sigh.

"She came incognito, apparently."

"Ah, I see. But is she really incognito?"

"She said her face isn’t showing, so it’s fine, with full confidence."

She seemed to be standing out more than blending in, but apparently, it wasn’t a problem. She had apparently greeted the clan leader, Break, through Rosalie, who strangely said his face had been twitching.

"Is Rosalie-san here as a bodyguard?"

"Lunaria-chan is shy, so she has trouble on her own. And she’s here to keep her in check if she goes berserk…"

"She goes berserk…?"

"Well, not exactly berserk, but when she gets excited, there’s a high chance she’ll try to start a PvP match."

Rosalie’s scythe apparently had a skill that could temporarily amplify her STR, which was how she could stop a rampaging Lunaria.

Wondering if that was really okay, Parfait saw Break walk onto the stage.

"Thanks for coming to our clan’s event today. We don’t have much to offer, but please enjoy yourselves."

The audience cheered at his words.

"Our main thing is matches, but we’ve got other stuff too. Let’s save the matches for last and enjoy some music first!"

With that, Break took out an electric guitar-style instrument called a Big Rock. Behind him, about five men and women in similar attire and sunglasses walked onto the stage.

And the performance began.

Parfait wasn’t an expert on music, but she could tell it was a famous rock song. She couldn’t comment on the technical aspects, but seeing him play with such enjoyment was enough to get her own excitement up.

When it came to music, Natsu was the expert, so Parfait looked beside her, but Natsu was gone.

"Where’s Nat-chan?"

"She said she had something to do and slipped away."

That’s what Chris said, but it was unclear why she had slipped away. Parfait suspected she might be calling Ruth, the object of her unrequited love.

As she was thinking about that, Break’s song ended. The majority of the audience gave a standing ovation. Parfait also stood up and applauded.

Amidst the applause, Break walked off the stage. Someone else took his place, and it was Natsu in a black Gothic Lolita dress. She was wearing a black rose eye patch, and had perhaps put on makeup, as her skin was pale and her lipstick was black. She looked terrifying enough to encounter on a dark street.

"Huh? What’s going on? Chris-chan, do you know anything?"

"I haven’t heard anything, but isn’t she going to perform a song?"

"Since when…?"

"Believe it or not, Natsu-san’s outfit was prepared by me and Cynthia-san!"

Ginny said, and Cynthia nodded in agreement.

"She didn’t want to change her military uniform, so we prepared another outfit and overlaid a new design on top of it. Kuuuh! Just as I thought, Natsu-shi is also a beauty na! My heart has been drooling ever since I saw her zo! Jururi!"

"Cynthia-chan, calm down. And hide your true self."

Parfait understood she was getting excited, but the gap between her appearance and her behavior was so extreme that it was confusing the people around them.

While this was happening, music started to play. Natsu took the microphone and opened her mouth.

Let’s be together in the next life, you said.

Such a person as you is a berserker.

What are you saying, my dear?

This life is just fine, isn’t it?

I will follow your path.

Even if it is a path of madness.

Let us fall together.

Now, please listen.

Valhalla Lunatic Road.

Everyone was dumbfounded, and Parfait was no different.

"What was that?"

"Isn’t that a spoken introduction? Natsu said it’s common in enka."

As Chris explained, Natsu raised only the little finger of her right hand, which held the microphone. Then she clenched her left hand into a fist.

"Wiiith youuuuu, Iiii swooooore, at Yggdraaaaasiiil—"

"Ah, this song."

"It’s Natsu’s original song. She made a lot of changes to the title and lyrics, but I guess it’s finished."

"Come now, Parfait-san, Chris-san, let’s use these to cheer for her!"

Ginny took out colorful fans and happi coats and handed them to Parfait and the others. The fans had "Natsu Love" written on them and were decorated with glitter, and the backs of the happi coats had "Natsu Life" written on them.

"Um, this is a bit…"

As a young lady, Parfait wanted to decline, but Cynthia was even wearing a headband that said "Natsu is the Best," had put the happi coat on over her dress, and was cheering with all her might. Moreover, her fan seemed to have a light stick function, as it was glowing. She was so boisterous, you’d never believe she was an introvert.

Parfait had thought Chris was on her side, but she put on the happi coat over her maid outfit without a second thought and was waving the fan with graceful movements.

She had no choice. Parfait resigned herself to her fate, put the happi coat on over her nun’s habit, and waved the fan. And she joined in with the cheers.

The song had lacked excitement at first, but thanks to the full-throated support of Parfait and her friends, cheers began to rise from the surrounding crowd, and now it was a huge success.

No one besides Parfait’s group knew the song, but many people seemed to be captivated by Natsu’s beautiful voice with its enka-style vibrato, and everyone was cheerfully joining in with the cheers.

When the song ended, Natsu closed her eyes and turned to the side. She slowly raised the hand holding the microphone to the heavens, and with a halo of light, red rose petals swirled up on the stage. It was a vampire emote called "Ecstatic Blood."

Another standing ovation. Apparently, the choice of emote for a song or performance was a matter of taste, and people around them were saying that was high in artistic merit.

Glancing over at Lunaria, Parfait saw that she was also clapping softly while seated. Rosalie, standing behind her, had her hand on her chin and was looking like a hunter who had found her prey. It was hard to tell if her target was Natsu herself or her clothes, but since it was an original Gothic Lolita outfit, Parfait decided it was probably the clothes.

Natsu left the stage, but the songs and performances continued, and after a few more acts, Break took the stage again.

"I’m glad to see the place has warmed up. Now, for what you’ve all been waiting for—what the?"

Break looked up at the sky. Following his lead, everyone else looked up as well.

Despite it being daytime, a giant moon was floating in the sky.

"Kukuku, the moon knows everything…!"

A familiar voice echoed, and a small black dot appeared in the center of the moon, gradually growing larger. Eventually, it became a black moon.

"Hey, hey, you’ve got to be kidding me. They’re coming to an event this small…?"

Break’s voice was filled with annoyance, and from the crowd, words like "Seriously?" "Haven’t seen them in a while," and "An AFO-certified clan!" could be heard.

Parfait and her friends had no idea what was going on and were looking puzzled when Xenobia gave a wry smile.

"Ah, maybe Nat-chan let it slip?"

"M-me? What about me?"

Natsu, who had just returned after changing back into her usual military uniform, also didn’t understand the situation and asked Xenobia.

"Well, there’s a clan that crashes events, you see. They usually crash Kiss of Death’s events, but they also show up uninvited to player-hosted events that are getting a lot of attention."

"What a troublesome clan. But what does that have to do with me?"

"The name of that clan is ‘The Whale That Drinks the Moon and Its Merry Friends.’"

"…That name is…!"

Ignoring the shocked Natsu, a world announcement echoed.

"A Stampede has occurred in the Spirit Country. The Whale That Drinks the Moon has begun its invasion with its friends. Please engage and repel it. I repeat—"

Natsu froze as if time had stopped. But she quickly snapped out of it.

"That’s my mother! And she’s being treated as a Stampede!? Why!?"

"Because they crash events. Oh, but it does liven up the event. That’s why the organizers also call them the Lucky Clan."

"That’s no consolation at all…!"

Immediately after, four lights shot up behind Break on the stage. Inside the lights, people were standing. Parfait could only see their silhouettes, so she couldn’t be sure, but based on the information so far, she had a good idea.

It was Natsu’s mother, Noat, her friend Parsha, and her retainers, Blanc and Noir. Just like Lunaria, who was applauding, Parfait wanted to ask what these adults were doing.

A figure that looked like Noat stepped forward from the light. It was undoubtedly Noat, wearing ancient Greek-style clothing and a butterfly mask that covered the upper half of her face, just like Rosalie’s. The glitter on the mask was sparkling.

"To think you would try to have fun without me, how ridiculous. Now, bow down before my song…!"

The remaining three took out violins and began to play while dancing. Noat raised the little finger of the hand holding the microphone, and a smug look that was visible even through her mask appeared on her face.

Parfait gently patted the back of Natsu, who had covered her face with both hands and curled up in her chair.



		
			Chapter 500

			One Trouble After Another

			Noat, also known as "The Whale That Drinks the Moon," had shown up uninvited. And with her were her friends, Parsha, Blanc, and Noir. They were wearing masks to hide their faces, but anyone who knew them could tell.

Although only Parfait’s group knew for sure, Noat also streams the songs she writes and composes in the real world, so some players either already knew her or were just now realizing who she was.

However, the one taking the most damage here was undoubtedly Noat’s daughter, Natsu.

"To sing in the same place where her daughter just performed, I think something is wrong with her."

"She probably came so I wouldn’t stand out too much."

"That may be, but I feel like my song has been overshadowed…! No one will remember my song anymore…"

Noat on stage was a true diva. It was hard to believe she was the same person who usually wrapped herself in a blanket, looking sleepy while nibbling on a donut. Her singing ability was captivating the crowd.

And the three people dancing behind her while playing their instruments had a sharpness that was hard to believe for someone who was close to being the head of a Foundation and a famous manga artist. They were so good, you’d think they could make a living that way. Not that they needed to, being Foundation-related.

"Hey, you got a minute?"

"Break-san."

Break, who had been on stage, quietly approached Parfait’s group. There were wrinkles between his brows, but he also had a slight smile on his face.

"Just to be sure, are they here through you guys?"

"We didn’t invite them, but that whale-san is actually Nat-chan’s mother."

"I apologize for my unworthy mother…!"

"Ah, no, you shouldn’t talk about your old lady like that. But I see, so that’s the connection. Then the ones behind her are—"

"They are my mother’s friends, but I want to make it clear that we did not ask them to come."

It was clear that Break knew who those three were. Break had said he wanted to use Parfait’s popularity to get more video views, but he also said he didn’t want to use his Foundation connections.

Natsu denied having invited them, but Break seemed to be holding back laughter.

"Ah, so it is true. But a high-ranking executive from Pisces, huh. My old man might have something to say about this."

Parfait flinched at his words. She wanted to believe it wasn’t her fault, but it was clear that her influence was causing trouble for him.

"I’m sorry. Um, I don’t really understand, but is this bad…?"

"Oh, no, it’s not Parfait’s fault, so you don’t need to apologize. The event is lively, and it’s not a bad thing. It’s just that, you know, between Foundations, even small things can lead to business deals, so if it gets out that Foundation people came to an event I hosted, I’ll get a call from home. And Pisces is a rival to our Virgo, so I was just thinking it might get complicated."

Pisces’ main business was in historical preservation, but in the last twenty years, they had been expanding their influence, especially in subculture, which often overlapped with Virgo’s business. As a result, they had had quite a few negotiations over which one would handle certain projects.

"The director is completely hiding her face, so I can get away with it, but those guys are recognizable to some people even with masks on. Well, I guess I’ll have to think of an excuse… Oh, really, don’t worry about it. I’m the one who asked Parfait to do the PvP match. More than I expected is happening, but that’s my problem. You guys just keep enjoying yourselves. It’s a festival, and as the host, I’d feel bad if you guys were looking glum."

Break gave a cynical smile and walked back towards the stage.

As they watched him go, Chris nodded and said, "Umu."

"It can’t be helped now. It’s our duty to enjoy the festival to the fullest."

"You think so…? Well, I guess there’s nothing we can do about it now. It’s about the Foundations, so if things get bad, maybe I’ll ask Lunaria-san to sort it out…"

Normally, it wouldn’t be right to ask Lunaria, who was in charge of the Foundations, for such a thing, but Parfait, or rather Parfait’s family, was in a position to make such requests.

She decided she would ask with a homemade parfait, and just then, Noat’s song ended. Just as Natsu had done, an emote played at the end of the song, and cherry blossom petals danced in the air. Cheers erupted from the crowd, and for the umpteenth time that day, there was a standing ovation.

Parfait thought they would fight after the song was over, but Noat opened her mouth on stage.

"The first guitar person."

"Huh? Me?"

Break, who had returned to the side of the stage, looked surprised. He hadn’t expected to be called out, and he looked at Noat with a suspicious expression.

"Your performance was good. A top-notch entertainer."

"I don’t need your flattery. There are plenty of people who can play as well as me."

"Your technique still has a way to go, but there are few people who can enjoy themselves and entertain others at the same time. The opposite is true for many, but if you keep it up, you can one day reach the top with that guitar."

"…Is that so. That’s the highest praise I could ask for. Thanks for that."

"Yes, keep at it. And the second enka person."

Noat looked at Natsu. Natsu panicked at being suddenly called out, but Noat continued as if it didn’t matter.

"You need more practice. But if you try hard—"

Noat paused.

"You might be able to become second only to me."

"I take that as a challenge! I will definitely surpass—not me, but The Whale That Drinks the Moon!"

"Kukuku, I look forward to that day. And I’ll just say this, it would be a good idea to put a donut in the refrigerator every day. Strawberry flavor is particularly good—well then, farewell!"

As Noat said that, a light fell from the sky and enveloped the four of them. The light grew brighter, and after a few seconds, it gradually subsided. And Noat and her group had disappeared from the stage. The black moon was also gone, and the sky was still clear.

"The Whale That Drinks the Moon and its friends have retreated. A commemorative item will be awarded to the Stampede participants. I repeat—"

"We get an item? Huh? A donut?"

A donut, which seemed to be a commemorative item, had appeared in Parfait’s item bag. It was a colorful donut, and its flavor was unknown, but she guessed it was a special donut that Noat had probably supervised.

"It’s a ‘Miracle Donut’ that temporarily boosts all stats beyond their limits. It’s very useful in boss battles, so it sells for quite a high price."

Ginny’s explanation made Parfait realize something. Miracle Donut was Noat’s artist name when she streamed her songs. And The Whale That Drinks the Moon was apparently the account name Noat used on a video streaming site.

"It was just an advertisement!"

Natsu glared at the donut with a "Gnnn." Parfait thought she would take a bite out of it in anger, but she carefully put it back in her item bag.

"You’re going to sell it instead of eating it?"

"I’m saving this to eat when I defeat my mother! I’ll definitely eat it with a smug look on my face!"

"I hope that day comes for you…"

Natsu was supposed to be aiming to be a doctor, but Parfait wasn’t so tactless as to point that out. Motivation was different for everyone, so if looking at a donut could help her work hard, it was a small price to pay, and Parfait decided not to touch on the subject.

The trouble, or rather, the unexpected happening, or to put it better, the surprise, was over, and they were finally back on track. That’s what Parfait and her friends thought, but they were still more worried than relieved.

However, Break, having composed himself, proceeded with the event’s program.

Now it was time for the PvP matches. First, the members of the clan "Fight☆Club" would fight. After that would be the guest PvP matches, and finally, Parfait and Kazatoki would fight.

The demand for a rematch between Parfait and Kazatoki was high, and this was a reflection of the viewers’ voices.

Besides, Kazatoki had said happily, "I got a lot stronger!" from her training with Xenobia. Their last PvP match had ended in a draw due to time running out, so Parfait was also looking forward to settling the score this time.

Her master, Benitsuru, had snorted, "You can’t lose to Xenobia-chan’s disciple!" Her senior disciple, Simon, had said something more sensible, "If you fight seriously, you’ll gain something regardless of the outcome."

"Oh? By the way, who is Xenobia-san fighting?"

"I really wanted to fight you, Parfait-chan, but since Kazatoki-chan is here, it seems I’ll be fighting someone else. Probably Ingrid-chan."

"Ah, their fighting styles are similar, so that might be interesting."

Ingrid was the young leader of the strongest clan, "Bandit Clan." She was a wonderful woman with toned abs, but after losing to Ronios, she had gone on a training journey and had recently returned. In Parfait’s mind, she was an older sister who would casually send her voice chats.

"But isn’t Ingrid-san related to the Foundations?"

Jolth, who was currently assisting Ney, was formerly from the Leo Foundation. His niece, Ingrid, belonged to the Leo Foundation. Parfait thought she might be causing trouble for Break again, but it seemed it wasn’t a problem.

"Ingrid-chan is certainly part of the Leo Foundation, but only a few people know that, so it’s fine. Break-san hasn’t noticed either."

"Is that so?"

"The Leo Foundation’s main business is exploring the dangerous zones on Earth. Ingrid-chan does her job, but she doesn’t attend Foundation meetings, and she has no public exposure, so unless you have a very strong connection, you wouldn’t notice."

Parfait could only think, "Oh," but she was relieved that it was fine.

However, that relief didn’t last long. The PvP matches by "Fight☆Club" had ended, and just as the guest matches were about to begin, everyone was looking up at the sky again.

She wondered if Noat had come back, but that wasn’t it. For some reason, a flying ship, an airship, was in the sky above them. And it had the Imperial crest on it.

And someone was descending from the airship on a rope. When that person landed on the stage, Parfait and her friends were hit with the same shock and confusion as when Noat had arrived.

A woman with red hair, a white shirt, black pants, and a harness. What was strange was the number of weapons she had. Two swords on her back, two more on each side of her waist, and a katana behind her.

From any angle, it was Abel’s mother, Cecil.

"Huh? Why?"

No one could answer Parfait’s question. Just the usual calm voice of the world announcement echoed.

"The Imperial Army Knight Commander has begun an invasion of the Spirit Country. Please engage and repel her. I repeat—"

"So this is the venue Abel was talking about? Alright! Anyone will do, let’s fight! Or should I fight all of you!?"

Cecil said that, and then, "Come on, bring it on!" she took a fighting stance.



		
			Chapter 501

			Imperial Knight Commander vs. Remnants of the Demon Lord's Army

			The event venue hosted by the clan "Fight☆Club" was in a state of utter chaos.

It was supposed to be a PvP-focused event, but just a moment ago, the famous singing clan "The Whale That Drinks the Moon and Its Merry Friends" had crashed it, and other surprises had led to an increase in the number of people who came to watch in person instead of on the stream.

And now, an Imperial Army invasion event, likely the first of its kind in the game, had begun. The Imperial Army Knight Commander had arrived on an airship. And it came with a world announcement. In other words, it was an official AFO event.

Most people were thinking, "What’s that event?" but Parfait and her friends were also tilting their heads, thinking, "What’s going on?" That was because the Imperial Army Knight Commander was Abel’s mother, Cecil.

They knew Cecil played AFO, and they also knew she was in the same clan as Esha and Noat. But just like with Noat, The Whale That Drinks the Moon, they had never expected her to log in at this timing.

Rick had asked Ash and Ren through Abel if they could participate. And he had received a reply that they couldn’t due to their schedules. With that in mind, something clicked for Parfait.

"Could it be that Abel-kun asked her to come in place of Ash-san and Instructor Ren?"

Chris nodded at Parfait’s murmur.

"Abel didn’t say anything to me, so I don’t think he asked. It’s possible that Cecil-san heard about it and came on her own accord. She did just say something to the effect of, ‘So this is the venue Abel was talking about.’"

"That’s nice of her. But I’ve heard she’s strong, I wonder how strong she is."

"I don’t know for sure, as there are no videos of her, but I’ve heard that Cecil-san is quite strong. My mother told me about her before."

"Oh, really?"

Cecil was originally an all-around athlete who excelled at all kinds of sports. Now, she worked as a female stunt person at the talent agency "Dragon Soul," and she also did scouting.

She had less work than Ash and Ren, but she was a renowned stunt person who livened up movies with unbelievable moves that made people wonder if a human could really move like that. In an age where almost indistinguishable CG could be created, doing it with a live person was refreshingly popular.

Such a highly-regarded Cecil was on stage with a vicious smile, taunting the crowd with, "Come on, bring it on!"

No one knew what the right thing to do was. As everyone on site waited for someone to make the first move, Xenobia, who was next to Parfait, said, "Well then, I’ll go," and walked towards the stage.

"Huh? W-wait, Xenobia-san?"

"I’ll be right back. She’s just the right level of strength."

As Xenobia walked onto the stage with a light gait, Cecil’s expression turned to surprise. "Whoa, Xenobia?"

And immediately after, a world announcement echoed.

"A remnant of the Demon Lord’s Army, the Demonfolk ‘Swift as Lightning,’ has joined the battle. I repeat—"

The players all looked at Xenobia on the stage with a "Huh?" expression. The Imperial Army invasion event was one thing, but what was this about a remnant of the Demon Lord’s Army? The information overload only added to the confusion.

Xenobia was on stage, swinging her arms and legs around as if warming up, when Cecil laughed with her hands behind her head.

"Well, this is a surprise. You were here?"

"Rick-kun called me… Oh, wait, no. Lunaria-chan told me to come out, I think."

"Lunaria’s still the same as ever. By the way, I don’t know much about this, but I just need to stand out, right?"

"That’s right. So I’ll fight you. And besides, I thought I’d take this chance to pay you back for last time."

"Pay me back? Oh, you mean during the Clan War. Esha and Noat were backing me up then, so I can’t really say it was my win."

"A loss is still a loss."

"I see, I see. Then shall we settle this after a hundred and twenty years!"

"I’d like nothing more."

It was unclear if the other players heard them, but at least Parfait and her group did.

Parfait and her friends couldn’t imagine it, but before they went into cold sleep on the spaceship Aphrodite, there was an event called the Clan War, and Cecil and Xenobia had fought there.

At that time, Esha had blown away Lunaria and Ivan with the ultra-wide-range annihilation magic, Destroy. She said it was part of a plan, but Parfait was a little suspicious.

There was a battle between the remaining clan members after that, and Cecil had won that time. However, the Clan War was a team battle, so it was hard to say if she could have won in a one-on-one fight.

(I know that Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei are strong because I’ve seen it firsthand, but is Cecil-san just as strong?)

After what happened on Cat Island and making a friend like Kazatoki who was as strong as her, she had come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t strange. Because of that, she had become more interested in strength. Ronios had also once said that Benitsuru was even stronger when she was Parfait’s age.

She hadn’t been able to beat Surya, whom she had fought on Cat Island, in terms of AFO’s in-game strength. She was a little excited to see what it would be like when people from the same generation as Surya, Benitsuru, and Simon fought each other.

A dome for PvP matches was deployed on the stage.

The combat format was virtual. A game-based PvP match that used the AFO system as is. Parfait and everyone else leaned forward, staring at the stage, wondering what kind of fight it would be.

Immediately after the start, Xenobia instantly moved in front of Cecil. And she aimed a punch wreathed in flames at her body.

Despite the swift attack, Cecil held the hilt of the sword at her waist with her left hand in a reverse grip, drew the sword, and blocked Xenobia’s fist with the hilt, deflecting it to the right.

Xenobia used the force of the deflected punch to pivot on her right foot and unleash a high-speed spinning back kick with her left leg.

Cecil ducked under it and then aimed a horizontal kick at Xenobia’s right leg, trying to sweep it out from under her.

Xenobia evaded into the air before her leg could be swept and put some distance between them with a backflip.

Cecil wasn’t one to just stand by and watch. She threw both of the swords she was holding in each hand at Xenobia’s landing point. Then she drew the sword on her back and closed the distance.

As soon as she landed, Xenobia knocked down both of the thrown swords with her right foot. Standing on her left leg alone, she prepared to face Cecil.

"Not bad!"

"I think it’s more amazing that you don’t feel rusty at all."

An intense exchange began immediately after. The interval between the clashes of their weapons was unusually short, and neither of them landed a clean hit. Moreover, they seemed to be using a lot of weapon skills, as fire and lightning attacks were being unleashed from both sides, making for a very flashy battle.

Parfait and Chris could follow the high-speed exchange, but Natsu, Ginny, and Cynthia could barely see it. Most of the other players also didn’t know what was happening.

However, they could tell that something amazing was happening, as the event venue was filled with thunderous cheers.

"I know you don’t get tired in virtual reality, but is it really possible to move like that?"

Parfait also groaned, "Uuuh," at Chris’s question.

"I think Benny-shishou and Simon-sensei could do it, but I don’t think I could."

It wasn’t a level where you could think and then move. It was a level where your body had to move before you even thought about moving, and it was like they were fighting on pure reflex. And they were adding effective weapon skills to their attacks on top of that, so honestly, Parfait’s impression was that she didn’t understand what was happening.

Five minutes passed, and just as she started to wonder if the match would ever end, there was a move.

"Ah!"

By the time Parfait noticed, it was already too late. Cecil had been launched into the air by Xenobia’s uppercut.

"Whoa! C-crap!"

Xenobia used the hand-to-hand combat instant movement skill, "Shukuchi," to chase after Cecil in the air. Appearing in front of Cecil in mid-air, Xenobia unleashed a furious barrage of attacks.

Weapon skills that normally had a cool-down time and couldn’t be used consecutively could be used continuously by Xenobia as long as certain conditions were met, thanks to a special skill she possessed.

Cecil also tried to counterattack while adjusting her posture in mid-air, but she was at a clear disadvantage, and the damage gradually accumulated.

"Today is my win."

"Damn it! I won’t forget this!"

Xenobia unleashed the wind-attribute attack, Gale Kick, in mid-air. Cecil blocked the attack, but the knockback attribute of the attack sent her flying violently into the wall of the PvP dome. That became the final damage, and Cecil’s HP ran out, settling the match.

However, as a result, the dome shattered like glass at the same time the match was decided.

The flashy special effects sent the players’ cheers to their peak. Cecil’s body was sent flying out of the stage to the ground, but she then faded away, and the airship that had been in the sky flew off somewhere.

"The Imperial Army Knight Commander has been repelled. A commemorative item will be awarded to the participants. I repeat—"

They hadn’t done anything in particular, but for some reason, the players were happy to receive a commemorative item. Parfait thought, "That was amazing," and looked inside her item bag.

"A Weapon Exchange Ticket?"

It was an item that could be exchanged for weapons from the Imperial Army Knight Commander’s collection, and the description said that the better the item, the more tickets were required.

"Cecil-chan is a weapon collector, you know."

Xenobia, who had returned from the stage at some point, said that upon seeing the Weapon Exchange Tickets that Parfait and her friends were holding.

"Ah, Xenobia-san, good work. You were amazing."

Parfait said that from the bottom of her heart. There was no way that the current Parfait could win against her.

"Cecil-chan hasn’t logged in for a while. I’ve been working hard to get my instincts back recently, so that might have been the difference. But well, this time it’s my win."

Xenobia said that with a satisfied, smug look on her face.

Parfait thought, "I see," but she also thought that she was so strong that she didn’t know if that had anything to do with it.

"Well then, I’m going to go see Lunaria-chan. She looks like she’s getting excited and might try to get on stage."

"Huh?"

When Parfait looked over at Lunaria, she was shaking her body and trying to stand up. However, Rosalie was holding a scythe in her hand and desperately holding Lunaria’s shoulders down to keep her from getting out of her chair. And Rosalie was looking at Xenobia with teary eyes that could be seen as an SOS.

"She’s probably going to say that she’ll fight next, so I’m going to go talk her down. Well then, Parfait-chan, good luck with your PvP match. I’ve trained Kazatoki-chan quite a bit, so I think you’ll enjoy it."

Parfait was worried if it was okay to have a normal fight after a fight like that. "Please don’t raise the bar too high," she thought, looking at Xenobia with a slightly resentful expression, but she was also a little relieved that her fight wouldn’t stand out as much.



		
			Chapter 502

			The Guests' Battle

			The battle between Cecil, Knight Commander of the Imperial Army, and Xenobia, a Demonfolk from the remnants of the Demon Lord's Army, had fired up the event. The real time video broadcast shattered all previous viewership records, and the comment section was an endless stream of posts.

Many players wanted to see it directly within the virtual world, and the number of people coming to Fight☆Club's venue increased. Naturally, they couldn't fit everyone, so they had to set a limit and announce it, but even so, the stream of arriving players was unending.

