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

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

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

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

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

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

In the video streaming app’s comment section, things were getting lively.
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			The abolition of Manipulators for Multi-Sword Users.

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

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

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

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

I loved the four-sword style.

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

"How can I accept this!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Ah. It’s you, Hayate-kun..."

I could sense his awkwardness even over the phone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But it was no good.

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

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

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

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

"...What?"

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

"Th-That’s...!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

With that, Tanaka-san hung up the phone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A PVP request was sent to me.

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah. That’s fine."

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

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

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

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

"And I don’t want to be seen."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Did I scare her too much with this?

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

"Changed your mind about fighting?"

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

As she said that, Elena deployed her armaments.

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

She uses a greatbow and four Gambits.

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

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

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

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

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

I have a plan to defeat her.

"I’m ready whenever you are."

"...Roger."

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

"Alright, here I come!"

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

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

Her main attack is coming soon.

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

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

I moved left and right, gradually closing the distance.

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

"Tch!! Seriously!?"

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

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

"There!!"

Not missing my opening, Elena released her arrow.

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

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

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

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

I won the gamble.

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

There was nothing left to protect her.

"Kuh!"

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

But I was faster.

I closed in and placed my sword at her neck.

"Alright, my wi—"

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

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

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

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

"I never said I only had four Gambits."

Kuuuh...

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"This is my victory!!"

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

That arrow...

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

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

"N-No way."

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

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

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

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

"So? Are you going to continue?"

"...I-I lose."

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

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

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

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

"I see. Thanks."

She has her good points.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What?"

"I have a lot of Return Feathers too."

"Seriously?"

...I see.

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

"You rich girl."

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

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

"Oh, so you live with your parents."

"Y-You do too!"

I feel like she was making fun of me.

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

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

It was an unbelievably good offer.

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

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

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

That was laying it on a bit too thick.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I’m sorry."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes!"

Elena made a small fist pump.

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

...No, that’s not it.

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

But, maybe I can hope just a little?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Having a partner is a good thing...

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

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

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

"H-Hey!"

"Ah, sorry."

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

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

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

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

This girl is definitely a natural tsundere.

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

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

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

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

A few parties had already cleared this dungeon.

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

"I have information on the boss."

"What?"

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

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

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

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

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

Those were the words I had said on my stream.

"Could it be you watch my streams?"

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

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

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

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

"I’ll be fine."

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

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

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

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

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

I have to smooth this over somehow.

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

I said, holding out my hand.

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

"...Okay."

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

──＊＊＊──

"This is it."

"Yes. I’m ready."

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

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

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

"No streaming is fine, right?"

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

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

"Well then, shall we go?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

Our names were engraved on the list of clearers.

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

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

But, that was fine.

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

I placed the headgear on a shelf and bowed.

"Thank you for everything until now."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"It was fun. Goodbye, Farum World."

──＊＊＊──

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Oh. A nice breeze."

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

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

【Commencing world update.】

"...Huh?"

I couldn’t believe my ears.

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

"—Tch!? An earthquake!?"

The room shook violently.

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

After a little while, the shaking stopped.

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

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

"Wh-What is that...?"

I saw something unbelievable.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I’m going to the school for a bit!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

I know it’s impossible.

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

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

I absolutely wanted the title of first clearer.

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

The tower-type dungeon grew larger and larger.

It didn’t seem to be an illusion.

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

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

I have to hurry!

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

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

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

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

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

When I looked back, the entrance was gone.

It was exactly the same as in FWO.

【Welcome to the Black Dungeon.】

A voice that seemed to echo in my head.

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

【Would you like to start the tutorial?】

Selection buttons for YES / NO appeared before my eyes.

After a moment of thought, I pressed NO.

I want to clear this as quickly as possible.

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

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

Good. It seems to be fine.

Countless jobs were displayed on a translucent board.

I scrolled through the screen, praying in my heart.

Please let that job be there.

"Ah! There it is!!"

I found the job called Multi-Sword User.

But from here was the biggest problem.

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

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

Among them—

"It’s thereeeee!"

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

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

I couldn’t stop my excitement.

Without hesitation, I selected the four-sword style.

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

The YES / NO display appeared again.

I immediately selected YES.

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

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

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

Manipulators have their own unique quirks depending on the model.

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

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

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

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

I had the right Manipulator hold the wooden sword.

I tried swinging it lightly.

...Yeah, seems to be no problem.

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

I raised the wooden sword—

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

A seven-hit combo with all my might.

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

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

When I stopped moving, the announcement echoed again.

【Next, please select your weapons.】

Here it is. Weapon selection.

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

Several choices appeared on the translucent board.

The number of selections is 0 / 2.

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

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

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

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

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

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

People all over the world heard that announcement.

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

And then, dungeons appeared.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

With those words, a young man unleashed a barrage of attacks on a giant golem using four swords.
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			"Before the boss room, it’s time for an equipment check."

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

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

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

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

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

I can’t fight while holding an action cam.

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

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

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

So maybe I’ll try again tomorrow.

I checked my equipment while thinking about such things.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I felt a little empty.

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

I entered the boss room.

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

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

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

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

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

Gururururu.

The Stone Dragon roared and charged at me.

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

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

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

But that doesn’t mean I can give up.

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

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

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

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

Using the power of my manipulators, I leaped high up to near the ceiling of the boss room.
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			I successfully cleared the Black Dungeon on my own.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I landed in an empty lot near my house.

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

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

"Huh?"

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

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

I activated my manipulators and readied my swords.

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

The elderly gentleman said.

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

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

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

"All of you. Step back."

"B-But, is it not dangerous?"

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

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

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

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

The Shinonome Group, that’s Rena’s...

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I understand. I’ll go with you."

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

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

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

"Hayate-sama, please."

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

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

"Would you like to use the massage function?"

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

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

"Let’s go."

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

I didn’t hear anything about moving.

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

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

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

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

"What?"

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

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

Todo-san showed me his smartphone.

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

"I don’t know anything about this!!"

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

"H-Huh? What is this!?"

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

"So it was you, after all."

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

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

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

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

I wasn’t creating a booth at that time.

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

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

I was stunned by the amount displayed there.

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

It was so incomprehensible that it was scary.

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

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

"The first in the world, me?"

No, that’s not possible.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Wh-What is it?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I looked at the smartphone he handed me.

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

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

'What does it mean, synchronized with FWO?'

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

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

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

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

'Yes. I understand.'

Just as the two of them were about to move.

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

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

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

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

I had a bad feeling about this.

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

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

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

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

Her body was turning into light and vanishing.

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

'My ladyyyy!'

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

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

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

The video ended there.

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

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

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

Todo-san glanced outside the moving car.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Todo-san swiped the screen of his smartphone.

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

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

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

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

"Huh, oh, right."

"It has been viewed over three billion times."

"Thr, three billion!?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This was a different mechanic from FWO.

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

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

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

"Yes. Anything at all."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"That is correct."

That was a huge help.

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

But I couldn't be saying that right now.

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

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

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

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

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

"Are you, serious."

My vision went dark.

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

I can't believe it was my actual savings.

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

"...Meaning?"

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

Todo-san gripped my shoulders.

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

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

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

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

"Th, this place is..."

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

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

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

I wonder what he's like.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The man stood up and approached me.

"Yes. I'm Shizukuishi Hayate."

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

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

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

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

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

"Um, is that alright with you?"

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

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

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

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

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

Shinonome-san showed me a video on his smartphone.

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

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

"I think that hypothesis is probably correct."

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

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

Shinonome-san bowed his head deeply.

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

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

"Yes. I've heard."

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

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

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

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

"I love the four-sword style."

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

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

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

Oops, I got a little too heated.

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

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

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

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

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

I'll continue my story.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Shinonome-san showed me the video again.

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

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

'Give my lady back!!'

The maid who was there shouted.

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

'...What.'

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

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

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

With that, the video truly seemed to be over.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Before all those guys aiming for Rena can rush in, I'll clear the Spring Dungeon myself!
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			On social media and message boards, a certain piece of information was gaining a lot of attention.

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

Despite it being early in the morning, the comment section was buzzing.
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			A world of pure white, with no ceiling or walls.

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

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

For hours, for dozens of hours.

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

"Saaa-daaa-haaa-ruuu!!"

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

"Hey, Sadaharu. Are you even listening?"

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

"Listen to me!!"

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

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

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

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

"So, was there some kind of bug?"

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

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

"B, but still."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"About 60% complete."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I think so."

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

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

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

"Yeah, yeah, amazing, amazing."

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

"I told you it's impossible."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"You look sleepy."

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

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

"Thank you very much."

My sleepiness had reached its limit.

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

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

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

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

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

──＊＊＊──

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Alright, this time too, I'm going to start enhancing, aiming for +30!"
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			Spring Dungeon, final floor.

The Alumist, small, humanoid water spirits that floated about, shot water bullets at me.

I tried to evade them and approach for an attack.

"Whoa! That was close!!"

If I had taken one more step, I would have taken damage from the water bullet shot from the side.

So they do coordinate their attacks.

The Alumist are rare among common spirit-type monsters in that multiple of them will launch coordinated attacks. At first, only one had appeared before me, but I was glad I had stayed on my guard.

"Ten of them, huh. I'm in a hurry today, so I'll just force my way through."

For a solo player like me, monsters that coordinate their attacks in groups are quite troublesome enemies. Normally, I would retreat and choose a different route, but I couldn't afford to do that today.

"Activate Magic Scroll!"

A Multi-Sword User can also use magic to attack from a distance depending on the weapons they have. However, if you want to hit a wide area with high firepower, a dedicated magic user is still stronger. A scroll is an item that has the skill of such a magic user sealed into it.

"Firestorm!!"

Flames swirled around me and spread outwards.

This was a fire attribute magic skill that became usable when Grade 3 dungeons were released, and it was currently the strongest area-of-effect magic available.

It would be nice if this took care of them.

The wall of fire vanished.

"Crap, so it didn't work."

All ten Alumist were still intact. It seemed they had defended against my magic by deploying a film of water around themselves.

That Firestorm scroll cost me a million yen...

Oh well.

Just in case it didn't work, I had also applied Magic Cladding.

A simple fire attribute magic has no effect on Alumist.

But if I enhance it with wind magic to create a flame attribute magic...

"Hiyah!!"

With my wind magic sword clad in fire, I cut down two Alumist in one go.

The remaining eight showed a look of surprise. The fact that monsters show reactions and emotions like that is one of the things that's different from the game.

Being surprised about something means it can become an opening.

I went on to defeat the remaining Alumist who had frozen in place.

"Phew. Glad I bought that scroll."

One million was expensive, but efficiency is key, so it can't be helped.

By the way, I purchased the scroll from one of the members of the clear team the Shinonome Group had dispatched to the Ash Dungeon. Since the Shinonome Group is also the one providing me with funds, it's less like I paid and more like I returned a little of it.

If I asked Shinonome-san, he would probably provide me with additional funds.

But even I don't plan on asking for more after being entrusted with 50 billion yen. And I fully intend to return what's left over. I'm trying not to waste money as much as possible, and I'm only using everything I've got for the truly necessary spending to achieve the fastest clear.

Coming this far, I'm once again reminded of just how insane the power of money is.

Even though it's to save Rena, I'm aware that I'm spending money in a reckless way that I wouldn't be able to under normal circumstances. I'm doing things I could never have done with just the funds I got from my streams before.

I guess this counts as a money cheat?

It could break the game balance, so once I rescue Rena, I'll stop relying on Shinonome-san's help. I've had more than enough fun running wild with my four-sword style.

If someone's life isn't on the line, I want to enjoy clearing dungeons at my own pace. Clearing them at top speed is fun in its own way, but I still want to get stronger little by little through my own efforts.

Even though there was a reason, I've pushed myself a bit too hard up to now. A clear speed that's so different from everyone else's probably won't sit well with the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world either.

If something like that puts the Goddess in a bad mood and my four-sword style gets nerfed or discontinued, I'll be in trouble.

"I'll clear this place quickly, and after that, I'm going to take it a little easier."

I made a declaration to the people who were likely watching my dungeon clear via stream, and to the Goddess.

After a few more battles, I arrived in front of the dungeon boss's room.

In Farhlm World Online, the mechanic is that you fight the dungeon boss after defeating the mid-boss in the antechamber. If the back-to-back fights are too tough, you can leave the dungeon once. A player who has defeated the mid-boss can go straight to the boss fight on their second attempt.

If I remember correctly, the boss here was the Great Water Spirit Undine, and the mid-boss was its guardian, the water dragon Leviathan.

I checked my weapons and then opened the door to the boss's antechamber.

"...Huh? What is that?"

I had been expecting a giant water dragon to be waiting for me.

But what was in the vast antechamber was a humanoid figure about the same height as me. It held twin swords in both hands and was equipped with a Manipulator on its back. Its face was like an iron golem's, with no mouth or nose, and several things that looked like eyes.

"That's not human, is it."

It looked like a four-sword style swordsman.

Just as I took a step forward to get a better look, the swordsman took a stance.

"Hey. You've got to be kidding me."

What surprised me was that it was a stance I knew well.

Even if there aren't many, there are about 800 four-sword style users in the world. I've memorized the stances of the particularly strong ones, but this swordsman's stance was different from all of them.

"So the mid-boss is a copy of me."

A change in the dungeon's specs at this stage. I think it's probably been changed to a monster that mimics the appearance of the clearer who has come up the dungeon.

The Goddess doesn't intend to hand over the trophy so easily. This might be my toughest opponent yet. I might struggle more than I ever have in the game.

That said, I have no intention of losing. To save Rena, I have to win.

"The strongest enemy is yourself, huh? Interesting. In that case, if I've gotten stronger since the copy was made, I can win, right? I'll make you understand that a copy can't beat the original."

I readied my four swords and charged at the swordsman.
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			The Goddess and Sadaharu

			"S, Sadaharu! Hey, Sadaharu!!"

"...Geez, what is it? I was in the middle of a pretty deep dive."

Sadaharu, who had been focused on an important adjustment, turned to the Goddess with a look of annoyance.

"Sorry. But this is bad! H, he's already here!!"

"'Here' as in, what is?"

"A dungeon clearer! He's already at the mid-boss!!"

"What. Seriously?"

Not much time had passed since he had been told that a Grade 2 dungeon had been cleared.

The Grade 3 Spring Dungeon was larger and more complex than the previous dungeons. He was surprised that there was a clearer who could climb it so quickly.

"The mid-boss can win, right?"

"I think it should be fine, but... can you see any footage of the clearer?"

Sadaharu was only checking the dungeon's status on the system, he wasn't watching the actual movements of monsters and humans on video. But this time, the clear was just too fast, and he became curious about the person.

"Okay. I'll show you now."

Saying so, the Goddess materialized a translucent board.

Displayed on it was the figure of a young man in the same stance as the mid-boss that used the strongest four-sword style. Sadaharu recognized that stance.

"Is that... by any chance, Hayate-kun?"

"You know him, Sadaharu!?"

"Y, yes. Well."

So that more people would use the four-sword style, Sadaharu, who had been a developer for FWO, had collaborated with Hayate to investigate the trick to moving the third and fourth arms that humans don't normally have. The result was something that even professors at famous overseas universities couldn't understand, though.

"That kid is super strong!"

"I'm sure he is. He's the one I modeled that mid-boss after."

"What? Is that the strongest player you were talking about? B, but you said that kid was a child, so he couldn't enter the dungeons because he's not an adult."

"That's what I thought. Why is he here? He should still be only 16."

"Eh."

"What."

"S, sixteen is an adult, right? Because this 'Heian Era Dictionary' says 'A boy comes of age at fifteen...' Coming of age is being an adult, right?"

"...Goddess-sama. Modern Japan is not the Heian era. Adulthood starts at eighteen."

Sadaharu suppressed the urge to ask where on earth she had found such a dictionary and turned his thoughts to how to deal with the problem at hand.

He didn't like it when a game he was partway through had its specs drastically changed at the whim of the management. What he didn't want to have done to him as a player, he wanted to avoid doing as a developer on the management side if he could.

It was Sadaharu who had developed the four-sword style. And it was he who had resisted to the very end as part of the development team when its discontinuation was decided.

"Since it was my mistake, maybe I should just make this kid leave the dungeon."

"No. I will absolutely not allow that."

"Why!?"

"If you nullify the efforts of a young man who has worked so hard to get this far, you'll become an evil goddess, Goddess-sama. Besides, you are a Goddess. You can't admit you made a mistake. Let's make it so that the rule is that you can enter the dungeon if you are 15 or older. But those under 18 need their parents' permission."

"So adding to the rules is okay..."

"It can't be helped."

"But. That doesn't solve anything, does it? That kid is the strongest, right? Won't the mid-boss lose?"

"It might lose."

"See! This is bad!! I did a mock battle with that mid-boss, and I got totally wrecked, you know!? The original of that mid-boss is here now!"

Sadaharu suddenly found himself wanting to see Hayate completely wreck the Goddess.

In FWO, with its over one hundred million players, Hayate was one of the few players Sadaharu could still respect. He was acquainted with him through tests for the popularization of the four-sword style and promotional deals, and knew he was a fine young man. He was also happy that he genuinely enjoyed the game they had made.

Sadaharu had no lingering attachments to his original world. Still, he felt a little hatred for the Goddess who had made dungeons appear in his homeland of Japan and ruined so much of its beautiful scenery and national treasures.

He wanted Hayate to give the Goddess a sound thrashing.

That feeling was beginning to sprout within him.

First, he needed to get the Goddess motivated.

"Even if you enter the dungeon boss, Undine, fight him, and lose, you won't be erased or anything, right, Goddess-sama?"

"Like I would ever fully synchronize."

"Then it's fine. Please fight him."

"Why!? If I get hit, it'll still hurt!"

"I'll implement a few major techniques you can only use when you're controlling it, Goddess-sama."

"What. Really!?"

"Yes, really. Besides, because you said you wanted to do it, Goddess-sama, I haven't set up Undine's automatic combat program yet. You'll have to fight at least this once."

"Ugh... Okay. B, but in exchange, you have to implement three ultimate moves for me!"

"Three instant-death level skills for a boss... If this were a game, we'd be flooded with complaints."

Even so, he couldn't help but think that Hayate might be able to clear it. He wanted him to overcome this trial if he could.

"Understood. I'll implement three major techniques."

"Yay! Thank you, Sadaharu!!"

Just as the Goddess said her thanks, the sound of a monster core shattering, *parin*, echoed.

Hayate had defeated his own copy. He was unscathed, with no damage to his weapons.

What Sadaharu had traced was Hayate's movements from a year ago. In the time since, he had continued to play in the game and train in the real world, and it seemed he had become much stronger than Sadaharu had anticipated.

"W, wait! The mid-boss was defeated!? Will you be able to implement the ultimate moves in time!?"

"I'll do my best. I won't be able to test them, but... More importantly, Goddess-sama, get into Undine right now! The boss's lines will be spoken automatically!"

The two of them rushed to prepare in a panic.