While the excitement was a good thing, it was overwhelming for the event organizers. The event was taking off for reasons the hosts had never intended, so it wasn't as if there was anything more to offer. Any more unexpected developments would just be a nuisance.

Taking all this into account, they were currently on a break. At last, they were about to welcome their guests for a normal player versus player match, just as the hosts had planned.

Rick, who had been handling various things behind the scenes, came over to Parfait and the others. His helm hid his expression, but everyone could tell from his movements that he was mentally exhausted.

"I had anticipated a lot of things, but I never imagined a situation like this."

"We shouldn't have underestimated our mothers' generation. I think I remember Dad saying something like that once with a distant look in his eyes," Parfait said.

She had heard that her father, Hayato, had a hard time with her mother, Esha, and the others. Whenever she asked what happened, he would always get that faraway look and change the subject, so he must have gone through a lot. For today, at least, Parfait decided she would be a little nicer to her father.

"Noat-san is one thing, but for Cecil-san to show up as well. If I'd heard about it beforehand, I could have done something, but it was completely unexpected. I feel like it's too late, but I decided it would be dangerous for this event to get any more attention, so I had Lunaria-san leave."

"Oh, could it be that you called the Black Rose members, Rick-kun?"

Rick nodded silently.

Just a little while ago, the members of Black Rose had arrived and taken Lunaria away with Rosalie and Xenobia. Parfait was surprised by how efficient they were.

Apparently, watching Xenobia and Cecil fight had ignited a feeling of 'I want to fight too!' in Lunaria that she couldn't suppress. Rosalie and Xenobia had been trying to hold her back, but it was difficult. So Rick explained the situation to all the Black Rose members and had them come. They then led Lunaria away from the venue. He said they were probably persuading her somewhere and having her log out.

Perhaps the world announcement was also exercising restraint. Unlike with Xenobia, it wasn't framed as the group called the 'Ten Black Rose Saints', remnants of the Demon Lord's Army, having joined the battle. However, some veteran players seemed to have recognized Black Rose, and there was a bit of a commotion, with people wondering, "Could the Demon Lord be here too!?"

"Let's leave Lunaria-san to them. On a separate note, I have a message from Rosalie-san. Cynthia-san."

"Y, yes, what is it?"

Cynthia tensed up at having her name called so suddenly. For some reason, she raised her hands in a cross-armed guard.

"Rosalie-san saw the gothic lolita outfit Natsu was wearing, Kazatoki-san's miko outfit, and Lion-san's magical girl, or was it archangel? Well, she saw the clothes you designed, Cynthia-san, and was praising them."

"...Wha!?"

When Lunaria and Rosalie went to greet Blake, Kazatoki and Lion happened to be nearby, and that's when they caught their eye.

"When I told her your parents work for Black Rose, she said she'd like to invite you and your family to the main office sometime."

"Wha!?"

"It seems she wants to invite you to study design seriously, though your schoolwork comes first. She said there's a lot she'd like to teach you."

After her cry of surprise, Cynthia's mouth hung open, completely stunned. The first ones to rejoice were not her, but the others.

"Cynthia-chan, that's amazing!"

"It's true, the gothic lolita outfit you designed exudes a sense of darkness. I won't compromise on my military uniform for daily wear, but that was a fine piece of work...!"

"A direct scouting offer from the top of the company your parents work for. Your hard work has paid off. Congratulations."

"Grr! I was planning on having Cynthia-san make cosplay outfits for Demon King Mikan-neesama's company...!"

Parfait, Natsu, and Chris were genuinely happy for her, but Ginny seemed a little disappointed. Still, Ginny didn't think it was a bad thing either, and pleaded with a serious face, "Please make some cosplay outfits for us sometimes!"

Finally seeming to grasp the situation, Cynthia dropped to her knees, raised both hands, and looked to the heavens.

"This humble servant has done it! No, it is too early to relax, de gozaru! It may be that those who wore the clothes were simply wonderful! I must devote myself more than ever, de gozaru yo! Should I die, no one will be there to claim my corpse! Adriannnnn!"

Parfait couldn't understand what she was saying in the latter half, but she could tell she was overjoyed. Everyone applauded, praising Cynthia.

Once Cynthia had regained her senses, Rick informed everyone of the upcoming schedule. "Well then, I'm heading back," he said, and walked toward the stage.

According to Rick, there would be two player versus player matches featuring the guests, followed by a song and dance performance by Lion and her clan members, and then Parfait and Kazatoki's match.

Originally, Lion was also scheduled for a match, but since Xenobia had fought Cecil, they had to revise the fight card, and this was the result.

Lion had been reluctant, saying, "Singing and dancing in this outfit is a bit much," but she seemed to have agreed on the condition that she wouldn't be doing it alone. She still had her unlucky streak, but Parfait also received the sad news that she's apparently been giving up on a lot of things lately.

An announcement finally came, signaling that preparations were complete. The match between Orion of the clan Cats are God and Deeger of the clan Cretaceous was about to begin. It would apparently be a pet-only battle, with the players themselves not fighting.

From the stage, the two of them looked toward Parfait and smiled lightly. Deeger's expression was scary since he was in a T-Rex costume, though. Their smiles vanished in an instant as they turned serious and faced each other.

"It seems the day has come to prove that dinosaurs are the strongest pets."

"Huh? The strongest are cats. In fact, they're gods."

"They may be the strongest in terms of cuteness, but when it comes to strength, I believe dinosaurs are the mightiest."

"I will overturn that mistaken notion!"

Orion, usually mild-mannered, was a little ticked off. The pet she chose was the cat god Bastet, which she had kept hidden until recently. Deeger went with his usual Quetzalcoatlus. The two creatures began to fight inside the dome for player versus player combat.

It wasn't as exciting as the previous match, but most of the players were seeing Bastet for the first time, and they all raised their voices in surprise at its varied magic attacks. The crowd went wild, especially when it created clones, cheering "Nekko!" and "Nukko!"

The pterosaur Quetzalcoatlus was also popular, especially with the male players. Its acrobatic attacks, delivered with uncanny speed despite its large body, were just like a fighter jet. The only regrettable thing was that the dome was too small.

In a wider space, the Quetzalcoatlus probably wouldn't have lost. With its mobility severely limited, it couldn't fully demonstrate its strength. It took a barrage of spells from Bastet and was defeated.

Though it lost this match, the outcome would have been uncertain without the restrictions. Most of the players present thought so. In the end, it received a huge round of applause, and a lively debate began about under what conditions the Quetzalcoatlus could have won.

"Cats are the strongest after all...!"

Parfait murmured, nodding to herself. She knew it was a conditional victory, but as a cat enthusiast, she wanted to support them over the dinosaurs.

She then wondered how Trachiyo was doing. In fact, she wanted to ask how long he planned to be training. She mentally vowed to spoil him rotten when he returned. Just then, the next battle seemed about to begin.

On the stage were Ingrid from the clan Bandit, and Balbara from the clan Knights of Sweets. Both of them looked at Parfait and gave a little wave, but then their expressions turned slightly troubled.

Parfait wondered what was wrong as she watched, and Ingrid spoke up.

"It's been a while. How have you been?"

"Good. I heard you were training?"

"Yeah, well, I lost pretty badly. I was getting carried away with everyone telling me how strong I was, so I decided to do some training to re-evaluate myself."

"You're as stoic as ever. I think you could live a little more carefreely, you know."

This was the first Parfait had heard of it, but it seemed the two were acquaintances. She listened closely to their words, thinking they might be the same age.

"Are you still eating nothing but sweets in the real world? Your, um, figure is a bit more... than before."

"Say that and you're asking for Armageddon! Coming from someone with ripped abs, that's a declaration of war!"

Parfait wanted to believe it was a joke, but Balbara seemed genuinely angry. The members of the Knights of Sweets clan were also cheering things like, "Take her down!" and "Aim for the stomach!" The male players in the vicinity quieted down a bit.

And then, the battle began.

Ingrid used a martial arts style, while Balbara had an orthodox longsword style. It was a similar matchup to Xenobia and Cecil, and since the combat system was set to realistic, it was expected to be a plain fight. But that wasn't the case at all.

It wasn't flashy, but the fight was like watching a real-world mixed martial arts match. With both of them being powerful fighters, there was plenty to see. The way Balbara parried Ingrid's speed-focused feints with a fundamentally sound stance was a battle for connoisseurs.

Opinions were divided, but many people who found the Xenobia and Cecil fight too fast to follow were enjoying this one, as the speed was just barely comprehensible.

In the end, Ingrid won not with strikes, but with a throw into a submission hold. There was no pain, so joint locks were meaningless, but immobilizing an opponent was a sound strategy. Balbara was in a position where she couldn't win, so she said, "I give up," and the battle ended.

This match also generated a lot of excitement, as it was a rare type of battle. In particular, everyone was amazed by the strange way Ingrid transitioned to different joint locks as Balbara struggled to escape, with many saying they couldn't understand how it was happening and that it was as entertaining as watching a magic trick.

(So that's a way to fight? I guess if that happened to me, I'd have no choice but to give up either.)

As Parfait considered what she would do, it was time for Lion and her clan members' song and dance, which served as a break between the matches.

Parfait and her friends already knew, but Lion appeared in her new Archangel Version costume, which was being unveiled for the first time. At the mere sight of her, people who seemed to be fans let out cries of admiration.

"An angel's kiss for your heart! It is I, the magical girl archangel from another world, Lion-chan! Worship me...!"

With that, Lion winked and blew a kiss. Her clan members, dressed in similar angelic outfits like backup dancers, also blew kisses in the same way.

A moment of silence, then an explosive cheer. Some of the fans were really into it and started bowing. There were also jeers, or perhaps cheers, like "Struggling student!" "Unlucky moe!" and "The Archangel descends!"

Naturally, Ginny and Cynthia were cheering at the top of their lungs. Parfait and the others also put on festival coats and waved fans, cheering just as they had when Natsu was singing.

"The first song is 'Love's Magic is a Heart-Pounding Beat!' Listen and be blessed!"

In a place filled with all kinds of people, some cheering, some looking dumbfounded, and some bowing their heads in a fit of second-hand embarrassment, Lion began to sing. Though she had been reluctant, once she started, there wasn't a trace of embarrassment in her. Parfait saw a true professional spirit.

The song continued, but Parfait's match was next. She told everyone as much and approached the stage. Near the stage, Rick was beckoning to her. As she got closer, he ushered her backstage.

Kazatoki was already in the waiting room in her Nine-Tailed Fox version, but she seemed nervous, taking deep breaths over and over. When she noticed Parfait, she smiled.

"Parfait-san, I look forward to our match today... no ja!"

"Yeah, you too."

"No holding back... no ja!"

"I should be the one saying that, but I'll do my best not to lose right away."

Their match would start after Lion's song ended. Last time was a draw, but what would happen this time? Feeling a little nervous herself, Parfait gripped the scabbard of Beelzebub tightly.



		
			Chapter 503

			State of Selflessness

			The magical girl archangel Lion's song and dance number ended, and the battle between Parfait and Kazatoki was about to begin.

Back in the waiting room, Lion was a complete contrast to her on-stage persona. She sat on a chair hugging her knees, muttering, "Where did it all go wrong...?" Her backup dancers, however, were encouraging her. "You were amazing this time, too!" "The archangel look is lovely!" "The unlucky moe is still going strong!"

The encouragement seemed to bring a little life back into Lion's eyes. With a tired smile, she waved at Parfait and Kazatoki, wishing them luck.

Kazatoki responded with a, "I'll do my best!" and Parfait gave a small wave back, saying, "I'll do my best."

Cheers loud enough to be heard even in the backstage waiting room erupted. Contrary to her own reaction, Lion had done a great job of livening up the place. And next up was the main event.

Originally, this battle was the main attraction. Many people had gathered to see it, but then a series of events, the kind you'd expect from AFO's management, occurred one after another, and the crowd swelled.

It was putting the cart before the horse, but Parfait had become a top 100 ranker on her first day of logging in, so telling her not to stand out was an impossible request.

She hoped that the spotlight would shift to Noat, Cecil, and Xenobia's group of Demon Lord's Army remnants. With that thought, Parfait stepped onto the stage alone.

The roar of the crowd was deafening. There were even some less-than-welcome cheers for the "Battou Sister." Unaccustomed to such things, Parfait gave a slightly strained smile and a small wave. Then she waited for Kazatoki.

She expected Kazatoki to come from the same backstage waiting room, but instead, a different group of people in miko outfits stepped onto the stage.

About ten miko, with fox ears and tails, their faces hidden by large paper charms, lined up in a row. As the audience murmured, wondering what kind of performance this was, the miko each took out an instrument.

They seemed to have assembled a collection of Japanese instruments like the koto, biwa, shamisen, shakuhachi, shinobue, tsuzumi, and hyoshigi. They all raised their instruments. And then, they began to play in unison.

(It's surprisingly rock-like...)

Parfait had expected traditional Japanese music, but for some reason, it was hard rock. Still, it had a Japanese flair to it.

As Parfait watched, wondering if that was really how you played those instruments, she heard a voice from above cry, "No jaaa!"

Parfait looked up and saw Kazatoki falling from high in the sky.

It was unclear how she had gotten up there, but Parfait worried that the fall damage would deplete her HP. Just then, Kazatoki shouted, "Chesto!"

Just before hitting the ground, Kazatoki used the Hand-to-Hand Combat weapon skill, Earth Shaker.

It was a move that created a small earthquake by stomping the ground, unbalancing the opponent and momentarily lifting them into the air, but it had the side effect of nullifying fall damage. It was a difficult technique that required perfect timing to work, but Kazatoki pulled it off.

The ground shook violently. Amidst the suddenly silent surroundings, Kazatoki, now in her new costume, was on one knee. She slowly rose to her feet.

"Through my training, I have mastered the secret arts of Karate! The fox shrine maiden and tomboyish princess with a slightly archaic speech pattern, now known as, the Nine-Tailed Fox, is born! Shall I turn you into a killing stone, no ja!"

Kazatoki was trying hard. Her delivery was a bit monotone, but Parfait could tell she was definitely trying her best. The audience must have felt the same way, because they enthusiastically hyped her up. "You can do it!" "Don't lose!" "No ja princess!" The cheers were tremendous.

The Nine-Tailed Fox was known as a bewitching beauty who could topple nations, but Kazatoki didn't fit that image at all. She was energetic and vibrant, with a high-spirited demeanor.

Her fox ears stood tall, she now had nine tails, and she wore a chihaya over her miko outfit with geta sandals. Parfait thought the new outfit looked even harder to fight in than the last one, but Kazatoki paid it no mind, practicing a series of punches and kicks.

Then, with a powerful "Hah!" she let out a spirited cry.

"Sorry to keep you waiting! Let's have a good match!"

"Ah, okay."

Her tension must have peaked, because the "no ja" she had been using until just now was gone. But that was what Parfait wanted. It wouldn't be fun if she couldn't perform at her best because she was distracted by something weird.

Kazatoki was incredibly strong for someone about her own age. Last time, they had a draw due to the time limit, but Parfait was quite looking forward to seeing what would happen if they fought for real.

Kazatoki sent a duel request. Parfait responded, setting the combat format to realistic. A dome-shaped battle field deployed on the stage.

Parfait held Beelzebub's scabbard in her left hand.

Kazatoki stood, bowed her head deeply, and then immediately took a stance.

The sound from the surroundings vanished. Everyone held their breath, their eyes fixed on the stage.

As Parfait wondered what to do, Kazatoki immediately leaped forward.

She closed the distance in a single bound. A high speed right fist followed. The straightforward attack, without any feint, was enough to throw Parfait off, and she barely managed to block it with Beelzebub's scabbard.

(She's faster than last time! Her attack was so direct, my reaction was delayed...! Oh, this is bad!)

As if ignorant of Parfait's thoughts, Kazatoki launched a continuous assault.

Her attacks were straightforward, as if to say she needed no feints. Kazatoki's assault, focused solely on landing blows faster and more accurately, was a step ahead of Parfait's thoughts.

Parfait was completely on the defensive and still hadn't drawn Beelzebub. The Azuma-ryu style was meant to counter the opponent's attacks, but there was no opportunity for that.

(No... it's not that there's no opportunity. It's that I'm overthinking things.)

Until now, her excellent kinetic vision had allowed her to react in time even while thinking, but that wouldn't work against the current Kazatoki. She was attacking with that much speed. And it was relentless. Parfait had already been hit several times and was practically a punching bag.

(What did Benny-shishou say to do in times like this? A state of selflessness? Not that you think about nothing, but that you clear your mind of extraneous thoughts and focus on one thing, right...?)

Amidst these thoughts, Kazatoki threw another straight punch. Parfait didn't defend against it, instead taking it head-on. She was sent flying backward.

The crowd went wild, but this action made Kazatoki stop moving.

In that opening, Parfait slowly stood up.

"P, Parfait-san? Are you perhaps not feeling well...?"

"No. I'm sorry, I was thinking about unnecessary things even though you're my opponent, Kazatoki-chan. I guess you just knocked some sense into me."

Parfait smiled at the bewildered Kazatoki.

"This isn't a handicap or anything. It's just impossible to fight you while thinking. I finally understand that now, so from here on, I'll be serious. Or rather, I'll do my best in a state of selflessness."

Now it was Kazatoki's turn to look surprised. Then, as if sensing there was no lie in Parfait's words, she immediately leaped to close the distance.

But before Kazatoki could land a punch with that speed, her torso was slashed by Parfait. Parfait had leaped out at the same time, landing a counter-like blow.

As Kazatoki reeled in surprise, Parfait's drawn blade attacked again.

Kazatoki dodged the attack aimed at her feet by jumping up, then seamlessly launched a spinning kick in mid-air. But Parfait dodged the kick and used her right hand to knock Kazatoki's leg away, throwing her off balance.

Losing her balance in mid-air, Kazatoki curled up and landed on her back, then used the momentum to spring back up.

As if expecting this, Parfait grabbed the front of Kazatoki's clothes as she regained her posture.

"Eh?"

Still holding Kazatoki's chest, Parfait shifted her weight backward and threw her with a tomoe nage. Perhaps because of the momentum from her spring-up and Parfait's excellent leverage, Kazatoki flew quite a distance.

This time, Kazatoki landed on her back, but she immediately rolled to her right and stood up.

Just then, the scabbard of Beelzebub, thrown by Parfait, struck Kazatoki in the stomach.

"Ah..."

Next would be a thrust with the sword, aimed at the scabbard. Kazatoki must have remembered this from before, because she immediately tried to create distance.

But this time was different.

Parfait threw the sword as well. In such a way that it would sheathe itself.

No way, was the thought of everyone present. The thrown scabbard was stuck in Kazatoki's stomach, and it would fall to the ground. The scabbard's opening was facing Parfait for less than a second. To simply throw the sword at the scabbard in that time would be one thing, but to throw it in a way that it would sheathe itself was impossible.

But Parfait pulled it off. It probably wouldn't have mattered if it didn't go in the scabbard, but the act, requiring an incredible amount of concentration and luck, sent the venue into an uproar.

Of course, it didn't end there. Parfait closed in on Kazatoki at high speed.

Confirming this, Kazatoki immediately picked up the now-sheathed Beelzebub from the stage and threw it far away.

She probably thought that this would halve her attack power, or force her to create an opening by going to retrieve the sword, but her plan backfired. Kazatoki frowned.

Parfait approached Kazatoki without even looking at the sword. In fact, by throwing the sword, Kazatoki's reaction was delayed.

And so, a hand-to-hand battle began between them.

Kazatoki's face immediately contorted in shock.

Every attack wasn't just countered. It was crushed the moment she began the motion. An attack that didn't fully extend had no attack judgment. Even when she occasionally managed to land a blow, it was dodged by a hair's breadth. And she would immediately eat a counter.

Parfait's movements were not those of someone who had learned formal martial arts. But her attacks from blind spots, her movements that caught her opponent off guard, all of it confused Kazatoki.

The damage advantage she had at the beginning was long gone, and now Kazatoki was losing. In fact, not a single attack had landed since Parfait said she would "do her best in a state of selflessness."

Not just Kazatoki, but the cheers from the surroundings also died down. It wasn't as fast as Xenobia or Cecil, nor was it a connoisseur's fight like Ingrid and Balbara. But everyone was wide-eyed at Parfait's movements, which seemed almost like she had precognition.

One more blow. With a look of resolve, Kazatoki smiled and threw her best straight punch.

But Parfait was no longer where she had thrown it. She was already under the fist, in Kazatoki's blind spot, and had grabbed her right arm.

Parfait executed a shoulder throw. Kazatoki was slammed onto her back on the ground, still held by the arm. That was the final damage. Immediately after, the dome of the battle field shattered spectacularly.

It was a visually plain ending. But the process had been so incredible that after a moment of silence, a huge cheer erupted.

And then, with a delay, Parfait's victory was declared.

As Parfait let out a long breath, Kazatoki, who had just finished fighting, immediately sat in seiza and bowed her head to Parfait.

"Parfait-san! That was amazing! In the second half, I couldn't lay a hand or a foot on you!"

"Ah, um, yeah. I was only thinking about winning, so I don't remember much, but did I really win?"

"Y, you don't remember!? Amazing! So this is the state of selflessness! Please, watch the video! I'm going to watch it hundreds of times!"

"Eh, ah, yeah, in moderation, okay?"

Parfait felt a little guilty under Kazatoki's admiring gaze.

(All I was thinking was that if I won, I'd eat a deluxe jumbo parfait in the real world, and before I knew it, the match was over...)

Deciding to keep this secret to herself, Parfait's heart danced with thoughts of what toppings she would get on her parfait.



		
			Chapter 504

			After the Spirit Festival

			"I can't believe such an interesting thing happened while I was away. I'm so frustrated..."

"You find that interesting, Wilnel-chan?"

"Yes. I saw the video, but I wanted to watch it in real time. I wouldn't want to miss seeing just how much of a monster you are, Parfait-san."

"Please don't call me a monster."

In Parfait's room, located in her home slash Crown Cafe, Parfait and Wilnel sat on cushions on the carpet, surrounding a small table. They talked about the recently concluded Spirit Festival event while enjoying chocolate parfaits and sweet coffee.

Today, Ronios, the head of the Gemini Foundation, had come to the cafe for the first time in a while. She herself called it a "momentous day." She had been making arrangements for a long time, and the groundwork was finally complete.

A foundation head visiting a Colony wouldn't be such a big deal, but it was a different story when executives from several foundations gathered. Gemini, Libra, Pisces, and the overall Foundation Coordinator were all involved in AFO's management, so they wouldn't attract much attention. But this time was different.

Executives from Virgo, who could be considered Pisces's rivals, also came to Colony Frontier. Because of that, they had attracted unwanted attention from other foundations.

Visiting as a Virgo executive was Blake, the leader of Fight☆Club. Blake himself had been keeping his distance from the Virgo Foundation, but this time, Lunaria had summoned him by name.

When Blake's father, the head of Virgo, also told him to go, he had no choice. The fact that he could run a hobbyist video streaming company without doing any foundation work was thanks to his father's indulgence, so he had to accept.

Blake himself said it was a "pain in the butt," but since his video streaming company was entering into a business partnership with AFO, he couldn't very well not attend the gathering, so he had reluctantly made the trip.

Besides that, Blake had another reason he had to participate.

"By the way, I heard Kazatoki-san is joining the Coordinator's... Lunaria-sama's direct escort team."

"That's right. It seems Xenobia-san recommended, or rather, scouted her. For now, she's just doing part-time work, like chores, but she said her earnings have improved and she's happy she can eat meat. Also, her family's dojo has made a comeback thanks to that connection and the video."

"It was your overwhelming victory in the end, Parfait-san, but Kazatoki-san's movements were also monstrous. If she can do that in the real world, I think she could become a first-class bodyguard. Though it seems like she'd be more of the type to chase down and defeat opponents than to guard someone."

"Well, that's true, but calling her a monster... Aren't the real monsters Xenobia-san and Cecil-san?"

That was a rude thing to say too, but from Parfait's perspective, it was questionable whether a human could fight like Xenobia and Cecil. It was beyond the level of something you could achieve through practice.

"Those two are on a level where calling them monsters would be rude to actual monsters."

"So harsh..."

The video of Xenobia and Cecil's fight had surpassed a hundred million views in just one week. The comments were flooded with things like, "Those aren't human movements," "Even an AI couldn't do that," and "Bring me the source code for 'humanity'."

However, there was also the video of Parfait and Kazatoki's fight, which led to a discussion about whether that might be the final form of movement achievable by humans. The debate had started to split between the human faction and the AI faction.

Be that as it may, Xenobia wanted to train Kazatoki further, which led to her recruitment. However, Kazatoki belonged to the company funded by Blake. Kazatoki was already working with Xenobia, but arrangements needed to be made, which was why Blake had been called to this gathering.

Of course, Blake didn't come just for Kazatoki's sake. There was another person to deal with.

"I heard Lion-san was scouted as well?"

"Scouted, or rather, it's still an offer. Apparently, her unabashed on-stage performance was well-received, and there's talk of her joining Dragon Soul after she graduates."

"Dragon Soul, you mean Abel-san's agency?"

"That's right. It's both a talent agency and a film distribution company. Of course, it seems they're interested in her as an actress."

According to Abel, his mother Cecil had shown the video of her fight with Xenobia to the family, but it was Lion's song, dance, and archangel-like performance that followed which impressed Veru, Ash, Ren, and Abel himself.

"There's also talk of them supporting her tuition if she takes acting lessons about once a week. She seems to be considering her options."

"I don't think there's much to consider."

"Well, she's also been invited by Alvie-san from Kiss of Death for her singing, and for some reason, the clan Worldwide Magical Girl Society scouted her, saying she has a talent for group performances. Also, the Whale That Drinks the Moon-san is trying to recruit her as a member..."

"The Whale That Drinks the Moon... so Noat-sama and Parsha-sama are scouting her directly...!? That's surprising, but Lion-san is certainly popular with the big names."

"She is. Lion-chan didn't know the details since the main part of the video stream was her match with Kazatoki-chan, but her singing, dancing, and acting are amazing. It's more like she becomes a different person."

"I've heard that when people go through difficult times, they create another personality to protect their psyche."

"That's scary! Lion-chan is just good at acting!"

If they were going to talk about that, Wilnel had also been subjected to something akin to brainwashing, which in retrospect, could be considered another personality. But to Parfait, the current Wilnel seemed like a normal girl her age. Though as the next head of her family, she did seem a little out of touch.

In any case, wherever Lion decided to go, she would be leaving Blake's company. Of course, staying with Blake's company was also an option, but either way, arrangements needed to be made, and that was what was being discussed at the cafe.

Blake had said he would leave it up to her. He didn't mind if she used his company as a stepping stone. As long as she remembered she was once part of his company, that was enough for him.

"His lack of attachment is his attachment, I suppose. Still, Blake-sama's company will probably grow from here. It's been revealed that Lunaria-sama attended the event in person, and she commented, 'It was super fun,' so it's getting a lot of attention. Though she was apparently dissatisfied that she couldn't participate in a match."

"I would have liked a more elaborate comment. Speaking of which, Benny-shishou said Lunaria-san called her and they fought in the real world."

"Personally, I would have liked to see that too. By the way, who won?"

"A draw, I guess. Or rather, it wasn't really a match, just some fun. Lunaria-san saw Xenobia-san's fight and got antsy, so she just wanted someone to move around with."

Even though they called it fun, Simon, who went with Benitsuru, had said with exasperation that she could "barely follow their movements with her eyes," so Parfait suspected it had been quite a battle.

"Right, speaking of Lunaria-san, I just remembered. On a separate note, Cynthia-chan was really happy that she'll be learning from the people at Black Rose."

"Black Rose, Lunaria-sama's direct company, you mean. I've heard they're skilled not only in real-world clothing but also in digital design, and with the implementation of the new costume system, they've been inundated with even more work."

"Yeah. Cynthia-chan said she wants to focus more on that side of things than on real-world clothes."

She had also mentioned wanting to create fantasy-style clothes that are difficult to realize or wear in the real world, and had declared with a beaming smile that bore no trace of her introverted self, "This humble servant will work so hard her nose will bleed!"

As a result, Ginny's plan to "have Cynthia make cosplay outfits" had been slightly derailed, and she was quite crestfallen.

Though Cynthia had said, "For my best friend Ginny-shi's request, I will undertake any task!" and the two of them had hugged tightly, so it didn't seem to be a problem.

That was about all that had happened at the event, Parfait thought, when Wilnel's face lit up as if she had remembered something.

"By the way, I heard something major happened at the World Tree on the last day of the event?"

"Oh, that. A bunch of couples gathered at the World Tree to summon the Illusion Dragon Suien Mikazuki."

"I believe the appearance condition was having a certain number of couples present."

"Yeah, a few couples in the middle area of the World Tree would have been fine, but there were just too many of them..."

"Was there a problem with having too many?"

"Well, something called a True Illusion Dragon appeared. It didn't do any pre-battle mental attacks and just went on a rampage before leaving. Apparently, it was quite a horror show when the Illusion Dragon climbed the World Tree and attacked the couples there... Everyone said they had touched the Illusion Dragon's nerve."

"The person inside is Suien-sama, right?"

"It's Suien-san. I heard that after it was over, the three of them, including Instructor Ren and Randa-san, went out for drinks. And later, they called Pat-san and made him pay..."

"Speaking of Pat-sama, you mean the gunman who looks like he's out of a western. That was unfortunate for Pat-sama."

"Well, according to Instructor Ren and Randa-san, Suien-san and Pat-san have always been like that. The usual pattern is for a fuming and depressed Suien-san and Pat-san to go drinking together."

And Ren and Randa always say, "Just get together already." But both Suien and Pat reply with something along the lines of, "We're too old for that now," and there's no progress.

"I see. But if Ren-sama and Randa-sama are the ones trying to get them together, it lacks a certain persuasiveness."

"Neither of them has anyone special, you see. Suien-san retorts with, 'Are you in any position to worry about others?' so they can't say much."

"Everyone has their own circumstances. But that's how the last day of the event went. I wish I could have participated..."

"The arrangements took too long..."

"There's no use crying over the past, so I'll join you as much as possible for the next event. Oh, and please tell Hayato-sama that it would be helpful if he could specify the date and time in the future."

"...I'm sorry about that. Ronios-san is the head of a foundation, and my dad just casually invited her."

"No, no, that's not a problem. In fact, I'm rather grateful. But this whole incident made me understand why Aunt Ronios is disliked by those around her. Aunt Ronios pushes people around too much. Just as the schedule was about to be finalized, she somehow got wind of it and suggested involving the Virgo Foundation. She's usually so fast and competent at her job, why does she have to do unnecessary things...?"

"Maybe because it's not her job..."

From there, Wilnel began to express her respect for Ronios, but also some of her complaints. Parfait found it hard to agree, and listened with a forced smile.



		
			Chapter 505

			Interlude: The Demon Country's Event

			As usual, the AFO executives gathered on the top floor of the high-class hotel "Camelot" in the Royal Capital Anhemudal. The "Spirit Festival" event was over, and they were here to report on the results.

However, things were a little different this time. Many of the members were exhausted. The only ones who seemed energetic were Lunaria, the Foundation Coordinator, and Ronios of the Gemini Foundation.

Amidst this atmosphere, the reports were finished, and they moved on to the next topic. The other members shot resentful glances at Ronios. The person in question, however, acted as if she didn't have a care in the world.

"My, my, I seem to be quite popular today. It's making me blush."

To the unrepentant Ronios, Ney of the Libra Foundation let out a sigh.

"I won't say it's entirely your fault, Ronios, but we had to make significant adjustments just for you to go to Hayato's cafe. If that were all, it would be one thing, but to invite Virgo to the cafe as well. I think it turned out well in the end, but what were you thinking, telling us to do it and then leaving all the arrangements to us?"

For Ronios to go to Colony Frontier, a lot of groundwork was necessary. In terms of foundations, only Libra and Pisces would have been needed, but involving Virgo, with whom they weren't on particularly good terms, took a considerable amount of time and effort.

To begin with, Virgo and Pisces were rivals, so they had a bad relationship. For this Spirit Festival event, they had been considerate, even holding a fashion-related event in cooperation with Rosalie's "Black Rose." They had also cooperated with Alvie, the leader of the Virgo-affiliated clan "Kiss of Death," who acted as a bridge, and their relationship had improved from "bad" to "neutral."

That was fine, but then Parfait and her friends got involved with the clan "Fight☆Club" and even participated in an event hosted by them. That's when Ronios had said, "If we're all going to the cafe, why not invite someone from Virgo too?"

That remark sent ripples through the various foundations, and it was Ney and the others who were left to deal with the aftermath.

"You ask what I was thinking, but I never intended for it to become such a big deal. However, it's not my fault that the event hosted by Virgo's Blake-kun became so prominent. If that hadn't happened, I wouldn't have thought to invite him. Shouldn't we hear Parsha's explanation on that matter?"

At Ronios's words, Parsha averted her gaze.

Parsha, Noat, and her attendants Shiro and Kuro had jumped into the event as a group of four. Originally, it was a measure to keep Parfait from standing out, but the event itself had attracted attention.

If that were all, it would have been fine, but then Cecil had barged in and fought with Xenobia. A world announcement occurred, as if it were a new event from AFO's management, drawing even more attention.

When people gather and attention is focused, certain things become clear. At that event, Lunaria, the Foundation Coordinator, her attendants Rosalie and Xenobia, Parsha, Shiro, and Kuro from Pisces, and Cecil from the Virgo-affiliated Dragon Soul had all gathered. This led to a flood of inquiries from other foundations, wondering what was going on. In particular, Virgo's own head had inquired, "What is the meaning of this?"

"I can only say that I am sorry. I never expected Cecil-san to come, and as a result, it ended up being more exciting than the event hosted by Alvie-san at the World Tree..."

For once, Parsha was apologizing normally.

This Spirit Festival was supposed to hype up Alvie of Kiss of Death's event, and they had coordinated with Virgo to that end, but in the end, the event that stood out the most was the one hosted by Fight☆Club. Fortunately, the host was Blake, who held a low-ranking but valid succession right in Virgo, so they managed to avoid disaster.

Still, it was different from their initial promise. Of course, Alvie's event was also a success, but even after the Spirit Festival ended, the talk of the town was Blake's event. This discrepancy necessitated an apology to Virgo. And so, coordination with Virgo's head became necessary.

After that, Ronios had washed her hands of it, saying, "If I get involved any further, it'll just be a hassle, so I'll leave the rest to you." She wouldn't participate in the coordination with Virgo, but she wouldn't complain either.

"It's not my place to say, but come on, let's just move on. Everyone agreed to let Virgo have a piece of the Colony we're building next. I'm sorry for the trouble, but all's well that ends well. Now we're good friends with Virgo!"

Ronios said this, either to dispel the gloomy atmosphere or simply because she was carefree. But Ney's eyes were sharp.

"Don't tell me, Ronios, are you planning to involve all the foundations in AFO?"

At Ney's out-of-the-blue remark, everyone's attention was focused. But only Ronios, the one who was asked, was grinning.

"Of course not. I don't have such a grand plan. But you know, the foundations have lost their power balance right now. I don't think it's good to bicker over trivial things. Is it fun to attend a council where everyone is just checking each other?"

"You think the foundations can become friendly through AFO?"

"It depends on their thinking, so I can't say for sure. But it's true that some foundations are paranoid that they might be crushed or eliminated. If Lunaria, who holds all the technology as the Foundation Coordinator, is on good terms with specific foundations, it's natural they would think that way, wouldn't you agree?"

"Where did you get that information from, Ronios... no, never mind. But I can understand that feeling. To be honest, I don't want to bring that kind of talk into AFO."

"Ney-kun, wait. To tell you the truth, I was the one who asked Ronios-kun to gather various information."

Diite, who had been present from the beginning, spoke for the first time today, and everyone except Ronios looked surprised.

"Ronios-kun is disliked in many places, but he is also the person with the most connections."

"I can't tell if that's a compliment or an insult."

"Of course it's a compliment. You're the one with the most mobility in the real world. Thanks to that, no matter which Colony you go to, the other foundations aren't that wary of you. Well, 'Frontier' is an exception, though."

At Diite's words, Ronios looked uncharacteristically embarrassed. Ney seemed to find this assessment convincing, as he nodded without refuting it.

"I understand what you're trying to say, Diite. But why gather information?"

"As Ronios-kun said, some foundations have become paranoid. Even if they don't think they'll be crushed, they probably think that the ranking of the foundations' value has changed. That's why they're after Lunaria-kun's technology and AFO's technology. The idea is to raise their own foundation's value by obtaining it."

"But that's impossible, isn't it?"

"Exactly. It's impossible to outdo me with the current technology. It would also be impossible to take Lunaria-kun hostage. They won't be able to steal the technology."

At those words, Lunaria and her bodyguard, Xenobia, nodded. Lunaria herself possessed incredible physical abilities as a genetically enhanced human, and she was also protected by an army of bodyguards led by Xenobia and Chris's father, Gil. A private army owned by a foundation would be no match for them.

"However, as we've discussed before, it's a different story if Hayato-kun and the others are taken hostage. My security would become useless. To prevent that, I want the other foundations to cast aside their unnecessary worries."

"So you mean to actively involve them in AFO and adjust the power balance?"

At Ney's words, Diite smiled and nodded.

"That will lead to the safety of Hayato-kun and, by extension, Parfait-kun and the others. That was one of the reasons for involving Virgo in this event. Besides, I've realized once again that trying to keep Parfait-kun from standing out is a very high-difficulty task..."

At Diite's tragic-looking face, everyone nodded in understanding. They had tried various countermeasures, but Parfait still stood out. Even though the attention was somewhat dispersed in her fight with Kazatoki this time, the number of views was still as high as the others.

To be honest, it was nearly impossible to keep Parfait and Hayato's cafe a secret. So, they had come to the conclusion that it was better to think of ways to prevent Parfait from being taken hostage even if she stood out. They had been thinking this for a while, but this event had made it clear.

"I understand the situation. But honestly, I'm not happy that you asked Ronios to do it."

"You're always so mean to me, Ney."

Even so, Ronios was still smiling. Ney looked at Ronios with an exasperated expression, then turned to Diite with a serious face.

"So you plan to involve another foundation in the next event?"

"That's right. The foundations that are currently paranoid are Aries, Taurus, Cancer, and Capricorn. I plan to involve Capricorn in the next event."

"Capricorn. The foundation Hayato used to belong to. The one that's strong in precision machinery and manages Colony Factory. How do you plan to involve them?"

"I've already consulted with Ronios-kun about this, but I plan to have Hyper Toy Maker, which belongs to Gemini, cooperate. Or rather, they already are."

"Mikan's company? Weren't Gemini and Capricorn on bad terms because of that company?"

"Mikan-kun's toy company was something we kind of snatched before Capricorn found out. To begin with, considering Mikan-kun's origins, we couldn't just hand it over to Capricorn."

It had been revealed that Capricorn was a foundation that grew by stealing the technology and money of Mikan's company when it was a large corporation. Considering that situation, they couldn't just hand it over to Capricorn, so Gemini acted as a shield and protected Mikan.

"Still, we can't be at odds forever. Mikan-kun also says it's in the past and the current people have nothing to do with it. So we were making arrangements for an event that would be mutually beneficial."

"I see. Specifically?"

"The next event is related to the Demon Country, to Pandemonium Castle. Currently, it's controlled by Mikan-kun and the Demon Summoning Research Association clan, but we're going to announce a new system there at the same time as the event. I plan to involve Capricorn in that."

At those words, everyone tilted their heads. They hadn't heard anything about a new system being built.

Seemingly satisfied with everyone's reaction, Diite smiled.

"The thing I made for Surya-kun before was quite well-received, you see. And we've been getting requests from many players for something similar. So I had Hyper Toy Maker make a sample. This time it will be a present for the top performers, but after the event, we plan to commission Capricorn to manufacture it. I'm thinking of having Ronios-kun, Ney-kun, and Lunaria-kun handle the negotiations."

There was no problem with the negotiations, but there were still questions. Everyone thought of Surya, who wasn't here today, and tilted their heads again, wondering if something had happened.

"Commissioning Capricorn means it will affect the real world, not just the virtual one?"

"You're sharp, Ney-kun. That's exactly right. I had them make a device that allows people to interact with AFO through other means besides the headgear."

With that, Diite smiled and, as always, slowly sipped her coffee.



		
			Chapter 506

			Samurai Cat

			About two weeks after the Spirit Festival event ended, AFO returned to its usual state. However, the video view counts were still increasing, and the in-game currency that came with it was flowing into Parfait's clan.

Parfait decided to lay low for a while, and instead of going on adventures, she focused on expanding her base. Thanks to her efforts, the land for her base was now about twice as large as before. Many tasks had been automated, and she was earning enough passive income that she didn't have to worry about taxes.

Her dairy herd had grown to about ten cows, including Michelangelo, and her poultry flock numbered about twenty chickens, including Leonardo. The spirits summoned by Ginny were automatically collecting and processing milk, eggs, cheese, butter, and cream. The skeletons summoned by Natsu were gathering wood and stone, and materials were piling up at the base day by day.

After confirming there were no problems with the base, Parfait finally took a break. She prepared a strawberry parfait for herself and added a slightly sweet coffee. As she ate, she vaguely thought about her upcoming school tests, but then pushed those extraneous thoughts from her mind and began to think about something else.

Lately, things had been busy in the real world.

Cynthia was studying design at Rosalie's company, Black Rose.

Her parents, who worked at the same place, were happy about it, and Ginny was happy too. In the school classroom, she was apparently the same as ever, erasing her presence, but at work, she was giving it her all as her true self. One of the executives at Black Rose was said to be of a similar disposition, so they got along well.

Kazatoki had joined Ambrosia, Lunaria's direct guard unit.

For now, she was only doing chores within the organization and undergoing training, but she was working hard because she was getting paid. Her recent worries was that she sometimes let out a "boku" or a "no ja." She also mentioned that she had started to like fried tofu.

Lion had joined Dragon Soul.

She wanted to study acting more than singing or dancing, so she was attending a training school while still going to her regular school. Her unlucky constitution hadn't changed, but she was apparently doing her best. Abel mentioned that she sometimes says lines you'd only hear in horror movies, so maybe she wants to star in one. Parfait thought that was probably not it.

Both Kazatoki and Lion had arranged to remain enrolled in Fight☆Club. They both wanted to continue playing AFO and streaming videos, and every organization had agreed to it. Unfortunately, their real-world lives had gotten busier, so they couldn't play the game as much, but they told Parfait they would participate in any events.

Blake, the leader of Fight☆Club, had also been through a lot with this incident. The last time Parfait saw him, he looked quite tired. Still, he had said with a laugh, "It's a pain, but what can you do?" He had also started a service to handle video streaming for clans other than Fight☆Club. Recently, a video introducing cute cats in collaboration with Cats are God had been released. Parfait thought he must be doing pretty well.

With everyone around her moving forward, Parfait felt a little anxious, but she had been thinking about her future.

She wasn't sure if it would work out, but as practice, she planned to open a cafe in AFO. A cat cafe, to be specific. She already had a contract with Siegfried's children, so she was debating whether to take over her father's cafe and turn it into a cat cafe, or to go independent.

Either way, she needed money, she thought, as she took another bite of strawberry parfait.

Just then, she heard a cat's meow from outside.

Is there a difference in cat meows in virtual reality? Without a shred of doubt, Parfait went outside with conviction. And then her eyes widened at the sight of a black cat sitting there primly.

"Trachiyo!"

"Nyaan!"

Trachiyo immediately jumped toward Parfait. And Parfait caught Trachiyo in her arms.

"Your training took so long!"

"Nyaa..."

Because she had met a special condition on Cat Island, Trachiyo had gone on a training journey. Parfait had heard from Orion of Cats are God that his return would be delayed due to the difference in strength with his master, but she hadn't expected him to be gone for the entire duration of the next event. She had been so worried she had almost asked Diite if he was really okay, but she had managed to hold back.

But now, that Trachiyo was back. Parfait resolved that for today, she would do nothing but brush him.

Just as Parfait was about to go get a brush, she remembered. There was an item she had exchanged for with the points she earned in the Cat Island event. Parfait immediately went back inside the base's cafe and took out the "Melampus" from her item box in her room.

The Melampus was a necklace-type piece of equipment, but it was a special item that allowed you to talk with your pets. Orion had said with a serious face that it was "a must-have for animal lovers."

Parfait equipped the Melampus and immediately spoke to Trachiyo.

"Trachiyo, can you understand my words?"

With a slightly pounding heart, she asked, and Trachiyo nodded.

"My lord, I understand your words well, de gozaru."

"...Trachiyo?"

She heard Trachiyo's words. But for some reason, they reminded her of Natsu or an excited Cynthia. Parfait took off the Melampus, slapped it a few times, and put it back on.

"Um, can you understand my words?"

"Sessha understands my lord's words perfectly, de gozaru."

"Sessha... your speech has turned into a samurai's!? Is it because I named you Trachiyo!?"

Trachiyo was the childhood name of a famous warlord. Parfait was confused, wondering if that had something to do with it.

Trachiyo looked up at the confused Parfait with a puzzled expression. He tilted his head, as if he didn't understand what she was saying.

"Sessha has always spoken this way, has he not? Though I imagine it only sounded like 'nyaa' to my lord."

"...I'm going to call Diite-oneechan, just wait a minute."

Somehow not convinced, Parfait decided to call Diite. It was unlikely, but she couldn't rule out the possibility that there was a bug with the Melampus. In fact, she hoped there was a bug.

Called by Parfait, Diite arrived immediately.

"Parfait-kun, it's rare for you to call me directly. Is something wrong? Oh, has Trachiyo-kun returned? It seems he had quite a time. It's a great help that you discovered a rare event. It's sad when there are programs that never see the light of day."

"Diite-oneechan, I used the Melampus to hear Trachiyo's voice, but..."

"Ah, you can communicate, right? This is a masterpiece that I realized in virtual reality based on Maris-kun's research..."

"He's talking like a samurai. Is this a bug?"

Diite, who had been speaking cheerfully, froze for a moment. But she immediately shook her head with a serious expression.

"Parfait-kun, there are no bugs in this AFO. There can't be."

Diite answered with great confidence, but Parfait couldn't back down and explained the situation clearly. In response, Diite nodded, saying, "I see."

"That's not a bug. Trachiyo-kun just happened to adopt that manner of speech. To put it simply, it's a coincidence."

"A coincidence... But a samurai style, huh? It's not bad, but Trachiyo's a girl."

"It's not so much a samurai style as it is a Simon-kun style. There are several patterns for pet speech, but this one uses 'Type: Simon.' Well, if you say it's a samurai style, I suppose it is."

"...You don't mean Simon-sensei?"

"Yes, that Simon-kun."

"Simon-sensei doesn't say things like 'de gozaru'!"

She wouldn't want a teacher who said things like that. An excited Cynthia was something she could give up on, but if Simon started saying it during normal times or during study sessions, it would be quite a problem, in Parfait's opinion.

"That's true, but when we turned Simon-kun's old speech patterns into an AI and implemented it, this is how it turned out. Since you are Trachiyo-kun's master, it might be different, but to those of equal or lower status, I think he'll say things like, 'You're pretty good,' or, 'You fool.'"

Parfait slowly turned her gaze to Trachiyo, and Trachiyo nodded.

"Simon-sensei, what were you doing back then...?"

"She was a girl who admired bushi. She had no talent for fighting, but she became that strong through effort alone. There's also the fact that she was young and reckless. She said she's finally calmed down recently, but from my perspective, it doesn't seem that way."

If you could get that strong without talent, what would happen if you had talent? That was probably Benitsuru and Lunaria, but somehow Parfait wasn't convinced.

To begin with, Xenobia and Cecil's fight was on a level beyond talent. As Wilnel had said, it was so incredible it was rude to monsters. It was quite rude, but it felt like they were just that kind of creature. In other words, unique individuals. But on the other hand, it made her wonder if you could become as strong as Simon through effort alone.

As she was lost in thought, Diite had started playing with Trachiyo with a cat teaser before she knew it. Trachiyo seemed to be attacking it with full force, though.

Seeing this, Parfait took a deep breath and calmed down a little. On second thought, it wasn't like she wanted to be able to fight like Simon. What she wanted to be was the manager of a cat cafe.

Parfait shook her head, realizing her thoughts had strayed. She forced herself to accept that this was just Trachiyo's way of speaking. It was probably better than him talking with a weird verbal tic like "nyan" or "nyau," she thought positively.

"Parfait-kun, if you dislike it that much, shall I change his speech to 'Type: Diite'? There's no system for that, but for you, Parfait-kun, I can make a special..."

"It would be a problem if Trachiyo started talking like you, Diite-oneechan. You're not planning to put yourself inside Trachiyo, are you?"

Diite averted her eyes.

"Of course I wouldn't do something like that."

Suspicious. But without pressing further, Parfait urged Diite to sit in a chair.

"Diite-oneechan is fine just the way you are. I called you out of the blue, but do you have time? I'm having a party to celebrate Trachiyo's return, so please join us."

"In that case, I'll take you up on your offer. I'm happy to be entertained by you, Parfait-kun. Then, could I have a strawberry parfait and a coffee?"

"Of course. Then, I'll make Nekomanma Deluxe for Trachiyo."

"I am grateful, de gozaru. If possible, I would also request some salt-grilled saury...!"

She wondered if salt-grilled fish was okay for a cat, but then remembered this was a virtual world. Parfait cheerfully began to make what the two of them had requested.



		
			Chapter 507

			The Fruits of Training

			Trachiyo's return party ended up being a grand affair. Orion from Cats are God, Deeger from Cretaceous, and even Rhadia from Highway Star somehow heard about it and came to the base, so they had a lively time with the clan members.

During the party, Parfait asked about pet speech patterns, but they said their pets didn't have such strange ways of talking. However, they did have various personalities. Orion's Bastet was a battle maniac, Deeger's Quetzalcoatlus was a taciturn craftsman, and Rhadia's Lucky Seven was obsessed with firepower.

Trachiyo was Type: Simon, so his speech and personality were both samurai-like. Parfait had no intention of correcting him, but when she let slip her true feeling that she wished he were a little more graceful or feminine, she was told by those around her, "That's impossible," "I don't think that's possible," and "To begin with, Parfait-chan is... ahem, ahem," which left Parfait feeling a little hurt.

That was yesterday. Today, Parfait and Trachiyo had come to a hunting ground with only monsters that could be hunted solo.

There was no news of the next event yet, and no information from Rick, so she had no particular goal. She chose the mountain-type dungeon "Old Shugendo Trail," where there were many oni-type monsters, hoping to get some items that would sell for a good price.

It was a repeatable dungeon where you could get a clear reward by defeating a monster called a Tengu that only appeared in the deepest part. The reward was good for a solo player, but defeating the Tengu was a hassle, so it was an unpopular spot for solos.

"Alright, Trachiyo. Show me the results of your training here."

"Sessha has undergone training that could be described as washing blood with blood in order to become closer to my lord, de gozaru. Please watch carefully!"

"...Yeah, I'm looking forward to it."

Trachiyo, the cat who had become a samurai. There was no other way to describe the situation, and Parfait felt a little conflicted. She had wanted Trachiyo to be more elegant, but he had become a cat to whom the words duty, humanity, and loyalty fit well. That didn't mean Trachiyo wasn't cute, and she was happy that he had worked so hard for her. Is this a maiden's complex heart? Parfait reached a strange conclusion as she stepped into the dungeon.

Trachiyo was as strong as he had claimed. His search ability was high, and his attacks, which landed the first blow without the opponent noticing and aimed for a critical hit, felt more like a ninja than a samurai, but he was reliably dispatching weak enemies. He used a similar fighting style against strong enemies, but with his speed, he launched a continuous assault and defeated them without any trouble.

However, he would sometimes stand perfectly still, and then counter a monster's attack. It was a fighting style similar to Parfait's.

"Trachiyo, that was..."

"As expected of my lord, you noticed. This is a technique sessha acquired through training, Azuma-ryu Claw Arts Nekodamashi...!"

"Azuma-ryu Claw Arts Nekodamashi..."

Various thoughts raced through her head, like how there was no such thing in Azuma-ryu, and how that's not what nekodamashi is, but the words Parfait said were simple.

"You've learned it well...!"

"I am grateful for the honor...!"

To a third party, it would look like quite a farce, but if they were happy, then that was fine. Parfait thought so and praised Trachiyo.

Be that as it may, Trachiyo had undoubtedly become stronger. His stats seemed to have increased significantly, and the amount of damage he dealt was not that of a cat. Even if Trachiyo was a rare monster, was it okay for him to become that strong? It was on a level where she suspected another bug. If she asked Diite, she would just get a "There are no bugs in AFO" in reply, so she wouldn't say anything.

And so, Parfait and Trachiyo reached the deepest part in no time. As she had heard, a Tengu monster appeared. It had a red face, a large nose, the attire of a mountain ascetic, a giant leaf fan, and wings on its back. It was a typical Tengu.

It would be cruel to make Trachiyo fight this alone, so Parfait joined the battle.

The Tengu frequently used wind-attribute attacks, creating small tornadoes with its fan. When it took a certain amount of damage, it would fly into the air with its wings and constantly attack from a distance, making it an annoying opponent.

Parfait had her transforming weapon, the Beelzebub 666 Replica, so she could damage the flying Tengu normally. She attacked without any particular concern.

And after it took flight, she used the rifle form of Beelzebub to shoot it down. She defeated the Tengu without any problems. It was Trachiyo who was impressed.

"As expected of my lord... I see, a ranged weapon, de gozaru..."

"Don't go off training to learn that, okay?"

It wasn't that she didn't want to know what kind of training a pet cat would undergo to learn a ranged attack, but it would be a problem if Trachiyo, who had just returned, decided he still needed more training and left again.

"Understood. Sessha will master close-quarters combat, de gozaru...!"

He didn't have to master it, but she didn't want to dampen his enthusiasm, so Parfait nodded.

Having obtained the treasure the Tengu had been hoarding, Parfait and the others were returned to the dungeon entrance. But Trachiyo's eyes were saying, "Let's go again."

She had no particular plans for the day, and she could still earn more, so Parfait stepped into the Old Shugendo Trail with Trachiyo once more.

"Ah."

"I smell a formidable foe, de gozaru! My blood boils!"

At Trachiyo's request, Parfait and her companion cleared the Old Shugendo Trail many times, but on the fourth Tengu, something strange happened. A rare Tengu monster, "Kurama," appeared.

This Kurama was said to be impossible to defeat solo, and it had hunted many players who were running the dungeon alone. It was also rare for it to appear when in a party, so it was quite disliked among players.

That Kurama attacked without warning.

Its fighting style was the same as a normal Tengu, but its attack range and power were on a different level. A huge tornado assailed them. The attack speed was on the slow side, so neither Parfait nor Trachiyo would be hit by it, but the problem was Kurama's movement. Kurama teleported, so it was difficult to get close. This was the reason solo players had a hard time winning.