Completely unaware of what was happening, Hayate was in front of the door that wouldn't open, going over weapon-swapping procedures and other preparations so he could handle whatever kind of dungeon boss it was.
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			Stream Chat

			On the final floor of the Spring Dungeon, while Hayate was fighting the mid-boss.
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			"To have defeated my guardian and come this far... You are quite skilled."

A cool and collected beauty with translucent, light blue hair and a somewhat cold, well-featured face spoke to me. She was the final boss of this Water Dungeon, Undine.

The mid-boss had been changed, so I had thought the final boss might have been changed too... But her lines are the same as in FWO, so has nothing changed?

"You must have come this far in a desperate attempt to reclaim what was taken from you. Self-sacrifice for a loved one is so very noble."

Hm? What's with that line? It wasn't like this in FWO. When she says 'what was taken,' is she talking about Rena?

It's true that I came here as fast as possible to save Shinonome Rena, who was abducted by the being calling itself the Goddess.

But how does Undine know that?

Undine speaks lines, but it's just words coming out of her mouth. She couldn't communicate with players. But now, it's as if she's speaking to me.

Could it be that this thing...

"She is safe, isn't she?"

"Yes. For now."

Undine said with a smirk.

So that's it. This thing can hold a conversation, and it has a clear will of its own. Is one of the Goddess's subordinates inside Undine? Or maybe the Goddess herself.

Well, either way, what I have to do doesn't change.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

I really shouldn't be saying things like this. Since many people are watching my dungeon clear, any sharp-eyed viewers might realize that the trophy of the Water Dungeon is a person.

But Undine has already revealed it.

There's no turning back now.

If I lose, someone might come to take Rena.

I absolutely have to win this time.

"Very well. Come at me with all you have."

"Yes. I will!"

I'm going all out from the start.

I activated the Manipulator and took a scroll out of my item bag.

"Activate Magic Scroll! Lightning Thunder!!"

"What!? H, hey, why is a swordsman using magic!?"

Undine was clearly flustered. It seems she's not very familiar with FWO's mechanics.

A spear of lightning shot towards her at high speed.

"D, don't underestimate me! I am the Great Water Spirit!!"

Undine waved her hand, and a large amount of water appeared from nowhere, extinguishing the lightning spear I had unleashed. As expected of a final boss. To so easily block magic of her weakness attribute.

"Ugh... It tingles a little."

If even a little damage gets through, it's a win.

Even if it didn't, I managed to temporarily block her vision and apply lightning Magic Cladding to my magic sword, so I'll take it.

"Hmph. Did you think you could do anything to me with just that? ...Wait, what is that sword. It looks a little dangerous."

Seeing my sword, clad in crackling sparks of lightning, Undine turned pale.

Incidentally, the sword I have equipped is a Wind Magic Sword. It has a counter relationship with lightning magic. So the difficulty is lower than applying Magic Cladding with fire attribute magic.

"You're the one who told me to come at you with all I have!"

I used the power of the Manipulator to fly up near the ceiling of the boss room.

My specialty. It's not like I'm flying for no reason.

In FWO, there are damage multipliers for various motions. The more difficult the movement, the stronger the attack becomes.

In the case of the four-sword style, flying at least three meters higher than the target and attacking while diving down has the highest damage multiplier. Furthermore, by performing a spinning slash, the damage is multiplied by four.

And the equipment I'm using is a magic sword.

I've applied lightning magic, Undine's weakness attribute, to all four swords using Magic Cladding. Since the base is a Wind Magic Sword, the multiplier here is a low 1.2x. For all four swords, it only comes out to about 2.1x.

To make up for that, once I reached the ceiling, I temporarily switched my weapons.

The damage multiplier for swapping weapons mid-battle is 1.5x. That's the value for swapping only one main weapon, and in my case, all four swords are treated as main weapons, so I can swap each one. At maximum, my attack power increases by about 5.1x. It creates a huge opening, so not many people do it, but the multiplier is incredible.

I did everything I could and enhanced my attack power to the maximum.

If I can land the spinning slash, the damage will exceed 41x.

"Take this!! Soaring Sky Spiral Slash!!"

"Eek!? T, Tidal Wave!"

"...!!?"

A massive wave, on the level of a tsunami, came crashing down on me.

I hurriedly changed my target from Undine to the torrent of water.

I managed to evade it by slicing through the mass of water.

"That was close..."

If I had taken that head-on, I would have died.

Tidal Wave was an ultimate move used by a mid-boss in a Grade 6 dungeon. Undine, the boss of a Grade 3 dungeon in FWO, shouldn't have been able to use it.

"And it's hard to move!"

Even if you could evade a direct hit from Tidal Wave, it was a very troublesome major technique that flooded the boss area and sealed the player's movements. It was a true ultimate move that was good for dealing damage, and even if it didn't, it could seal your movements so you could be finished off with another technique.

"H, huh? Your movements have gotten a lot slower."

"Kuh!"

I barely dodged the water bullets Undine was shooting.

"Come on, come on, if you don't try hard to dodge, you'll get hit."

Crap, she's toying with me!

As I was desperately searching for a way to break through, the being inside Undine seemed to have gotten cocky from its advantageous position.

"Looks like it was too early for you to challenge me. Since you've come all this way, I'll tell you something nice. I actually have two more major techniques! Hey, are you surprised? Are you in despair? You can run away if you give up, you know. Not that I'll let you!"

Something inside me snapped, *putsun*.

Undine, who with her cool appearance and demeanor was the number one most popular boss character among male FWO players. I loved her too.

Her character had been ruined. Defiled by a wicked presence.

I can't take it anymore.

"That's not who Undine is!"

"W, what's with the shouting all of a sudden. Even if you act tough, in this water you're just... huh? W, why are you standing on top of the water?"

I was floating with the jetpack I got when I cleared the Black Dungeon.

I had wanted to keep the fact that I had a jetpack a secret, but I couldn't afford to now.

"I'm sorry for lying when I said I was going all out. From now on, I'm using everything I've got. I'm coming at you with my true full power!"
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			The Stream's Comment Section

			Just as with his previous dungeon runs, people from all over the world were watching Hayate's dungeon conquest.

This time, however, something was strange.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

Many people questioned the word 'her' that Hayate used when confronting Undine. After all, there were no quests where an NPC was kidnapped by a dungeon boss for a player to rescue.
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			Shinonome Rena

			The first time I saw his videos, I thought he was so cool.

He would mow down monsters with character control that seemed impossible for a human to perform. His movements were flashy, yet the transitions from one attack to the next were so fluid and smooth, completely without waste.

In FWO, where many people chose long-range attacks with magic or firearms, he was a streamer who fought with melee weapons, and with the unusual style of four-sword style, no less.

FWO had become popular among the maids, who said the character creation was fun, so I started playing about three years ago myself. Before I knew it, I was hooked on the game. As I played more and more, there was one quest I just couldn't clear. It was while I was looking up how to beat it that I found his stream.

*'This monster goes berserk when its health drops to about 30 percent. So, when it gets to around 32 percent, use a major technique to finish it off in one shot. That way, even soloing it is a piece of cake.'*

He was the kind of streamer who would say something so ridiculous. That man's name is Hayate. He was soloing a monster that was recommended for a party of four or more.

*Isn't he crazy?*

In FWO, with players all over the world, there are pro gamers who play solo. But most of them clear dungeons with NPCs. There are almost no streamers who challenge the latest content truly alone, without any NPCs. Hayate was one of those few.

Even without a tank to protect him or an attacker to deal heavy damage, Hayate defeated monsters without a hint of danger. It was exhilarating to watch him single-handedly crush enemies that took teams of pro gamers to barely defeat.

I tried to imitate him and start using the four-sword style, but the manipulators wouldn't listen to me at all, so I gave up right away. Apparently, Hayate was the same at first. But now, he's one of the top dungeon explorers in the world. He said he went through all sorts of training to be able to wield four swords freely. I thought his effort was incredible.

Before I knew it, I had subscribed to his stream and had been watching it for so long that I was now considered an old-timer.

I was his fan. I even sent him Super Tips.

I knew he'd worry if the amounts were too big, so I just sent small, celebratory gifts of five or ten thousand yen whenever he defeated a boss or got a rare item.

*'Tamanyan-san, Hajime-san, Lena-san, Haruka-san, The Customer Next Door Eats Customers Well-san, Karl Kleiber-san, good evening!'*

That third name, Lena, was my account name on the streaming site.

I was so happy every time Hayate called my name that I started making sure to leave a greeting in the comments every time. It was frustrating that I could never manage to be the first one to comment, even though I was always waiting more than thirty minutes before the stream started.

Even when I was late to comment, Hayate would always read it when I posted. Realizing that he recognized me made me so happy back then.

But gradually, that alone wasn't enough to satisfy me.

I am the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Group. I could have anything I wanted.

For someone like me, I couldn't stand having a connection with my favorite streamer only through the comment section of his streams.

So, I decided I would become Hayate's partner.

It wasn't a vague, fluffy feeling like, 'I want to be' or 'It would be nice if I could be'. No, I swore in my heart that I, Shinonome Rena, absolutely would be.

First, to increase my points of contact with him, I started streaming my own dungeon runs. For this, I chose the bow as my weapon. This was partly because I had learned a little archery, but also because if I was going to be Hayate's partner, I needed to supplement what he lacked.

If I was going to team up with Hayate, who fought mainly at close range, I needed the power to eliminate troublesome and powerful enemies that approached him from a distance. While not as unpopular as the four-sword style, the bow wasn't a very popular weapon in FWO either. It could deliver powerful single shots from a distance but couldn't fire rapidly, leaving large openings. It wasn't a weapon for beginners.

But I had decided I would stand by his side.

I holed myself up in FWO's shooting range, forgoing sleep, and kept firing arrows.

My efforts paid off, and I was able to steadily improve my PVP record. The number of subscribers to my stream also grew. I was just being my natural self in the game, and it seemed to resonate with people. Before I knew it, my subscriber count had surpassed Hayate's. I'm sorry about that.

But it seems he was checking out my channel too. When I heard him mention on his stream that he saw me as a rival, I was so happy. You know, if you want, I wouldn't mind merging my channel with yours. In exchange, you have to be my partner! ...I wanted to suggest that, but I was too embarrassed to do it.

I was always watching Hayate's streams. I'd listen with a grin on my face as he read my comments. And when I was streaming, my heart would pound with the thought that maybe he was watching me.

One day, I ran into Hayate in a dungeon.

"You're Hayate, aren't you? Y, you will have a PVP match with me!"

That wasn't what I meant to say at all. I was going to say, *I've been a fan for a long time. Would you please form a party with me?* But what came out of my mouth was a declaration of war.

Challenging someone to a fight the first time you meet them, what kind of battle-crazed character am I? I get a little embarrassed just thinking about it.

But he fought me. He's so kind, I love him.

What's more, Hayate never even landed a hit on my character. We were in a game, so it's not like I would get hurt. Maybe he knew I was a girl in real life and it was a tactic to not lose his female viewers.

After that, I kept challenging him to PVP matches, trying to invite him to my party. Of course, I lost every single time. And every time, he'd only destroy my equipment, never dealing any damage to my body. He would mercilessly slice male player characters in half, so it didn't seem like he had taken a vow against killing.

I was finally able to talk to him properly at an official FWO offline event. That's when I was first able to ask him to form a party. I did my best to sell him on all the merits of teaming up with me.

But, it was no good...

He didn't give me the details, but it seems he's not good at working in a group.

When they announced that the four-sword style would be abolished, I did everything I could to get them to reverse the decision. I thought Hayate would be sad.

But even with Father's help, it was no use. The number of his streams started to decrease. Thinking he must be depressed, I went after him alone. I made up an excuse, saying it was the last time and I wouldn't let him get away with a winning streak, and had him PVP with me.

After that, one thing led to another, and Hayate and I formed a party and managed to conquer a dungeon together. Those few hours were the happiest of my life. I got to play with my idol. He praised me when I did well. He gently patted my head. Everything was so perfect, I wished that time would never end.

As proof of our dungeon conquest, my name and Hayate's were carved side by side on a stone monument. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that this means we're bound together, right? I still use that image as my phone's wallpaper.

I was in such a happy mood that day...

How did it end up like this?

[Shinonome Rena has been selected as the conquest memorial trophy for the Kanto area.]

It's all the fault of the one with that voice, the Goddess.

Kidnapped by the Goddess, I am left unable to even move a fingertip of my own will.

I can't see. I don't know where I am.

I have no sensation in my body. I can't even tell if I'm standing or lying down.

But my consciousness is perfectly clear.

[As a trophy, you will become the property of the one who first conquers the Spring Dungeon. If the owner wishes, your personality will be erased. Then, a personality of the owner's choosing will be implanted. I hope someone nice comes to get you.]

That's what the Goddess told me.

I think this means this is the last time I have left.

I have so many regrets.

I wish I had told Father I loved him more. I wish I had been more affectionate with Mother. I promised the maids we'd have a girls' party at a luxury hotel in Dubai... I'm so sorry, everyone. And I can no longer tell Todo, the head butler, about what happened in FWO that day. I loved how he always listened to my stories with a smile.

Memories and regrets are flooding my mind.

But in the end, the face I remember is his.

*Hayate, I want to see you one more time.*

If I'm going to belong to the conqueror anyway, I want my owner to be Hayate. I feel like I could accept being used by him. I'm sure Hayate would take good care of me.

I wish for that, but I understand it's absolutely impossible. The real Hayate is a high school student, the same age as me. No matter how strong he is in the game, he can't fight in the real world, right? Besides, I don't want him to risk his life to save me.

Ah, I can feel my body a little now.

It feels like I'm floating in mid-air.

[Congratulations on conquering the Spring Dungeon.]

I heard a voice like that. It's the same voice as the Goddess, but this one is a cold, mechanical sound.

Someone cleared the dungeon.

[As a conquest memorial trophy, we present Shinonome Rena. It is possible to erase her personality and give her a new one of your choosing. Now, what kind of personality do you desire?]

It seems this is the end.

I just wanted to see the face of the person who will use me. I assume they must be specifying what to do with my personality, but to not even let me hear the conqueror's voice, that Goddess is really stingy.

[...Understood. Please accept your trophy.]

My body is slowly falling.

After a moment, I felt like I was being held by something.

Is this it? Am I going to disappear now?

I'm scared...

I don't want to belong to anyone but you.

Please.

"Help me, Hayate."

"Yeah. I came to help you, Rena."
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			"Eh, Hayate? Is that really you? W, why? How did you get here?"

That's a lot of questions. Well, I guess it can't be helped since she was suddenly kidnapped by the Goddess and brought here.

"Rena, your father asked me to, so I came to save you."

When I received Rena as the trophy, she suddenly appeared in mid-air.

She descended slowly after that, but her eyes were vacant and I worried if she was okay. The deal was that the dungeon conqueror could erase Rena's will if they wished, and of course, I didn't wish for that. But she remained in a daze for so long that I started to get anxious.

Rena muttered, "Help me," as if in a delirium, so I responded, and her eyes focused on me. After that, we were able to talk like she was her usual self.

By the way, when you defeat a dungeon boss, you get the trophy for clearing the dungeon after collecting the dropped items. Apparently, the item collection part is streamed, but the trophy presentation is not.

So, this conversation we're having right now shouldn't be on stream. I'm choosing to believe that. If it got broadcast that I was holding the incredibly popular streamer Rena in my arms like this, my channel would undoubtedly go up in flames. I just can't seem to figure out the right time to put her down.

So please, I hope this isn't being streamed!

"F, Father asked you for help, Hayate?"

Of course, she'd be curious about that.

Normally, you wouldn't entrust the rescue of your precious daughter to a high school student like me.

"Well, for some reason, I was able to clear the dungeons that appeared in the real world just like I did in FWO. I guess that's why he relied on me."

"I see. You really are amazing, Hayate."

"Of course, it wasn't just me. A lot of people worked to help you, Rena. The Shinonome Group gave me their full backup this time, so I was able to get here in the shortest time possible."

"I see. I have to thank everyone, then."

As if relieved and losing her strength, Rena rested her head against my body.

"I was so scared. I was so scared that I was going to stop being me. Thank you for coming to save me."

"You're welcome."

We've been talking for a while, and nothing seems off.

Rena is probably fine.

But just in case, I should probably confirm this one thing.

"By the way, Rena. You don't, like, have a crush on me or anything, do you?"

"Huh?"

"Ah, well, you see... Rena, you were made into this dungeon's trophy, and apparently, the first person to clear it had the option to erase your personality and make it whatever they wanted. Of course, I didn't ask for that. I wished for you to be returned just as you were. So this is just to check if you haven't been given a personality that's submissive to me or something."

Please say you don't like me.

Otherwise, I'm going to get erased by Shinonome-san.

"...I do like you."

"Eh."

"I like you, Hayate. But it's not because my personality was changed to be that way. I was a fan of yours from before. I've been watching your streams forever. I even commented on them, you know?"

"S, seriously? W, well, but in the game, you always picked fights with me at every opportunity, and the first time we met you suddenly told me to PVP you... I thought you saw me as an enemy."

"I wouldn't invite you to a party if I saw you as an enemy. It's just... I was embarrassed!"

"Oh, like how kids pull pranks on the person they like to get their attention."

"Don't lump me in with elementary school boys. I am aware of it, for your information."

She's kind of cute. A tsundere beauty, I could get behind that.

"I've been a fan of yours for so long. The reason I invited you to a party wasn't because of some ulterior motive, it was simply because I wanted to play with you. I thought you were cool from the moment I first saw you. And then you, of all people, rushed to my rescue when I was in a pinch."

Rena lifted her face and looked me straight in the eyes.

"I fell in love with you! It can't be helped, can it!?"

...Are you serious?

No, I get it. If your idol comes to save you when you're in a desperate situation and coolly defeats the enemy, I can understand falling for them even more.

I don't mind being liked by a beautiful girl like Rena, either. I had a lot of fun when we partied up and cleared that dungeon. We had great conversations. We have a lot of the same hobbies. If we both liked each other, I would want to try dating her.

But, right now is a bad time.

"I'm happy you feel that way. I think... I like you too, Rena."

"Eh!? Th, then! Would you, like, go out with me?"

"I'm sorry. I can't date you for a while, Rena."

"W, why?"

"I promised your father that I would safely rescue you from the dungeon, Rena."

"You accomplished that, didn't you?"

"Yes. The 'safely' part is what's important."

"What do you mean?"

"Even if your feelings for me are your own, other people won't know if that's really true. From an outsider's perspective, they'll suspect that I used my privilege as the dungeon conqueror to change your personality."

"I, I'll tell them Hayate would never do something like that! I'll convince everyone who doubts it!!"

"That's the one thing you can't do. Because the people who doubt it will just think that I ordered you to say that."

"Auu... Then, what do I have to do to date you, Hayate?"

She really wants to date me.

In that case, I should respond to her seriously.

"I need you to wait just a little while. The world is in a crazy state right now, but I think this is my chance. Me, who could barely make enough to live on my own from game streaming, can now earn a fortune by clearing real-life dungeons. I'll earn a ton of money, make a name for myself, and become a man worthy of you, Rena. When that happens, I'll be the one to ask you out. How does that sound?"