"My lord, sessha will engage that one in close combat, de gozaru! My lord, please attack from a distance immediately after it moves!"

Having figured out that it couldn't teleport continuously, Trachiyo said this and charged at Kurama.

(He even thinks up tactics? Isn't my child too amazing?)

When she was in a party, Chris or Rick would think of such things, but Trachiyo had taken their place. In that case, she would do as he said, and she changed Beelzebub into its rifle form.

Kurama immediately teleported away from Trachiyo's attack, but Parfait's long-range attack from Beelzebub hit it right after it appeared. Its HP and defense weren't that different from a normal Tengu, and it took a decent amount of damage.

"A splendid shot, de gozaru!"

"...Yeah, you be careful too!"

She wanted to ask if it was really an AI, but she didn't think there was a person inside, so Parfait quickly came to terms with the fact that Trachiyo was Trachiyo. Even if he was an AI, there was an AI named Diite. If Diite was the same as a person, then Trachiyo was the same as a cat. She switched her mindset.

With Trachiyo's coordination, Parfait whittled down Kurama's HP. Unlike a normal Tengu, Kurama didn't fly into the air even when its HP was low. But its attack pattern changed slightly.

It teleported to dodge Trachiyo's attack, but it appeared right in front of Parfait.

"Crap!"

Parfait took the attack with Beelzebub still in its rifle state. An attack that would have been easily deflected in its sword state was a little awkward to handle in its rifle form, and she took the hit normally.

"My lord!"

Just as Parfait was about to say "I'm fine" in response to Trachiyo's words, she was surprised. Trachiyo was using the Wanna Fight Step skill to increase his own stats.

Immediately after, Trachiyo shot out like a bullet. He landed a blow on Kurama. It didn't end there. Trachiyo began to circle around Kurama.

(Wait, is this Seiryu...?)

One of the Azuma-ryu sword techniques, Seiryu. It was a flashy special move where you circled the opponent at high speed, slashing them, and then finished by leaping into the air with a spinning slash... according to Benitsuru's teachings. The important thing was apparently the coolness factor, but Parfait thought it was debatable whether it was cool or not. Also, in the real world, only Benitsuru and Simon could do it. Parfait could only do it in virtual reality.

Trachiyo was doing an attack that looked like Seiryu. Right now, he was a black circle, circling around Kurama and scratching him. But he was steadily chipping away at Kurama's HP, and it was almost gone.

"Azuma-ryu Claw Arts Ultimate..."

"...Eh?"

"Kuruma-gakari!"

As Trachiyo said this, he leaped up and scratched Kurama while spinning. At the peak of his jump, an effect of Trachiyo's claws glinting occurred. With that attack, Kurama's HP was depleted, and he disappeared into particles of light.

As Parfait stared blankly, Trachiyo hurried over to her.

"My lord, are you injured?"

"I'm fine, but that was..."

"The ultimate technique of Azuma-ryu Claw Arts, de gozaru. I cannot perform it in my normal state, but during Wanna Fight Step, I can manage it. Even then, the success rate is low, de gozaru, but sessha saw my lord get attacked and the blood rushed to my head."

She wondered if AIs could have blood rush to their heads, but Parfait decided that didn't matter and picked up Trachiyo.

"Thank you. That was cool... Um, for your service this time, you have done well!"

"...I am overcome with joy!"

Thinking that Trachiyo would like a samurai-style exchange, she said this, and Trachiyo didn't seem to mind. Wondering if Simon-sensei was the same, Parfait held Trachiyo and put the reward that had appeared into her item bag.



		
			Chapter 508

			Both Brains and Brawn

			There was a feeling in AFO that the next event would be starting soon. Parfait was looking forward to seeing what it would be, but first, she had tests at school. Naturally, this meant a study group with everyone, including Wilnel, and the added pressure of having to meet the so-called Wilnel Line, lest something terrible happen.

Parfait looked utterly exhausted. She placed Trachiyo on the table in their base and buried her face in the cat's belly. Seeing her slumped over like that, Rick sat down at the same table. "You okay?"

Parfait slowly lifted her upper body. Trachiyo followed suit, correcting his posture and sitting politely on the table.

"I wish there was a skill for studying."

"You can get skills for each subject just by reading the textbook."

"That's the problem, I don't get them even when I read it. Who do I talk to about fixing this bug? God?"

"It's not a bug, so give it up. Besides, your grades have gone up a lot since Wilnel started tutoring you, haven't they? Your skills are definitely improving."

"Unlike in a game, my study skills go down if I don't keep at it... especially in math!"

"That's because you forget. And you have to keep learning new formulas to keep up."

"It would be nice if reading the textbook once made it stick in my memory for a month... like it does for you guys, Rick-kun!"

"Why are you getting angry at me? Do you really think we don't study? We can manage with just the lessons, but we still do our prep and review. It's all about consistency."

"There it is... the classic line from someone who's good at studying..."

No student ever believes someone who says they haven't studied at all. There might be a few who genuinely haven't, but for most, it's just a ploy to lower the class average or a bashful fib from someone who doesn't want their efforts known. Or it's an excuse for when they get a bad score.

In Parfait's case, she really had been neglecting her studies, but a situation was developing where those around her wouldn't allow it. As the study sessions drew nearer, Wilnel's smile seemed to grow brighter. Or at least, that was Parfait's impression.

She knew Wilnel meant no harm, and that she was doing it for Parfait's own good. Whenever Parfait got a good score, Wilnel was even happier than her own parents. Of course Natsu, Rick, and the others would praise her for her hard work too, but none of them celebrated quite as much as Wilnel.

Thinking about that, she knew she had to study, but it was a little sad that there would be a period when she couldn't play AFO. She was especially lonely without Trachiyo. Ever since he returned, she had been stroking his fur every single day. She even felt like his coat had become glossier for it.

"My lord, may I offer my opinion?"

"Trachiyo? What is it?"

Trachiyo, who had been sitting politely on the table just a moment ago, was now staring at Parfait with a stern expression.

"I must venture to speak a hard truth."

"A hard truth...?"

"I do not know the specifics, but your studies are important."

"Guh."

Hearing that from Trachiyo, her pet and AI, dealt a blow to Parfait. Rick couldn't understand Trachiyo's words, hearing only a "meow," but judging from the situation, he surmised the cat had just laid down the law and nodded in agreement.

"Well, yeah, I know, but I just wonder if the stuff we're studying will ever be useful in the future..."

"Is not the purpose of a student's study to learn how to find answers to things they do not understand? It is not as though you can always find the answer by looking at something or asking someone. And you need enough knowledge to judge whether information is correct. Otherwise, you will continue to be exploited."

"Trachiyo just started talking like Simon-sensei!"

There was no doubt Trachiyo was an AI based on Simon, but Parfait, who had been told something similar by Simon long ago, looked a little frightened.

"As your pet, I am still immature. But you, my lord, are also of an age where you are still immature. I have pledged my loyalty to you regardless, but I wish to boast to others that my master is the greatest of all. For my sake, would you please study hard?"

(Is that how you ask for something? And wait, you're an AI, right Trachiyo? It's not Simon-sensei logged in, is it?)

Parfait couldn't help but feel suspicious. But she reconsidered, realizing that was impossible. With Trachiyo asking her like that, even in a virtual reality, she had no choice but to try her best. She nodded.

"Alright, I'll do my best for you, Trachiyo...!"

"That is the spirit! A warrior must master both the pen and the sword! Your martial prowess is already nearly maxed out, my lord, so all that remains is the literary! I shall support you from the shadows! You may bury your face in my belly whenever you wish!"

"I'm not a warrior... and my belly... yeah, maybe after the tests are over..."

For now, she set up a reward to help her endure the coming hell. It wasn't that she was studying just for the reward, but she wouldn't be able to survive Wilnel's study sessions without setting one up for herself.

"So Trachiyo talked some sense into you. But are you sure you're okay?"

"There's no point in complaining, so starting tomorrow, I'm going to do my best in the study sessions. Today's my last day of freedom..."

"You look like the world's about to end, but well, good luck. I've gathered some info on the next event, by the way. What do you want to do? Wait until after the study sessions are over?"

"Tell me now. I need some motivation to study."

Rick nodded and began to explain his predictions for the next event. Until Rick finished, neither Parfait nor Trachiyo said anything, just nodding along. Hearing about the event seemed to have worked, as the color returned to Parfait's face.

"...And that's about it."

"So, the next event will likely be in the Demon Country, with Pandemonium Castle as the stage?"

"Probably. We know the real-world company Hyper Toy Maker is involved."

"How do you know that... oh, is it because Mikan-san is the ruler of the Demon Country, so that's where it'll be?"

"Exactly."

"Mikan-san, huh. I haven't seen her lately. She must be busy."

Demon King Mikan. That was her name in AFO, but in reality, she was the CEO of Hyper Toy Maker. She was quite famous for her unusual position, being completely independent as a company despite belonging to the Gemini Foundation. However, she never made public appearances, and in AFO she was treated as such a rare character that some said no one had ever seen her, only heard her name.

But Mikan, this rare character, often came to Parfait's family home to eat strawberry shortcake. When Parfait was younger, she thought Mikan was like a princess, but now she saw her as a capable career woman. She even admired her a little when she saw her in a sharp business suit.

Of course, Mikan never came alone. She often came with her right-hand woman, the secretary Lindsey, her husband Adrian, and their daughter Ginny. Parfait had heard that Lindsey was from the cryosleep group, and that Adrian was from the same local group as her father, Hayato, and that they had fought each other in a Clan War. She'd also heard that her mother, Esha, had been the star of that battle, and she remembered thinking as a child, why?

"And it also seems the Capricorn Foundation will be involved in the event somehow."

"Huh? Weren't Gemini and Capricorn said to be on bad terms?"

Parfait didn't know the specifics, but she knew that Gemini and Capricorn had fought over Hyper Toy Maker, which had soured their relationship.

"It seems a proposal was made to mend that relationship. I couldn't find out what they're planning to do, but it looks like the next event will be structured to benefit both sides."

"...I think it's weird that you know that much."

"That's thanks to Relic-san and Sonia-san."

"I always wonder this, but you're not hacking into anything, are you?"

"Of course not. Relic-san and the others could probably do it, but I couldn't possibly imitate them."

Despite his words, Parfait eyed him suspiciously. It was the same look of doubt you'd give someone who claimed they hadn't studied during test season.

Rick sighed at her suspicious gaze.

"Relic-san and Sonia-san have strictly forbidden me from ever doing it. They said that once you do it, the next hurdle gets lower, and it just keeps getting lower until you're ruined. It's like a gamble you keep playing until you lose."

"Not until you win?"

"It's because you get a taste of victory that you try again, meaning you end up playing until you lose. They told me I could do it if I was confident I could keep winning until the day I die."

"That's impossible, right?"

"Yeah, I don't think I can do what even Relic-san and the others couldn't. So I won't do it. Just so you know, all the information I've gathered so far is stuff you could find if you just tried to look for it."

Parfait wasn't sure if it was really something you could just find by looking, but she decided that she and Rick must just see the world differently.

That aside, the next event was in the "Demon Country." She'd never been there before, so she was getting a little excited.

"Alright, then, just for today, let's go to the Demon Country and—"

As she was speaking, she heard the sound of footsteps hurrying towards them from the second floor.

Wilnel appeared from the staircase.

"Parfait-san! I have created the perfect teaching materials! Let us have the greatest study session!"

"...Yeah, let's do our best."

Was she being dragged to a real-life demon country instead of a virtual one? Parfait forced a smile at Wilnel, the light gone from her eyes.

Then, Trachiyo gently placed a front paw on Parfait's hand.

"My lord, you can do it!"

"...I'll try."

There were no allies here. In that case, rather than doing it reluctantly, she would try her best, get a good score, and get it over with as quickly as possible. Parfait swore it to herself.
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			"...This is magnificent, Parfait-san."

Hearing Wilnel's words, Parfait threw her hands up in a silent victory pose. She closed her eyes, turned her face to the ceiling, and savored the joy. She looked like a hero who had overcome all adversity to defeat a demon lord.

That's how happy Parfait felt. Since it was an unavoidable fate, she had gone into the tests with a great deal of spirit. She had managed a score even higher than her previous personal best. It was only a self-assessment, but even if she was off by ten points, it was still her highest score ever. Considering her past performance, it was certain she would rank in the top one hundred. In other words, she was a ranker.

Perhaps overcome with emotion, Parfait lifted Trachiyo into the air and spun around.

"I did it, Trachiyo!"

"Splendid! I am overcome with emotion!"

Trachiyo, the black cat, praised Parfait. Whether out of excitement or not, he wagged his tail as he was spun around.

"I do not know what Trachiyo-san is saying, but I am sure he is praising you, Parfait-san. This is truly a great achievement. The state of selflessness you have attained must have been effective."

"No, no. That has nothing to do with it."

The state of selflessness Parfait had activated when she fought Kazatoki. To put it simply, it was an incredible level of concentration. Parfait didn't think it had anything to do with her test results, but she did feel she had studied harder this time than ever before.

"However, this means I will need to revise my plan."

"Huh? Plan?"

"I was thinking we could aim for the top more slowly, but at this rate, we may as well accelerate the plan. Let us aim for an even higher score next time. We will aim for the top fifty, and eventually, the top ten."

"That means being at the same level as everyone else, doesn't it!?"

The top ten. That meant studying until she was on par with Natsu, Chris, Rick, Ginny, and Wilnel. She had tried so hard this time, and now she was being told to try even harder.

"Once you aim for the top, it is basic to climb all the way to the summit... no! Once you fall, you can only continue to fall to the very bottom!"

"Is studying about continuing to fall...?"

Parfait felt a sense of terror at this hopeless endeavor, like endlessly sinking into a bottomless swamp. If Wilnel said it, she felt it was unavoidable.

"My lord, rest assured. This Trachiyo shall continue to fall with you!"

"...I appreciate the sentiment, but how about we try not to fall in the first place?"

Parfait's wish for him to think of a way not to fall went completely unheard. Still, if her scores dropped, it wasn't impossible that she would be banned from playing AFO. The only reason she wasn't told anything despite playing AFO every day was because her scores were improving.

What's more, her improved scores came with benefits, like an increased allowance and being taken out for all-you-can-eat barbecue. On the day the tests ended, she was able to buy the clothes she had her eye on at a shop she went to with everyone. It was a stroke of luck.

Lately, when she weighed the hardship of studying against the benefits of getting good scores, she had started to think it might be better to push herself a little. She would never say she liked studying, not even if her mouth were torn open, but she was starting to feel that it wasn't so bad when she understood the material.

She suspected this might be part of Wilnel's plan, but she decided to do her best as far as she could, feeling a little more positive.

However, she also believed that playing was a student's true duty. She thought it might be a bit much to spend most of her youth in AFO, but chatting with friends about trivial things was the same whether it was in reality or virtual reality. So she decided to play AFO without worrying about it.

"Well, even if I try my best, that's in the future. For a while, no talk of studying. The mere mention of the word might make Beelzebub breathe fire, so be careful."

"Understood. They do say it is important to have on and off switches. Let us save it for when the next tests are near."

"As you wish. It is enough for me to have witnessed my lord's true potential."

It was a strange feeling, but for some reason, Wilnel and Trachiyo seemed like her loyal retainers. And their loyalty was pretty much maxed out. Though they were troublesome subordinates who pushed unreasonable demands on their superior, thinking she could do even better.

"So, what shall we do today? Natsu-san and the others said they wanted to go report their test results, so they won't be coming today."

"Yeah, that's right. Nacchan wants to tell Ruth-san, and Chris-chan is reporting to Gil-san and Silva-san, who are taking a rare day off. Rick-kun wants to tell Relic-san and the others, so no one is coming."

"What about Ginny-san and Cynthia-san?"

"Ginny-chan is probably at Mikan-san's company. Cynthia-chan is usually busy with the Black Rose, and besides, she apparently tries not to get good scores so she won't stand out."

Cynthia did a strange thing, deliberately getting questions wrong to keep her score down. "The shadows are my path!" she always said, living her school life trying not to stand out. According to Ginny, if Cynthia got serious, she could get into the top ten. Parfait always thought her friends were all a bit strange, but lately she had given up on thinking about it too much.

"So that means it is just you, Trachiyo-san, and me today, Parfait-san. What shall we do?"

"If we had more concrete information about the event, there would be a lot we could do, but there's no clear information out yet."

Rick's information was all from before the tests, and there was nothing new. The only information they had was that something seemed to be happening at Pandemonium Castle in the Demon Country.

"In that case, shall we go to the Demon Country that Rick-san mentioned? I have been wanting to see Pandemonium Castle."

"That sounds good. I hear the castle is crawling with demons, so it's pretty difficult, but it should be fine if we're just going to see it."

"I shall go as well! My claws thirst for blood this night! I shall slay any demon that stands in our way!"

"It's not night yet, so rein it in."

Trachiyo was said to be an AI based on Simon, but Parfait couldn't help but wonder if Simon-sensei would say something like that. She, Wilnel, and Trachiyo set off for the Demon Country.

The Demon Country was a group of islands far to the south, with regions that defied the laws of nature, from jungle islands to deserts and snowy landscapes. According to AFO's lore, these islands were created by demons long ago with magic to suit their own needs, and all of them together were called the Demon Country.

In the center of the largest of these islands stood Pandemonium Castle. It was a region controlled by Demon King Mikan and the Demon Summoning Research Association, a notorious place whose dominion had never been taken.

Parfait and her friends set foot on this island.

Normally, they would need to take a ship or airship to get there, but thanks to a free teleporter set up by the clan "Adventurers," who focused on discovering new lands, they were able to arrive without any trouble.

And the sight that greeted them left the two of them and the cat stunned.

The water had dried up, leaving the earth cracked, and the sky was covered in thick, dark clouds. The only sounds were the mournful whistle of the wind and what sounded like the unpleasant cries of birds. There were no other players nearby.

"There's really nothing here..."

"A barren land stretching out before us. It reminds me of the hazardous zones on Earth."

Parfait had toured Earth with her parents before, and she nodded in agreement with Wilnel's words, remembering that the scenery had indeed been like this.

"Well, we're here, but what should we do first? We're prepared, but heading straight for the castle seems a bit boring. Doesn't the Demon Country have any towns run by the AFO management?"

"I believe there was a town with the lore that it was inhabited by demons who disliked fighting... ah, no, not a town, but a caravan. I believe there is a mobile base."

"My lord, could that be it over there? It is far, but I can faintly make out tents."

At Trachiyo's words, Parfait looked in that direction. As he said, she could see what looked like a massive tent.

"The event hasn't started yet, but it's our first time here, so let's go check it out. Rick-kun said that if there's an event, there should be some kind of sign."

Wilnel and Trachiyo nodded at Parfait's suggestion, and they began to walk in that direction.
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			Parfait and her friends arrived at a caravan of demons who preferred not to fight, or so the setting went.

The AFO staff were dressed as demons. While they were mostly human in appearance, they had horns on their heads or wings on their backs. Parfait was a little impressed by the character designs, which she didn't usually get to see.

There were several huge circus-like tents, all of them doing business. The players, who had been nowhere to be seen in the barren wasteland outside, were numerous here, creating a lively atmosphere.

Since it was her first time here, she couldn't be sure, but having heard that there might be an event in this region, it seemed to her that the demon-attired staff were busily making preparations. With that thought, Parfait looked around with curiosity.

"When it comes to gathering information, taverns are the place to be. That tent looks like such a place, shall we go?"

Parfait nodded at Wilnel's suggestion, and the three of them, Parfait, Wilnel, and Trachiyo, headed for the tent.

A demon waiter in a butler's uniform showed them to a table. There were other players there, eating and drinking cheerfully. It seemed more like a regular restaurant than a tavern, and the menu featured many dishes with a lot of spices. Thinking they might be a bit spicy, Parfait and her friends carefully chose their dishes and placed their orders.

"We usually don't leave the Eastern Country, so coming to a place like this makes everything seem so new and interesting."

"Yes. This place has a certain Arabian charm, doesn't it? Even though the outside looked like Earth."

Parfait nodded at Wilnel's words. The outside had been a lonely place with a barren wasteland stretching out, but this caravan was anything but, with everyone having a good time. It was a virtual reality, after all.

They hadn't come with any particular goal, just hoping to get some information, but while the staff seemed busy, there was no sign of anything special happening. The other players didn't seem to be here to gather information either, but were just using this place as a base, so it didn't look like they would be able to get any information about the event.

"By the way, it seems there is only one guild here."

"Really?"

"According to my preliminary research, it is the Summoner's Guild, and a one-of-a-kind guild that only caters to demon summoners."

There was a Summoner's Guild in the Eastern Country as well, but it had spirit summoning and angel summoning in addition to demon summoning. They weren't separated, and it was a regular guild that Ginny also belonged to.

The guild in this caravan, however, was specialized in demon summoning, so much so that it was completely focused on it, with no other benefits.

"Then let's go there after we finish eating. I don't plan on joining, but we might get some interesting information."

"Yes, let's. The conversations I'm overhearing don't seem to be about the event, so going to the guild might be a good idea."

Parfait swallowed the question of how Wilnel could hear all the conversations around them when there were so many players. She told herself that some things in this world were better left unknown, and enjoyed the food that had been brought to them.

After enjoying sweets filled with nuts and dried fruits, Parfait and her friends made their way to the Summoner's Guild tent.

There was nothing particularly suspicious about it, it was just a regular tent. However, it was much smaller than the other tents, so small that it probably couldn't even hold ten people.

"Is it okay for a guild to be this small?"

"It must not be very prosperous. I hear that this place is more restrictive than other Summoner's Guilds, with no particular benefits."

Apparently, everything that could be done here could also be done at Summoner's Guilds in other places, so there was no demand for a demon summoning specialty. It was said to be a hobbyist's guild for those who wanted to stick to it.

Parfait said, "Huh," to Wilnel's words, and stepped inside, wondering what it was like.

"Welcome."

As soon as she entered the tent, she heard a woman's voice with a drawn-out ending.

She thought it was a guild staff member who had spoken to her, but the voice was familiar. When Parfait looked in that direction with a suspicious expression, the woman's face also showed surprise.

"Huh? Mikan-san?"

"Oh, it's Parfait-chan. What a coincidence."

Parfait was confused. Her appearance and voice were definitely Mikan's, but she was completely different from the Mikan she saw at the coffee shop. Normally, she was much sharper, a woman who suited the term career woman. But now, she seemed like a young girl with a much lower mental age.

Parfait immediately approached Mikan and spoke to her over the counter.

"Huh? Huh? Why are you here? And are you really Mikan-san?"

"Yes, I am."

"Um, is that how you usually talk?"

"Oh, right. Just a moment."

Mikan covered her mouth and cleared her throat, making a small "n-n" sound.

"Sorry about that, Parfait-chan. I role-play in both reality and virtual reality. In virtual reality, I talk with a lower mental age."

"Oh, is that so..."

"Yes. A long time ago, my life was in danger, so I used to act childish, and the habit just stuck. Or rather, I enjoy it. So in virtual reality, I talk the way I used to."

What did she mean her life was in danger? Just as she was thinking that, Wilnel nodded.

"I heard from Ronios-sama recently. Mikan-san was the heir to a large company during the age of resource depletion. Because she inherited it at a young age, she was targeted by her relatives."

"That's right. So I escaped on the spaceship Aphrodite, but the company ended up going bankrupt. But it seems Capricorn got their hands on the technology from that time. And in a very illegal way. Because of that, Hyper Toy Maker is now under Ronios-san, or rather, the Gemini Foundation. Well, it's all in the past, so it has nothing to do with me. I don't hold a grudge against Capricorn."

"Wow, so that's what happened... So now you're the director of Hyper Toy Maker, right? Why are you here?"

"The director is my temporary guise. My true form is an AFO staff member...!"

"Shouldn't it be the other way around, with your true form being the more important one...?"

It was common for someone to be unremarkable in their everyday life but have an amazing true form. The reverse seemed rare. And there was something else that bothered Parfait.

"Aren't you the Demon Lord in AFO, Mikan-san?"

"The Demon Lord is also a temporary guise. My true form was a Summoner's Guild employee...!"

"That's still backwards, isn't it?"

It would make sense if her temporary guise was an AFO staff member or a guild employee, but for the director and the Demon Lord to be her temporary guises was just strange. Mikan must have seen the thought on Parfait's face, because she smiled.

"Well, how should I put it? Both the director and the Demon Lord are just titles, so I don't get to do much work. As the director, I do come up with ideas for toys and various other things, but thanks to my excellent secretary, I hardly do anything. I thought that wasn't right, so I'm having them let me work here."

"I see..."

Mikan's secretary, Ginny's mother Lindsey, was an incredibly competent woman. She had protected Mikan when she was young and even boarded the spaceship Aphrodite with her. She was like a second mother to Mikan.

Mikan covered her mouth again, cleared her throat, and smiled.

"So my true identity is a secret, okay?"

"Oh, yes. Um, is it okay if I bring Ginny-chan here next time?"

"Of course it's okay. Oh, by the way, about the real world, I was just looking at Ginny-chan's test results. Ginny-chan was so happy that you did so well too, Parfait-chan. She seemed even happier than she was about her own results."

She hadn't shown any sign of it at school, but hearing it from someone else made her happier than if she had been told directly. Parfait, feeling a little embarrassed, smiled.

"Ginny-chan is like a little sister to me, so please continue to be good friends with her."

"Of course."

"Thank you. Then as a reward, I'll tell you a little about the next event."

"Huh?"

"You'll either have to defeat the bad demons or listen to the good demons' requests. If you rank high in the event, you'll get a real-world present, so do your best."

As Parfait and her friends looked on in surprise, Mikan just beamed at them.
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			The new event, "Lunatic Demons," had begun.

The event, primarily set in the Demon Country, was simple. Players either subjugated demons who refused to follow the Demon King, or they listened to and fulfilled requests from demons who were friendly toward humans.

This time, however, there was supposedly a real-world prize for the top-ranking players. Information about it had not yet been released, but there was talk of a device allowing AFO access other than headgear, and conversations about that topic were heating up.

A new system was also introduced at the same time the event started, and a portion of the player base was ecstatic about it.

It was called Summoned Monster Uniquefication. Monsters called forth through skills like Demon Summoning or Spirit Summoning had always possessed a random appearance and AI. But now, by giving a summoned monster a name, you could make it permanent.

A named summoned monster could be called forth with the same appearance every time. Furthermore, just like the pet system, it would grow stronger by fighting alongside its master.

Many players had a Summoner skill composition, but the introduction of this system caused a surge in players aiming to become one. Apparently, the number of female players polishing their Demon Summoning skill in particular was on the rise.

"I’ll ask just in case, but why?"

"For Ashley-sama, of course!" Ginny answered Parfait’s question forcefully.

As far as Parfait was concerned, all she could say was, "I knew it," but she still held out a faint hope for some kind of denial. Not that she had any such hope to begin with.

To put it simply, the number of players summoning a demon, naming it "Ashley" after the number one butler demon in the popularity poll for Heart-Pounding Pandemonium, and trying to fight alongside it had apparently increased.

However, summoning a human-shaped demon required a Demon Summoning skill of at least 100, so recently players were grinding the skill everywhere.

"Plus, combined with the system from the last event that lets you create your own unique equipment, butler uniforms are selling for a really high price now. I hear Cynthia-san has been getting a lot of orders, too. Apparently, there are a lot of specific requests from people who want to add a small original element to the clothes."

"How peaceful."

Equipment could now also be used by unique individual summoned monsters and pets, so that side of things was booming as well. Many players were now focusing on that and ignoring the event itself.