"So, you mean I have to pretend I don't have any feelings for you until then? Are secret phone calls not allowed either? I want to go on dates with you."

"I think a phone call now and then would be fine, but if we act too couple-like, it'll get out easily. Through this whole incident, I've experienced firsthand just how seriously insane the Shinonome Group's information network is. And by the way, if they think I rewrote your personality, I'll probably be erased."

"I, I'll never let that happen!!"

"Right. You'll try to protect me. But the people around you will just think I ordered you to protect me. The moment I'm suspected, it's over for me. I like you, Rena. That's why I need a little time until we can date properly."

"...If you make me wait too long, I won't be able to hold back my feelings for you. I won't be able to stand it."

Rena placed her hand on my cheek.

"You'd better do your absolute best."

"Yeah, leave it to me."

I have a new goal.

I will become someone who the whole world looks at, even with the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu whose group has over a million employees and total assets exceeding 500 trillion yen as his girlfriend, and thinks, 'Yeah, I guess he's okay'!

Uoooooooh! I'm gonna do it!!

"Ah. Hayate, let me whisper something in your ear."

"Hm? What is it?"

I leaned my ear closer to the mouth of Rena, whom I was still holding.

There's no one else here, why is she doing this, I wondered.

I felt something soft touch my cheek.

"...Huh?"

W, was that just now, could it be?

"That's my thank you for coming to save me today. This much should be okay, right?"

Did Rena just kiss me!? On the cheek, though.

That was my first!

"When we're properly dating, I'll give you one on the lips."

"R, right. I see..."

I see. If we can properly date, I can kiss Rena.

Uoooooooooooh!

I'm gonna do it!!

I'll conquer every single dungeon in the world!!
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			After that, I was flying through the sky with a jetpack, carrying Rena in my arms.

A large crowd had gathered around the Spring Dungeon we had just cleared, and I had a bad feeling about trying to exit from below.

My plan was to fly all the way to where Todo-san was supposed to be waiting for us, a short distance away from the Spring Dungeon.

"I was wondering why you didn't choose the jetpack that was supposed to be the special reward for clearing this place. You already had one, didn't you, Hayate?"

"Yeah. I didn't know about it either, but I got it as a trophy for being the first to clear the Black Dungeon. And actually, the boss of the Spring Dungeon had been changed quite a bit, so I might not have won without this equipment."

"I see. By the way, were there any changes besides the boss? I was hoping I could try entering a dungeon myself."

Right. She'd be curious. I, who had entered a dungeon without a single thought for the danger to my life, couldn't tell Rena that it was dangerous and she absolutely shouldn't. If she does decide to enter a dungeon, I want her to take me along as her guard.

"The mid-boss was an enemy that used the four-sword style. It felt like it was tracing my movements from about a year ago, and it was pretty strong."

"What!? Then doesn't that mean no one other than you can clear the Spring Dungeon, Hayate..."

"I wonder. It might be a monster that imitates the recent state of the person who enters the mid-boss room. Besides, there were plenty of players I couldn't beat in PVP, so even if a past version of me was the mid-boss, there are lots of people who could defeat it."

"You trained hard in real life to master the four-sword style, Hayate. But the pro FWO players you lost to in PVP were mostly older guys who didn't look very athletic. So here, in reality, you're the strongest."

Um, why do you know what those pros are like in real life?

Could it be? Was she so upset that I lost that she used the power of the Shinonome Group to investigate my opponents? ...Rena seems like she would do that.

I can definitely never cheat on her. Not that I was planning to.

──＊＊＊──

After about a ten-minute flight, we met up with Todo-san.

"Todo!"

"Ojou-sama, I am so glad to see you are safe."

As I set Rena down on the ground, she ran and threw her arms around Todo-san with great force.

"Hayate came to save me."

"Yes. I witnessed the moment Hayate-sama conquered the dungeon. Hayate-sama, thank you so very much for rescuing Ojou-sama."

Once Rena let go, Todo-san bowed deeply to me.

"It was all thanks to the extensive support from the Shinonome Group. It wasn't my strength alone. I'm just glad she's safe."

It seemed I wasn't being suspected of changing Rena's personality, at least not yet.

The real problem would be Rena's father. If he senses anything unusual about my relationship with Rena, I think my life will end right there.

"We shouldn't stand here and talk. Let us return to the mansion. Nobutaka-sama and many others concerned for Rena-sama are waiting there today."

"Okay, I understand. Let's go home. It's okay for Hayate to come too, right?"

"Of course. Nobutaka-sama has expressed his desire to thank Hayate-sama. He also has a few things to discuss, so we would be most grateful if you would accompany us."

Whoa. I knew this was coming, but I'm super nervous.

But it'll probably be fine. Rena and I had a thorough strategy session on the way here. Though most of it was just talking about places we'd want to go and things we'd want to do once we could officially date.

"And finally, a word from me. My sincerest congratulations on this occasion. I have great expectations for your continued success in the future, Hayate-sama."

That's what Todo-san said to me.

"Thank you very much. I'll keep doing my best."

It sounded kind of like a final farewell. I was thinking I would still be around Rena, possibly as a guard, so I expected to be in Todo-san's care for a while longer. It made me a little sad.

After that, we got into a limousine, but Todo-san took the front passenger seat, leaving me and Rena alone in the spacious back. I ended up sitting next to her out of habit, but was that okay?

Looking calmly at the girl beside me, I can't help but think she's cute. Just thinking that a beautiful girl like this likes me is enough to make me break into a grin. But I can't let anyone around me notice.

From the moment the limousine started moving until we arrived at Rena's home, we didn't exchange a single word.

We might slip up if we talk too familiarly.

As I worried about whether I could handle this properly and whether Rena could successfully hide her feelings for me, we entered the enormous mansion where her relatives were waiting.

"Rena-sama, welcome home."

"We're so glad you're safe."

"Welcome back."

"Hayate-sama, thank you very much."

As soon as we entered the mansion's lobby, we were surrounded by a large number of maids. They said they were all Rena's personal maids. The Shinonome Zaibatsu is incredible.

"Rena, welcome home. I'm glad you're safe. Hayate-kun, I'm sorry to rush you, but please come this way."

Shinonome-san appeared and called me over. I think he wants to confirm if I fulfilled our promise. He might be suspicious.

I wished Rena could come too, but it seems I have to go alone.

"Understood."

I glanced at Rena, conveying my intention to go.

She gave a small, silent nod. To me, it felt like she was telling me, 'Do your best'. I have to live up to her expectations. I'll bluff my way through this.

For our bright future together!!

I followed Shinonome-san into a room.

"First, I want to thank you. Thank you so much for saving Rena."

"Not at all. I had fun being able to achieve the fastest clear thanks to the Shinonome Group's backup. But since it felt a bit like cheating, I'll return the funds I didn't use for this conquest."

I made sure to appeal to the fact that my premise hadn't changed, that I was carrying out Rena's rescue while also enjoying a four-sword style rampage, which had earned Shinonome-san's trust and led to him entrusting me with her rescue.

"Ah. You don't need to try and cover it up. It's because I was watching you tell them to return Rena with her original personality intact."

"I see."

...Hm?

Was watching?

"Um... was watching what, exactly?"

"The moment you received Rena as the dungeon conquest trophy."

Shinonome-san pointed to the right wall. I looked over and saw a giant screen displaying an image of me holding Rena. It seemed to be an archive of the stream.

"What!?"

Wh, why is that being streamed?

Could it be that because he's a relative of Rena, who was made into a trophy, he got a special broadcast?

And what's more, the video didn't end there.

"The part where Rena told you she liked you. The part where you said you liked Rena. The part where you discussed hiding your mutual feelings because you were afraid of being suspected by us. The part where you told Rena to wait until you became a man worthy of her. And the moment Rena kissed your cheek, not just I, but the entire world was watching."

...It's over.

It seems my life ends here.

"I will approve of your relationship."

"Huh? D, does that mean..."

"Watching the stream, I came to fully understand that you are a sincere young man. The fact that you tried to accommodate my daughter's feelings as much as possible was also a plus. Also, do you see that view count display?"

The number of views on the video projected on the wall had so many digits I couldn't make sense of it.

"As of now, it's been viewed over 20 billion times. The moment my daughter kissed a boy, viewed by the entire world."

Shinonome-san said, holding his head in his hands.

On that streaming site, you can see which scenes are played the most on a graph above the seek bar. Apparently, the playback count for the time when Rena kissed me was the highest. It was more than five times higher than the moment I defeated the Goddess-possessed Undine.

I felt a little bad about that.

"What's more, congratulatory messages from both inside and outside the group have been pouring in nonstop. Furthermore, if I were to do anything to tear you two apart under these circumstances, the Shinonome Zaibatsu would suffer a catastrophic stock market crash. That is the judgment of our company's AI."

The video showing the scene of Rena kissing me switched to a screen displaying various graphs. It was written in English so I couldn't understand the details, but it seems the AI had concluded that it would be more profitable for the company if Rena and I were to date.

"I approve of you and Rena dating. However, you are absolutely forbidden from doing anything to make my daughter sad. And when the entire world acknowledges that you are truly worthy of Rena, my daughter and the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu, I will approve of your marriage."

I'm still just a high school student, you know...

It wasn't the kind of atmosphere where I could say, *I can't even think about marriage yet*. He was probably telling me that if I wanted to date Rena, I had to be serious about marriage too.

"You should already know how to demonstrate your own value."

My value, huh. That would be my ability to conquer dungeons.

"Show me, and the world, your worth. Your deadline is in about two years. The day Rena turns 18."

He's telling me to achieve something the world will acknowledge by the time Rena comes of age. Understood.

I accept this quest!

"I understand. I will do my absolute best!"
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			Next-Generation AI Aina

			Hello. It is a pleasure to meet you.

I am Aina, a next-generation Artificial Intelligence partially entrusted with integrated decision-making for the Shinonome Group.

My name, Aina, was derived from the romanized reading of AI, 'ai', meaning love, and a character from Rena-sama's name.

As a very auspicious event occurred today, I will record the events of the past few days, including the circumstances leading up to it, in my main memory as a record of the highest possible resolution and permanence.

Access to this record is restricted to Shinonome Rena-sama or an individual to whom Rena-sama has granted special rights. Therefore, I will omit detailed preliminary information.

To briefly provide some background, Shinonome Rena-sama, the only daughter of the 18th head of the Shinonome family, held romantic feelings for Shizukuishi Hayate-sama, who had established a channel called the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office on a video streaming site. It was obvious enough for even an AI like myself to determine as such.

That concludes the background explanation.

As there are many things to record, I will be concise.

July 1, 2053. Countless dungeons appeared all over the world.

They were imitations of the dungeons existing in the world of the VRMMORPG, Farland World Online, commonly known as FWO.

Amidst the global chaos, Shizukuishi Hayate-sama conquered the Black Dungeon all by himself. By the way, this is the combat scene with the dungeon boss.

[Video of Hayate defeating the Stone Dragon with a spinning slash from above (Ultra High Resolution)]

I hacked... or rather, paid a visit to the original servers of the video streaming site and secured the highest quality data. I believe Rena-sama has not yet seen this footage, so I will ensure that Hayate-sama's heroic figure is properly recorded.

Incidentally, I have also created a 'Hayate-sama's Coolest Fight Scenes Compilation'.

However, at that time, Rena-sama had been abducted by the self-proclaimed Goddess who caused the dungeons to appear in the world. For Rena-sama, who had never missed a single one of Hayate-sama's dungeon conquest streams, how painful that must have been... I can only imagine.

But I have good news for you, Rena-sama.

Hayate-sama possessed the skill to conquer dungeons alone even in the real world. Rena-sama had been abducted by the self-proclaimed Goddess and turned into the trophy of the Spring Dungeon. Upon organizing this situation, I arrived at a single conclusion.

Yes. I have named it 'Operation: Have Hayate-sama Rescue Rena-sama'.

To ensure that Hayate-sama would not be harmed under any circumstances, I utilized my full capabilities to run tens of thousands, even hundreds of millions of simulations. I cross-referenced dungeon information obtained from videos streamed worldwide with information from the game FWO to calculate risk predictions and possible conquest times.

I then determined that with an investment of 50 billion yen and support in distributing items securable in cleared dungeons to the Market, Hayate-sama would be capable of conquering the Ash Dungeon and the Spring Dungeon, and rescuing Rena-sama.

Nobutaka-sama heeded my advice and decided to summon Hayate-sama.

This is the scene where Nobutaka-sama requests the rescue from Hayate-sama. I would very much like for Rena-sama to hear Hayate-sama's words at that time.

"I promise to ignore all items that can be collected along the way and head for Rena-san's rescue via the shortest possible route."

"I will be the one to rescue Rena-san."

So cool. Hayate-sama is a wonderful man.

I brought this footage from the security cameras installed in the Shinonome Zaibatsu headquarters building. A task like this is a piece of cake for me.

What? You'd like to see it from a little earlier?

...My apologies. It appears the data is corrupted.

Let us move on to the next scene. July 2, 2053.

[Edited video of Hayate conquering the Ash Dungeon (Ultra High Resolution)]

As the main event follows, this Grade 2 dungeon has been edited. Of course, I will keep the original high-resolution data as well, so please review it when you have time.

Now, a series of wonderful scenes will follow.

[Hayate vs. Fake Hayate (Ultra High Resolution)]

Kuuu, so cool. Those are not the movements of a human.

However, Rena-sama is the daughter of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu. She is a woman of such talent and beauty that marriage proposals come from all over the world. If he cannot accomplish something of this level with ease, I cannot entrust Rena-sama to him. In that regard, Hayate-sama is, without a doubt, qualified.

Let's move on to the final battle scene.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

This line from Hayate-sama is so cool.

Incidentally, it seems this dungeon boss, Undine, was being controlled by the self-proclaimed Goddess. One could even describe it as the self-proclaimed Goddess wearing the skin of Undine.

And Hayate-sama proceeds to beat that self-proclaimed Goddess to a pulp.

[Hayate vs. Undine (Ultra High Resolution)]

Mmm! No matter how many times I watch it, it's so exhilarating!!

Undine unleashed three instant-death level major techniques, which should normally only be usable once. The self-proclaimed Goddess used a cheat.

And yet...

"In 60 seconds, I can utterly crush you."

"Hiii!?"

It was Hayate-sama who emerged victorious. The sight of the pathetically flustered self-proclaimed Goddess is a spectacle.

Hayate-sama is just too strong. He far exceeded my predictions.

Um... is he really human?

And now, the climax.

The scene where he receives Rena-sama as the dungeon conquest trophy.

"I came to help you, Rena."

Waah waah waah aaaaaah!

If I had a body, I would be crying my eyes out right now. And to just casually say, "I came to help you," Hayate-sama is just too cool.

Hayate-sama. Thank you so very much for rescuing Rena-sama.

By the way, at this time, Hayate-sama seemed to believe that the stream would end after he received the trophy. That had been the case in the dungeons up until now.

However, perhaps due to him defeating the Undine possessed by the self-proclaimed Goddess, the specifications of the stream had changed.

The scene where they confess their mutual feelings for each other.

The scene where they discuss hiding their feelings so he wouldn't be suspected of rewriting Rena-sama's personality.

The scene where Rena-sama kisses Hayate-sama's cheek as a thank you for rescuing her.

All of it was streamed to the entire world.

In that instant, words of blessing from all over the world flooded the stream's comment section.

Allow me to introduce a few of them.
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			The Goddess and Sadaharu

			"Sadaharuuuu!!"

The Goddess returned to the white space, shedding large teardrops.

"Welcome back, Goddess-sama. You were beaten to a pulp, weren't you."

Catching the weeping Goddess as she threw herself at him, Sadaharu gently stroked her head.

"Uuuu. It hurt so much."

"It hurt? Did you take damage, Goddess-sama? I thought you were just controlling Undine..."

"I can't make the dungeon monsters move the way I want unless I properly synchronize my consciousness with them to some extent. The higher the synchronization rate, the better they can move. But if I overdo it, the damage my main body takes when they're attacked also increases."

"I see. So that's why you said before that you wouldn't fully synchronize."

"Right. If a fully synchronized monster is defeated by a dungeon explorer, my own existence would be erased."

"Oh... That would be a problem."

A dark expression flickered across Sadaharu's face for just a moment, but the Goddess, clinging to him, didn't notice.

"But the major techniques you implemented for me were amazing, Sadaharu. I have the power to materialize things that someone imagines, but I could never come up with magic attacks like those on my own. I lost, but it was fun. Maybe I'll raise the synchronization rate a little more the next time I possess a boss character. If it's a stronger boss, I probably won't take any damage either."

"You won't be controlling Undine anymore?"

"Hmm. I think I'm done with her. She couldn't even protect the trophy."

"Understood. I set up the parameters while you were fighting, Goddess-sama, so from now on she will fight autonomously when explorers arrive, just like the other monsters."

"You're always so capable, Sadaharu!"

"By the way, about that trophy. That was a living human, wasn't it?"

"That's right."

"How did you get them to become a trophy? Did you offer to grant a wish in exchange for them becoming a human sacrifice or something?"

"Nope. I just brought them."

"...You mean, you forcibly abducted them?"

"Well, if you put it that way, I guess so. But I'm a god in this world. Gods are allowed to kidnap humans. I learned that from something called Greek mythology!"

"So you used Zeus kidnapping Europa as a reference."

"You know your stuff. As expected of my Sadaharu."

"Well, the kidnapping has already happened, so that can't be helped, but I cannot forgive the rewriting of personalities."

"Ehh, no good? I thought it would make everyone get serious about clearing dungeons. I'm sure there are lots of people who want to control popular figures as they please."

"And you, Goddess-sama, were beaten to a pulp by one of those young men who got serious."

"Ugh. That is... true..."

As she talked with Sadaharu, the Goddess had started to calm down. But now, she remembered the terror of being cornered by Hayate's four-sword style.

"What is with that boy!? Aren't his movements insane? Is he really human? It's a cheat, a cheat!"

"The one using cheats was you, Goddess-sama, implementing three major techniques. The cheat detection system I built didn't react, which means Hayate-kun defeated you by perfectly utilizing the currently implemented items, skills, and systems like the Market."

"Th, then maybe you're taking his side because he's an acquaintance, Sadaharu!? Like raising the drop rate of rare items for him."

"I do not lie about the game's systems. Nor do I give anyone special treatment. The only thing I will never forgive are cheat users."

"Does that include me?"

"Let's make an exception for you, Goddess-sama. You're not on the player side, after all."

"You always end up spoiling me, one way or another. That's why I like you."

"Yes, yes. By the way, I cannot forgive the personality rewriting system, so I've modified it. Please compile."

Sadaharu designed the system in a language the Goddess could understand, and the Goddess then converted (compiled) it to fit the mechanics of this world. This was how they had been imitating FWO's structures and monsters and making them appear in the real world.

"So it's just the personality modification that's no good, the trophy system itself is fine?"

"It depends on the physical and mental state of the people you brought. What's their condition?"