(But, maybe this will make things a little easier for Rick-kun…)

Rick, who resembled Ashley, was often pressured by Ginny and others to cosplay inside AFO. With the implementation of this new system, the demands on him would likely decrease, so Parfait was happy that his troubles would be reduced, even if just a little.

"And that’s why I need you to help me grind my Demon Summoning skill!"

"I don’t mind that, but what’s your skill level, Ginny-chan?"

"It’s 90. Grinding skills in AFO is hell from this point on. Rumor has it that it’s a World of Emptiness."

"That’s what happens when you only focus on grinding skills."

Skills like swordsmanship, which were used constantly in combat, would level up just by fighting. But production and summoning skills weren't things you did over and over again, so leveling them up was difficult through normal play. You had to continue the void-like act of skill grinding, like using them constantly while logged in.

Still, grinding summoning skills was easier than some others. Unlike magic and summoning skills that could be used anytime as long as you had MP, production skills that required materials were quite tough. The higher the skill level, the more expensive the required materials became. On top of that, skills were hard to raise after level 90, so many players gave up in frustration.

(But Dad has mastered his production skills even in that situation… And apparently, it used to be much worse.)

Now, skills leveled up in the form of Skill Experience, so you would eventually reach your goal. But in the past, skill progression was supposedly based on probability. It was said that building a skill composition consisting only of production skills was deeply problematic due to the element of luck involved.

The thought of that grind was so intense it made her wonder if something painful had happened to him. Parfait decided she would give her father, Hayato, a shoulder massage tonight.

Setting that aside, Parfait decided to head to the Demon Country with Ginny and Trachiyo to help with the skill grinding while also participating in the event.

Parfait and her group arrived in the Demon Country using a single-layer device provided by another guild. Unlike when she had come before with Wilnel, the once-empty wilderness was now crowded with players.

Stronger players could fight inside the castle called Pandemonium, but since Parfait and her friends weren't that strong, they had to fight on the surface or in another dungeon. For now, though, it seemed there were players everywhere, and no hunting grounds they could claim for themselves.

"Maybe it’s better if we do the event and the skill grinding separately."

"That might be for the best. With this many people, it seems like it’ll take time just to find a demon to defeat. Shall we go to a different hunting ground?"

"Yeah… Oh, since we came all this way, should we go say hi to Mikan-san?"

"That’s a great idea. Unlike her Side Job Demon King role, she seems to have a lot of free time."

"I think being the Demon King is her main job, though."

"And as a family connection, she might tell us about a hidden hunting spot."

"Is it okay to ask the Demon King where to hunt demons…?"

As she pondered that question, they made their way to the Summoner’s Guild tent where Mikan was.

Parfait had already told Ginny that Mikan worked as a receptionist at the Demon Summoning Guild, and Ginny had apparently gone to see Mikan immediately after hearing about it. Mikan had been delighted, and ever since that day, Ginny had been visiting the guild whenever she had time.

An event had started in the Demon Country, and while the number of players in the Caravan had increased slightly, most were currently off fighting in other locations to defeat demons.

Perhaps because of that, Mikan’s guild was as deserted as the last time Parfait had visited. It was so quiet you might think people didn’t even know a guild was here.

When Mikan noticed Parfait and her friends, she welcomed them with a smile. "Welcome."

"You’re with Ginny-chan today. And welcome to you too, Trachiyo-chan."

Mikan waved to Parfait and Ginny, gently petted Trachiyo who had jumped onto the small counter, and immediately took out a cat teaser to start playing. Mikan's consistently gentle and warm atmosphere made Parfait smile in response.

(In the real world, she has the air of a capable woman, though.)

Mikan had said she was role-playing in both worlds, which made Parfait wonder what the real Mikan was actually like.

"The event has started. Are you all defeating demons?"

"About that, Elder Sister Mikan, the hunting grounds are so full of players that we haven’t been able to defeat any."

"Oh, that makes sense. The only other place with demons besides this country would be the Demon Lord’s Castle, I suppose."

"So, I wanted to ask you as the Demon King, Elder Sister Mikan. Do you know of any other places with demons? Oh, by the way, this is a strawberry shortcake. Please accept it."

"Heh heh heh, you’re quite the schemer yourself."

"Not at all, I’m no match for you, Demon King-sama, heh heh heh."

Ginny and Mikan got along well, sharing such an exchange with slightly mischievous smiles. Parfait’s master, Benitsuru, often did similar things, but Simon would never join in and would just make a slightly exasperated face.

Mikan ate the strawberry shortcake she was given, saving the strawberry for last. After deliciously savoring the final strawberry, she crossed her arms, said, "Hmm," and looked up toward the ceiling.

"For players as strong as you, Parfait-chan, the Necropolis in the Demon Country might be good."

"The Necropolis, wasn't that the City of the Dead? Don’t only Undead appear there?"

"That’s true for the lower floors, but demon-type monsters start appearing the deeper you go. In the Necropolis, you can teleport to any floor you’ve visited before, so if you can get there once, you can hunt demons as much as you want. That hunting ground isn’t very popular, so you should be able to fight a decent amount there, I think?"

Parfait was delighted to hear such good information.

"Then let’s go check it out. Is that okay, Ginny-chan?"

"Of course. I’m going to earn plenty of skill experience for my summoning skill!"

"Okay, then let’s get going. Let’s do our best."

"Huh?"

Parfait, Ginny, and Trachiyo all stared wide-eyed at Mikan’s words. Mikan herself just looked back at them with a "What?" expression on her face.

"Um, Mikan-san, are you coming with us?"

"It’s not good to leave people out. Besides, I have to go on an inspection as the Demon King, even if it is my side job."

Parfait wasn’t sure if such an inspection was necessary. Still, she felt bewildered that a cheat-level character had just joined their party. With Mikan all fired up and Ginny overjoyed, she set off for the Necropolis in the Demon Country.
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			Necropolis, the City of the Dead. This was a dungeon with a tragic backstory: a nation that had made a pact with a demon to destroy its enemies was forced to offer the lives of all its citizens as payment. The entire country was swallowed into the earth, and its people, denied even the peace of death, were doomed to wander as restless undead.

About twenty years ago, it was famous for being one of the last unconquered dungeons. Now, however, players were strong enough to defeat the Duke-class demon on the lowest floor, and clans would periodically form alliances to take it down.

While the rewards were good, defeating the Duke-class demon was a hassle, so players were rarely seen here except on the days scheduled for subjugation. Furthermore, since you could resume your exploration from any previously cleared floor, all the levels above the deepest one were practically deserted.

Parfait nodded in understanding as Mikan explained the situation. It wouldn't be long before this place was recognized as a prime hunting ground for the event, but for now, it seemed no one had caught on yet, meaning they could hunt as much as they wanted.

However, demon-type monsters only appeared on the deeper floors. Since this was the first time for both Parfait and Ginny, they had to start from the very beginning.

"I can start from the lowest floor, but since this is your first time, Parfait-chan, let's work our way down from the top."

"Sounds good. That's part of the fun, after all. Let's clear it from the start."

If even one person in the party had been to Necropolis before, they could start from any cleared floor. But since Mikan was just a guest—and her main job was as an employee of the Summoner's Guild—they decided against using that method and began their crawl from the first underground level.

The initial floors only spawned major undead monsters like zombies and ghouls, which were useless for the "Lunatic Demons" event. Their first goal was to reach the fifteenth underground floor, where demon-type monsters started to appear.

Mikan had assured them that their current party was more than capable of reaching that point, so with her guidance, their assault on Necropolis began.

As expected, Parfait and her friends had no trouble with the early levels, defeating monsters with an ease that bordered on casual. They were so strong that they didn't even need a healer, a role typically essential for dungeon diving.

"Wow, Parfait-chan, you're really strong!"

"Well, I've been training under Master Benny and Teacher Simon."

"Benitsuru-chan and Simon-chan, huh? You know, not many people can actually keep up with their training."

It was a common complaint that Benitsuru and Simon moved too fast for anyone to learn from them. That was the main reason Benitsuru's sword dojo was completely empty—save for Parfait, of course.

*Even that's actually pretty slow for them. Well, I guess she just does it as a hobby, so it probably doesn't matter if it's not popular or not.*

Benitsuru also worked as a guard for Lunaria, and that's how she made her living. So the dojo was apparently just a hobby. Lately, though, she hadn't taught Parfait any actual sword techniques—it was all just running, stretching, and other general exercises. Apparently, she'd been told that people would get angry if Parfait got any stronger.

While Parfait was physically strong, Ginny possessed a more game-centric kind of power. She was currently focused on leveling up her skills, fighting by skillfully summoning demons and using their unique traits to gain an advantage over enemy monsters.

"Ginny-chan, you're really working on that summoning skill, huh?"

"If I'd known they were adding this system, I would have worked myself to death to get it to 100...!"

"Is 100 good enough for you?"

"I can summon human-shaped demons at 100, right?"

"You should complete the skill cap quest and aim for 200! If you pair that with a vampire build, you'll be even stronger, you know?"

The normal skill cap was 100, but completing a certain quest allowed a player to break that limit. While it could be raised to a maximum of 200, there were drawbacks, and the quest itself was so difficult that only members of major clans were said to have accomplished it.

Neither Parfait nor Ginny had completed that quest, so their current skill limit was 100.

"I'd like to aim for 200 someday. I've heard my father was a vampire summoner who carried a coffin on his back. That's one path to perfection that truly speaks to me. A vampire demon summoner carrying a coffin... A black-haired, fair-skinned, deadpan, side-eyeing, glasses-wearing maid is the answer to everything...!"

Her personal desires were leaking out by the end there, but setting that aside, Ginny's father, Adrian, had been the leader of the Demon Summoning Research Association clan and had even fought against Hayato in a Clan War. At the time, he had surprised every clan he faced with his tactic of summoning a then-unknown Duke-class demon.

Since the summoning required the player's life as a price, it was considered inefficient. Thus, the style evolved to incorporate the vampire class, which could be easily revived with tomato juice and a coffin. That style became so popular among summoners that it was now an unwritten rule that demon summoners should also be vampires.

"If you get your Summoning Skill and Demon Knowledge to 200, you can summon two human-shaped demons at once. I think a butler and maid duo would be a great combination."

At Mikan's words, Ginny's eyes widened. With a pained groan, she fell to her knees and clutched her chest.

"How... how unbelievably tempting...! A demon butler and a demon maid serving a vampire master... Oh man, I want to spend real money, top-tier platinum subscriber, no questions asked...! And since they're NPCs, it's totally legal...! Thank you!"

"They have AI minds, too, so you can change their personalities to your liking."

"...I'm getting my skills to 200. No more playing around. I don't even have time for school. In fact, school should come to AFO, don't you think...? How much to make that happen? I'm willing to break the law, even."

With that, Ginny began to repeatedly summon demons, her face a blank mask.

"Ginny-chan, calm down. Let's save that for when you get home, okay? And you still have to go to school."

Parfait had been relieved that Ginny had made a new, high-energy friend named Cynthia, but she was now reminded that Ginny was just as intense in her own way.

Mikan, the one who made the suggestion, was simply laughing while holding and petting Trachiyo, so Parfait decided to focus on calming Ginny down. The sight of a beautiful girl mechanically summoning demons was unnervingly creepy and felt like something that would haunt her dreams.

Trying to change the subject, Parfait placated Ginny while asking Mikan about the black, octopus-like creature she had summoned.

"Um, Mikan-san, what is that? Is it a demon?"

"Oh, this little one? This is an original demon I made, Kurotako-chan. Her official name is 'Something called God in another dimension.' Isn't she cute?"

As Mikan cheerfully introduced the creature, the black octopus raised a single tentacle and winked. It emitted a sound, but the voice was layered two or three times over, making it impossible to understand. It wasn't even clear if it had spoken a language at all.

"Basically, she's saying, 'Nice to meet you.'"

"...Nice to meet you too. But what does it say when you don't say it basically...? And Kurotako-chan..."

"She's usually a lot bigger, but I had her shrink down for Necropolis."

It was currently about the size of a person's head, floating gently in the air. Parfait decided she'd rather not see it get any bigger. But more importantly, there was something else she couldn't let slide.

"Um, a moment ago, did you say you *made* it?"

"Yep! As the Demon King, I have this skill called [Toy Maker] that lets me create original monsters. It's a pain to sort out their appearance and settings and all that, but I can make a monster that's one-of-a-kind in the whole world."

Parfait was stunned that such a skill even existed. And next to her, Ginny was staring at Mikan with a sharp glint in her eyes.

"Does that mean if I become the Demon King, I can create my own original monster...? Any kind of beautiful girl I want? For example, a black-haired, fair-skinned, deadpan, side-eyeing, glasses-wearing maid?"

"You should be able to, as long as you have the Demon King title. But you can't get the title unless you beat me."

"...Elder Sister Mikan, prepare yourself! For my sake, you must be defeated!"

"Oh? You wanna go?"

"Whoa, hold on! Don't fight now! Trachiyo, why are you getting fired up, too?!"

It looked like a Demon King subjugation quest was about to kick off right then and there, so Parfait quickly jumped in to stop them.



		
			Chapter 513

			Demon Lord Subjugation Strategy Meeting

			“Alright, this meeting of the Demon Lord Mikan Subjugation Task Force is now in session.”

Ginny’s declaration inside their headquarters, the cafe, was met with sparse applause. The assembled members were Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Rick, Wilnel, and of course, Trachiyo.

Ginny wore square-framed glasses, her hair was in an updo, and instead of her usual dress, she was clad in a business-like suit. She even held a pointer stick, looking for all the world like a teacher. For Ginny, who usually found her purpose in life by making others cosplay, to do it herself was a clear sign of how seriously she was taking this.

Behind her, a portable blackboard had appeared from somewhere, covered in what looked like an illustration. Ginny herself didn't draw manga, but she was a skilled artist. The blackboard featured adorable, chibi-style drawings of Demon Lord Mikan and Kurotako.

Ginny often said things an artist would, like how her own drawings “have no soul,” but to an amateur’s eye, her work was good enough to sell. Parfait was nothing short of amazed.

“First, for the past week, I’ve tried everything—ambushes, trickery, even prostrating myself… but I was unable to defeat Elder Sister Mikan…”

“Ginny-chan, what have you been doing? And what do you mean, prostrating yourself?”

Parfait knew Ginny had been trying to defeat Mikan after what had happened in the Necropolis, but she hadn’t realized she’d actually been making attempts. This strategy meeting had been called so suddenly that everyone, Parfait included, was a little bewildered.

All of this, completely unrelated to the ongoing event, was for one reason: to obtain Demon Lord Mikan’s skill, Toy Maker. It was an exclusive skill for the Demon Lord that created something from nothing, but rumor had it that defeating the Demon Lord would grant the victor a title allowing them to use it.

Only Parfait and Trachiyo knew the full situation, so after a quick explanation, the rest of the group finally understood.

“AFO has been around for a long time, and there’s still no record of the Demon Lord ever being defeated. What makes you think we can do it?”

Everyone but Ginny nodded in agreement with Rick’s words. Though they’d been playing for over half a year, Parfait and her friends were still novices. They didn't have the strength of a major clan. For that matter, it was a mystery why Ginny had been trying to take her on alone in the first place.

“Rick-san’s point is a valid one. However, the main reason Elder Sister Mikan has never been defeated is that no one knew where she was.”

This was common knowledge in AFO. The name Demon Lord Mikan was heard everywhere, but her location was a total mystery. The fact that she was working as a receptionist at the Summoner’s Guild in the Caravan made perfect sense in hindsight.

Most players had assumed she was in Pandemonium Castle and searched for her there. Speculation ran rampant—that she only appeared at certain times, or that a special item was needed to summon her—but no one had ever met her. She was treated like an ultra-rare monster that might have appeared during the territory skirmishes around the castle.

As everyone recalled this, Ginny continued.

“However, I’ve obtained intelligence that Elder Sister Mikan herself is extremely weak. I have confirmed this with the person in question.”

“You confirmed it with Mikan-san herself…? Wait, doesn’t that mean Mikan-san was your source…?”

Ginny wrote “super weak” in chalk under the chibi Mikan on the blackboard. Then, she redrew the eyes as X’s and added a tongue sticking out, making the illustration look thoroughly pathetic.

*Why would she admit that herself?* Parfait wondered, though she also thought it sounded exactly like something Mikan would do. Being the Demon Lord was just a side gig for her, after all. It wasn't as if she could never lose. It was even possible she was a little bored of never being defeated and was leaking information on purpose.

“The problem is Kurotako-san. The demon Elder Sister Mikan created, and what I consider to be the strongest demon of all.”

As she spoke, Ginny decisively pointed her stick at the chibi Kurotako on the board. She then wrote “super strong” beneath the drawing. To drive the point home, she added a powerful aura effect and redrew the eyes to look angry, making the illustration seem formidable.

Kurotako, the black, octopus-like creature. Its formal name was “Something called God in another dimension.” It was an original demon created by Mikan with her Toy Maker skill, and Parfait knew its strength firsthand.

When Ginny had challenged Mikan in the Necropolis, Kurotako had unleashed a laser-like attack from its tentacles, instantly killing Parfait, Ginny, and Trachiyo. And yet, he was a gentleman who had even revived them afterward.

Mikan had said all of his stats were dumped into attack power, but Parfait was still baffled by a super-fast, long-range attack that ignored defense. Then again, when she’d mentioned that to Mikan, she’d just said, “It’s like Esha-san’s Destroy,” and Parfait had found herself nodding in understanding.

“We all know how strong Kurotako-san is. But to put it another way, if we can just deal with him, we can defeat Elder Sister Mikan.”

Ginny drew a large X over Kurotako’s illustration, then did the same to Mikan’s. Finally, she wrote, “Title GET!”

“And that is why I would like to borrow all of your strength. I will pay any amount of money you ask for!”

“Please don’t bring real money into this.”

Parfait wanted to believe she was joking, but with Ginny, you could never be sure. She had to shut that down preemptively.

She’d heard the plan, but it was still unclear if anyone would actually agree to it. It wasn't really related to the ongoing Lunatic Demons event, so Parfait wasn't sure what to expect.

“The title of Demon Lord… It does have a certain appeal. In fact, is it not a title *I* am destined to possess?”

It was Natsu who seemed most enthusiastic, though she was interested in the title itself, not the Toy Maker skill. Even now, she was covering the left half of her face with her right hand, letting out a low, “Heh heh heh…”

“I admit I’d like to try fighting that Kurotako thing. My father and mother say that if you can perfectly predict an opponent’s movements, you can even dodge gunfire. I want to test how far my current skills will take me.”

Chris said something truly alarming. Parfait could understand her father, the head of a security detail, saying that, but why would her mother, a maid, be able to dodge gunfire? Parfait wanted to ask, but held her tongue. *Just what is Chris aiming to become?*

“To achieve something no one else has… that makes my heart dance.”

Wilnel also seemed to be in favor of defeating Mikan. She wore a wicked grin, clearly thinking something over. Her smile was a bit scary, but her motivation was probably the most normal for a gamer.

*Everyone seems into it,* Parfait thought, turning to look at Rick, who had been against it earlier. He had a hand on his chin, staring at the blackboard in deep thought.

“Don’t tell me you’re on board too, Rick?”

“We have new information now. So, Mikan-san herself is weak.”

“That’s new information, sure, but what does it change?”

“It means we might be able to win without having to defeat Kurotako, as long as we can separate him from Mikan-san. If we can lure them out or something, even we might have a chance.”

“Oh, I see!”

They only needed to defeat Mikan. While beating Kurotako might grant a different title or reward, what Ginny wanted was the “Demon Lord” title that came with the Toy Maker skill. Defeating Kurotako wasn't a requirement.

“Besides, in the current event, you get points for subjugating demons. The rankings are based on that score, and I’m guessing Mikan-san, as the Demon Lord, is a valid target. If we defeat her, we could shoot right to the top.”

The demons had ranks of nobility, and the higher the rank, the more points they were worth. Fulfilling requests from demons also gave points, again with higher-ranking demons providing better rewards. As the Demon *Lord*, Mikan was likely worth a massive amount.

“Mikan-san probably counts as a demon, classification-wise.”

“It's only been about a week, but the top spots are already dominated by major clans. If we want to stage a comeback from here, focusing solely on Mikan-san isn't a bad idea.”

“We’d never catch up otherwise.”

More than a week had passed since the event began, and the top rankings were all but set in stone. It was impossible to catch up now through normal means. Their only shot at a major upset was to defeat Mikan, who was potentially worth a huge number of points. Focusing all their efforts on that single goal wasn't a bad strategy, Parfait thought.

With the discussion concluded, Ginny nodded emphatically.

“Then, from this point forward, our policy will be to devote all our energy to the subjugation of Elder Sister Mikan! And then, Toy Maker will be mine!”

“That’s fine and all, but when you say it, Ginny-chan, it sounds like you’re planning a hostile corporate takeover. So please be careful.”

“…That wasn’t my intention, but what do you think of a company that specializes in cosplay goods?”

“Let’s make sure we keep making toys, too.”

Mikan was an executive at Hyper Toy Maker in the real world. If it became a company that only made cosplay goods, Parfait and her friends might just become its biggest victims. With that thought, Parfait set about persuading Ginny that it was a bad idea.



		
			Chapter 514

			The Demon Lord's Parameters

			The in-game event, Lunatic Demons, was in full swing. With the new Summoned Monster Uniquefication system now available, players were buzzing with excitement—slaying demons, completing quests for them, and leveling their summoning skills.

Parfait's group, however, was buzzing for a different reason. They had shifted their strategy: they would defeat Demon Lord Mikan during the event, but only near the very end.

The most important thing was to keep Mikan's presence at the guild a secret from other players. If a major clan joined the hunt for the Demon Lord, it was unclear if Parfait's group would even get a chance to fight her, let alone win.

Even if they did manage to defeat Mikan, if major clans followed suit right after, their massive point gain could be overturned. Since they didn't even know if she was worth a lot of points, they decided it was best to strike late in the event. Until then, they were focused on gathering information.

Today, Parfait had brought Trachiyo to the Summoner's Guild tent in the Caravan to speak with Mikan again.

“Mikan-san, is there anything you’re scared of?”

“Scared of…? Hmm, I’m scared of shortcake! Strawberry shortcake is especially terrifying~”

“That’s not quite what I meant…”

“I’m not really scared of anything. Ghosts, paranormal phenomena, bring it on!”

“I see. I’m scared of tests, personally.”

“Well, you’re a student! Study hard! The trick is to completely empty your mind.”

“I do that a lot in class. Why does time seem to slow down so much during lectures?”

It was idle chatter, but Parfait felt that asking Mikan for her weaknesses directly was a flawed approach to begin with. Still, this was a request from Rick, so she pressed on, trying to pry out any useful information.

According to Rick, just knowing Mikan was weak wasn't enough; they had no idea *how* weak she was. It was all based on what Ginny had heard from Mikan herself. He insisted they needed to assess her strength based on her game stats and even her real-world condition. So, they were all gathering intel.

They already knew Mikan wasn't athletic, thanks to Ginny’s real-world information gathering… or rather, just from observing her daily life. On the other hand, she was incredibly quick-witted, known for her sharp new ideas and precise instructions at work.

As for Mikan's equipment, it was undoubtedly rock-bottom tier. It had no special skills and was barely better than a starter set.

If they could land a solid hit, she would likely go down in one shot. However, it was also clear that as long as her ever-present summon, Kurotako, was around, no attack would ever reach her. This was because of what could only be described as an auto-guard or auto-attack; the moment anyone took a hostile action towards Mikan, Kurotako would attack with furious rage.

A one-hit-kill laser and a protective barrier made from that same laser. Those were the only two abilities they had confirmed, but those two alone made defeating Mikan seem nearly impossible.

That was what their intelligence gathering had revealed. The conclusion was the same as it had been from the start: they couldn’t win unless they separated Kurotako and Mikan. That was why she was now probing for other weaknesses. Asking what scared her was part of that effort.

“Um, does Kurotako-chan have any weaknesses…?”

“In his settings, he’s scared of squid.”

“Even though he’s a god in another world?”

*A god who’s scared of squid?* Parfait thought, making a mental note. Maybe they could throw a Kraken at him, or fight him at sea. But she couldn't imagine winning that way at all.

Still, the idea of fighting in a different location might have merit, it suddenly occurred to her.

Perhaps because they knew each other in real life, Mikan would follow them anywhere if invited, and she answered any question they asked. Fighting her here in the guild tent or out in the field was a guaranteed loss, but luring her to a location that was advantageous to them felt like the right move.

Ideally, it would be a place that nullified summoning altogether. Whether such a convenient location even existed was unknown, but if they could get her there, they might have a chance. Of course, whether Mikan would agree to go to such a place was another problem entirely.

Finishing her conversation for the day, Parfait returned to their headquarters. She shared the information she’d gathered with the usual members, and Rick nodded emphatically.

“That’s a good idea. But a place that nullifies summoning… does anyone know of one?”

At his question, everyone shook their heads. Such a place might exist, but having seen less than one percent of AFO's world, it was beyond their knowledge.

Then, Ginny shot her right hand into the air as if struck by inspiration.

“Elder Sister Mikan might know!”

“I’m sure she does, but don’t ask her. Please, think carefully about who it is we’re trying to defeat.”

Rick immediately shot down Ginny’s suggestion. Mikan had taught them a lot, but asking her for the best place to defeat her seemed like a step too far. Besides, she would never tell them.

And yet, Parfait felt there was something strange about Mikan’s behavior. Having spoken with her more frequently in AFO, she had realized that Mikan would answer any question she was asked. She was limited to in-game content, of course, but she would readily answer things she clearly shouldn’t. She had told Ginny she was weak, and it turned out to be true. She had also casually mentioned that her equipment was just guild-issued.

It might have been because they knew each other in real life, but Parfait had another thought.

“Maybe Mikan-san has a game setting that forces her to answer questions truthfully?”

It was just a hunch, but she said it aloud. Rick, Ginny, and Wilnel all adopted serious expressions.

“Is that… possible?”

“It’s true, Elder Sister Mikan always gives me an answer when I ask her something. Except when I asked her to cosplay, she turned that down.”

“It’s a common trope in stories, but I’ve heard that demons whose true names are known are bound to absolute obedience. Perhaps something like that is reflected in the Demon Lord’s settings.”

At the trio’s words, Natsu and Chris also folded their arms and looked thoughtful. Parfait, who had just thrown the idea out there, now looked pensive as well. But a moment later, Ginny’s face lit up.

“Then shouldn’t we just ask Elder Sister Mikan about it?”

Ginny’s proposal was met with unanimous approval. Parfait, Ginny, and Trachiyo headed back to the Caravan where Mikan was.

When they entered the tent, Mikan looked a little surprised to see them again. Ignoring the situation, Ginny immediately closed the distance.

“You’re back already?”

“Elder Sister Mikan, do you have a setting that forces you to answer questions truthfully!?”

It was a blunt, tactless question, but Mikan just grinned.

“Ooh, you’re asking about *that*?”

“Well, do you!? Come on, out with it!”

“Ginny-chan, calm down.”

As Parfait and Trachiyo tried to soothe Ginny, Mikan began to laugh.

“Good job figuring that out. If you’d done some research in the dungeons and on the stone monuments in this country, you would have found it, but I have a setting that forces me to give a correct answer to anyone who knows my name and that I’m the Demon Lord. My name is well-known, but no one realized the Demon Lord was working as a guild receptionist. I suppose knowing me in real life gave you girls quite an advantage, huh?”

“Then where’s a place you can’t summon Kurotako-san!?”