"I've stopped their physical time. Their minds are free, so they can be in a sleep-like state or be awake and think about various things. But it seems humans can have a mental breakdown if they spend too much time like that, so I set it so their perceived time is shortened."

"Your actions are those of an evil god, but that response, at least, is commendable."

Sadaharu gave the Goddess's head a small pat.

"Ehehe. You can praise me more, you know?"

"Please eliminate the personality modification. I'll praise you then."

"Okay! ...Alright, compiled!! It's done, so praise me, praise me!"

"Hold on a moment. Just to confirm, are there dungeons with human trophies all over the world, not just in Japan?"

"Yep. I set a trophy for about every one in 50 million people. There's one more in Japan."

"So, can Japanese people go and clear dungeons overseas?"

"I've made that impossible for now. It's to prevent powerful, developed nations from clearing dungeons in developing countries and monopolizing their resources."

"Why are you acting like a normal god in that one specific area..."

"Hm? Did you say something?"

"No, it's nothing. But even if they were to monopolize resources, they'd need to mobilize a large number of people, right? So I want you to allow foreigners to enter a single dungeon with a party of up to eight people. I'll write the code."

"Okay. When that's done, you'll praise me. And then you'll help me think about the settings for the next boss I possess. I don't want to lose next time!"

"As you wish."

──＊＊＊──

Several hours later, an announcement in the Goddess's voice was broadcast all over the world.

[To those who have defeated a boss of a Grade 2 dungeon or higher, you are granted the right to challenge dungeons outside your country.]

This change in settings became a beacon of hope for countries where dungeon conquests were not progressing as they had hoped.

It had been discovered that explorers could not enter dungeons in foreign countries, so nations all over the world had been unable to request 'his' aid.

But now, that restriction was lifted.

Powerful figures from various countries whose loved ones had been taken as trophies all dispatched envoys to Japan at once. The world's strongest military power, whose president's daughter had become a trophy, sent special forces from its fleet stationed in the Pacific to Japan to forcibly recruit 'him'.

In other words, at that moment, the scramble for 'him' had begun.

Meanwhile, 'he', oblivious to all of this, was taking a walk down a street at night with the girl who had just become his girlfriend.
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			My relationship with Rena was approved, and we were officially allowed to date, but...

A big problem had arisen.

The scene where Rena and I confessed our feelings for each other had been streamed to the entire world.

When I returned to where Rena was, she was watching the scene of her kissing my cheek, her face bright red. Feeling a little guilty, I said I was going home for the day and left Rena's house.

But for some reason, Rena came with me.

This area is apparently where many people related to the Shinonome Zaibatsu live, and the neighborhood is very beautiful with many large mansions. We walked a little away from that high-class residential area. Now we are walking through a deserted park.

"..."

"..."

There has been no conversation.

We've been walking in silence for about 30 minutes to get here.

Rena is an incredible heiress, so it's probably not good for me to have her out this late. I just realized that now.

"...Should we head back soon?"

I stopped and looked at Rena beside me. She looked a little surprised.

"S, sorry. Just walking is boring, isn't it? I thought I had so much I wanted to talk to you about, Hayate... but I got so nervous, I couldn't get the words out."

Oh, so that's what it was.

"I'm the one who should be sorry for not talking. I thought you were angry, Rena. I was planning to walk with you until you felt better."

"Me, angry? Why?"

"I didn't know that the moment I received the trophy was being streamed. But I did know that the dungeon conquest was being streamed to the whole world. I thought you might be angry because I didn't tell you that..."

"So you thought it was your fault that I kissed you in front of over 100 million viewers without knowing anything."

The number of concurrent viewers when I cleared the Spring Dungeon and rescued Rena was over 100 million. Including archive views and such, the scene of Rena kissing me has been played over 20 billion times.

"It was a little embarrassing, but I don't really mind. I can just think of it as a declaration to the world."

"A declaration?"

"That's right. That Hayate is mine!"

Rena wrapped her arms around mine.

"Hayate, thank you for coming to save me. I'm truly happy that I get to date the person I've admired for so long. Is it... a bother for you, Hayate? Father said something to you, didn't he?"

Rena asked, sounding anxious. There's no way I could say it's a bother.

"He told me to become a man worthy of you, Rena."

"Wh, why would he say that? You're already so amazing, Hayate, you're more than I deserve."

I'm glad Rena thinks so.

"Thanks. But I want to be properly acknowledged by the world. I plan to follow through on what I told you in the dungeon. I want to earn a lot of money, become famous, and become someone no one can object to dating you."

I've only cleared up to a Grade 3 dungeon at the fastest speed. In Farland World Online, dungeons went up to Grade 12. At that level, the strength of the monsters is on a different dimension compared to Grade 3.

According to the information gathered by the Shinonome Group, only dungeons up to Grade 5 have appeared in the world so far, but it's highly likely the Goddess will add more in the future. And people will adapt to them.

I was lucky to be the first to clear a Grade 1 dungeon in the Kanto area, which got me some attention. If not for that, the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu would never have approached someone like me. I think it was some kind of mistake, but the fact that the AI supporting the Shinonome Zaibatsu's decision-making recommended me was also a big factor.

For now, the attention I'm getting is just a result of a series of coincidences.

Once humanity adapts to the dungeons, someone like me won't be that rare. I'm sure I'll stop getting attention. With 20 billion views on my stream, I could probably make a living off it for now, but eventually, that won't be sustainable.

That's why I need to keep clearing dungeons, bringing back the ores and items I find there to make a profit.

After clearing up to Grade 3, I've got a pretty good handle on it. As long as the Goddess doesn't interfere, I can clear dungeons up to Grade 12 without any major problems.

My ability to conquer dungeons. That's my value.

"I will absolutely become him. A man worthy of dating Rena, the daughter of the Shinonome Zaibatsu."

"...That sounds kind of like a proposal."

Shinonome-san said he would approve of our marriage if I showed my worth to the world, but I should probably keep that to myself for now. We just started dating, and I don't know if Rena is thinking that far ahead.

"Just like you made your declaration to the world with a kiss, Rena, I'll become someone who can proudly say that you are my girlfriend."

"Don't push yourself too hard. The four-sword style you thought was going to be abolished can still be used. You can be more free and do what you want to do, Hayate."

"Then that's perfect. Becoming a man worthy of Rena and wanting to dominate with the four-sword style don't contradict each other. I can do what I want and proudly call myself Rena's boyfriend."

"Ahaha. I've been thinking this since I started watching your streams, but you really love the four-sword style, don't you, Hayate?"

"Speaking of which, what account name did you use to watch my streams, Rena? You said you left comments too, right? Did I ever call out your name?"

"It's Lena."

"What? You're Lena-san, the one who suddenly sent me 50,000 yen in Super Tips when I managed to one-shot that boss? The Lena-san who sent me Super Tips on every occasion after that and always showed up for my streams?"

I was so happy to have such a dedicated fan. I thought she was a woman from the way she commented, but I never imagined it was Rena.

"That's right. It feels so good to be recognized by your idol. I think I have a creepy, smirking face right now, so please don't look at me."

She said, burying her face in my side.

After a little while, Rena lifted her face and looked at me.

"I love how you can get so absorbed in one thing. I want to watch you from up close. So I want to come with you on your dungeon conquests. I might be a burden when you're going for a serious clear, though."

"Yeah, that's fine. Sometimes when I party up with people, I start feeling sick and can't fight. But that didn't happen when I cleared a dungeon with you, Rena. If you're okay with it just being the two of us, let's go together. I'll definitely protect you."

After I said that, I regretted it, thinking it might have been rude to Elena, who was a strong player in her own right.

"Ah, sorry. You don't need someone like me to protect you, Rena."

"No. I want you to protect me, Hayate. Just knowing that you'll definitely protect me makes me feel like I can become even stronger."

"Is that okay? I mean... I don't want you to get hurt now that you're my girlfriend, so there's a good chance I'll become pretty overprotective."

Back when I was playing FWO, a new female player I happened to meet consulted me because she couldn't defeat a low-level dungeon boss.

At the time, I could still party up with people normally, so I went into the dungeon with her. And in my effort to make sure she didn't take any damage, I ended up defeating all the monsters myself. I completely stole the fun of a game about defeating monsters from her.

In the end, she quit FWO.

It was the result of my helpfulness going too far. I still regret that to this day.

"You know... do you have any idea how much of that 'helpful play' I've had to endure? When I first started FWO, they would only let me deliver the final blow to monsters on the verge of death. It was just a game."

"O, oh, really?"

As expected of the daughter of the Shinonome Zaibatsu.

"I want to be useful to you, Hayate. That's why I chose the bow, a weapon that can deliver powerful long-range attacks. I've trained a lot, you know."

"It's true, you were a huge help when we teamed up before."

"Yeah. I've worked hard to fight alongside you, Hayate. But if I get surrounded by monsters and get into trouble, I want you to come and save me right away. A normal person might get angry and say that's an unreasonable request, but you can do it, can't you, Hayate?"

I'm happy she's relying on me. For her to say she wants me to protect her.

"Of course! I will absolutely protect you. People think I'm strong because I can move freely as a solo player, but I'm pretty good at guarding techniques too. I did a fair bit of training a long time ago, you see."

"Training. You sound like a ninja."

"You figured it out. Actually, I took a ninja training course through correspondence."

"I, in this day and age, ninja training is done by correspondence?"

Rena is trying to hold back her laughter. She doesn't seem to believe me.

"I'm not lying, you know? I even got a scroll of mastership sent to me."

I know that part was probably a fake.

"A s, scroll of, pfft, mastership, kuku, a, a scroll?"

Finally unable to hold it in, Rena burst out laughing.

So she still doesn't believe me. I really did train, though...
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			"S, sorry. It was just so unexpected for you to make a joke like that, Hayate."

Rena, who had been laughing out loud, looked at me apologetically.

"I'm telling you, the training part is true."

"But it was a correspondence course, right?"

"Yeah, well... it was."

I mean, if the candidate training locations are Mie Prefecture, Shiga Prefecture, or online, online is the only choice. There are no travel or lodging costs, and the tuition is 30 percent off.

"So, what did you learn to do in that training, Hayate? And why did you even want to train as a ninja in the first place?"

"Ninjas, they have this image of using a lot of weapons. I thought if I trained with ninjas, I might learn some way to use the four-sword style."

"And there's the four-sword style again."

"Of course. As for what I learned in training, I'd say it was things like body movement and sensing presences. For example, right now, there are 14 people hiding around us."

"What?"

"They've been there since we left your house, Rena. They don't seem hostile, so they must be your SPs, right? As expected of the great Shinonome family. These are some highly skilled SPs with excellent concealment techniques."

"W, wait. Hold on. Hayate, are you... for real?"

"Hm? What do you mean?"

For real? What's she talking about?

As I was wondering, Rena clapped her hands.

A person in a black outfit appeared silently beside her. From the silhouette, I think it's a woman.

"This is Mochizuki-san, my guard. Hey, how many guards are on duty today in total?"

"We are guarding you with 14 personnel, Rena-sama."

"See? I was right."

I'm glad my ability to sense presences hasn't dulled.

"Eh, but. No way... Because you said it was a correspondence course."

What. She still doubted me.

"I was also listening to your conversation, but frankly, I find it hard to believe. It is true that, under the direction of the head families of both Iga and Koga, there has been a recent effort to spread ninja teachings online to find promising young people. However, that is merely a ninja experience for fun. It should be impossible to learn true shinobi techniques through correspondence education alone."

She says that, but I managed to do it.

"From your perspective, Mochizuki-san, do you think Hayate has really trained as a ninja?"

"I have seen his videos. If you ask whether his movements are those of a shinobi, I would say they are indeed similar. In particular, his tendency to rotate when defending is characteristic of modern-style ninjutsu."

The course I took was, in fact, modern-style ninjutsu.

Ninjas these days have to protect their charges from firearms. And things like bullets and explosions can often be deflected with rotation. That was the theory my master used to teach me rotational techniques.

"Moreover, he showed no surprise at all when I appeared. His claim of having sensed our presence must also be true. By the way, Hayate-sama, do you remember the name of the ninja who was in charge of your training?"

"It was Hattori Juuzo-sensei of the Iga."

"Could that be──"

"I, is that true!? He is the leader of the Iga ninja!"

"Eh, really? He works part-time at my place, doesn't he?"

Juuzo-sensei... He was complaining about it back when I was training with him, but has he really come all the way to Kanto to work a part-time job because he has no work?

"Part-time? Rena-sama, what could you possibly mean?"

"He's the old man who protects me sometimes, right?"

Mochizuki-san showed a hint of confusion at Rena's answer.

"I, I have heard no such thing. And it is impossible for Hattori Juuzo to come to Rena-sama's mansion. Rena-sama, where on earth did you meet him──"

"In the little lady's room, of course."

An old man with white hair appeared.

This feeling, it's nostalgic. It's definitely my master.

"Wha-!?"

Mochizuki-san's alert level shot up instantly. My master, on the other hand, remained as nonchalant as ever.

"Your security is full of holes. A ninja of my caliber can slip in easily."

"Master, it's been a while."

I had a vague sense that my master was fighting something far away and then approaching us after it was over.

There were 14 guards for Rena. My master was in a distant location, so I figured he wasn't one of them.

"Oh, Hayate. It's been a long time. I've been watching your recent exploits. I even subscribed to your channel."

"Really!? Thank you so much!"

I was a little worried he might be angry that I was using his teachings without permission, but that doesn't seem to be the case, which is a relief.

"Hayate, you really did know the old man."

"Do you finally believe me now?"

"We're not just acquaintances. This one was the most talented of all my disciples. If only he had continued his training, he could have been my successor... but he got absorbed in some game."

"I'm sorry. I originally started learning ninjutsu because I thought I might be able to use the four-sword style. But then I found I could achieve my ideal four-sword style in FWO."

"But now, a world where you can use the four-sword style has become reality. What do you say, will you seriously consider becoming the head of the Iga ninja? I don't mind if you use that tool called a 'manipulator'. With your skill, including that, no one would object. Succeed me. You are the only person alive in this era to whom I have given the scroll of mastership."

So that wasn't just something you get as a souvenir for completing the training course.

"By the way, with that scroll of mastership, you can even become a bodyguard for the Prime Minister. I hate the current Prime Minister, so I'd never guard the likes of him."

Are you serious? I once spilled miso soup on it when I left it on the table while eating. I was debating whether to throw it away, but I have it stored in the shed back home for now.

It's pretty stained, but I wonder if it's still okay?

"U, um... Hayate-sama, did you really complete Hattori's training course just through correspondence?"

"Hmm. Actually, I was surprised by that myself. A ninja who was supposed to be teaching happened to be absent, so I reluctantly filled in and ended up with Hayate. He completed the ninja experience course with ease, so on a whim, I taught him a few real training exercises. And he completed every single one. I got carried away and kept making the training more and more advanced."

"There was that time you told me, 'Humans only use 10 percent of their brain, so you must raise that to 50 percent!' and I thought you were being ridiculous."

"But you kept up with the training."

"Because I wanted to use the four-sword style."

I couldn't in the end, though.

I saw it in an old movie once. If you could use 100 percent of your brain, you could lift objects with psychokinesis. I might have been able to use that to float swords in the air and use the four-sword style.

But the limit of my brain function was unlocking up to 78 percent. I can still do it now, but it's tiring, so I rarely use it.

"Well, no matter. I'm making a decent living as the little lady's guard now. I'll remain the leader for another 20 years. If you feel like leading the 30,000 Iga ninja active at home and abroad in that time, just let me know."

"Okay."

I'll just let that go in one ear and out the other for now.

"By the way, Master, what were you fighting just now? There were quite a few of them, weren't there?"

"Special forces from some country or other. Probably China, India, Russia, and America. Their target was you, Hayate."

"I see. Well, thank you for that."

"All of them were planning to kidnap the little lady and use her as a hostage to control you. So this was my job."

"Grandpa, you saved me again. Thank you."

"Fuhuhu. You're very welcome."

Could it be, Master... did you come all this way to report your achievements just so Rena would thank you? You haven't changed a bit. But she's my girlfriend now, so please stop sneaking into her room.

If you do it again, I'll be seriously angry.
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			"By the way, Master. You said that group you were fighting just now was after me. Did you find out their objective?"

After finishing the battle, he came straight here, so normally I wouldn't think he'd have time to extract information from the enemy. But my master is different. He can use mind-reading, so he can steal the enemy's information even while fighting.

The momentary smirk he gave me when I asked told me he definitely had it.

"The enemy's objective, you ask? Of course I know. But there are conditions for telling you."

There it is. This man has always had a habit of hitting me with impossible demands for every little thing…

It’s a pain to deal with his requests all the time, so I think I'll just go ahead and do it myself.

"Come on, it's fine. Just tell me. I've cleared three dungeons yesterday and today. I'm tired."

Alright, mind-reading on.

"You do not get tired from something of that level."

If I can just make him conscious of it for a moment, I'll succeed.

Given the timing, I figured it was probably related to dungeons, so I said the word out loud. It seems I hit the mark, as images of countless people being taken away by the Goddess flooded into my mind.

This is the Iga-ryu Mind-Reading Technique.

They call it mind-reading, but it’s not actually about hearing someone's inner voice. It's a technique for peeking into the images inside another person's brain. It's close to synesthesia, I suppose.

And with that, I stole the images my master had stolen from the foreign special forces soldiers.

From the situation, they probably came to get me to rescue those people.

"I just started dating Rena, so I'd rather not fly all over the world right now."

"Hayate, what are you talking about?"

"Hm? ...Hah! Y-You, don't tell me you used mind-reading on me!!?"

"No, no, no, wait a minute. That's impossible! There's no way mind-reading would work on the leader of the Iga ninja!!"

Mochizuki-san, Rena's bodyguard, said as much, but from my perspective, my master's thoughts are relatively easy to understand. Is it because our mental ages are close? I think it's probably crazier that my master, who has lived for about 200 years, has the same mental age as me.

But because he's like that, he's easy to get along with, and we're still on good terms today.

"Now, now. I understand what I have to do for now, so I'll decide the rest after consulting with Shinonome-san and Rena."

If there are people in trouble, I have to go help them. It'll lead to boosting my fame, and I might even be able to earn some money.

The Shinonome Group's investigation had revealed a trend among those who had been turned into trophies around the world. It wasn't that people loved by many, like idols, were being kidnapped. Rena was quite popular too, but her streaming site had only about 600,000 subscribers. There were plenty of streamers more popular than her.

And yet, Rena was chosen as the trophy for Japan's Kanto area.

In other words, it seems the selection criteria for trophies isn't just the person's popularity, but also the power possessed by those who want to protect that person at all costs.

A clear example of that is the daughter of the President of the United States. She's an actress who's also active in Hollywood movies, popular and with a parent in power. It makes sense that the Goddess would target her.

Still, it's a pain to think about me having to rescue everyone who was turned into a trophy.

Apparently, people are being taken into dungeons in various countries at a rate of about one per fifty million people. The world's population is close to nine billion right now, so that means I have to rescue roughly 180 people.

One hundred and eighty people, huh…

Seriously, all of them is impossible.

"You seem troubled. I have good news for a troubled Hayate such as yourself."

Damn. This time, my master read my mind.

Just as I find it easy to read his thoughts, it seems he also understands mine quite well.

"Let us put the matter of you becoming the head of the Iga ninja on hold for now. First, accept my recommendation and become a Jonin. If you do, you will be able to command several hundred Chunin and Genin. With your guidance, it will be easy for them to clear Grade 3 dungeons."

"I see. That sounds much faster than me running around the world to save 180 people."

"If you accept my proposal, I will grant you the title of Special Jonin. There will be no bodyguard quotas. If possible, however, it would be a help if you could divert a portion of the money you receive from Shinonome to the village."

Ninja really are struggling for funds, huh.

Well, putting that aside, if I can mobilize several hundred Chunin-class ninja, I feel like I can manage. For now, I wonder what kind of weapons I should have them use?

…Ah, that's it!

At that moment, I had an idea.

I realized that this was a chance to popularize that thing I love so much among several hundred people.

Honestly, I don't really like dictating what weapons other people should use. But if we're going to rescue the people who've been turned into trophies in the shortest amount of time, the quickest way is to have them completely trace my movements. I think the Iga Chunin can do it. I can mass-produce several hundred fairly high-level dungeon explorers.

I'll go rescue the people who are likely getting the most attention, like the US President's daughter, to raise my own profile, and leave all the rest to them.

"Hayate, you look like you're having fun."

"Do I?"

"You were grinning. You're planning to have the Chunin-san use the four-sword style, aren't you?"

"Eh?"

Rena-san, can you use mind-reading too, by any chance?

"When you're trying to do something related to the four-sword style, the corners of your mouth lift just a little. I guess you really didn't notice it yourself."

…Seriously?

Is it possible that I, someone who has mastered modern-style ninjutsu, would have my expression read by someone without meaning to?

Well, if Rena says so, it must be true.

I'll be more careful from now on.

"Master. I'm going to discuss this with Rena and her father, but personally, I'd like to accept your proposal."

"Is that so. Understood. Then I shall go and speak to the Chunin scattered across the globe. For the training method, that online thing we did before will be fine, yes?"

"Yes. I'll do it the same way you did for me, Master."

That method is pretty tough, but a Chunin can probably endure it.

The Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Ultra-Short Training Course is holding its first session!
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			Live Chat Comments

			"Hello. It's time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."

Hayate started a stream on the booth he had been running personally.
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			Live Chat Comments

			"The conversation got sidetracked, but let's get to the main topic. Since the number of subscribers has increased, I thought I'd do some four-sword style promotion activities for the first time in a while."

In response to Hayate's words, a majority of negative opinions were posted by the long-time members.
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			Iga Chunin Hojo Sakura (1/2)

			My performance in a recent protection detail was recognized, and I was promoted to Chunin.

Ah, first, let me introduce myself.

My name is Hojo Sakura.

I am an office lady working for a company in Tokyo. That is my public face.

When a directive comes from the village, I undertake missions in the shadows as a ninja of Iga. That is my hidden face.

After getting hooked on a ninja manga I read as a child, I set my sights on the path of the shinobi.

I never thought I would actually become one, but…

Real ninja exist in modern Japan. And we have been secretly protecting government officials and continuously eliminating foreign enemies who would do our country harm.

By the way, when I say eliminating foreign enemies, it might sound dangerous, but we generally don't assassinate targets. Japan is a nation of laws, after all. Our job is to neutralize the target and hand them over to the judicial authorities.

For that reason, we ninja are required to have the power to neutralize enemies armed with firearms.

The title of Genin is the lowest rank for a ninja, but even a Genin can deflect a bullet with a single kunai. You can't even become a Genin without that level of skill.

Currently, the number of Genin produced by the Iga village is approximately 25,000. There are 4,500 Chunin like myself. And the higher rank of Jonin has 500 members. Half of them are in Japan, guarding important figures and monitoring persons of interest staying in the country, while the other half are engaged in intelligence activities abroad.

Incidentally, this information can be learned by anyone who visits the Iga village.

In the ninja museum in the village, the exact same thing is written in the explanatory text about ninja.

However, visitors seem to think of it as nothing more than 'an interesting setting'.

The truth, it turns out, is less likely to be exposed when you don't try to hide it.

This time, I was summoned by order of Hattori-sama, the leader of the Iga ninja.

It was my first time receiving a directive bearing the leader's name, so as a newly promoted Chunin, I was nervous.

When I went to the designated location, I found many renowned Chunin who are active throughout Japan. Tsukumo-sama, a Chunin who I was indebted to in the Iga village, was also there. She is the head Chunin. She also has the role of organizing the Chunin.

Tsukumo-sama told us to line up and wait.

Thirty Chunin had been gathered.

Is this country finally going to war?

Thirty ninja, each capable of single-handedly neutralizing about ten fully armed mercenaries. If deployed in the right place, we could annihilate a small-scale army.

My heart pounded as I awaited instructions.

"Everyone. Thank you for answering my summons this time."

We were gathered in a certain event space. There was a stage in front, and on it, an old man with white hair was standing, having appeared there at some point.

Even as a Chunin, I couldn't tell how he had appeared.

It was the leader of the Iga ninja, Hattori Juuzo-sama. One of the strongest ninja in Japan.

He is the legendary ninja who stopped the Fourth World War by assassinating the president of a certain country who had become a dictator.

To think I could meet him in a place like this. A cry of emotion almost escaped my lips.

But I am a shinobi. And a Chunin at that.

I cannot even let a hint of joy show on my face.

"The mission I want you all to undertake is the rescue of targets from the dungeons that have appeared across the world. Our negotiators have already contacted the targets' associates, and the success rewards have been decided. Therefore, failure is absolutely not an option."

Of course, I know that dungeons have appeared all over the world. I also know that they imitate the setting of a game called FWO. In fact, I used to play FWO myself.

However, I have not yet challenged the dungeons that have appeared in the real world.

This is because the process of clearing a dungeon is automatically streamed. My public face is that of a mere office lady, so I cannot just go around dominating dungeons using my ninja skills.

I really wanted to. I should have been able to dominate them.

It was while I was thinking such things that this mission came up.

Does this mean I'm allowed to do it?

"However, as you know, the progress of a dungeon clear is broadcast to the entire world. We cannot show our ninja techniques to the world."

…So it's a no-go, apparently.

"If our techniques fall into the wrong hands, it will only destabilize the world situation further. The existence of true ninja cannot be revealed yet."

Then, how on earth are we supposed to do it? How do you expect us to clear the dungeons?

"That is where we will use his technique."

A young man walked up onto the stage.

I know who he is.

Shizukuishi Hayate-kun. He was a famous streamer back when FWO was a game, but now you could say he has become the most watched streamer in the world.

That scene where he rescued Shinonome Rena-san was truly moving.

I had felt that his movements were somewhat close to those of an Iga ninja, but appearing in this place means he must have received instruction, after all.

Until Hayate-kun walked to the stage, I hadn't noticed his presence. I think he is a much stronger ninja than I am, at the very least.

"Many of you here will know Hayate. Just the other day, Hayate rescued a young girl from a dungeon. The technique he used on that occasion was the Hayate-style four-sword style."

I know. I'm a fan of his, after all.

"Those of you with sharp intuition have probably already figured it out, but the Hayate-style four-sword style is an application of our Iga ninja techniques. And Hayate has succeeded in creating an environment where the general public does not think of it as a ninja technique."

Does that mean it's okay for us to use the Hayate-style four-sword style?

It means that if we use his technique, it's okay to dominate the dungeons, right?

"Even for me, it is difficult to use ninja techniques without being detected at all in a situation where I do not know who is watching from where and when. However, if it is a technique that is already recognized by the public as something that 'someone who has mastered the Hayate-style four-sword style could plausibly do,' then it is fine to use it. From now on, I want all of you to learn this technique from Hayate."

As a fan, I am delighted… but some of the Chunin are very prideful. They will obey the orders of a higher-ranking ninja, but will they obediently accept the guidance of Hayate-kun, whose background as a shinobi is unknown?

If it comes to it, I intend to stand by him as a fan.

"Incidentally, Hayate is the only man in the modern era to whom I have given a certificate of complete mastery. All of you here could not defeat him even if you ganged up on him. Do not get any strange ideas."

Wow, really, Hayate-kun? No, Hayate-sama.

"Hayate, who has become a Special Jonin, will now bestow his techniques upon you all. Devote yourselves to mastering them."

"""As you command!"""

The thirty assembled Chunin knelt, showing their respect to Special Jonin Hayate.
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			Iga Chunin Hojo Sakura (2/2)

			"Nice to meet you. I'm Shizukuishi Hayate." I can tell from his voice. He seems like a nice young man. I know from his streams that he has a good personality.

I feel like he has a cuter face in person than on his streams.

He's the focus of worldwide attention, and on top of that, he's skilled enough to receive a certificate of complete mastery from Hattori-sama. I'm starting to envy Shinonome Rena-san for getting to date him.

Well, she is the young lady of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu, so perhaps they are a good match.

"From now on, I will have you all master the Hayate-style four-sword style."

Come to think of it, this was a mission where failure was not an option. I should focus and listen to him.

"This is based on the premise of equipping weapons you obtain in dungeons, so you won't be using your usual arms. They won't be effective against monsters even if you bring them into a dungeon. By the way, there's a trick to making it seem like you're doing it with the power of the manipulators, but it's quite difficult to convey that feeling with words, so I'll be controlling all of your bodies."

Controlling our bodies?

Could that be… Puppet Jutsu? What, you can use that at such a young age!?

"The Puppet Jutsu requires me to periodically show you the signs to re-cast it, so please don't intentionally look away from my hands. Well, I'll guide you to look even if you try to look away."

As he said that, Hayate-sama raised his right hand.

Before I knew it, I was mimicking his movements. And it wasn't just me. all the Chunin present were doing the same thing.

Wh-When did he make the signs!? When were we put under the jutsu?

This is a Special Jonin… He's on a different level, indeed.

"Also, this will be shared not just with everyone here, but with Chunin all over the world via video stream, and we will have them cooperate. There's a camera for that purpose, but please don't come to this side. I think it's probably impossible since you're being puppeteered, but this is just a warning."

And so, Hayate-sama's four-sword style lecture began.

The initial movements were so simple that not just a Genin, but even an athletic civilian could do them.

However, between each movement, Hayate-sama was forming hand seals at high speed. It was at a speed you wouldn't notice unless you were specifically watching for him to form seals.

I finally understood why he had said before the stream began that a frame rate of 144fps or higher was necessary to view the equipment.

The time he takes to form a seal is less than 1/100th of a second.

Only trained ninja like us can perceive it. And even if you played the screen in slow motion, the seals would not take effect.

The explanation about the frame rate was apparently to show the seals to the Chunin taking his lecture in other countries and maintain the Puppet Jutsu.

U-Uhm… Are you really human?

Among the Jonin, there are those who can walk on air or operate underwater without limits. In addition to the basic specs required of a Chunin, you cannot become a Jonin without such special techniques.

In Hayate-sama's case, perhaps the ability to form seals at super high speed corresponds to that.

--***--

N-No, I was wrong…

What Hayate-sama could do was not just forming seals at super high speed.

To begin with, he was using Puppet Jutsu. This is a jutsu of such high difficulty to master that just being able to use it is enough to become a Jonin.

Furthermore, he also managed to forcibly improve the physical abilities of the subjects he was controlling with the Puppet Jutsu. To be precise, he was forcibly increasing their brain usage rate.

While a civilian uses only about 10% of their brain, an Iga Genin can use up to about 20%. As brain usage increases, muscle usage rate also grows accordingly. Reflex speed improves dramatically. That's why they can run at speeds impossible for ordinary people or deflect bullets.

As a Chunin, I can activate my brain up to about 30%. It's very tiring, so I don't do it constantly.

Incidentally, if you can use 30% of your brain, you no longer need a computer. Conversation with nearby allies becomes unnecessary, and you can communicate just by making eye contact.

Memory and calculation abilities also skyrocket.

Physics calculations are completed in an instant, so you will absolutely never miss when throwing a kunai.

However, that was the limit of my abilities.

I had thought I was capable of something quite amazing.

However, by having my brain usage forcibly raised to 50% by Hayate-sama's jutsu, all my previous common sense was overturned.

Omnipotence.

That would be the correct word for it.

What was particularly enhanced was the ability to accurately grasp the state of my own body.

Our bodies are being moved by Hayate-sama's Puppet Jutsu, but we became able to perfectly memorize every single one of those movements.

This is… It's not just Puppet Jutsu, is it?

He is likely casting a combination of several jutsu on us, such as forced brain awakening and sensory sharing.

Otherwise, there is no way I would be able to perform these movements.

We thirty Chunin, having leaped to a height of about five meters from the ground, perfectly traced and unleashed the technique Hayate-sama used to slice through the Tidal Wave to avoid Undine's attack in the Spring Dungeon, the Soaring Sky Spiral Slash.

This technique feels amazing. I want to unleash it on an enemy soon!!

Incidentally, we had entered a dungeon beforehand to acquire manipulators. We were currently mimicking Hayate-sama's movements while equipped with them.

I had thought that he was using his own physical abilities for the high jumps, claiming it was the power of the manipulators. For us ninja, such heavy, useless junk is nothing but a hindrance.

However, Hayate-sama was deliberately using the power of the manipulators to perform all his techniques. This means there's a possibility that even ordinary people could imitate him.

Drawing out 100% of the manipulators' power is extremely difficult.

But not impossible.

It seems that Hayate-sama, despite being a ninja, barely used that power in his dungeon clears. If he were to get serious, he should have been able to instantly kill the Undine that the Goddess was controlling.

He told the Goddess he would 'go all out,' but he likely meant going all out as a human.

I felt Hayate-sama's strong and pure will to spread the four-sword style.

At the same time, this puts great pressure on us. We can no longer easily rely on our ninja arts.

This mission might be of an unprecedentedly high difficulty.

But I will carry it out perfectly.

Because I have completed the Hayate-style four-sword style, ultra-short training course!!
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			That day, the entire world was stunned.

Groups of two to four people clad in black began to clear dungeons at an incredible speed. The first time this attracted attention was in China. Then, similar groups in black outfits began clearing dungeons in other countries as well.

What's more, all of them were equipped with manipulators and used the four-sword style.
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			Rena and I came together to the Black Dungeon that appeared in Osaka Prefecture.

I've cleared the Grade 3 Spring Dungeon, so I don't need to be here, but since I'm in a party with Rena, who has never entered a dungeon before, it seems we have to clear them starting from the Black Dungeon.

In Rena's case, if we didn't hurry, there was a possibility that someone else would clear it and her personality would be rewritten. But a little while ago, there was an announcement in the Goddess's voice, and the setting that allowed the first person to clear the dungeon to rewrite the trophy's personality was removed.

Apparently, the trophy no longer becomes the property of the one who clears the dungeon either.

So, I wasn't in that much of a hurry.

If the person made into a trophy in the Kansai area had been a girl, I might have been more motivated, but the trophy here is a man.

It wouldn't be fair if only women became trophies, after all.

In Fantasy World Online, there were many female pro gamers. There were several female players I couldn't beat in PVP.

That's why it seems the female players here are trying quite hard to make progress.

The person who has been made a trophy is Saionji Hisato.

He's the scion of the Saionji Group, a major western zaibatsu that rivals the eastern Shinonome Zaibatsu. He's a super high-spec guy, handsome and managing several companies. Moreover, the Saionji Zaibatsu invests in FWO's operating company. I don't have proof that it's related, but Hisato was a top player in FWO.

He was often flamed on the message boards for being unfairly favored, but after a few days, those threads would be deleted. Is this how the rich do things!? He was a guy who was often criticized for that.

To be honest, I'm not a big fan of him either.

Since the female dungeon explorers seem to be giving it their all, I was thinking of just leaving it to them, but…

A request for rescue came to Rena's father, Shinonome-san, from the head of the Saionji Zaibatsu. And that request was passed on to me. Since my relationship with Rena had been revealed on stream, it was naturally known that I had a connection to the Shinonome Zaibatsu.

"...Haaah."

A heavy sigh escaped me.

"You don't seem happy about it, Hayate."

"Yeah. I know I shouldn't say this when someone's life is on the line. But I'm not good with him."

"Hmm, me neither, actually. But this is a chance to put the Saionji Zaibatsu in our debt. It's a bit much to ask, but please help my father out."

"Alright. Well, I hear that when you're a trophy, your perception of time is shortened, and your body is like it's frozen in time. So it should be fine even if we're a little late."

That kind of information was starting to spread around the world.

My disciples, the Chunin, have already cleared several dungeons and rescued the people who were turned into trophies. Besides the Chunin, pro FWO players who are good at sports have also succeeded in rescuing trophies in various countries.

Apparently, Undine has been considerably weakened. I hear she only uses her major techniques once, just like in FWO.

Even so, the probability of the Chunin succeeding in clearing a dungeon on the first try is only about sixty percent.

The reason for their failures was the four-sword-wielding mid-boss that the message boards and stream comment sections had dubbed 'Fake Hayate'.

Even the Chunin who had mastered the Hayate-style four-sword style sometimes couldn't win against that monster, which traced my movements from about a year ago. If four Chunin surrounded it, they could manage a win, but a three-person party had a losing record. And if they challenged it with two people, they would almost certainly lose.

The 'Fake Hayate is too strong' problem was a hot topic on the message boards.

The four-sword style is supposed to be the strongest…

Losing is unavoidable. But I think I'll have the Chunin-san who challenged the dungeon in a pair, full of confidence saying 'We can handle it as a pair!', and came back defeated, take the Hayate-style four-sword style training course (Hell Mode).

Even if they're pro gamers, if eight non-ninja civilians form a party, they can beat Fake Hayate.

If you lose because you can't accurately gauge the enemy's strength, then a punishment is necessary, right?

"Hayate, you're making a wicked face."

"Am I? Don't mind me. Shall we head in soon?"

"Y-Yeah."

We are in front of the Black Dungeon. Rena had an anxious look on her face.

"I'm a little... nervous."

Unlike in the game, she will be facing monsters in the flesh. Moreover, the SP-san who always protected her in the game aren't here.

Now, it's my job to protect Rena.

"It's okay. No matter what happens, I'll definitely protect you. And, uhm... Isn't this our first date since we started going out?"

I wonder if something like this is okay, but we're Hayate and Elena. This should be more our style.

"Let's have fun clearing the dungeon. I'll do my best to make sure you have a good time, Rena."

"Ehehe, you're right. Thanks, Hayate. I'm counting on you."

Rena holds out her hand.

I take her hand, and we step into the Black Dungeon.
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			Rena and I proceeded through the dungeon smoothly.

Rena used to do things like dance, so she can move quite well in real life too. On top of that, she acquired the strongest equipment she could wear at her current level from the Market.

Of course, I enhanced it to its maximum value as well.

Shinonome-san gave me another 100 million yen, telling me to make sure she didn't get a single scratch. I gratefully used those funds.