“You’re asking that, too? Fine, I’ll tell you. The Throne Room in Pandemonium Castle. No demon other than the Demon Lord’s personal one can exist there. Well, there are a few exceptions, but at the very least, you can’t summon Kurotako-chan. And you can’t bring him with you, either.”

“Then let’s go there right now!”

“No way, you’ll defeat me!”

“Please, just this once! Think of it as helping me out!”

“I can’t, because you’ll defeat me!”

As their back-and-forth continued, Trachiyo spoke to Parfait.

“My master, why not ask Lady Mikan what it would take for her to accompany you?”

“Trachiyo, your advice is so sharp it’s scary…!”

Parfait’s exclamation brought Mikan and Ginny’s argument to a halt.

“Mikan-san, what would it take for you to come with us to the castle’s Throne Room?”

“Ooh, nice one. Was that Trachiyo-chan’s idea?”

“My Trachiyo is the best in the world.”

“My Kurotako-chan is the best in the world, too. But anyway, if you want me to go to the Throne Room with you, you’ll have to bring me a highest-quality shortcake. And you have to use the best ingredients, of course. By the way, this counts as a request from a demon, so you’ll get event points for it.”

Hearing those words, Parfait felt a fire ignite within her. She would gather the finest ingredients and bake the greatest shortcake the world had ever seen.



		
			Chapter 515

			Selecting the Ingredients

			Everyone except Abel had gathered at the cafe that served as the headquarters for the clan "Mont Blanc." Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Rick, Ginny, Wilnel, and the black cat, Trachiyo. They all sat around a table, sharing the information they had managed to get from the Demon King Mikan.

To defeat Demon King Mikan, they needed a highest quality shortcake. By handing it over, they could take Mikan to Pandemonium Castle, a place where the demon Kurotako, who protected her, couldn't be summoned. Once there, they could defeat Mikan, who was said to be weak on her own.

Having obtained this information from Mikan herself, Parfait and her friends decided to gather the ingredients right away.

According to Mikan, the shortcake had to be made with carefully selected ingredients. The required materials to make a shortcake in-game were eggs, sugar, cake flour, unsalted butter, milk, heavy cream, water, and strawberries.

There had been some discussion about using the custom cooking system implemented in a past event, but they ultimately decided to stick with the existing system. The reason was simple: custom dishes didn't have a "highest quality" rating.

It was possible to create a highest quality shortcake even with low-quality ingredients, but based on Mikan's advice, Rick suggested it would be better to prepare highest quality versions of all the materials.

This shortcake was a special case, but some items required highest quality materials just to have a chance at a higher quality final product. A famous example was the Meitou Yatagarasu. The system was designed so that if you didn't use the highest quality materials from the start, it would always turn out to be the lowest quality.

Rick's words were based on that knowledge, and everyone, including Parfait, agreed to gather the best ingredients. However, deciding which specific materials to use was another story. Strawberries, in particular, came in so many varieties that it was hard to choose.

"Which strawberry would be the best to use?"

At Parfait's question, everyone groaned.

There were many types of strawberries in AFO. This was true for most fruits, but strawberries were known for having an especially large number of varieties.

"There's the Spirit Peak Strawberry King that grows on the great spiritual mountain Fuji, the Yomi Strawberry from the dungeon Yomi-Hirasaka which is said to connect to the underworld, and the Zaratan Strawberry that grows on the back of the great monster Zaratan... There are others, but based on my research, it's likely one of these."

"...Rick-kun, are those strawberries we can actually go and get?"

"They're all in places that require clans to form alliances to even attempt. Zaratan, especially, is impossible without a ship or an airship."

"Aren't we already stuck?"

"Hold on. We don't necessarily have to go get them ourselves. They might be for sale in private shops or at the auction, or a clan we know might have some. We just need to negotiate and get our hands on them."

"Oh, right."

It was unlikely that the AFO staff-run shops would sell them, but there was a chance that clan-run stores might. They could also be sold through the auction system, so Rick said there was no need to be so pessimistic.

Furthermore, he mentioned that it was rare for food ingredients to fetch such high prices. Materials for dishes with powerful buffs, like Dragon Steak, were somewhat expensive, but they never exceeded one million G.

He hadn't checked the prices of strawberries since he'd never been interested in them before, but Rick explained that he didn't think they would be that costly.

"But we have to think about ingredients other than the strawberries. Milk, and the butter and heavy cream made from it, as well as the eggs and water—we need to carefully consider which ones to use."

"Isn't that too much?"

"Just try giving her something subpar, and Mikan-san won't come to Pandemonium. All our preparations will be for nothing. Besides, it's not like you'll be able to make a highest quality shortcake on your first try. If we don't gather a large amount of materials, all the money we've invested will go down the drain."

Rick was strict when it came to things like this. It wasn't that he was completely against taking a loss, but he only considered losses within an expected range; anything beyond that was classified as a failure. This time, however, he seemed to be betting on a massive return, apparently planning to go all-in with the clan's entire funds. In gambling terms, it was an all-or-nothing situation.

That mindset was a little intimidating to Parfait.

Noticing her expression, Rick let out a small sigh and shook his head.

"It's not like it'll all be for nothing, so don't worry. You're going to turn this place into a cat cafe, right, Parfait? A shortcake made with choice ingredients could be a great selling point. Even if we don't manage to impress Mikan-san this time, I think it's an interesting endeavor."

"Rick-kun...!"

"On top of that, if we can make a shortcake to Mikan-san's liking, we can sell it at a premium as 'The Shortcake that Impressed the Demon King.' Until the ingredients get out, it'll be our monopoly. Considering the return, it's worth spending all our funds."

"Rick-kun?"

Whether to call him someone who always lands on his feet, or someone who reads too far ahead and is a little scary, or someone who's planning to sell a quest-critical cake at a high price—Parfait had a lot of thoughts, but in the end, she decided that this was just Rick being Rick.

"Alright, let's split up and gather the materials. I'll check the prices at clan shops and auctions. The rest of you, please check if any clans you know have the ingredients. But I want you to keep the reason a secret."

It was a difficult request, but their plan was to defeat Demon King Mikan at the end of the event and surpass the point totals. If word got out about what they were doing, the entire operation could be jeopardized.

It was decided that if anyone asked, they would say they had given up on the event and were looking for ingredients for a new menu item for their cafe. The thoroughness of the plan was almost frightening to Parfait.

"For the milk and eggs, it would be best to ask Orion-san from 'Cats are God.' Their clan is the size of a massive ranch, so they might have some kind of special milk or eggs."

"That's true."

"For the water, it has to be 'High Way Star.' They're a clan that doesn't have a base and is always camping out as a group. They might know a place with a famous spring."

"I see, so we have to be particular about the water, too."

"It could be used for coffee and tea, so it won't hurt to know."

Parfait was already motivated, but the way Rick spoke fired her up even more. *He'd make a good boss someday,* she thought to herself.

"And in parallel, Parfait, I need you to raise your Cooking Skill."

"Right. The higher the skill, the higher the chance of making a highest quality item."

Parfait's Cooking Skill was at 95. Raising it further from here would be tough, but she steeled her resolve, knowing it was a path she had to take eventually.

"Got it. I'll make a ton of Nekomanma Deluxe...!"

"My master...! This one is overcome with emotion, I am!"

Nekomanma Deluxe was a dish that was just barely on the threshold for gaining skill experience. There were many other dishes that gave experience, but its ingredients weren't difficult to gather, so many players used it to level up to 100. For that reason alone, Trachiyo was ecstatic, leaping toward Parfait as the two tightly embraced.

The scene froze for a moment, but Rick quickly broke the spell, clapping his hands once.

"Alright, everyone, let's get to it. The operation will take place near the end of the event, but it's better to give ourselves as much of a buffer as possible. If anything comes up, share the information immediately."

*Rick might as well be the leader,* everyone thought, but since Rick himself said he preferred the strategist position, no one voiced it.

*It's a huge help having such a brilliant strategist,* Parfait thought nonchalantly as she decided to start leveling her cooking skill. Placing Trachiyo on her head, she began to prepare the Nekomanma Deluxe.



		
			Chapter 516

			A Normal Girls' Gathering

			"Th-thank you... f-for having me... today—I mean, thank you very much!"

"Rhadia-chan, you're too tense."

"N-no, I'm not! H-here, this isn't much, but!"

"A piece of Orichalcum ore is not 'nothing much.' And besides, why this?"

Rhadia, the leader of the clan "High Way Star," had come to Parfait's base.

Rhadia was a member of the "Scavenger" community in Earth's danger zones, a woman said to be the future leader of that community. In appearance and heart, she was a complete maiden, but her actions were wild. Part of it was due to being born in Earth's danger zones, but it was also the community's policy; she was an outlaw straight out of a post-apocalyptic story, and that influence was deeply ingrained.

She carried two long-range guns crossed over her back and had goggles perched on her head, but she also had long, feminine black hair and wore a white one-piece dress. Her equipment, speech, and appearance were all mismatched, but at heart, she was a maiden who dreamed of romance and apparently wanted to become normal someday. Naturally, her dream for the future was to become a bride.

Rhadia had met Parfait and her friends during the Cat Island event, and they had become friends who occasionally played together. Rhadia deeply respected Hayato and Esha, whom her community treated as saviors, and she paid a certain degree of respect to their daughter, Parfait. That had softened somewhat as they played together, but for some reason, she seemed incredibly tense today.

Confused by this, Parfait tilted her head and asked.

"Um, Rhadia-chan, why are you so nervous?"

"B-because... today is a, a girls' gathering, right!?"

"Huh? Well, it's only girls here, but..."

Rick and Abel were absent today; it was just Parfait, Natsu, Chris, Ginny, Wilnel, and Rhadia. It was a girls' gathering, if you wanted to call it that, but it was more just a get-together to chat with friends, nothing so formal. And she couldn't understand why that would make someone nervous.

"This is my first normal girls' gathering ever! I'm freaking out! We're gonna drink tea, eat sweets, and giggle and stuff, right!? We're not gonna gnaw on meat-on-the-bone and laugh like 'Gahaha,' right!?"

"Well, we didn't prepare any meat... but 'Gahaha?'"

"In my community and clan, the girls admire Big Sis Lee so much that a lot of them copy her actions. They think it's fashionable and cool to drink juice from a huge bottle and tear meat off the bone...!"

"Fashionable..."

Rhadia covered her face with both hands, her shoulders trembling.

Parfait searched her memories, wondering if such a trend had ever been in fashion. She quickly gave up, concluding that there was no such history.

There was no telling what might become a trend, but it was clear that Rhadia, at least, did not consider that situation to be fashionable. Parfait inferred that she must have had very high expectations for a "normal girls' gathering."

*That kind of sets a high bar,* Parfait thought as she gently rubbed Rhadia's back and guided her into the cafe.

The others were surprised by the situation, but after Parfait explained, they all went "Ahhh," and tried to hype Rhadia up.

"It's alright, Rhadia-san! There's a demand for the wild-type girl!"

"Ginny-chan, that's not really the point," Parfait said, correcting Ginny's strange attempt at consolation. She then placed tea and cake in front of Rhadia.

Rhadia's eyes lit up at the sight.

"Whoa! It's cake! It's sweets!"

"Is it really something to cry over...?"

It made one wonder what her usual situation was like, but for now, they decided to calm her down and all started to eat.

Rhadia, who occasionally seemed on the verge of doing something wild, carefully cut a small piece of cake with her fork and brought it to her mouth. She placed a hand on her cheek, a blissful smile spreading across her face as she savored it.

"In my clan, you get dirty looks just for eating something like this. What's so wrong with sweets!"

"Rhadia-chan, your tone, your tone."

"Oops, my bad. I mean, oh my, how unladylike of me, tee-hee."

None of them were quite sure what kind of girl Rhadia was aiming to be, but as long as she was having fun, it was fine. Parfait and the others started chatting normally.

The whole reason they had invited Rhadia to their base was to ask about a source of high-quality water, an ingredient for the shortcake to be given to Demon King Mikan. It turned out they could have just asked Mikan about the ingredients, but she wouldn't tell them. Mikan could only share what she herself knew, and apparently, she didn't know the ingredients for the perfect shortcake.

So, they were back to their original plan of searching for high-quality water. They had invited Rhadia, who seemed likely to know of such a place, to come and hang out at their base.

They often went monster hunting together, but this was the first time they had just gathered to chat. When they invited her, they'd asked if she knew of any places with good water in AFO and suggested they just hang out and talk at their base. She had given them a powerful "I'll definitely be there!" in response.

And so, they had prepared and welcomed her. Seeing Rhadia so happy made Parfait happy too. She was starting to understand what her father, Hayato, meant when he said he was happy when others enjoyed his hospitality.

Perhaps Rhadia's tension had eased, because she was now chatting happily with everyone.

"So, schools on Earth have survival training, huh?"

"Well, yeah. But we've been taught that stuff since we were kids, so it's really just a review."

"That might be the case on Earth. I'd like to try that training sometime."

"I think you'd pick it up right away, Chris. It's hands-on, after all. Still, I wish they wouldn't teach us maidens how to do a low crawl..."

"Sounds like the best kind of school to me."

"More importantly! If we're talking about school, this is the real topic! Does anyone have a boyfriend!? Is walking to school holding hands, like, an everyday thing!? I don't have one, by the way, and the guys in my community are hopeless! Not a shred of romance to be found!"

As Rhadia spoke with excitement, everyone, including Parfait, turned to look at Natsu.

"Why are you looking at me?"

"Everyone here is single, but when it comes to this kind of topic, you're the first one that comes to mind, Natsu-chan."

"As I've said many times, it's not like that—"

"What, what!? What's going on!? Oh man, this is it! This is what a girls' gathering is all about...!"

Rhadia was trembling as she looked down, sniffing. They were tears of joy, not sorrow, but it made them wonder just how intense her situation was.

"Rhadia-chan, what kind of girls' gatherings do you usually have?"

"...Mostly about how to decorate our guns and knives..."

"Decorate... as in, with decorations? On guns and knives? Wait, are you talking about the real world, not AFO?"

"...Right now, silver star-shaped beads are in fashion... Also, carving the name of your imaginary boyfriend onto the blade of a knife... I wish they'd at least use a real boyfriend's name... Who the heck is Steven...? There's no one here named that..."

"I-I think that's fine. You know, it's just a cultural difference..."

Parfait tried her best to smooth things over, but to little effect. A brief silence fell before Rhadia's head shot up.

"N-never mind that! It's Natsu's story! What is it!? Is there someone you like in your class!? Did you put a love letter in their shoe locker!? Are you getting all flustered because your seats are next to each other!? Did you give them chocolate!?"

Her zealous questioning was somehow reminiscent of Instructor Ren, who was obsessed with romance stories. Parfait had the brief, terrifying thought that if the two of them ever met, they might talk endlessly—or perhaps it would end quickly, since neither had a love story of their own.

As she was thinking this, it was surprisingly Wilnel, not Natsu, who spoke up.

"No, Natsu-san has a one-sided crush on someone who is like an older brother from her childhood. Her challenge going forward will be to see if she can overcome his perception of her as simply the daughter of a respected figure, as well as his image of her as a little sister."

"My dear friend Wilnel, the person in question is denying this, you know?"

"But only the person in question is denying it, correct?"

"Yes, but I *am* the person in question...? And what was that analysis just now...? Huh? I have a 'little sister' image...? Hmm? Hmm-hmm...?"

Natsu crossed her arms and began muttering to herself, seemingly struck by a thought.

"Aww, this is great! This is what youth is all about!"

"Youth... is it?"

"Girls on Earth, you know, aside from the decorating thing earlier, all they talk about is what brand of camouflage is the best, or what to prioritize when buying a scope for your gun... though Chris's eyes are sparkling over there."

Chris, who looked like she might announce she was moving to Earth at any moment, said something that sounded like humility: "I doubt I'd be able to handle it." Her face, however, was brimming with determination.

After that, Rhadia continued to expound on the meaning of youth. The most important thing, apparently, was the heart-pounding excitement, and she had yet to feel that from any of the boys on Earth. In fact, she was nothing but disillusioned by their crudeness and lack of delicacy. She vehemently warned them not to date any men from Earth.

Parfait realized that this rant wasn't going to stop anytime soon. She decided to let her vent for a while, and then, once Rhadia had calmed down, she would ask about the location of the water.



		
			Chapter 517

			The Lonely Demon

			Parfait began making the shortcake to give to the Demon King Mikan.

It was a masterpiece crafted with the finest ingredients. As an item, it was nothing more than a highest quality shortcake, but the materials she had prepared were all top-class.

Furthermore, based on the information she got from Rhadia, she was meticulous enough to be particular even about the water. She was proud of how perfectly she had prepared everything, to the point of wondering if it was really necessary.

Still, she was worried, so she created multiple shortcakes as a form of insurance, figuring that if she gave her one of them, it would somehow work out.

"Water from the Thousand-Year Subterranean Lake, Gugalanna Milk, Phoenix Eggs, Sun Wheat, and Asura Sugar—I'm pretty confident about these, but I just can't figure out the best strawberry, so let's prepare several kinds."

Following Rick's words, they prepared highest quality shortcakes that were identical except for the type of strawberry. The Spirit Peak Strawberry King, the Yomi Strawberry, and the Zaratan Strawberry—those three.

All of the strawberries were expensive, so she served a trial version made with ordinary strawberries to her clan members, which was met with rave reviews. Of course, this being AFO, items of the same quality all tasted the same.

They immediately started heading to the guild to deliver the cake to Mikan.

Traveling wasn't difficult since they used a teleporter. However, there was still a fair bit of walking involved, so Parfait and her friends started chatting as they made their way to the guild.

"Knowing Elder Sister Mikan, I don't think she'd give us such a mean-spirited challenge. But it does make me anxious about whether this is really the right approach."

"I agree, but aside from the strawberries, we still have a large supply of the other ingredients. Even if this doesn't work, we'll have enough time for at least one more try, so for now, let's just think of this as a trial run."

Rick replied to Ginny's words.

Just as Rick said, an announcement had been made that the "Lunatic Demons" event would end in one week. With that much of a buffer, it was more than possible to remake the cakes with different strawberries.

Thanks to her efforts in the monotonous, repetitive work, Parfait's Cooking Skill had reached 100, and she could now create highest quality shortcakes with a high probability of success. As long as she had strawberries, she was in a state where she could mass-produce them.

"By the way, didn't we gather information on those stone monuments or whatever in the Demon Country, hoping to find some hints?"

"Yeah, I gathered all the known information on the monuments. I looked through it, but there was nothing about strawberries. I showed it to Ginny, and she had the same opinion."

"Can I see it too?"

Rick handed Parfait a document summarizing the information from the stone monuments. Parfait glanced over the document as she walked.

*It's true, there's nothing written about the ingredients. It does say she likes sweets... Huh? 'Always alone'? The Demon King is lonely?*

The document contained various bits of information, but what caught Parfait's eye was the part describing the Demon King as a lonely being with no equal. The other demons were merely subordinates, not friends. Therefore, it was written that she created an equal being to become her friend.

*So that Kurotako-chan is a demon with that kind of backstory. Its official name was 'Something called God in another dimension,' right? Friends with a god... friends, huh...*

Demon King aside, the real Mikan was also said to have been lonely. From what Parfait had heard, Mikan's parents were too busy with work to see her often, and those who approached her were all ill-intentioned. The only person she trusted was her secretary and bodyguard, Lindsey.

The Demon King's backstory didn't completely overlap, but the part about not having friends was the same. Her secretary and bodyguard, Lindsey, wasn't a friend either. Thinking about that, Parfait hummed in thought.

Seeing Parfait like that, everyone else in the group tilted their heads. When Parfait explained the situation, they all hummed thoughtfully as well.

"But she seems to be enjoying herself now. I hear she sometimes hangs out with Benny-san and Ren-san."

"She does?"

"They were close in age among the cryosleep group, so I guess they hit it off. Though I heard the one closest to her age was actually Ruth-san."

"I, for one, would like to hear more about that. Not for any particular reason, of course."

Everyone except Natsu knew that was far from the truth, but they read the room and said nothing. Instead, Ginny relayed the situation.

"No, there's nothing to worry about, so please rest assured. They haven't played together or even had a meal together. It's just a story about them being close in age."

"Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure? If you're lying, I'll make you eat a thousand dark matters, not just a thousand needles."

"It's true. Besides, Elder Sister Mikan eats most of her meals alone. Even I only get to eat with her a few times a year."

"What? Why is that?"

Ginny's family and Mikan were close enough to be considered family themselves, and they lived in the same building. Ginny's parents worked as Mikan's assistants, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they were together almost every day.

Given that, it was nothing short of astonishing that even Ginny only ate with her a few times a year. Parfait had just assumed Mikan only visited the cafe once every few years because she was busy with work.

"Apparently, Elder Sister Mikan often had her food poisoned in the past, and she's still wary from that time. She's scared that someone else might mistakenly eat the poison meant for her. It became a trauma after my mother actually ate it once."

"I see... Wait, was Lindsey-san okay? I mean, she's okay now, so she must have been, but was she alright back then?"

"She said she healed herself with fighting spirit so she wouldn't make Elder Sister Mikan cry."

"Fighting spirit, huh..."

They say illness starts from the mind, but fighting spirit was probably a different matter, Parfait thought vaguely.

"But it seems that fear has faded a little. My father used to always give Elder Sister Mikan sweets that Hayato-san made in AFO."

"Huh? He did?"

Ginny's father, Adrian, was the leader of a clan called the Demon Summoning Research Association. In a Clan War, he used a demon summoning technique that no one knew, which he had learned from Mikan. Mikan, who was the Demon King back then as well, was always given sweets by Adrian, and in return, he was taught how to summon a special demon.

After losing to Hayato and his friends in the Clan War, Adrian started buying cakes sold at Hayato's shop and giving them to Mikan, who apparently loved them.

"You don't think... she thinks the shortcake my dad made is the absolute best, do you...?"

"I doubt it's that. That would be impossible unless you had a special connection, right?"

"Yeah, I guess so."

A quest that only a specific person could clear was highly unlikely. She considered asking her father about the ingredients, but AFO back then couldn't have had that many materials, so she concluded that even if she asked, she would just get an answer about ordinary ingredients.

For now, they had prepared a shortcake made with the best materials, so they decided to see how it went. The group stepped into the guild where Mikan was.

As always, Mikan was at the reception counter. Her eyes widened when she saw them, and then a smile spread across her face.

"Whoa, it's a big group today."

"We brought the shortcake you requested."

"Ooh, I'm looking forward to it. But I'm very picky about taste, you know?"

"We know. These are the shortcakes we've crafted by carefully selecting the best ingredients!"

Parfait placed several shortcakes on the counter. They were all highest quality, differing only in the type of strawberry. *This has to work,* Parfait thought, her face full of confidence.

Amidst this, Mikan chuckled slightly and opened her mouth.

"This is just something I heard, but a long time ago, Hayato-san apparently sought Relic-san's cooperation through an introduction from Esha-san."

"Huh? Is that so? But why are you bringing that up now?"

"Oh, you haven't heard? Then this quest might be a little difficult, hmm?"

"Huh? What?"

Parfait was bewildered, but Rick, who was standing next to her, let out a voice of understanding. "So that's what this is."

"Rick-kun, what's 'what this is?'"

"I've heard about it too. As a condition for helping Hayato-san, Relic-san gave him a challenge. The challenge was to prepare 'an ornament that would capture his heart,' and apparently, Hayato-san cleared it brilliantly. Relic-san once told me the story with a happy look on his face."

"That happened? But what does that have to do with...?"

"Relic-san said the challenge was more about the situation than the ornament itself. Hayato-san figured it out immediately. Mikan-san might be talking about something similar."

Parfait looked at Mikan. Mikan was simply beaming.

"So, what will you do? Want to try and see if you can clear the quest with these shortcakes?"

Parfait looked around at her friends, but it seemed everyone was leaving the decision to her.

*The fact that Mikan-san said that makes me feel like none of these are the right answer if I just hand them over... What should I do? Should I come back later?*

Parfait furrowed her brow, agonizing over what to do.



		
			Chapter 518

			The One Who Rules Over Demons

			　


I was supposed to give a special shortcake with carefully selected ingredients to Demon King Mikan, who was working as a receptionist. That was all the quest should have been, but the situation had changed. Considering the many hints I'd received, simply handing it over wouldn't be enough; some kind of special arrangement was needed.


Parfait already had an idea—or rather, a thought on what to do given the circumstances—but she wasn't sure if it was correct. She also felt a slight resistance to the fact that her father, Hayato, had found an immediate answer to a similar quest.


I think this is probably the right way to do it, but if I'm wrong, it'll be so embarrassing...


Their situations and positions were different, so no one would think anything of it if she didn't get the same result, but Parfait felt differently. She had always loved her father and mother, but after hearing Radia and the others' stories, she realized just how many people were grateful to them, making her feel even prouder of her parents than before. Though, she did have some reservations about them being called saviors.


For her, the daughter of Hayato and Esha, to fail at something like this was a little mortifying. It was just a game, so failing wouldn't change anyone's opinion of her, but Parfait herself didn't want to get it wrong.


"My friend, what are you thinking so hard about?"


"Well, you know, the fact that Dad didn't fail a similar quest is kind of... I don't want to get this wrong either!"


Parfait answered Natsu's question, crossing her arms as her mind raced. Mikan herself was just smiling happily, seemingly with no intention of giving any more hints.


"Why don't you just ask Elder Sister Mikan?"


"I can't do that. Being told the answer is the same as defeat."


Ginny's suggestion was a strategy that exploited Mikan's character settings. She was referring to the setting where Mikan had to answer truthfully to anyone who knew her real name, but Parfait's desire not to rely on that was stronger.


Still, she figured that no matter how much more she thought about it, she wouldn't come up with a better answer than the one she already had. Parfait gave up.


Right, Mikan-san doesn't want to eat alone. I think she made Kurotako-chan because she was lonely. If that's the case, then we need enough shortcake for everyone.


Parfait came to her conclusion.


"Mikan-san, could you wait just a little longer? I'm a bit short on preparations."


"Oh, of course! I don't know what you're preparing, but I'll wait for you."


With that, Parfait told everyone to wait a moment and left the guild.


She hurried back to their base and started making enough shortcakes for everyone in the kitchen. It was difficult to get the same kind of strawberries, so she used regular ones. She had some concerns about that part, but she figured a quest that emphasized the situation wouldn't be so strict. She also prepared some tea to go with the cake and quickly returned to the guild.


"Sorry to keep you waiting!"


"Welcome back! So, what's the plan?"


Inside the Summoner's Guild tent, Parfait placed enough shortcakes and tea on the table for everyone, including Mikan.


"Let's all eat cake together!"


It was the answer she'd derived by cross-referencing Mikan's real-world situation with the contents of the stone monument Rick had gathered for her. Eating alone is lonely, so eating together was the answer. Chris, Rick, and Wilnel seemed to have thought the same, as they nodded in agreement.


"I have a feeling that's the right answer too."


"Me too."


"I'm fairly certain it's correct, but let's see what happens."


Watching this unfold, Ginny clapped her hands as if she'd realized something.


"In AFO, we can eat with Elder Sister Mikan anytime! I even have accessories that grant complete poison immunity, so it's perfectly safe!"


Mikan, sitting at the head of the table—the seat of honor, so to speak—beamed at Ginny's words.


"Oh, really? Even in virtual reality, I'm very picky about taste, you know?"


"For you, Elder Sister Mikan, I'll fetch any high-end ingredient you desire!"


"Thank you. Well then, let's start with the cake Parfait-chan and the others prepared. We'll find out the quest answer after that."


As Mikan said that, everyone gathered around the table and began to eat.


"Wow, the ingredients in this shortcake are amazing. It must have been hard to gather them, wasn't it?"