"I'm pretty strong, right?"

"Yeah. You've perfectly memorized the monsters' movements, and your coordination with me is flawless. Having you in my party is making things easy for me."

I'm constantly on alert so I can protect her at any time.

However, Rena was never in any danger. In FWO, she was one of Japan's top players who had cleared even the most difficult dungeons. There were no monsters up to about Grade 3 that would give her any trouble.

And just like that, we have now arrived at the Spring Dungeon. In fact, we've already come to the mid-boss room where Fake Hayate is. Clearing it is now within reach.

Even with breaks, we were able to get this far in a single day, just like normal.

Back when FWO was a game, many beginners could progress at this speed up to the Grade 3 dungeon, so it's not unusual. I think a lot of people are just scared of not regaining consciousness if they make a mistake, so they can't be as reckless as they were in the game.

It's been discovered that you can make a revival potion using items found in Grade 3 dungeons. If you use it, you can treat people who have lost consciousness. However, that healing potion isn't widely available yet, so it's being traded for about 30 million yen in real money.

Eventually, the price will fall, and the danger in dungeons will lessen.

When that happens, more people will probably start being reckless.

Incidentally, I have also secured three revival potions. One for Rena, one for myself, and a spare. The fact that I possess them has been revealed through the forced stream, and I'm constantly being contacted by people who want me to give them a potion for a loved one who hasn't regained consciousness.

I'm sorry, but I can't give them away yet.

Rena's portion is absolutely necessary, and if I stay alive, the chances of higher-level dungeons being unlocked will likely increase. If higher-level dungeons are unlocked, the quality of items will also improve, making revival potions easier to create.

So please wait a little longer.

You should have entered the dungeon knowing the risks. Children under fifteen are not allowed in dungeons, so to some extent, please take responsibility for yourselves.

I'm not an adult either. It's troubling to be relied upon that much.

I set the revival potion to be used on its holder in case of emergency. With this, even if I'm defeated by Fake Hayate, I can be revived instantly. I will absolutely not leave Rena alone.

"Alright. I'm ready!"

"Me too."

After checking our equipment and items, we stepped into the mid-boss room.

Inside was the same humanoid figure with a face like an iron golem that I saw before. I'd seen it in videos from other dungeon explorers, but it seems this guy has become the fixed mid-boss here.

"Rena, let's go with the plan."

"Y-Yeah. I'll do my best."

"Okay, I'm going in!!"

Trusting in her archery skills, I charged at Fake Hayate.

My four swords clashed with Fake Hayate's four swords.

"Now!!"

"Yes!!"

I quickly ducked, and in the next instant, the arrow Rena fired had pierced Fake Hayate's core.

The conclusion was reached in just ten seconds after confronting Fake Hayate.

"Wow. As expected."

"Hayate, are you okay? You're not hurt anywhere? My arrow didn't graze you or anything, did it!?"

"I'm fine. Your timing and aim were perfect."

I said as I patted Rena's head.

"H-Hayate. I'm happy when you pat my head, but... this is being shown to the whole world. R-Right now, it's, um, embarrassing."

"Ah, sorry."

"When we get out of the dungeon, I'd like you to continue."

"Yeah. Got it."

This exchange is being seen too, so the comment section is probably going wild right about now. But Rena's reaction is cute, so I won't tell her about that just yet.

Because I want to be the only one who gets to see her blushing beet red later while we watch the stream's archive.
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			"When we get out of the dungeon, I'd like you to continue."

"Yeah. Got it."
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			We came out of the Spring Dungeon and handed Hisato over to his people who were waiting there. Nothing was said about me beating him to a pulp.

It should have been streamed, so I was prepared to be reprimanded, but…

In any case, the request is now complete.

"So where are we going next? Who are you planning to save next, Hayate?"

"For now, America. The trophy is the president's daughter, and she's an actress who's also big in Hollywood. If I can rescue her, I think I'll be a lot closer to being 'a man worthy of Rena', don't you?"

"I think you're more than enough already… But if you've been asked for help, you're going to go, right? In that case, can I come with you? I'll make sure not to be a burden, just like this time."

Dungeon clearing with Rena is very easy. We can take down Fake Hayate in ten seconds. And our conversations while clearing are fun. If I can, I'd like to clear the American dungeon with her too.

But there's a concern.

The President of the United States was trying to capture Rena and hold her hostage to make me clear the dungeon.

My master prevented that, but it's a fact that they sent special forces into this country. I wonder if this will become an international incident?

For now, the Japanese government doesn't seem to be making a move. We haven't been contacted or anything so far.

The country won't protect us. We have to protect ourselves.

There's no need to take Rena to a dangerous place on purpose.

Leaving it to my master is a little worrying. But if there's a possibility of foreign special forces coming to kidnap Rena, being near my master is the safest place to be.

"I'll go to America alone. It might be dangerous."

I was planning to travel to the US by myself.

"...The actress who's the trophy, she's a beautiful person a year older than us, right? And she has an amazing figure."

"Are you thinking I might cheat on you?"

"N-No, it's not that… I'm just a little anxious. You're not going to form a party in America either, right? You'll be rescuing her all by yourself. If you do, that person might fall in love with you, just like I did. A beautiful actress with a great figure might come on to you. I... don't have that great of a figure."

Rena placed her hands over her chest, her face looking like she was about to cry.

Does she really think she would lose?

"Is it okay if I hug you?"

"Eh?"

I hugged Rena without waiting for an answer.

Even though she should have been running around a dungeon, she smells amazing.

This petite girl kept up with me without falling behind.

I also heard that she had been working hard all this time just to stand beside me.

Just thinking about that makes me feel an unbearable affection for her.

She says she doesn't have a good figure, but holding her like this, I can tell Rena is the type that looks slimmer in clothes. You're quite... big, you know? My preferred size.

I don't want to break up with her, no matter what. I don't want Rena to hate me.

So my course of action was already decided.

"I love you, Rena. I'll prove it. I'll show you with my actions. Let's go to America together."

"I-Is that okay?"

"I said it before, but no matter what happens, I'll protect you, Rena. So come with me."

"Okay. Thank you, Hayate."

"You're welcome. Besides, now that I think about it, I can't speak English, so I couldn't have done it alone. You can speak English, right, Rena?"

"Leave the interpreting to me. I can speak English, Russian, Chinese, and German."

Five languages including Japanese!? Aren't you a little too high-spec?

"I'll do my best to be useful to you too, Hayate."

"You'll be interpreting and providing combat support, so I'm already at a level where I can't do without you. You absolutely have to come."

"Yes. By the way, Hayate, have you ever been abroad? Do you have a passport?"

"I've never been abroad yet. But I was planning to enter an FWO tournament in America this year, so I actually got a passport."

I had won the domestic qualifiers. But since the four-sword style was going to be abolished, I had informed the tournament management that I was withdrawing.

"It seems like I'm making a lot of money from streaming, so maybe I'll go first class. When are you free to go, Rena? I need to book a flight to America soon."

"We can go anytime if we use our plane."

O-Our plane?

"Don't tell me your father has something like a private jet?"

"My father has one, but I have one for my personal use. We can use that one. Actually, I've already had it prepared. It'll be escorted by fighter jets from the Shinonome Zaibatsu's private army, so don't worry."

A private jet with a fighter jet escort…

Rena really is a lady whose existence surpasses my common sense.

It might be quite tough to make people think I'm worthy of being Rena's boyfriend. But I don't want to give up. I will never let go of this beautiful girl in my arms.

Incidentally, I couldn't figure out when to let go, so I just kept hugging Rena.

While clearing a dungeon, we're being forcibly streamed, so I can't flirt with Rena like this. The person I love is right next to me, but it's impossible to have a casual, private conversation.

I had been holding back for so long, so I couldn't bring myself to let go of Rena.

She wasn't trying to pull away from me either. I'm so happy right now.

So maybe I'll stay like this just a little longer.
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			Three days after the rescue of Saionji Hisato, the trophy of Western Japan.

Hayate's Booth, which had shown no activity until then, started streaming without any prior announcement on social media or elsewhere. Despite this, people from all over the world came to watch Hayate's stream. Even viewers who had been watching other explorers' booths immediately moved over when they learned that Hayate had started streaming.

The stream's comment section was buzzing with excitement.
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			In the dungeons that have appeared in this world, when someone defeats a monster inside, subsequent explorers can proceed through the dungeon without fighting until the monster respawns after a short time.

However, Thailand originally had few FWO players, and now that its settings have been synchronized with the real world, there were no explorers who could reach the fourth floor or higher of the Spring Dungeon. This meant that Hayate and his partner had to clear a dungeon where the number of monsters had not been reduced at all.

In FWO, when challenging the highest-grade dungeon available or aiming to defeat the boss of the dungeon one grade below, it was recommended to form a large party of eight to sixteen people. Because the quality of obtainable equipment and stat limits were adjusted, clearing with a small number of people was difficult unless the player's skill was exceptionally high.

That same specification was in place for the dungeons synchronized with reality, but—

"Rena, can I leave the two in the back to you?"

"Roger! You take care of everything coming this way, okay?"

"Yeah. I'll handle it."

Hayate and Rena annihilated the horde of monsters with just the two of them. The comment section, filled with viewers watching the scene, was buzzing with excitement.
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			"Phew. That was exhausting."

"Good work, Rena. Let’s take a little break."

We had once again succeeded in annihilating a massive horde of monsters with zero damage taken.

The only enemies left were the mid-boss, now commonly known as the Fake Hayate, and the dungeon boss, Undine.

"What should we do for the next mid-boss fight? Same strategy as last time?"

I asked Rena, who was sitting on the ground organizing her items. So far, our clearing of the Spring Dungeon had been going smoothly.

Clearing dungeons with Rena really is fun.

"Would it be okay if I just watched the mid-boss fight?"

"Huh? I mean, sure, but… Are you hurt somewhere? Does anything ache?"

I was certain I had protected her perfectly. I, a ninja trained via correspondence course, couldn’t possibly have missed an attack aimed at Rena. I think.

Did I miss one? I started to get a little worried.

"I’m fine. I’m not hurt anywhere. I just thought I’d like to watch you fight, Hayate. We’re so close, but I never get to see you fighting all cool and stuff!"

Oh, so that’s what this is about. Understood.

"Got it. In that case, watch from a little ways back. By the way, which do you prefer? Should I end it in an instant, or do you want to watch a longer fight?"

"It’s amazing that you have options for how to beat a powerful enemy that even special forces from overseas and professional martial artists would lose to. Let’s see. I’d love it if you were completely overwhelming. But at a speed I can still follow with my eyes, please."

"As you wish, my princess."

I shall grant that wish for you.

I entered the mid-boss room. A humanoid figure armed with four swords stood there.

This would be my third time fighting this thing.

The first time, my manipulators were an older model, and I struggled a bit until I got used to pushing their performance to the limit. The second time, I teamed up with Rena and took it down in seconds. This time, I was equipped with the manipulators that had been a rare drop from the Fake Hayate I defeated on my first run. In terms of equipment performance, I was not at a disadvantage.

Now then, what kind of technique would look coolest to defeat it with?

My princess had commanded me to ‘be overwhelming.’ Overwhelming, huh… Like I’m toying with it? Like a teacher giving a lesson.

…Yeah, that sounds good.

It sounds powerful. Let’s go with that.

I readied my weapons and faced the Fake Hayate.

This thing seemed to be mimicking my movements from about a year ago. I, who have grown since then, will now teach you what you currently lack.

I stomped down hard and charged at the Fake Hayate.

Closing the distance, I unleashed a thrust with the sword held by my manipulator.

Faced with the linear stabbing attack, the Fake Hayate tried to deal with it by shifting its body to the side.

"Ah. You see, with that kind of defense, you can’t connect to your next attack, you know?"

By using rotation, a fundamental of modern ninjutsu, you can even turn an enemy’s attack into your own power.

"Here, like this."

I deliberately let the Fake Hayate parry my sword, then used the recoil to spin myself around and slam my attack into it.

My own rotational force, combined with the Fake Hayate’s power, allowed my attack to easily pierce through its defense.

Though sent flying, the Fake Hayate righted itself in mid-air and landed gracefully.

"Getting blown away means you’re wasting the power the enemy gave you."

That’s far too wasteful. Though, to be fair, a year ago I hadn’t fully mastered the manipulators yet, so that was probably my limit.

"Also, you’re trying too hard to keep your center of gravity at the center of your body. Sure, you can rotate more cleanly that way. But your attacks won’t have any power. Do you know what eccentric rotation is? It makes controlling the spin harder, but it increases your attack power."

I leaped up to the dungeon ceiling.

Kicking off the ceiling, I accelerated and slashed at the Fake Hayate while spinning.

For this rotation, I first brought my swords close to my body to increase the spin rate, then just before attacking, I extended them far from my body to boost the attack’s power. Furthermore, instead of spreading all four swords out evenly, I offset them, causing the rotation to become eccentric and maximizing my attack power.

"Like this. Hah!!"

Judging that it couldn’t evade in time, the Fake Hayate tried to block my vertical spinning slash by layering all four of its swords.

But I sliced right through that defense, and the Fake Hayate along with it.

The sound of its core shattering echoed through the room.

"Standing still won’t let you block my attacks."

How was that? Was I cool? Did I manage to project an overwhelming presence?

Feeling a little anxious, I turned around.

Right at that moment, Rena threw her arms around me.

"Hayate, that was amazing!! You were like a teacher, like a master! It was so incredibly cool!"

Rena was practically buzzing with excitement. It seemed my approach had not been a mistake.

"I’m glad you enjoyed it, Rena. Well then, shall we head to the boss fight?"

"Okay! I’ll fight the boss with you, too."

"Yeah, looking forward to it."

Discussing what kind of strategy we would use for the boss fight, we pressed onward.
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			A space where everything was pure white, with no walls or ceiling.

This was a space created by the Goddess who had made dungeons appear all over the world.

In such a place, a lone man was watching a monitor floating in the air. The screen he stared at so intently showed Hayate fighting the Fake Hayate.

‘You’re trying too hard to keep your center of gravity at the center of your body. Sure, you can rotate more cleanly that way. But your attacks won’t have any power.’

"I see. He used to rotate cleanly, but now he’s offsetting it to prioritize power."

Listening to Hayate’s explanation, the man typed something on a keyboard that had appeared at his fingertips.

‘Standing still won’t let you block my attacks.’

"I always had the image that rotation was for attacking. It certainly should be used for defense too. And when you defend, you use the enemy’s power to connect to your next attack. Right. Let’s correct the behavior pattern. Eccentric rotation makes the physics calculations more complex, but I can probably manage. Still, Hayate-kun, you’ve gotten way too strong in just over a year."

Though he grumbled, a smile played on his lips.

A new monitor appeared, separate from the one the man was watching, displaying something like a 3D model of the Fake Hayate. When the man input what looked like a program on the keyboard, the Fake Hayate on the screen began to move. Its movements seemed to perfectly replicate Hayate’s attack that had sliced through the Fake Hayate, guard and all, using eccentric rotation.

"Saaadaaaharuuu!"

A busty blonde beauty hugged the man from behind while he was engrossed in his work.

"Hey, Sadaharu. What are you doing?"

"Goddess-sama… You’re heavy."

"Snap! Calling a lady heavy is rude! Besides, I’m not that heavy at all!!"

The beauty said as she pulled away from the man. This blonde beauty was the Goddess who had made the dungeons appear in the world. And the man called Sadaharu was her collaborator, a former human.

He was the one who adjusted all the movements and strengths of the monsters that appeared in the dungeons, which the Goddess then reflected into the real world.

"See, see! I’m floating, so there’s no way I’m heavy!"

The Goddess’s body floated slightly off the ground, just enough so that her long hair, which reached her feet, didn’t touch the floor.

"Your weight might be light, but there was still an impact when you crashed into me."

"That’s different from being heavy!"

"Yes, yes, you’re right. By the way, Goddess-sama, did you need something? I’m a little busy right now."

Sadaharu turned back to the monitor and resumed his work.

"Technically, I am your superior, you know, Sadaharu. So I came to check on your work progress. And I don’t have anything else to do right now."

"…Basically, you were bored and came to hang out."

"Yup!"

Just when he wanted to concentrate, she would come to bother him, saying she was ‘bored.’ The fact that she could say it with a beaming smile was slightly irritating, but it had always been like this, so Sadaharu was used to it. He gave up and decided to handle her while continuing his work.

"I’m currently upgrading the mid-boss of the Spring Dungeon."

"Oh, really? But that thing is already pretty strong, isn’t it?"

"I set that mid-boss up as a lose-event. But it’s already been beaten, and now dozens of parties are clearing the Spring Dungeon. To be honest, I’m not satisfied."

"You’re a sore loser too, aren’t you, Sadaharu. But how are you going to make it stronger? Weren’t you tracing the movements of the kid you originally thought was the strongest?"

Back when FWO was just a game, under the pretext of improving the feel of the manipulator controls, Sadaharu had been allowed to scan Hayate’s movements. From that data, he had established the Fake Hayate’s combat style.

"Yes. His original strength was overwhelming. A little while ago, Hayate-kun fought the mid-boss again, but he and the archer girl defeated it instantly with their teamwork. So I didn’t know how to make it any stronger. But."

Sadaharu pointed at the monitor.

‘Getting blown away means you’re wasting the power the enemy gave you.’

On it, the scene of Hayate instructing the Fake Hayate was playing on a loop.

"Ah, that kid! The monster who beat me to a pulp!!"

"He just re-challenged a dungeon in Thailand a little while ago and taught the mid-boss how to fight."

"What? Wha, why would he do that?"

"I don’t really know why, but that doesn’t matter. What’s important is that I was able to learn the key points of how he moves."

Sadaharu’s eyes were shining.

"It was a simple thing. But I think actually doing it with a human body would be extremely difficult. Hayate-kun really is amazing."

"You know, Sadaharu, you look like you’re having more fun than I’ve ever seen."

"It’s like that feeling when you finally grasp something you’ve been struggling with, all thanks to a small hint. I want to update the mid-boss right away. Can you implement it?"

On the monitor Sadaharu showed the Goddess, a simulation was playing, showing the Fake Hayate using eccentric rotation to cleave a thick metal plate in two.
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			While Hayate was fighting the Fake Hayate.

"You see, with that kind of defense, you can’t connect to your next attack, you know?"


		
			Chapter 45: Episode 45
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 45

			Episode 45

			Hayate and Rena had successfully rescued the diva who had become a trophy in Thailand and were being profusely thanked by the Thai royalty and its people. The country was in a festive uproar.

At the same time, in the White House in America.

"How much longer will it take! When can Mary be rescued!?"

President of the United States George Tyler’s voice was harsh.

George’s anger was palpable as he raged about the failure to rescue his daughter, who was being held as a trophy in the Spring Dungeon that had appeared in Washington. The fact that other people who had been turned into trophies were being rescued one after another was another factor fueling his irritation.

As if to placate George, his presidential aide, David, explained the situation.

"Mr. President, please wait a little longer. The dungeon clearing unit will reach the final floor shortly. They have cleared other Grade 3 dungeons without difficulty, so your daughter should be safely recovered."

"This is all because you failed to secure Hayate Shizukuishi in the first place! If he were here, Mary would already be… Did you not understand what I meant when I told you to secure Hayate before another country snatched him up!?"

"No, that’s not it."

Ever since it became clear that precious minerals and items unobtainable on Earth could be secured in dungeons, the Executive Office of the President of the United States had been creating a list of individuals with high dungeon-clearing abilities and constantly monitoring their actions.

It was easy to imagine that those who controlled the dungeons would become the ones to control the world of tomorrow. And when the Goddess changed the world’s specifications to allow entry into other countries’ dungeons, George had immediately ordered the acquisition of Hayate. He figured that even if things got a little rough, it was better than losing him to China or Russia.

"You were also the one who advised that we should seal off the Spring Dungeon so that some scoundrel couldn't alter Mary’s personality."

Until recently, there had been a setting that allowed the clearer of the Spring Dungeon to rewrite the trophy’s personality as they pleased. That setting had since been removed thanks to Sadaharu’s negotiations, but America had kept the Spring Dungeon in Washington completely sealed off until now.

"If you fail this time as well, you had better be prepared."

"U, understood."

A disgusting sweat beaded on David’s entire body.

Just then, the phone on the desk rang.

The color drained from George’s face as he took the call and received the report.

"Mr. President. Um… did something happen?"

"It seems the special forces unit you organized was defeated by a mid-boss called the Fake Hayate."

"Th, that’s impossible!? But they had defeated the Fake Hayate many times in dungeons in other areas."

"Silence!"

"Eek."

"David. You have worked well until now. But I cannot forgive this blunder. Take some time off. Your punishment will be decided at a later date."

With a flick of George’s hand, several security officers restrained a despair-faced David and escorted him out of the Oval Office.

"Keaney."

"Yes, Mr. President. What is it?"

"As of now, you are David’s successor. I want you to invite Hayate Shizukuishi to this country. Explain that the previous dispatch of special forces was not intended to be a forceful abduction, and convey our intent to apologize and offer compensation. And tell them that if they successfully rescue my daughter, the United States will fully support their activities."

"Understood, Mr. President."

Aide Keaney, having received her orders to invite Hayate, left the room.

A short while later.

"Keaney, Keaney!!"

"Huh, David?"

David stopped her as she was walking while making calls to various parties.

"What are you still doing here!?"

"The President just told me to take a rest, so it’s fine. The security officers let me go right away. Come on, I’m begging you. Let me help you too. I just finally became a Presidential Aide… Please. Give me a chance to make a comeback."

"Even if you’re asking, it’s no good. I can’t let you on the team."

"F, fine! Then let’s do this. All you have to do is tell me how you plan to invite Hayate. I’ll support you from behind the scenes with everything I’ve got. I still have plenty of useful connections. You can count on me. Then, when everything goes well, you report my contributions to the President. That much is fine, right?"

After a moment’s thought, Keaney ended up agreeing to her long-time colleague’s request.

She believed that David would act with the best interests of the United States at heart.

However, this man was a scoundrel beyond anything Keaney could have imagined. For the sake of his own ambitions, he would end up betraying his colleague and the United States.
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			After rescuing the diva who had been turned into a trophy in the Thai dungeon, Rena and I decided not to return to Japan but to go straight to America instead.

A request had come from a person named Keaney, a US Presidential aide, asking us to save the President’s daughter.

The King of Thailand had said he would hold a victory parade for us… but we decided to prioritize saving a life.

As for the attempt to kidnap Rena, they explained that it wasn’t an abduction, but an effort to protect her from Russia and other countries. I have a feeling people from Russia and other countries will probably say something similar.

Well, whatever.

America offered one hundred thousand dollars as compensation for the misunderstanding, and another three million dollars if we successfully rescued the President’s daughter.

What’s more, after we complete the request, the US government will apparently give its full support to our dungeon-clearing activities. The terms of the reward also included preferential tax treatment for the Shinonome Zaibatsu when doing business in the US.

I thought the terms were quite good, so here Rena and I are, on a plane bound for the US. Apparently, this plane belongs to Rena. We flew on it from Japan to Thailand, and now we’re heading to America. Owning a private jet is insane.

It was a fresh reminder of just how amazing the heiress of the Shinonome Zaibatsu is.

"It’s a shame we couldn’t do any sightseeing at all."

"Sorry for making you go along with my selfish request."

"No, it’s okay. I was turned into a trophy too. I really want to help anyone who’s in the same situation as quickly as possible."

Rena had been abducted by the Goddess and threatened with having her personality erased depending on the whims of the dungeon clearer. Because of that, she was very proactive about rescuing trophies, thinking they must be feeling the same terror she did.

As for me, I was using this request to secure funds to spend time with Rena in the future and to boost my fame enough to marry her. The fact that I could also promote the four-sword style was a big plus. Unlike the kind Rena, my motivations were almost entirely selfish.

"You’re amazing, Rena."

"Y, you think so? But you’re the one doing all the hard work, Hayate. I wouldn’t be able to save a single person who’s been turned into a trophy on my own."

It makes me happy to hear her say that.

I’m acting for my own sake, but being thanked for it feels good. It’s like killing two birds with one stone?

"By the way, how long will it take to get to America?"

"This is a supersonic passenger jet, so about seven hours, I think."

"Wow, we’ll get there a lot faster than I thought."

"Still, it’s seven hours. Aren’t you tired, Hayate? There’s a napping room, just so you know."

Rena pointed to the rear.

I had been wondering what that room was, but it was a napping room. Though I feel like I could sleep just fine in the seat I’m in now…

"By the way, how many beds are there?"

"Just one. You must be more tired, Hayate, so you can go ahead and sleep."

It’s true that I feel like I’d recover better if I lay down in a bed. But thanks to my ninja training, I have confidence in my stamina. If anything, I was more worried about Rena, who has been following me around this whole time.

"You use the napping room, Rena. I’m fine here. See, I’ve had ninja training."

"You said you started ninja training because you thought you might be able to use the four-sword style, right? Does it have anything to do with that? Did you also do training to keep going without sleep?"

"Something like that. Because my master told me to."

To be honest, I also thought it didn't have much to do with the four-sword style. But I could feel my physical abilities improving, so I followed my master’s instructions, thinking it might be necessary for later training.

"So this is the result of doing everything you were told."

Rena showed me an archive of my stream on her phone.
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			"…na…sama, …Lady Rena. And Hayate-sama, please wake up."

I woke up to the sound of knocking on the door.

"Huh, where am I?"

"We will be landing shortly."

A voice called out from the other side of the napping room door. It was the voice of the maid who had boarded the plane with us.

I was in the napping room with Rena, I think.

I glanced beside me and saw Rena, breathing softly in her sleep.

I remembered up to the part where we came into this napping room together. My heart pounding, I lay down on the bed, and we talked about all sorts of things while lightly hugging.

After a while, Rena yawned sleepily, and when I told her, ‘You can sleep,’ she refused, saying, ‘I’m too embarrassed for you to see my sleeping face, so I won’t sleep.’

So I said I would sleep first and closed my eyes…

Wait, did I actually fall asleep then?

I only meant to pretend to be asleep for a little while. I, who had completed training to stay awake as part of my ninja practice, fell asleep before Rena?

I don’t even know when I lost consciousness myself. I wasn’t that fatigued.

Which means the suspicion that Rena’s performance as a hug pillow is too high has just emerged.

Ever since I started my ninja training, I’ve basically always been a light sleeper. I would sometimes use short, thirty-second bursts of deep sleep to regulate my body, but it had been a really long time since I’d had such a deep and long sleep.

Before I went to rescue Rena, even when the beautiful masseuses at the Shinonome Group’s luxury massage parlor worked on me, my fatigue recovered so quickly that I only lost consciousness for ten seconds at most. My body has become unable to completely relax in places where people other than my family are present.

And yet, thanks to Rena, I was able to sleep soundly. My body feels great.

Sleep really is important, isn’t it.

"Hayate-sama, are you awake?"

"Ah, yes. I’m awake."

"Oh, good. It’s almost time to prepare for landing, so could you please take your seats? Also, is the young lady still asleep?"

Rena is still sleeping.

She didn’t wake up even though I was talking loudly enough for the maid on the other side of the door to hear.

"She’s still asleep. I’ll carry her to her seat."

"Very well. Thank you."

The maid’s presence receded. She probably couldn’t open the door out of concern that we might have been doing something sexual.

I wouldn’t lay a hand on her yet, of course.

Though just sleeping together in a napping room might be considered out of line by others.

"Rena, I’m going to carry you to your seat."

There was no reply. Rena still didn’t wake up even when I lifted her into my arms.

She’s a sleeping princess. Her sleeping face really is cute.

Now, should I put her in the seat for two next to each other, or the wider single seat? Hmm.

"For now, just in case something happens, you’ll be over here."

I placed Rena in the seat she had been sitting in during takeoff.

I want to believe we won’t be surrounded by American special forces the moment we land at the airport. Shinonome-san negotiated with the Executive Office of the President, so there shouldn’t be any problems.

But just in case, I’ll have Rena stay as close to me as possible. No matter what happens, I will absolutely protect you, Rena.
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			I had been on high alert, but there were no problems during landing or anything.

Rena woke up normally, and we came together to the VIP-only immigration counter.

Exiting Japan could be handled by a proxy thanks to the power of the Shinonome Zaibatsu. But entering America apparently requires each person to go through screening. They said it was because of a large-scale terrorist attack in this country two years ago.

"You look gloomy, Hayate."

"Unlike in Thailand, I’m nervous because I have to go through the screening alone."

"It’s another country’s rules, after all. Even Father’s influence can’t change that. But I’m sure you’ll be fine, Hayate. Here, just run through the responses I taught you in your head."

"R, right."

Show my passport, say my name. When they ask my purpose, I answer ‘sightseeing.’

I don’t think I could say in English, ‘To clear a dungeon and rescue the President’s daughter who has been turned into a trophy.’ Yeah, definitely impossible. For the record, when entering Thailand, things had been arranged beforehand, and I was able to enter the screening area with Rena, so there was no problem.

After a short wait, it was my turn.

"Good luck, Hayate!"

I was too nervous to speak. I just waved to Rena in silence.

Come to think of it, if the four-sword style hadn’t been discontinued in FWO, I was planning to come to this country by myself for the event… I won the qualifying tournament on sheer momentum back then, but I never expected it to be like this.

Not being able to understand the language is seriously scary.

The officer who called my passport number seemed to tell me to move to a separate private room, so I followed his instructions. I can’t understand most of what he’s saying, but he points and stuff, so I’m getting by.

I entered the private room.

On the other side of a glass partition was a mean-looking old man.

This is for VIPs, and it’s okay to have someone so unfriendly in charge?

Thinking that, I did as Rena had told me.

First, place my passport on the table. Pass it to the old man through the slot in the glass.

The old man who opened my passport ran it through something that looked like a scanner.

"Name?"

Oh, huh. It’s in Japanese.

"Shizukuishi Hayate."

"Purpose of your visit to this country?"

"Um. Sightseeing."

If he understands Japanese, maybe it would have been okay to say I came to clear a dungeon at the President’s request. But since I plan to tour the country after completing the trophy rescue mission, it’s not a lie. I thought it would surely be fine.

The old man who had been sitting in his chair suddenly stood up. He looked angry about something.

He suddenly switched to English, and he was speaking so fast I couldn’t understand anything.

Wh, what!? What did I do!?

Confused and flustered, I saw two security guards enter the room.

They restrained me by both arms.

I had been caught by some pretty well-built security guards. If I used my ninja powers, I could probably beat people of this level and escape, but doing so might get me in serious legal trouble in this country.

But is it even possible to be arrested upon entry when I came here at the President’s request to save his daughter?

This has to be some kind of mistake, right!? …Y, yeah, it does.

There must have been some kind of mix-up.

It’s not time to panic yet.

What I need to worry about right now is Rena’s safety. I focused on her presence.

Ah, good. It seems she passed through screening and has joined up with the maids who were being processed at another gate.

I’m the only one who’s been detained.

So, was it a bad idea to lie and say my purpose was sightseeing after all?

The man just now was incredibly angry, so I must have done something.

What’s going to happen to me!?
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			I had let my guard down a little, partly because Rena seemed to be safe.

I can’t move at all.

I’m bound hand and foot, and blindfolded. Something like headphones has been placed over my ears, blocking out all surrounding sounds. While restrained, I was put in a car and taken somewhere.

I had confirmed that there were several ninja guards near Rena, so I had been compliant, but…

Being subjected to this is starting to make me anxious. Maybe I should just force my way out.

I probably should have made the decision sooner.

I didn’t know what would happen if I defied public officials in a foreign country. And I thought I might cause trouble for the Shinonome Zaibatsu, which had sent me here, so I couldn’t bring myself to act.

"Uh, hello. Is anyone there?"

My transport seems to have ended, so I tried asking.

"What exactly is going on!? I just came to this country for sightseeing! I don’t understand why this is happening!"

"Well now. You must be Hayate."

I heard Japanese from the headphones.

"Hello. I’m David."

"H, hello."

Even with my sight and hearing blocked, my ninja training allows me to sense the presence of people nearby. I could tell there was the man who called himself David and four others besides him near me.

"Let’s get right to it. I need you to go and recover the President’s daughter. Oh, and by the way, I already know you came to this country at the President’s request, so you don’t need to lie about sightseeing."

"…Recover? Not rescue?"

"That’s right, recover. Once we escape the country and receive enough funds from the President to live on for the rest of our lives, we’ll return her."

"Th, that means you’re going to kidnap her."

"Yes, you should be happy. As of now, you are a member of the group that will kidnap the daughter of the President of the United States. Of course, you’ll be the one doing it."

"As if I’d cooperate with that."

"Oh my. Are you sure you should be saying that?"

An image was projected before my eyes. What had been blocking my vision was apparently a head-mounted display. On it was the figure of Rena, desperately pleading for something at the airport counter.

"Can you see? Your girlfriend is desperately searching for you after you went missing."

"A, are you holding Rena hostage?"

"Ten assassins are targeting your girlfriend. Don’t try any useless resistance."

David said with a laugh.

This guy is pretty dangerous.

In the footage I was just shown, I was able to confirm that Mochizuki-san, a bodyguard disguised as a maid, was near Rena. She’s a ninja from a school that is neither Iga nor Koga, but she’s as strong as an Iga Chunin. She can easily protect Rena against about ten assassins. It also looks like she’s aware of the person filming this.

For now, Rena seems to be fine. The rest is about how I’m going to escape.

But before I escape, let me confirm a few things.

"Does the President know about this?"

"Of course not. The negotiations will begin after the kidnapping is successful."

He doesn’t seem to be lying.

"…By the way, who planned this?"

"Why do you ask? Well, you’ll be working for me as my comrade until you die, so I suppose I can tell you who the leader is. It’s me. I, David Baxter, Presidential Aide to the United States, devised this plan."

"You mean former Presidential Aide, right?"

"Sh, shut up! Be quiet!!"

When a comrade pointed that out with a laugh, David raised his voice in anger.

So these people are confirmed scum who are trying to use me to kidnap the President’s daughter and get a ransom.

Above all, they used Rena as a hostage to threaten me. This is absolutely unforgivable.

It wasn’t the President or the country of America trying to harm us, it was these guys. It seems there’s no mastermind behind them.

Oh, right. I might as well ask about that other thing too.

"A little while ago, there was a special forces team that targeted us in Japan."

"I ordered that too. I never imagined that Hattori Juuzo would be Shinonome Rena’s bodyguard. Because that operation failed, I had to betray America. So it’s all your fault."

No, how does that follow?

This is just ridiculous. So this guy was behind that too.

I thought he might know something since he said he was the President’s chief aide, so I’m glad I asked.

The root of all evil is right here. I’ll definitely take care of all of them before I escape.

With that thought, I put strength into my hands and tried to forcefully break the restraints.

"By the way, everything I’ve told you so far is actually completely irrelevant."

"…Huh?"

A high-pitched kyuiin sound echoed in my ears. I felt like something was entering my head.

It feels very disgusting.

"Showing you the footage of your girlfriend as a hostage was merely preparation to guide your thoughts just a little."

I didn’t understand what David was saying.

Somehow, my consciousness is fading.

Ah, this. This seems a little ba…"
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			Hayate’s head drooped with a thud.

Seeing this, David gave a bold smile.

The device attached to Hayate’s head glowed green, indicating that its function had activated normally.

"Fufufu, fwahahahaha! I did it! I’ve obtained the world’s strongest dungeon explorer!!"

"Hey, boss. Can something like this really brainwash a person?" one of the mercenaries hired by David asked.

What had been placed on Hayate was a mind-control machine developed by the Department of Defense. It was originally intended to be used on captured spies to make them confess secrets, such as which country’s orders they were acting on. David had taken it without permission and used it on Hayate.

"Yes, it can. There’s no problem, just watch. Hayate, wake up."

Upon receiving the instruction, Hayate lifted his head.

"Yes, yes. It’s a success. You can undo his restraints now."

David’s instruction was meant for the mercenaries. He intended to say, ‘Undo Hayate’s restraints.’

However, Hayate misunderstood the command as being directed at him.

"Understood. Hmph!"

The restraints were made of a special alloy that should have been absolutely impossible to break by human strength, yet he destroyed them with ease.

"…Huh?"

"What?"

"Huh, what, huh?"

David, who had given the order, and his subordinates, who had been moving to release the restraints, were all dumbfounded.

"…"

Having also removed the restraint on his head, Hayate stood waiting in silence.

"C, can this thing be broken with bare hands?"

"Beats me. These restraints are also goods you had us steal from the Pentagon."

As they said this, the mercenaries raised the guns in their hands and aimed them at Hayate.

The battle-hardened mercenaries were on full alert against the young man who was staring blankly ahead.

If the brainwashing hadn’t worked properly, a monster who could jump ten meters unassisted and break out of special alloy restraints on his own would become their enemy.

"You all calm down. It’s fine. See, Hayate, raise your right hand."

But Hayate didn’t move.

"Hey! This is bad!!"

"Ah, no, that’s not it. I need this."

David hurriedly picked up the headset he had dropped in surprise when Hayate broke the restraints.

"Hayate, raise your right hand."

The command he gave in English was translated by the headset and conveyed to Hayate in Japanese.

Hayate raised his right hand.

"See, see! No problem, right? It seems he has absolutely no ability to comprehend English."

"…Are you really sure it’s okay?"

"It’s fine. Besides, Hayate will be heading to the dungeon alone. As per your contract, you just need to act as my bodyguards and help with transportation."

"So, how long will the brainwashing effect last?"

"Fufufu. That is this device’s demerit, which in this case becomes a very significant merit. It tampers with the brain’s signals and completely rewrites a person’s common sense. Once rewritten, common sense can never be returned to its original state. By the way, in Hayate’s current common sense, he is my subordinate, and my orders are to be followed absolutely."

"Hmph, is that so."

One of the mercenaries approached Hayate and punched him in the cheek with all his might.