"Well, the quest said it needed to be a highest-quality shortcake with specially selected ingredients, so I chose carefully."


"Thank you for that. I love the shortcake Hayato-san made for me the most, but I like this one just as much. The fact that you prepared it just for me seems to make it even more delicious."


Mikan carried the shortcake to her mouth, smiling as she spoke. Parfait and the others ate as well, chatting amongst themselves.


After they finished eating and drank their tea, Mikan stood up from her chair.


"Congratulations! You've perfectly cleared the quest 'The Demon King's Request'!"


At Mikan's words, Parfait threw her hands in the air in a victory pose.


"That was a close one. If you had just handed me the cake, it wouldn't have cleared because the taste would've just been 'so-so'."


"Is that what would've happened?"


"By the way, when we eat together, the shortcake doesn't need to be this fancy as long as the ingredients are decent. I was surprised your cake used all rare ingredients."


She felt she might have overdone it, but Parfait was satisfied that she had been able to provide the best hospitality possible.


As she basked in her joy, Mikan placed a hand on her throat, as if to clear it.


"Congratulations. As thanks for your hospitality, I invite you to Pandemonium Castle."


The gentle atmosphere around Mikan completely vanished. Parfait and the others were startled by her sudden transformation. In the next instant, their vision abruptly changed.


They were in a vast, solemn space. At the far end of the room was a throne, where Mikan sat with her legs crossed.


"Welcome to my castle. You are my friends, with whom I have shared a meal, and thus my equals. And you have earned the right to fight me, the Demon King. Now, come at me."


Mikan said, a provocative smile on her face. She looked completely different from the gentle Mikan of moments ago, leaving Parfait and the others stunned.


"In Pandemonium Castle, the one who rules over demons, 'Demon King Mikan,' has descended. Those with the qualifications have begun combat. I repeat—"


A world announcement followed, shocking Parfait and her friends even more.


"Elder Sister Mikan, prepare yourself!"


Even in a moment like this, Ginny, never wavering from her conviction—or rather, her desires—charged toward Mikan.


If what they'd heard was true, Mikan should be extremely weak without Kurotako. She had almost no combat power and her equipment was ordinary, meaning anyone could defeat her.


Mikan had changed into a simple black dress and now had horns on her head, but her equipment didn't look any stronger.
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			The Event's Aftermath and the Winner's Prize

			　


"Excuse me."


"Welcome, Ginny-chan. Are you finished with your meal?"


"The adults have much to discuss, so this child is making her retreat."


"It's true, it's hard to join in on adult conversations."


"And with that, let us discuss Ashley-sama from DokiPan!"


"That might be a bit difficult for a child like me..."


In Parfait's home and cafe on the colony "Frontier," Ginny had come to eat with her family and had just arrived in Parfait's room.


A week had passed since the "Lunatic Demons" event ended, and Parfait and her friends had achieved the results they'd hoped for. After defeating Demon King Mikan's retainers, Ginny's parents, and then Mikan herself, they had obtained the "Demon King" title.


Demon King Mikan's retainers, Lindsey and Adrian, had been formidable opponents.


Lindsey, originally Mikan's bodyguard, was skilled in martial arts and a veteran AFO player, so her in-game strength was remarkable. Her skill composition and stats were what you could call optimal, and her equipment was of the highest class, God Equipment. It might have been different in a real-world fight, but her combat power within AFO was enough to hold her own against Parfait's entire group. She seemed to specialize in many-versus-one battles, running circles around them with her speed and using her opponents as shields, a tactic that earned high praise from Chris.


Adrian was also a veteran AFO player who knew the system inside and out. He dedicated himself to a support role for Lindsey, sometimes taking damage as her shield, and even after being defeated, he would resurrect from his coffin with tomato juice in a display of vampirism that made everyone think, *What is that?* In the end, he even drank Dragon Blood and used a skill to have a demon possess him for an attack.


They had managed to win, but it had been a close call even with their superior numbers. There was no battle with Mikan herself afterward; a cutscene played where Mikan fell as soon as her two retainers were defeated, and that was how they won.


Needless to say, what followed was chaos. When Mikan's defeat was broadcast via a world announcement, the forums and voice chats erupted into a frenzy.


The subjugation of Demon King Mikan, a feature no one knew when had been implemented, occurred during an event, and even after it ended, players were still frantically searching for the quest.


Normally, information about which clan completed the subjugation wouldn't leak, but since it happened during an event, suspicion fell on the clan whose ranking points had skyrocketed. This led to speculation that it was Parfait's clan, "Mont Blanc."


Their acquaintances seemed to have figured it out. Orion from the clan "Cats are God," for instance, had asked with complete certainty, "That was you guys, right, Parfait-chan?"


Even Diite, who managed AFO, seemed to have resigned herself to the situation, laughing as she said, "It's impossible to keep you from standing out, Parfait-kun."


With such an incident occurring near the end of the event, it became a huge success. Players, realizing there were still unknown quests in AFO, began to try various things beyond just searching for Demon King Mikan.


With the event over, Parfait and her friends decided to lay low until things cooled down and had been logging into AFO a bit less recently. They were mostly staying at their base, tending to their animals and cultivating their fields.


It was about time to prepare for the next test—or rather, to prepare for Wilnel—so Parfait had just started studying. She felt her priorities were a bit skewed, yet at the same time, maybe this was how things were supposed to be. She was doing her best either way.


It was then that Ginny arrived at the cafe with her parents and Mikan. Not wanting to intrude on a family gathering, Parfait had only said a quick hello before returning to her room, but Ginny came to visit after the meal was over.


"Did Mikan-san eat with you today?"


"Yes! Ever since that day, she's been eating with us more often! Lately, we have dinner together quite frequently!"


"That's great. But I wonder why?"


"She mentioned something about being happy that we all ate the shortcake we worked so hard to make together."


"It was in virtual reality, but gathering those ingredients was pretty tough. Still, I'm glad we all ate it together."


"Yes, and while highlighting that achievement, I directly appealed to my parents to restore my allowance... but parents are formidable...!"


"Well, I think it's better to cut back on wasteful spending."


"Supporting my favorite character is not wasteful spending."


Ginny's incredibly clear eyes left Parfait speechless. Her school grades hadn't dropped; she was simply being reined in for her excessive spending. When Parfait asked how much, she thought, *That's still more than my allowance,* but she figured it must be a big deal for Ginny, though she didn't particularly sympathize.


For Parfait, Mikan's well-being was more important.


In the end, although Parfait had made the shortcake, it was Ginny and the others who had gathered the materials, even using up most of the clan's funds to do so. Parfait was delighted that Mikan had understood their efforts and was happy.


Eventually, they learned that the shortcake for the Demon King's quest could be made with reasonably good ingredients and didn't need to be so extravagant, so it couldn't be used for the money-making scheme Rick had envisioned. Rick seemed to be planning to sell the information that they had cleared the quest with those materials, but Parfait was leaving that entirely to him. Thanks to their high rank in the event, they had received a prize of in-game currency, and the clan's funds were now back to what they were before the event.


More than the clan's finances, Parfait was happy that Mikan's trauma seemed to have been alleviated. She hadn't expected this outcome, but she was satisfied that their hard work had paid off.


However, there was one other person for whom she hadn't anticipated such an outcome.


"Were you able to create your ideal Ashley with the Toy Maker skill?"


"...I have come to understand that I lack artistic sense..."


"I feel like that requires a sculptor's skill more than just artistic sense..."


The "Toy Maker" skill, which becomes usable after obtaining the "Demon King" title. It's a rather game-breaking skill that allows you to create one of anything, but fully utilizing it demands considerable talent.


It's not as simple as imagining something and having it appear; one has to meticulously define its appearance and settings, but there's no user interface for selecting parts. You have to draw illustrations and so on.


Ginny had zero talent as an artist and couldn't even render a flat illustration in three dimensions, so she was unable to recreate Ashley.


"Cynthia-san drew the clothes for me... but the face! I can't draw the face three-dimensionally! In that state, it would be the height of disrespect to Ashley-sama!"


"The first time you made him, he was just a flat paper Ashley..."


When she tried to create him using an illustration from the manga, a completely two-dimensional Ashley was born. To put it simply, he was like that roll-of-cloth yokai. The sheer despair on Ginny's face at that moment was as if the world was about to end tomorrow.


"I feel I now understand the immense struggle God must have faced when creating man in His own image...!"


"I think it was probably easier for God, though."


The other members had also obtained the Demon King title and had created simpler things to use as support items. Chris, for instance, had shown her decisiveness by creating a ball that would return when thrown as a projectile. Rick had made a transforming mask to hide his face, while Wilnel had crafted a rapier to dual wield.


Only Parfait and Natsu had yet to decide, but since there was no rush, they were leaving it for now. Ginny, unable to give up, seemed to be trying again and again through trial and error to create her ideal Ashley.


Rick-kun is probably really hoping Ginny-chan succeeds...


Parfait suspected that Rick, who resembled Ashley, had been so gung-ho about this whole affair for that very reason. It was highly likely that he had worked so hard, even spending all the clan's funds, for the selfish reason that if the real thing existed, he wouldn't be bothered anymore.


It might have been a natural course of action for Rick, but Parfait hoped that Ginny's inability to create Ashley wasn't a miscalculation on his part. All she could do was pray that Rick would be spared any further trouble.


"Parfait, something arrived for you! If you don't come get it, I'm opening it! Three, two, one..."


"Wai- Mom, hold on! That's too fast, too fast!"


Parfait excused herself from Ginny and rushed out of her room to receive the package. The sender was AFO's management, which made her tilt her head in confusion.


When she showed it to Ginny, Ginny seemed to know something, saying, "Oh."


"The top-ranked players are supposed to get a real-world prize. Isn't that it?"


"Oh, right. It was a joint development between Mikan-san's company and Capricorn, wasn't it?"


Something given to the top winners of the event ahead of time. She had heard it was a device that allowed access to AFO without a Headgear, but she had no other information.


Parfait unwrapped the package and took out the item inside.


"...A wristwatch?"


It could be worn on the wrist like a watch, but it seemed it could also be used while placed on a surface. As she fiddled with it while reading the manual, the words "Login Successful" appeared on the watch's screen.


It was unclear what kind of biometric authentication had been used, but the screen displayed the words "Welcome, Parfait-sama" and "Please select the pet you wish to summon. Currently, only one is available."


"Summon a pet...?"


On the screen, the names "Trachiyo," "Michelangelo," and "Leonardo" were displayed. It also showed "Melampus Owned," and though puzzled, Parfait selected "Trachiyo."


A light that projected a three-dimensional image rose from the watch's screen, taking the form of Trachiyo.


"Trachiyo?!"


"Oh, is that not my master? So this is the place where my masters live. This one is quite surprised."


Ignoring Parfait's shock, Trachiyo was surprised but calm.


During the commotion, Ginny seemed to have finished reading the entire manual and began to explain.


"It seems to be a device that lets you check on your pets inside AFO. If you have Melampus, you can also talk to them."


"So I can see Trachiyo even without logging in with my headgear? That's actually great."


There were days she didn't log in, like when she was studying for tests. Even if Parfait didn't log in, her pets lived their own lives thanks to their unique AI, but for Parfait, not being able to see her pets was a source of stress. If this watch could solve that, she was grateful.


Parfait looked at Trachiyo happily, but Trachiyo suddenly straightened his posture.


"My master."


"What's wrong? With this, we can see each other anytime."


"This one intends to embark on a journey of training."


"...Again?!"


"The battle the other day was magnificent. An opponent who confused with speed and an opponent who revived endlessly—seeing my master defeat them both filled me with pride, but at the same time, I realized that this one is still far too weak."


"No, no, Trachiyo, you're many times stronger than a normal cat—"


"At this level, I am not permitted to be by my master's side! This one shall return as the strongest black cat worthy of standing beside you! With that, I take my leave!"


The holographic image of Trachiyo vanished, and the screen now displayed, "Trachiyo is training."


"Trachiyo-san is very devoted to his master. He reminds me of something like Ashley-sama...!"


"If you're really thinking of your master, I wish you'd just stay by my side..."


The thought of more days without seeing Trachiyo was depressing, but to become a master whom Trachiyo could respect, Parfait renewed her motivation to study hard.
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			On the top floor of the luxury hotel Camelot in the Royal Capital Anhemudal, the executives of AFO gathered for their usual regular meeting.

While the primary focus was reporting the results of the Lunatic Demons event that had concluded recently, there were other intriguing reports to discuss. Many members had arrived early, engaging in idle chatter before the start time.

Then, Diite entered the room.

Seeing the broad smile on her face, one could easily imagine that things had gone well. Of course, prior intelligence gathering had already indicated success, but hearing the report directly from Diite's mouth was always more accurate.

"Good work, everyone. The event and everything associated with it went perfectly. First, for the status report..."

During the event, a massive number of Players connected to AFO, and the number of concurrent connections reached an all-time high. Analysis suggested this wasn't just due to the event itself, but rather the new feature launched immediately after: the unique-ification of summoned characters. Data showed a significant increase in Players leveling their summoning skills, making the analysis almost certainly correct.

Even after the event ended, Players continued to play AFO, and the number of concurrent connections remained high. This was largely influenced by the defeat of Demon King Mikan revealed during the event. Data indicated that many Players were searching for the Quest that triggered that encounter.

Another reason for the continued success was the new wristwatch-style device given as a prize to top-ranking participants. This device allowed them to summon holograms of their AFO pets or unique summoned characters in the real world, and it had recently gone on sale to the public.

Owners could check on their pets anytime and anywhere. Furthermore, if they held the item known as Melampus, they could even converse with their pets. Sales after the launch were robust, already reaching a point where production couldn't keep up, resulting in a long waiting list for reservations.

"We received words of gratitude from the head of the Capricorn Foundation. Isn't that right, Ronios-kun?"

"They were quite thankful indeed. Plus, when I mentioned we'd like to consult with them on future projects beyond just this device, they practically begged us to do so. In the old days, I used to get turned away at the door when visiting their Colony."

*That's probably because they didn't want anything to do with you,* everyone thought. Regardless of whether he realized the situation or not, Ronios remained as aloof as ever.

"Could you also report on the situation with Mikan-kun?"

"Ah, that's right. Capricorn and Hyper Toy Maker have reached a reconciliation... or rather, they've entered a cooperative relationship. Thanks to that, our Gemini Foundation is now on intimate terms with Capricorn. It's funny, considering we were like cats and dogs not too long ago."

"You're the type of person who would enjoy being in a conflict like that anyway..."

"Aha, Ney-kun really understands me. We're practically best friends!"

Ney furrowed her brow to an extent a lady probably shouldn't, but since this back-and-forth was a regular occurrence, the other members didn't pay it much mind.

However, since the two would continue their ambiguous banter indefinitely if left alone, the surrounding members urged Diite to continue her report.

"Indeed. For now, the anxieties of Capricorn have likely been dispelled. They are a Foundation with great strength in precision machinery. I believe we can continue to build a good cooperative relationship with them. Now, as for the next event... I intend for it to be a period of increased information provision from the staff rather than a traditional event format."

"Information provision?"

In response to Ney's question, Diite made a calming gesture with her hand. She then took a sip from her coffee cup.

"There are places and Quests in AFO that no one knows about yet. Perhaps the conditions are too strict, but many locations simply never see the light of day. As the one who created them, I want to tell the Players to try a bit harder."

"...This sounds like it's related to the fact that Parfait and her group defeated Mikan?"

"You noticed? Yes, that is it. Even though that Quest has existed for twenty years, this was the first time he was ever defeated. Even though Mikan-kun was kindly cooperating, the status of the Demon King's defeat might have vanished entirely at this rate."

"No, the conditions for that were simply too harsh, weren't they?"

Rauxal, the leader of the Clan Imperial who roleplayed as the Emperor of the Empire within the game, spoke with a look of exasperation.

"That may be true, but they should have understood to some extent if they had read all the stone monuments in the Demon Country."

"There's too much to do in AFO. Besides, with events happening regularly, I think people just don't have the time. Especially those with jobs... they want to proceed in an Efficient manner, so they won't act unless they're certain a Quest exists."

"That's certainly true. Only a few dozen Players have checked every single monument... Still, I suppose you could say we're reflecting on that this time."

"Does that mean you'll be giving more hints within AFO?"

"Exactly. Now that Parfait-kun and her friends have defeated Mikan-kun, there's a lot of excitement about the fact that there are still unknown things in this world. We intend to capitalize on that. However, just giving them the answers wouldn't be fun, so we'll have the staff provide information in a more natural way."

Diite was always hinting at locations she had painstakingly created but were still undiscovered, or monsters that had yet to appear. However, the members present couldn't do anything about it, so those hints had remained untouched until now.

Given the current situation and Mikan's defeat, everyone surmised that Diite had finally run out of patience.

"I understand the circumstances, but which Foundation are you involving this time?"

When Lunaria-kun asked, everyone looked toward Diite.

By involving various Foundations in AFO, they aimed to equalize the power balance and dispel the anxieties of each organization. This was a strategy designed to protect Hayato and the often-conspicuous Parfait and her friends. Since many of the members here were affiliated with Foundations, knowing which one would be involved was extremely important.

"Are you familiar with a reasonably large Clan called Adventures?"

"If I recall, isn't that the Clan whose goal is discovering uncharted lands? I believe they're the ones who place Teleport devices in various regions for free."

At Ney-kun's words, the members who knew of them nodded in agreement.

"Yes. Regarding that Clan... the next head of the Aries Foundation is serving as its leader."

At those words, Ronios spoke up with delight.

"Oh, that child? Since Aries handles space pioneering projects, perhaps the successor is learning those things in AFO? Or maybe it's just a hobby? She should be close in age to our Wilnel, so I'd love for them to get along."

"I'm not sure if they have the same intentions you're thinking of, Ronios-kun, but I'm considering hiring the Adventures Clan as staff for this period. Since they seem to be composed entirely of people related to Aries, I want to make a proposal. The reward would be the spaceship technology held by Lunaria-kun. It would certainly help their pioneering business."

"Diite, that technology is..."

"Are you trying to say it's the technology from the spaceship Aphrodite, Ney-kun?"

"...Yes. You used to hate the idea of that technology being used, didn't you, Diite? That's why you never provided it to any Foundation."

"That was a long time ago. Twenty years, in fact. Now, Hayato-kun and the others are more important than any of that."

"I see."

"Oops, I've made the mood a bit strange. I've moved past all that, so don't worry. So, Ronios-kun?"

"What is it?"

"Could you go to Aries and handle the introductions as usual? I'll handle the specifics, so just telling them that I wish to speak is enough."

"Of course, I don't mind. It's nice to be able to visit a Colony openly for work. Well then, I'll head to Colony Pioneer right away. Oh, that's right, I'll take Wilnel along too. My, I'm looking forward to this!"

With that, Ronios disappeared, likely logging out immediately.

Everyone except Diite wondered if it was really okay to leave it to Ronios. Most of them rubbed their stomachs, despite no actual pain, feeling as though they might soon need some stomach medicine.
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			"Huh? Wilnel-chan isn't here yet?"

"Yes, we received a message. She mentioned something about Foundation business, so she'll be late."

"Attending Foundation business... that sounds tough."

Parfait sat down in a chair at the Base after hearing about Wilnel's situation from Chris.

Since their tests had just ended, Wilnel was usually the first one waiting at the Base, eager to hear Parfait's scores. But today, she wasn't there. Although Parfait found it strange, she understood that Wilnel couldn't prioritize their group over Foundation matters.

"So, my friend. How were your test results? Naturally, I was at the top!"

"I already knew you were at the top, Natchan. The top fifty rankings are posted publicly, after all. Honestly, seeing everyone here in the top ranks makes me feel a bit uneasy. Abel-kun is my only true friend left...!"

"My friend, do not say such sad things. Even if you forgot to write your name and got a zero, I would still be your friend!"

"I'm not sure if I should be happy or slightly insulted by that consolation. Also, does anyone actually forget to write their name?"

To Parfait, who had never seen such a person in reality, it was nothing more than an urban legend. She was certain she would never do it herself. If she ever got a zero for a reason like that, she had no idea what Wilnel would do to her. She could at least imagine that nothing pleasant would follow.

"So, Parfait-san, how did you do? Wilnel-san specifically asked us to get the details from you."

"Even Ginny-chan is asking for my score so casually. Well, I don't mind."

With that, Parfait revealed her test results.

While her math score was a bit low, she had marks above average in her other subjects. Her rank was higher than before. She was gaining momentum and was just on the verge of breaking into the top fifty.

"What's this? For all your complaining about us, you got quite a good score. You've cleared the Wilnel Line, haven't you?"

"Well, yeah, because that's mandatory. Though I sometimes wonder why I have to keep jumping over hurdles that keep getting higher."

She complained, but deep down, she wanted to meet the expectations of Wilnel and the others who had organized study sessions for her. It just felt a bit draining to think that this would continue until high school ended. She was also afraid that at this rate, she might eventually be forced to aim for the top spot.

"Wilnel-chan isn't here, but if she's coming later, should we go hunting somewhere? I've been studying too much and want to cut loose a bit."

"My friend, those are not words a high school girl should say, but I agree! Kukuku, the darkness today shall shine even deeper!"

"You're in quite a good mood. Did something good happen, Natsu-san?"

"My friend Ginny, let me tell you... nothing at all!"

"Natsu is apparently going on a trip to Central on Earth during the upcoming holidays. Of course, Ruth-dono will be going as well. That is likely why she is so excited."

"...How do you know that!?"

"I am aiming to be a maid, after all."

This was news to Parfait as well. She could understand if it was Rick, but she had no idea where Chris-chan got her information. She also didn't quite understand how that related to aiming to be a maid.

Regardless of how the information was obtained, it turned out Natsu was going to Central for business related to Colony Hospital, where her father, Mist, worked. Mist and Ruth were going to present a medical research paper. According to Natsu, her mother, Noat, had initially thrown a tantrum about not wanting to go, but they settled it by promising her all-you-can-eat donuts at a shop in Central.

"I still find it a mystery why my father ended up with my mother...! It is more mysterious than the mysteries of the abyss...!"

Parfait speculated that he probably just couldn't leave her alone, but since adults had their own complicated reasons, she didn't feel like digging into it.

In the first place, Parfait didn't fully understand why her own parents were together. In fact, the more she heard, the more she felt that her mother, Esha, was a rather dangerous person. Even if it was just in the game, the idea of suddenly demanding a Parfait from the person who hired her seemed like the behavior of someone slightly unstable by common sense standards. Since she wasn't like that in reality, Parfait sometimes wondered if the world of AFO was the problem.

Just as she thought that, the alarm for a chat message rang in Parfait's ear.

It was from Wilnel. She immediately brought up the chat screen and responded, and Wilnel's face appeared on the screen.

"Oh? Wilnel-chan, you're logged in? I heard you had business to take care of."

"Yes, since the business was within AFO, I've just finished handling it. I'm heading to the Base now, so could you please wait there?"

"Got it. I'll stay here and chat with everyone then."

Since everyone had seen the screen, there was no need to explain. Instead of going hunting, they began chatting idly at the Base.

"I glossed over it earlier, but I wonder if there's such a thing as Foundation business inside AFO?"

At Parfait's question, everyone tilted their heads. If the Foundations were involved, it usually took place at their home Colonies or on Earth. Doing business inside AFO felt slightly off.

While they were all pondering, Wilnel arrived.

"Everyone, sorry to keep you waiting."

"Good work. Handling Foundation business in AFO sounds like a lot of trouble."

"I was just present there, so I didn't personally have any difficulties."

"Oh, really?"

"Actually, the ones who had it rough were Parfait-sama's father and mother..."

"...Eh? Why?"

"To put it simply, some Foundation members wanted to meet Hayato-sama and Esha-sama, so they were meeting inside AFO until just a moment ago."

"My dad and mom were logged in!?"

"That was the other party's request... since the two of them kindly agreed, we were together until just now. You have a rather complicated expression on your face, don't you?"

"Well, yeah. It's not that I hate it, but the situation of being in the same game space as my parents is a bit... you know. Don't you feel like it's something you shouldn't see? Even though I didn't actually see them."

"My mother once crashed an event to sing and dance, and even nitpicked my performance, you know?"

"If you're going to say that, my father and mother became enemies and even reduced my allowance!"

Natsu's mother, Noat, had a history of crashing an event organized by Fight Club along with Parsha and the others during the Spirit Festival event.

As for Ginny's parents, they had recently appeared in the Lunatic Demons event as the most trusted retainers summoned by Demon King Mikan. For some reason, household matters were brought up, and as a result, Ginny's allowance was cut.

"Natchan's mom is, well, like an entertainer, right? And Ginny-chan's parents are treated like AFO staff. My mom is a waitress at a cafe. I don't know what her equipment was today, but if she was wearing a Maid Outfit or something, it would be so awkward. You know, because of her age."

"My mother is older than Esha-dono and always wears a Maid Outfit, yet it is not awkward at all."

"Chris-chan, your mom is a professional. If my mom did it, it would look like cosplay, and I wouldn't want to see it."

"Cosplay is a wonderful thing! I will not back down on this!"

"I'm sure it is for you, Ginny-chan, but that's not what we're talking about right now."

"Esha-san was indeed wearing a Maid Outfit."

"...Wilnel-chan, I didn't need that information..."

"It suited her very well, you know?"

"Yeah, that's not the point..."

Parfait's feeling of slight embarrassment wasn't understood by anyone, but she continued to argue passionately, trying to make them understand her unbearable feelings. Incidentally, dinner that evening was a bit awkward.
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			The day after the somewhat awkward dinner, Parfait finished school and was waiting for Wilnel at the Base.

This was because Wilnel had told her at school that she would be bringing an acquaintance along today. Wilnel seemed to have entered AFO before Parfait logged in and was currently somewhere else. Assuming she had gone to pick up the acquaintance, Parfait began preparing to welcome them.

As she prepared, Parfait thought about various things.

Wilnel was known as the next head of the Gemini Foundation, which made her stand out quite a bit at school. It wasn't that she didn't talk to anyone besides Parfait's group; she spoke normally to everyone and smiled, but fundamentally, both Wilnel and others maintained a certain distance in their interactions.

Even though Parfait and her friends were used to it, the Foundations were powerful enough that people often joked they would be royalty in a different era. Because they were organizations with such power, it wasn't a situation where people could easily strike up a conversation. Since Parfait and the others talked to Wilnel at school, it made her slightly more approachable, but even then, no one ever talked to her one-on-one. Conversations always involved someone from Parfait's group.

Given that situation, the word that Wilnel was bringing an acquaintance was truly a bolt from the blue. Apparently, they were around the same age, but not a school acquaintance. Parfait wondered if it might be someone from the Gemini Foundation, but she quickly dismissed the thought. Wilnel had often emphasized that she never had friends before. Perhaps because of that, whenever Parfait and the others invited her to play, her preparations were always so over-the-top that they were constantly surprised.

*If they were a friend, she'd probably say so. Maybe it's someone she met recently. I wonder what kind of person an acquaintance her age is?*

Parfait couldn't imagine it at all, but she proceeded with her preparations to be a good host regardless of who arrived or when. While she was debating what kind of cake to prepare, Diite arrived at the scene.

"Hello, Parfait-kun. It's been a while since we met here."

"Diite-oneechan, that's rare. Did something happen?"

"Rather than something having happened, something is about to happen. I was wondering if I could ask a small favor of you."

"A favor from Diite-oneechan is really rare... If it's about my nun habit, don't worry, I'm keeping it as it is."

"Yes, I'd like you to continue doing that, but this is a different favor."

When the system to change the appearance of equipment was implemented, Diite had asked Parfait not to change her clothes. Parfait had no intention of changing them anyway, so she kept them.

Since a separate request was also unusual, Parfait thought to herself that between this and Wilnel's guest, today was shaping up to be quite busy. She urged Diite to take a seat.

After serving Coffee, Parfait asked, "So, what's the favor?"

"I believe Wilnel-kun will be bringing an acquaintance here shortly. I would like you to listen to their requests as much as possible."

"...Diite-oneechan, do you know Wilnel-chan's acquaintance?"

"They probably don't know me, but I know them. I left most of the arrangements to Ronios-kun, but some strange conditions were attached. Or rather, she found the other party's proposal interesting and accepted it. She really is a handful."

"Ah, Ronios-san..."

Ronios, the current head of the Gemini Foundation, was famous as a troublemaker not just in AFO but in the world at large. She was Wilnel's aunt, but her tendency to act on impulse and her love for interesting things had caused even Wilnel's opinion of her to become somewhat complicated recently. Wilnel had mentioned that they gave her busy work because they didn't know what she'd do if left to her own devices, but Parfait was amazed that her ability to turn anything into a hassle was still going strong.

"What do you think? You can refuse if you really don't want to."

"It's fine. I just have to listen to their requests, right? You're always taking care of me, Diite-oneechan, so I can at least do that much. Oh, but I'll turn down anything I can't do or things I absolutely hate."

"That's perfectly fine. I don't think it will happen, but if they ask for something you absolutely hate... well, I intend to make them regret it."

"That's scary. But who is it?"

"It would be better to hear it from the person themselves. They seem to be looking forward to meeting you, Parfait-kun."

"...Me? Why?"

"I think the reason will be explained by them as well. Now, I should be going. Thank you for the Coffee."

"Oh, you're leaving already?"

" I'll drop by for a longer visit next time. See you."

"Yeah, see you."

Diite waved with a smile and vanished from the spot with a glowing effect.

*Things are so hectic. But it's someone even Diite-oneechan knows? Who could it be?*

Parfait's anxiety began to outweigh her anticipation, but she told herself she couldn't slack off on her hospitality and resumed her preparations.

Thirty minutes later, the sound of a knock on the Base door reached Parfait's ears. Immediately after, Wilnel's voice called out, "It's Wilnel."

Parfait opened the door immediately, said "Welcome back," and then noticed the woman standing next to Wilnel.

She had long, straight black hair and black eyes. She was dressed like a bounty hunter from a Western film, wearing a white shirt with a brown vest and trousers, and a long coat draped over her shoulders. She wore a wide-brimmed hat, and a gun belt with a large buckle was slung diagonally across her waist, with a golden revolver hanging from it.

*When I think of Westerns, I think of Pat-san, but this person looks like a Gunman who could have been based on him. Wait, is she wearing a shoulder Holster and leg Holsters too? She's equipped with five guns in total... Is she like Cecil-san?*

The golden gun was the most striking, but she had two more at her sides and two on her legs, totaling five. It made Parfait want to point out that she had no idea what kind of monster one would have to fight to need that much gear.

"This is..."

As Wilnel tried to introduce her, the woman raised a hand to stop her. Parfait was surprised to see someone take such an action toward the next head of the Gemini Foundation, but the woman gave a small smile and spoke.

"Nice to meet you. I am Luty."

With that, the woman approached Parfait and grasped both of her hands.

"I've wanted to meet you for a long time, Parfait-san. After all, you're the daughter of Hayato-san and Esha-san."

"Y-yes. You know my parents?"

"Of course. Anyone in AFO who doesn't know Hayato-san and the others is a total amateur. Especially Hayato-san; he's the one who made this world even wider. Just hearing about the discovery of the sky island and the gimmick for defeating Shuten Doji on Onigashima makes my heart race."

Even though it was their first meeting, Parfait found herself warming up to Luty after hearing her father being praised. Thinking it wasn't right to keep her standing, she invited Luty inside, and Wilnel leaned closer to Parfait.

"You shouldn't let your guard down around this person too much."

"That's cruel, Wilnel. You shouldn't talk about a friend that way."

"We are not friends. We are merely acquaintances. Besides, did you forget the mess yesterday?"

"Nothing went wrong there, did it?"

"The fact that you can say nothing went wrong is exactly why I'm wary."

"Yesterday?"

Parfait knew her parents had logged in yesterday and that Wilnel had been there. She didn't know the exact time, but it was highly likely this Luty had been there too. However, Wilnel hadn't mentioned anything particularly bad happening, other than the unneeded information about her mother in a Maid Outfit making things a bit awkward.

Wilnel sighed, looked at Luty, and said, "Actually..."

"The one who wanted to meet Hayato-san and Esha-san in AFO yesterday was this Luty-san."

"Oh, so that's how it was?"

"At first, we were just talking normally, but then Esha-san suddenly shot Luty-san."

"...Eh? What do you mean? Shot her? My mom did?"

"Luty-san was the one at fault. She tried to reach for her gun right in front of them."

In contrast to Wilnel's exasperated gaze, Luty had a broad smile.

"Esha-san is magnificent! I tried to point my gun at Hayato-san to test his skills. But you know what? Esha-san shot me the very instant I tried to reach for it! I was so surprised that I couldn't even pull my gun from the Holster!"

Parfait couldn't understand why she was saying this so happily, but the moment she heard Luty tried to pull a gun on her father, she began to categorize her as an enemy.

"No, truly, I am sorry. I bowed my head and apologized sincerely to Hayato-san and Esha-san afterward. And of course, Parfait-san, I'm sorry for doing such a thing to your parents out of nowhere."

With that, Luty gave Parfait a deep bow.

Parfait couldn't tell if she was an enemy or an ally yet, so she opened her mouth to ask a question.

"Um, may I ask why?"

"It really was just intended as a test of skill. The stories about Hayato-san and Esha-san are often unbelievable. I'd heard they were abnormally strong. So, I wanted to see for myself if it was true. It was beyond my expectations. I thought I'd at least be able to take them down with me, but I couldn't do a thing!"

Parfait looked exasperated, contrasting with Luty's excited expression. Unaware, Luty continued happily.

"Afterward, I asked her why she shot me before I could even touch my gun. She said it was because of the flow of conversation, my body movements, and most importantly, my gaze. I intended to wait for the next break in the conversation, but being shot while talking really surprised me!"

Parfait could only think that being shot while talking would indeed be surprising. However, she was more concerned with the question of *what exactly is my mom?* and her heart was full of complex feelings.

Her masters, Benitsuru and Simon, had told her that the eyes changed for an instant whenever someone was about to do something. They said one could even dodge bullets as long as they watched for that, but Parfait was taken aback that her mother had actually done something that sounded like it belonged in a manga.

"Ignoring the fact that it was in the Virtual Reality of AFO rather than reality, I want to learn from that decisiveness!"

Parfait thought that was probably the one part she *shouldn't* learn from, but if Luty was happy with it, she decided it was fine. She recognized this person as slightly dangerous and added her to the list of people she shouldn't get too deeply involved with.

"However, I do have a slight complaint."

"A complaint...?"

"I was defeated without being able to do anything. I understand that I'm no match for them, but I don't know exactly how big the gap is."

"I see..."

"So, therefore..."

Luty smiled and let the long coat draped over her shoulders fall to the floor.

"Parfait-san, would you fight me?"

Parfait realized that this must be the favor Diite had asked her to listen to. She felt a twinge of regret for agreeing to it so easily.
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			Luty was full of fighting spirit, while Wilnel looked exasperated. Parfait, who had once again been dragged into a mess, had apparently grown accustomed to it as she steeled herself. Since Diite had asked her to listen to the request, refusing wasn't really an option. She just thought, for a brief moment, that it was a bit of a hassle.

"Wow, I'm so happy that you're so fired up for this, Parfait-san!"

"It's less being fired up and more like... I don't have much of a choice..."

"I'm sorry. I won't get another chance to make such an unreasonable demand. In the first place, people from the Foundations are usually forbidden from even contacting Parfait-san or her family. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!"

Parfait knew that as well. Foundations that weren't on good terms with her parents weren't even allowed to approach Colony Frontier unless something major happened. It was said to be for Security reasons and to prevent AFO's technology from being stolen, but Parfait often wondered if they really needed to go that far.

*Not that I'm complaining. I don't really have a reason to get involved with Foundation people anyway. Well, I'm happy I became friends with Wilnel-chan... but could she lower the Wilnel Line a bit as a favor for a friend? Or wait, did I end up in this situation precisely because we're friends?*

Wilnel continued to look at Luty with exasperation, seemingly unaware of Parfait's fleeting wish.

"Now, Parfait-san, I know all about you. You're a disciple of Benitsuru-san, the successor of the Azuma-style swordsmanship, and you're being coached by her senior disciple, Simon-san. That alone is impressive, but you became a Ranker on the very day you logged into AFO. Honestly, I watched that video until my eyes were sore."

"I... I'm flattered..."

"I also heard you fought Wilnel. She told me you were overwhelmingly strong."

"I'll just say I didn't stand a chance."

"I don't think it was quite like that, though..."

"No, no, even just having Wilnel say that is amazing. I think you should be proud, Parfait-san. Like Wilnel, we've received various types of education since we were children. That includes combat, of course. None of us ever thought we'd lose to someone our own age. Because of that, life can feel very dull. Everything goes exactly as planned, and there's no hardship or failure. Sometimes it even feels like we've become gods... but then, there's you, Parfait-san! And your family and friends too!"

Luty's energy was so high that Parfait actually recoiled a bit, instinctively gripping the scabbard of her sword.

"I love the unknown. The emotion of stepping into a place where no one has ever reached is irreplaceable. And right now, you are my unknown, Parfait-san. Please, show me that power!"

Luty turned and began walking out of the Base.

Parfait only had a vague impression that Foundation people were a bit strange. She figured it couldn't be helped since their upbringing and ways of thinking were so different, but she found it interesting that Wilnel, who shared a similar background, didn't seem to have good feelings toward Luty.

Wilnel gave Parfait a look filled with apology.

"I'm sorry. I'm not really in a position to talk, but Foundation people are essentially selfish."

"Ah, yeah, it's not your fault, Wilnel-chan. Besides, it's just a fight. It's a bit of a hassle, but it's not like I hate the idea."

"...I am truly sorry. Please feel free to channel that frustration into your blade and strike Luty with it."

Parfait felt a bit intimidated by the cold, serious look in Wilnel's eyes. She speculated that Wilnel might have been pushed around this time as well. After all, Diite had made the request herself. Considering her parents had also met them in AFO, it was highly likely this was part of a major project.

*Well, it's not a completely outrageous request, and I'm a bit curious to see how strong she is. Kazatoki-chan was pretty strong, after all. I wonder if Luty-san has that much confidence too?*

There was a time when she worried that her own strength was abnormal, but she'd moved past that now. Parfait's honest feeling was that she wanted to test her own strength. With those positive thoughts, she stepped outside.

Luty was waiting with a smile, but she wasn't just standing there; she was spinning the guns in her hands. It was a Gun Spin, and she seemed quite accustomed to it, spinning them vertically and horizontally, and even tossing them like a juggler.

When she saw Parfait, she deftly slid the guns back into her Holsters.

"I know your fighting style well, Parfait-san, but you don't know mine. So, let me give you a little performance."

"A performance?"

Luty smiled, took a wooden board out of her Item Bag, and tossed it into the air.

Immediately after, a series of gunshots rang out. Parfait couldn't count the exact number, but it felt as if she had emptied her entire clip, and the wooden board was blown into tiny splinters. Furthermore, the guns were already back in their Holsters. Parfait hadn't even seen her draw or holster them. Part of the reason was that she had been looking at the wooden board, but it had only been for an instant. Parfait was impressed by the Quick Draw speed required to shoot and holster in that time.

"I believe you have a technique called Iai, where you draw your sword quickly. My technique is the Quick Draw, where I draw my gun quickly. They're somewhat similar, don't you think?"

Parfait had heard a lot about such things from Pat the actor and knew of them. She had even seen his miraculous skill. Even though she had been a child then, she remembered that even with her kinetic vision, she couldn't see the moment he drew his gun.

"In a fight between a gun and a sword, the gun usually has the advantage depending on the distance. So, I was thinking of a contest to see who can land a hit first from a very close range."

According to Luty's explanation, they would stand within sword's reach, and the moment a coin tossed by Wilnel hit the ground, they would both attack. The first one to land a hit would win. She said such a variable rule could be set up within the PvP settings.

"In a gun-versus-gun match, we wouldn't need such a specialized rule, but I was shot normally by Esha-san yesterday!"

Luty said this with bizarre cheerfulness.

Esha, who was treated like an NPC, was still essentially AFO staff and was always in a state where she could engage in PvP, as Parfait had heard from Diite. Given that, Luty wouldn't have been able to attack even if she pointed a gun at Hayato, but Esha had shot her normally anyway. Parfait was unsure whether that was the kind of decisiveness one should learn from.

In any case, she understood the rules. As Benitsuru and Simon had said, dodging a bullet by reading the opponent's gaze, breathing, and the direction of the muzzle was impossible for her, so she felt a bit relieved that she had a chance under this rule.

"I understand. Let's do it with those rules."

She didn't necessarily need to win, but Parfait felt that holding back might cause problems, so she focused her energy. Besides, Luty seemed to be genuinely looking forward to the match, and Parfait wanted to meet that expectation.

Parfait and Luty stood facing each other at a distance of one meter. Wilnel, who would be tossing the coin, stepped close to them.

"Then, I will set the special rules and send the PvP request."

Luty seemed to be the one configuring the settings and sent the request to Parfait. Parfait checked the rules and accepted. Since it was a match to land a single blow, the combat style was set to 'Real,' with HP set to 1 so that a single hit would end it. The combat area was a dome-shaped field about two meters in diameter. Dodging was not an option; it was a pure contest of speed.

"Now, Wilnel, I've set the start of the battle to the moment the coin hits the ground. Could you do it for us?"

"Understood. I'll drop it on a stone instead of the dirt so the sound is clear. Here I go."

Without hesitation, Wilnel tossed the coin into the air.

Immediately, Parfait closed her eyes and concentrated on the sound. She felt that if she tried to see the coin fall, her reaction would be too slow. She focused entirely on that thought. She had already grasped the distance and position of her opponent. All she had to do was draw her sword and strike faster than the other.

Luty seemed surprised by the act and took a small breath, but Parfait was so focused she didn't even notice.

Then came the *clink* of the coin hitting the stone. Instinctively, before the sound had even finished, Parfait had drawn her blade, struck, and returned it to its scabbard.

She felt the sensation of a hit, but since she didn't know the exact situation, she opened her eyes. Luty had a shocked expression on her face and her right hand was touching her gun. With that expression still on her face, Luty collapsed. After that, the PvP dome shattered and disappeared.

"Parfait-san wins."

Wilnel said this without any sign of surprise, raising Parfait's right hand.

"Um, what happened? My eyes were closed, so I didn't see..."

"Parfait-san struck Luty before she could even pull her gun. While there was speed involved, I believe it was a victory of reaction time. The sound of the coin hitting the stone and the sound of the draw were almost simultaneous, and that made the difference."

"Simultaneous? I didn't start too early, did I?"

"No, it was fine. The rules wouldn't have counted the hit if you had drawn before the match started anyway."

Just as Parfait thought she had somehow won, Luty, who had been lying on the ground, stood up with a smile and grasped Parfait's hand with both of her own.

"That was magnificent, Parfait-san!"

"Th-thank you."

"No, I was truly shocked! To think I couldn't even pull my gun! The level of my surprise is right up there with Esha-san yesterday!"

"I... I see."

Parfait wasn't sure if that was something she should be happy about. Still, as someone who loved her family, she felt a little bit glad.

"But Wilnel! Isn't this cheating!? To keep a girl like this all to yourself!"

"I'm not keeping her to myself, but I knew this would happen, which is why I didn't want to introduce you. Now, you've had your match, haven't you? Please go home."

"Oh, if I'd known a girl like this existed, I should have used all the power of the Foundation to become friends with her!"

"Are you saying you want to start a war with Gemini? Naturally, Libra, Pisces, and Leo will get involved too, you know?"

"I'm moved enough that I wouldn't even mind that!"

Even Parfait could tell they were saying something very ominous. She wanted to log out right then and there, but knowing she couldn't, she just gave a strained smile.

"Parfait-san, what do you think? Would you like to join Aries in the future and head to the uncharted regions of space!?"

"Wait, Luty! Parfait-san has already decided to work for Gemini!"

"No, I actually want to run a cat cafe..."

After that, they began arguing about which Foundation Parfait should belong to. The talk escalated from a cat cafe to building a cat Colony for her, and she found herself in the middle of a tug-of-war.
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			Luty, the next head of the Aries Foundation, had begun frequenting the Mont Blanc Clan Base after her battle with Parfait. Perhaps naturally, Wilnel of the Gemini Foundation also started coming to the Base just as often to keep an eye on Luty.

The situation was simple: Luty was trying to recruit Parfait to Aries, and Wilnel was trying to stop her. Wilnel was so determined that she even claimed she'd rather have Parfait join Gemini than let Aries take her.

Naturally, Parfait, the target of all this recruitment, had no intention of joining either and just listened to their arguments with a strained smile. More often than not, she was thinking about unrelated things, like whether Trachiyo's training was finished yet.

In the first place, Parfait felt it was a bit much just because she'd won a speed contest... a match between her Iai and Luty's Quick Draw. Since Luty had feelings of respect and even something close to adoration for Parfait's parents, Parfait didn't think poorly of her, but she did find her pushiness a bit difficult to handle.

Furthermore, when she'd asked her parents about Luty, her mother, Esha, had simply said, "I just shot her," without a second thought. Her father, Hayato, had said, "It was quite a surprise," with a smile that made her wonder if he had really been surprised at all. Parfait found herself slightly disturbed by her parents' abnormality, wondering what kind of life they'd led to reach that point.

"And that's why, Parfait-san, why not join Aries?"

"Wait just a minute, Luty. What do you mean 'and that's why'?"

"Wilnel, you're always getting in the way. I'm saying that's why I'm making this approach."

"If such a thing could decide her affiliation, our Gemini would have been first."

"Both of you, please consider my own feelings more."

This exchange was already becoming a daily occurrence. Parfait had told both of them it was impossible, but perhaps because they were the successors of Foundations, they wouldn't listen. Parfait worried that, even though she heard the Foundations were getting along lately, the next generation might be ruined because of her.

"Well, fine. I'll give up for now since it seems a restraining order might be issued if I push any harder. It truly is a shame."

"...What's brought this on?"

"Don't be so suspicious. It's just that the time has come for me to fulfill a certain request on my end."

"A time to fulfill a request?"

"My conditions for meeting Hayato-san, Esha-san, and Parfait-san were part of an exchange. Now that my conditions have been met, I have to fulfill their request. Didn't you hear from Ronios-san?"

"...I heard there was a request, but I didn't hear the details. Aunt Ronios likely thought it would be more interesting that way."

"Wilnel has it rough, doesn't she?"

Parfait suddenly remembered. Diite had asked her to listen to Luty's requests. It seemed Ronios had accepted conditions from Aries, but the original spark had come from Diite making some kind of request to Aries. She didn't know the content, but Luty was likely referring to that.

"Is it okay if I ask for the specific details?"

"I've been given permission, so it's fine. But before that, could you be a bit more frank with me? I'd like you to drop the polite tone and talk to me like a friend, the way you do with Wilnel."

Parfait thought it would be impossible to use such a tone with the successor of a Foundation, but then again, Wilnel was the same. The difference was that the current head, Ronios, had directly asked her to do so. Since the current head of the Aries Foundation hadn't made such a request, Parfait found it difficult.

"That's a bit difficult..."

"In terms of status, I'm the same as Wilnel, you know?"

"In Wilnel-chan's case, Ronios-san specifically asked me to."

"I see. So I just need to get permission from my father. Understood, I'll get it tonight!"

That wasn't what she meant. The words were on the tip of her tongue, but since there was no winning against the pushiness of a Foundation member, Parfait gave up early. Wilnel seemed to feel the same, as she looked at Luty with a weary face.

Luty, still smiling, clapped her hands and spoke.

"Now, as for the specific details... there won't be any events in AFO for a while, but the staff will be actively providing information. Or rather, they already are."

"Providing information...?"

"AFO is vast. There's still so much sleeping here that no one knows about. Things you wouldn't find just by playing normally, or things people have given up on because they're too difficult. You could say it's going to become easier for hints about those Quests to appear."

"Heh."

"It's even being said that you and your friends are the cause of this, Parfait-san."

"Eh? Us?"

"The defeat of Demon King Mikan during the previous event... although it hasn't been explicitly stated, you and your group were the ones who did it, right?"

"Ah... I don't intend to hide it, so yes, that's correct."

"Apparently, Demon King Mikan has been there since AFO first started. In other words, he could have been defeated nearly twenty years ago. People have finally realized that now. For the management, it must be a case of 'finally.' Because of that, it seems they want people to discover more of the Quests that haven't been found yet."

Even though she said the management, it was mostly Diite who handled such things. While Lunaria-kun and Ney-kun were also part of management, they were more involved in planning events and couldn't touch AFO's programming at all. Or rather, they weren't allowed to. So, it really meant Diite wanted them discovered.

"I understand the situation, but what does that have to do with you, Luty-san?"

"The Adventures Clan's main goal is discovering the unknown, but from now on, we'll be acting as a variant of the Explorers' Guild... a specialized Explorers' Guild for uncovering the unknown. We'll be treated as staff from now on, tasked with finding the mysteries of AFO. It seems they want to show that there are still many riddles in this world."

"An Explorers' Guild, huh."

Parfait belonged to the Maid Guild. The Guild Master of the Maid Guild was Rose, who was AFO staff. Naturally, even though she was staff, Rose wasn't told everything about AFO, and Parfait had heard that there were more things Rose didn't know than things she did.

From now on, world announcements would play for rare discoveries, and there would be more honorary rewards for Players. Along with that, new Titles were scheduled to be added. While Luty and her group would be treated as staff, they wouldn't be given information directly; rather, they would simply become a Guild organization and be granted access to a system where they could create their own Quests, something a regular Clan couldn't do.

Everyone had their own way of playing, but many tended to seek Efficient playstyles due to time constraints. People often wanted to avoid wasting time going to unknown places where they didn't know what they'd find, so the common style was to conquer things that were already somewhat known. Some large Clans had verification teams to investigate things, but even they wouldn't spend much time on it unless they had some level of certainty.

To change that situation, they were creating the Explorers' Guild to facilitate information sharing, but since this was completely uncharted territory, it would be operated on a trial basis for a while.

"Well, even if it doesn't go well, I'm hoping to become close with Players who seek the unknown. I'm planning to recruit people who will actively explore, even if they don't join the Guild."

"Recruit people?"

"Aries' main business is exploring the uncharted reaches of space. While technology and knowledge are important, we first want to scout people who feel the romance in such things. Recently, concerns about Resource Depletion have decreased, and the number of habitable places on Earth has increased. More and more people feel there's no need to take the risk of exploring space. It's getting hard to secure human resources, even though resources won't last forever... So, I've taken on this job that combines hobby and business."

As a high school student, Parfait didn't quite grasp everything, but she could tell that Luty, who was nearly the same age, was thinking about a lot of things. While she was being impressed by the education of a Foundation successor, Luty gave a sharp grin.

"And that's where you come in, Parfait-san!"

"Eh? What do you mean?"

"How about it? I won't ask you to join Aries anymore, but why not work with our Guild for a while to uncover the mysteries of AFO!?"

"Uh, well..."

"Wait just a minute, Luty."

Wilnel, who had been listening in silence, spoke up.

"You're saying that just to try and get her interested in Aries, aren't you? What is this about 'uncovering the mysteries together'?"

"What are you talking about? It's only natural to try and make her interested, even if I'm not recruiting her anymore."

"At least try to hide it a little. Honestly, I can't let my guard down for a second."

"Are you saying you haven't been doing all sorts of things to get Parfait-san interested in Gemini, Wilnel?"

Wilnel went silent. Parfait, hoping for a denial, was a bit troubled when Wilnel let out a sigh.

"I am doing it while properly hiding my intentions."

"Wait, Wilnel-chan?"

Parfait interjected since the answer wasn't at all what she had been hoping for.

Regardless, the launch of the Explorers' Guild with Luty as Guild Master was announced the following day. It was also announced that the discoverers of new information would receive rewards from the Guild based on the quality of that information, and the community was greatly energized.
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			The Explorers' Guild sent various shockwaves through the Player base. Rather than a warm welcome, the administration was flooded with inquiries asking if Players could create their own guilds, to which they are currently responding that there are no such plans at this time.

Until now, there have been Clans that acted as pseudo-guilds. However, these were merely imitations and entirely different from the actual Guilds within AFO, making them inconvenient in many ways. Upon seeing that such a thing might be possible through the system, there were considerable inquiries from major Clans.

While many Clans were dejected to find it wasn't possible, the phrase "at this time" has turned into an expectation that things might change in the future, leading many Players to show up at the Explorers' Guild.

The ability for Players to set their own Quests, rewards, and the benefits gained by belonging to a guild seemed attractive. Partly for future information gathering, they were asking various questions of the Explorers' Guild staff, who were originally Players themselves.

"And so, you see, instead of the Explorers' Guild's investigation of the unknown within AFO, attention has gathered on the aspect of Players operating guilds..."

"It's a bit troubling to be told those kinds of behind-the-scenes details, but I guess even Diite-oneechan misreads things sometimes."

A few days after the Explorers' Guild was established, Diite visited the Base with a troubled expression.

She wasn't actually in trouble, but she seemed somewhat dejected that her predictions had missed the mark. Parfait wanted to comfort her somehow, but she could only say that results probably wouldn't show up so quickly.

"But, according to what I've heard—or rather, information from Rick-kun—it seems there's been various movement."

"That's true. Little by little, it seems the Explorers' Guild is managing to make do by drawing conjectures from past information. Besides, they are also recruiting informants. That is something to be grateful for."

The Explorers' Guild operated by Luty has publicly announced that they have prepared large rewards for information gathering, and they are also advertising that informants will receive certain benefits.

The rewards are money, rare items, and titles, but the benefits also include unknown information held by the Guild that isn't known to the surroundings. There are many discussions about how much value the information one knows might have.

According to Rick's story, the things currently drawing the most attention are the "Undead Research Institute," the "Colossus activation conditions in Ruined City Clear," and the "Subjugation of Beelzebub the Fly King," and considerable rewards have been set for that information.

Despite reports of sightings and subjugation histories, these are cases said to be unknown to almost everyone and have become urban legends. Much like Demon King Mikan, they have existed since twenty years ago, but because the detailed conditions are unknown, some even say they were misidentifications and haven't been implemented yet.

Parfait doesn't know about any of them, but she is a little interested. Rick also seemed interested and was in the middle of investigating various things. Since there was a mysterious sense of trust that if Rick couldn't find it, there was no point in Parfait and the others stepping in, she had left everything to him.

And, just as she was thinking that, it seemed Rick had logged in, as he showed up on the first-floor coffee shop floor.

"Was Diite-san with you today as well?"

"Yeah, I'm visiting. By the way, you seem to be in a hurry; did something happen?"

"Ah, no, I obtained some information in AFO, so I thought I'd let Parfait know."

"In that case, I'll keep quiet. I won't give any spoilers regarding things inside AFO, so please share the information without worrying about me."

Saying so, Diite drank her Coffee with a smile. When Rick looked toward Parfait, she gave a light nod, thinking it was fine.

"I obtained information on the reality side, but it seems