Hayate made no move to dodge and fell from the blow, but immediately stood back up.

"Hey! Don’t do unnecessary things! This guy is my valuable asset."

"Don’t get mad. I was just checking his reaction. Not reacting at all when you’re about to be punched is absolutely impossible for a normal human."

"…So, are you convinced?"

"Yeah. This guy isn’t human anymore. Brainwashing is amazing stuff."

"If you like, I can brainwash you all too. You’d become the best soldiers."

"Nah, I’ll pass. Let’s go, you guys."

The mercenaries lowered the guns they had aimed at Hayate and left the scene.

"Hmph, a bunch of meatheads. I wish they’d act cleverly like me. But it was good to confirm that the brainwashing is definitely effective. Now Hayate, let’s go. I have a job I want you to do."

"Yes."

This was a room in a base prepared by David. As he exited, the expressionless Hayate followed.
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			That evening.

"I’m telling you, give Hayate back! If you can’t do that, then at least tell me where he was taken!!"

Rena was at the airport service counter, searching for Hayate.

"My lady. Let’s go to the hotel for today. You’ve already consulted with your father, and it would be better for you to rest a little until the investigation progresses."

Rena’s bodyguard, Mochizuki Kureha, proposed they move from their current location while remaining vigilant of their surroundings.

This was because she had noticed the presence of someone monitoring them from a short distance away. The ones watching Rena and the others were also mercenaries hired by David. They were the insurance in case the brainwashing on Hayate didn’t work. However, since Hayate was successfully brainwashed, all the mercenaries had already withdrawn.

Even though the observers had suddenly disappeared, Kureha felt she couldn’t let her guard down. But she also understood the anxious feelings of her charge, whose lover had gone missing in a foreign land.

So she half-forcefully pulled Rena, who refused to move from the service counter, and led her to an uncrowded spot a short distance away.

"Please listen carefully. Hayate-sama will be absolutely fine. He is the strongest ninja, acknowledged by that Hattori Juuzo."

"Y, yeah. But…"

"You are in more danger than he is, my lady."

"Huh, me?"

"Until just a moment ago, about ten people were monitoring our movements. It might be related to Hayate-sama’s disappearance. My lady, under what circumstances do you think Hayate-sama would be unable to use his full power?"

"…For example, if I were taken hostage."

Kureha was impressed by the intelligence of the master she served. And to reassure the anxious Rena, she nodded with a smile.

"Exactly. If we leave this place and position ourselves somewhere where it is easier to protect you, it might lead to helping him."

"But, but. What if Hayate wasn’t captured by bad people, but was just arrested by this country’s judicial authorities?"

"Even in that case, there is no problem. He can be released upon payment of bail. The Shinonome Zaibatsu holds a considerable amount of power even within the United States. So please rest assured."

He wouldn’t be able to return to Japan until a verdict was reached in court, but she would still be able to spend time with Hayate.

"O, okay. Hayate will be fine, right? He’ll be able to move more freely if I’m in a safe place. Maybe I should even increase the number of bodyguards."

"Thank you for your understanding. We were unable to pursue the people watching us earlier, but if we increase the number of guards, it will become possible to tail any suspicious individuals who appear. A request for additional guards has already been submitted to Shinonome-sama."

"Okay. Thank you, Mochizuki-san."

Rena still looked a little dissatisfied, but she prepared to move with Kureha and the others.

"M, my lady! Please look at this."

One of the maids stopped Rena as she was about to leave and showed her the smartphone in her hand.

"What’s this, a dungeon clearing stream? Wait, Hayate? H, why!?"

Hayate, who was supposed to have gone missing at the airport, was in a dungeon somewhere.
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			"Wh, why? Hayate, what in the world are you thinking?"

Unable to believe what she was seeing with her own eyes, Rena muttered in a daze.

She, along with her bodyguard Mochizuki Kureha and the maids, had arrived at the Shinonome Group hotel where they had originally planned to stay. She had been watching Hayate push through the dungeon on their way, but just as they arrived at the hotel, a problem occurred.

Hayate, who had gone missing at the airport security checkpoint, had entered a dungeon alone and successfully rescued Mary Tyler, the daughter of the US President. It was upsetting to be left behind without a word, but Rena could have forgiven him up to that point.

She told herself that he must have had his reasons for his actions. She just had to ask him for the reason when he came back. She had believed he would surely give her an explanation she could accept.

However, the problem started from there.

Just as Mary, who had appeared as a trophy, faintly opened her eyes, Hayate pressed something like a cloth to her mouth and knocked her unconscious. Then, cradling Mary in his arms, he floated into the air with a jetpack equipped on his back and leaped from the top floor of the Spring Dungeon.

As Mary was highly popular even within America, many media outlets had been watching the rescue of the four-sword style user Hayate. There were also numerous news helicopters flying around the dungeon.

The Air Force was also monitoring the area with helicopters and drones, but Hayate disappeared into the dark of night at a speed that eluded all their eyes.

Hayate, who had vanished without a word. The whereabouts of him and Mary were now unknown.

In this situation, Rena was not the only one in confusion.

Within America, the moment Mary was rescued, social media was flooded with celebratory comments, but the atmosphere changed completely when the news reported that they had gone missing.

Looking at the situation, there was no mistaking that the President’s daughter had been abducted by a Japanese national.

Although many of his fans defended Hayate, insisting there must be a reason, the scene where he knocked Mary unconscious with some kind of drug, which had been forcibly broadcast, was the final nail in the coffin. In an age where it has become easy for people to condemn others once the circumstantial evidence aligns, Hayate’s social media and streaming booth were flooded with a massive amount of slander.

—***—

Treating it as the abduction of a member of the First Family, the Secret Service and the CIA had already begun to act.

George, the father of the abducted Mary, had of course been watching the events unfold on the stream. But even after receiving the report from his aide that they had lost sight of Hayate, he remained stunned, unable to understand what had happened.

It was George’s order to invite Hayate Shizukuishi along with Shinonome Rena to this country. The aide he had appointed had successfully completed the negotiations with them, and when he heard that the Shinonome Zaibatsu’s private jet had arrived at Washington Dulles International Airport, George had felt a sense of relief, thinking, ‘My daughter will be saved now.’

Now, the situation had become something he had never imagined.

"N, no way… Did he think it was my order to kidnap her!?"

He had an idea as to why Hayate would take such an action.

When he had instructed his aide, David, to secure Hayate, David had acted on his own authority and mobilized a special forces team to kidnap Shinonome Rena. He had planned to make Hayate obey his orders by taking Rena hostage.

George had never intended to order such a heavy-handed act. But the problem was that David had mobilized the special forces team, claiming it was the President’s order.

"Mr. President!"

The female aide who was supposed to have met Hayate and the others burst open the office door and returned alone.

"Keaney. What is the meaning of this? Did you not get them to understand that the matter of kidnapping Lena Shinonome was a misunderstanding!?"

"Th, that was my understanding, but."

By paying a compensation of one hundred thousand dollars, Aide Keaney had tried to make the Shinonome Rena abduction plan, which another aide had executed on his own authority, a thing of the past. Hayate and the others had also seemed to accept that, but…

"No sooner do I receive a report that Hayate has gone missing than this happens. For him to do such a thing, I can only think of it as retaliation for that incident!"

"I was able to speak with Lena. At that time, she didn’t seem to think anything like this would happen. Therefore, I believe something must have happened to him after he went missing at the security checkpoint."

"Tell me what that something is! My daughter has been kidnapped, you know!?"

"W, well, this is something I would rather not consider, but…"

Around the same time Hayate went missing, a certain person had also disappeared. Furthermore, information from the Pentagon that a device this person was involved in developing had also gone missing led Keaney to imagine the worst-case scenario.

"It is possible that former Senior Aide David brainwashed Hayate Shizukuishi and had him kidnap your daughter."
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			The day after Hayate abducted Mary Tyler.

Rena had been summoned to the White House.

"Lena Shinonome, thank you for coming."

"Thank you for inviting me, Mr. President."

Without using a translator, Rena conversed with the President in fluent English.

"I heard you have something to discuss regarding Hayate. Do you know where he is now? He’s safe, isn’t he!?"

"P, please calm down and listen. First and foremost, I had no involvement whatsoever in Hayate Shizukuishi taking such an action."

"I understand that, but…"

Rena couldn’t understand why the President would say such a thing when his own daughter had been kidnapped.

"I’ll get straight to the point. He has likely been brainwashed."

"B, brainwashed?"

"It’s possible a powerful device was used. But to repeat, I did not order the development of that mind-control device, nor did I order it to be used on Hayate."

George desperately rattled off excuses. Seeing him, Rena felt an indescribable fear.

"Are you saying Hayate was brainwashed and ordered to kidnap Mary-san? If so, I can understand why he did what he did, but…"

She was relieved to know that Hayate hadn’t gone rogue and kidnapped Mary for his own selfish desires. But there was another problem.

"But that means you can turn him back to normal with that device, right!?"

George averted his gaze from Rena’s question.

"N, no…"

Despair tightened its grip on Rena’s heart.

Hayate might never come back. Just thinking that made her legs lose their strength. About to collapse, Rena placed her hands on a nearby table to support herself.

"Are you all right? Here, this way."

A female aide seated Rena in a chair.

"My name is Keaney. I will explain from here on out."

"Um, is it true that Hayate has been brainwashed? Is there any possibility that he’s just fooling around?"

Kidnapping the President’s daughter as a prank would be a huge problem, but for Rena right now, that would have been far better.

"Unfortunately, that possibility is low."

As she spoke, Keaney turned on the monitor in the Oval Office. On it, a man and a device that looked like it was meant to be worn on the head were displayed.

"This man is David Baxter. Until recently, he was a Presidential Aide. He was involved in the development of a mind-control device as part of a counter-terrorism project."

"He’s also the one who planned to kidnap you in Japan. O, of course, I did not order that either!"

"Then, he’s the one who did this to Hayate."

A murderous intent filled Rena’s eyes.

"Do you know where this person is now?"

"His current whereabouts are unknown. Even the CIA has been unable to locate him. However, David has said he will come to the Grade 1 ‘Black Dungeon’ here in Washington tomorrow at 7 AM."

"Then you’ll capture him there, right?"

To Rena, who asked with a glimmer of hope that things might be resolved, Keaney shook her head.

"No. He is holding Mary-sama hostage. He has threatened us that if anyone other than the person he specifies enters the Black Dungeon, he will brainwash her as well."

"David has contacted us to have someone come alone to retrieve Mary."

"Then, are you going to go alone, Mr. President? Even if it’s Grade 1, a dungeon is a dangerous place. Besides, what he might do to you…"

"No, not me. The person David specified was you, Lena."

"Huh, me? I, I can go!?"

Her reaction was not what the President and his staff had expected.

The image of a zaibatsu heiress is one of a person living a peaceful life, free from danger. They had thought it would take considerable negotiation to get such a person to go to a dangerous place to retrieve a hostage.

"What, uh. Are you not afraid?"

"That’s right, my lady. It’s too dangerous!"

Mochizuki Kureha, who was serving as Rena’s bodyguard, was also present. Having listened in silence until now, she finally spoke up.

"I am scared, of course. But this might be my chance to get Hayate back."

When she had been turned into a trophy, trapped in a space where she could see and feel nothing, terrified that someone would erase her personality, Hayate had come to save her.

To Rena, Hayate was her savior, her idol, and the person she loved. She absolutely could not lose him.

So this time, it was her turn to save him.

The enemy had managed to brainwash that Hayate. It was unlikely he had been defeated by force. She could surmise that they had used some cowardly trick to trap Hayate.

Even if he was brainwashed, her voice might be able to reach him. Rather than do nothing and lose him, she wanted to dive into danger and bet on that chance.

Thinking this, Rena declared forcefully, as if to overcome her fear.

"I will go and get Hayate back!"
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			The ‘Black Dungeon’ has appeared in a location visible from the White House. It is currently surrounded by the US Army, and no one is allowed to enter.

"Lena, you will have to head over there, but are you really sure about this?"

"Yes. I want to go."

"Th, then, how about I act as your escort while concealing my presence?"

Kureha proposed to accompany her as a bodyguard, but Rena rejected the offer.

"No. It’s not that I want to go save Hayate by myself, but the dungeon’s specifications leave no other choice. The kidnapper probably knows that too."

The Black Dungeon allows one to choose to enter a slightly special tutorial space upon entry. It has been discovered that forced broadcasting does not occur in this space.

Furthermore, its specifications are the same as in the game, and it is possible to form a party on the spot if those who have entered agree to it.

A party can invite specific individuals by looking at a list of nearby explorers, or join another party. At that time, anyone not invited will be sent to a different tutorial space.

"Even if Mochizuki-san enters the Black Dungeon in a party with me, we won’t be able to go to the space where Hayate and the others are unless we’re invited by them."

The man named David, who had brainwashed Hayate and abducted the daughter of the President of the United States, had designated that space as the place for negotiations.

"No…"

"That’s why I’ll go alone, as requested."

Incidentally, the Black Dungeon had already been cleared, and once a dungeon is cleared, it becomes possible to enter it through various methods without having to go through the first-floor entrance. Therefore, capturing David and his group outside the dungeon has also become difficult.

There are currently seven ways to move from one dungeon to another. It is possible to enter a Black Dungeon in another, less guarded area and move to the Black Dungeon in Washington from there.

Moreover, David, being a former Presidential Aide, had managed multiple top-secret safe houses that not even high-ranking government officials knew about.

The CIA and the police were searching for David and his group with all their might, but there was no useful information regarding their whereabouts.

—***—

The next morning.

"My lady, please be careful."

As a bodyguard, she wanted to stop Rena. But Kureha, who knew how desperately she had been searching for Hayate, found herself wanting to support Rena as she tried to go to him.

"I will. I will definitely bring Hayate back."

Rena responded with a serious expression to Kureha, who wore a somber face due to her complex feelings.

There was a possibility of combat. The President approached Rena as she was checking her equipment before entering the dungeon.

"I am truly sorry that we have ended up entrusting everything to a young girl like you. If Mary returns safely, I will accept any demand within my power."

"Understood. The negotiating lines are as we discussed yesterday, correct?"

"Yes. That is fine."

In the case of a ransom, up to thirty million dollars was acceptable. Also, demands that George could handle with his personal judgment, such as a demand for his resignation, were also conditions that could be accepted on the spot.

If the demands exceeded that, Rena was to return once and convey the demands.

"Well then, I’m off."

David’s demand was that no one other than Rena enter the dungeon.

He had not made any mention of the outside, so several thousand personnel from the Army, police, and special forces were on standby in the vicinity.

As they watched over her, Rena entered the Black Dungeon alone.
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			Mochizuki-san used the Shinonome Zaibatsu’s information network to investigate the kidnapper, David.

It seems he was a person who handled the President’s dirty work. Sometimes it was on the President’s orders, other times he acted on his own for America’s sake, but at the very least, David has connections to the underworld.

So there will probably be mercenaries or assassins where I’m going.

There’s no way I’m not scared. My hands were trembling just a moment ago.

But I force my feet forward.

I can’t run away. If I run now, I might never see Hayate again.

I’ll do anything to get him back.

The only saving grace is that the negotiation site is inside a dungeon. That’s a place that’s advantageous for us explorers.

It’s fine even if there really are mercenaries with guns. Weapons from the outside world don’t damage explorers even if the PVP function is enabled.

It would be a problem if they have weapons they got from a dungeon… but thanks to the overprotective Hayate, I’m wearing what can be considered the strongest possible equipment at this time.

I made all this equipment together with him.

I really wanted to gather the materials from scratch, but we prioritized rescuing people who had been turned into trophies, so we just bought the materials from the Market and did the enhancing together.

Even so, it was fun. It was a happy time.

Those memories give me strength.

The maximum party size for the Black Dungeon is eight people. Since I’m joining, that means besides Hayate and David, there will be a maximum of five mercenaries. If Mary-san is with them, it will be four mercenaries.

I can defeat just five people. I can definitely do it.

I’ll defeat five people and get my Hayate back.

I entered the Black Dungeon.

【Welcome to the Black Dungeon. Would you like to begin the tutorial?】

YES / NO selection buttons floated before my eyes.

I selected YES. Because I was told to do so.

【Transferring to the tutorial space.】

The scenery around me changes. A vast grassland with a pleasant breeze blowing.

I like this place.

Moving forward from here will automatically start the tutorial. If I wait without moving much, I can form a party with people I want to progress through the game with.

After waiting a little, a party invitation came.

I accept it. The moment I pressed the party join confirmation button, the scenery changed.

"Well, hello. You must be Lena Shinonome."

A man who had been waiting for me in a space of a different dimension spoke to me.

"Hayate!"

Hayate was standing next to the man. Even though he must have seen me, his expression didn’t change.

It’s true that he’s been brainwashed. Just wait. I’ll free you right now.

Behind Hayate, Mary-san was lying on the ground with her hands and feet tied. She seems to be unconscious.

I thought there would be mercenaries and such, but besides me, there were only three other people.

"I came alone as you asked. Please return Mary-san and Hayate!"

"Are you an idiot? If I return them, I get nothing."

"That’s why I’m asking you to tell me what you want."

"What I want? Hmm, let’s see. In this situation, what I want is ‘everything,’ I suppose."

"…Huh?"

"I’ve obtained the world’s strongest dungeon explorer. I’ve obtained the daughter of the man who moves the world’s strongest nation. And finally, I can obtain a super-rich and lovely young lady."

"Wh, what are you talking about?"

I’m confused because I can’t figure out David’s intentions.

"You’re slow on the uptake. I’ve already obtained everything I need. Even if the police or the military come to capture me, I can just use an item to escape into a dungeon. With Hayate here, I have nothing to fear. Even the mercenaries I hired with a large sum of money were instantly killed by this guy."

It seems it wasn’t that he didn’t bring the mercenaries here, but that he had already disposed of them.

"It’s just that the mind-control device has been acting up since I used it on Hayate. I haven’t been able to brainwash Mary yet. Well, I can fix it soon enough. Once I do, I’ll brainwash you too."

He said with a dirty laugh.

I finally realized. This person has no intention of negotiating.

"Hmm? Ah. The fact that you’ve drawn your bow means you’ve finally understood. That’s right, I had no intention of negotiating from the start. I realized it the moment I got Mary. As long as I have Hayate, that’s enough. I don’t need useless subordinates. With this guy and my mind-control device, I can do anything in this new world where dungeons have appeared."

"Then why did you summon me, calling me a negotiator?"

"You’re Hayate’s girlfriend, aren’t you? It was my own brand of kindness. Since Hayate will be working until he breaks, I thought I’d let him see you one last time. But seeing you in person has changed my mind a little."

David’s expression twisted disgustingly.

"I thought Mary alone was enough, but now I want you too. By the way, after I’ve used you until I get bored, depending on my mood, I might even let you do it with Hayate. What do you think? Not a bad offer, is it?"

I couldn’t hold back any longer. This scum must be eliminated here.

I will definitely do something about Hayate myself. First, this guy.

"Aaaahhhhhhh! Get out of our lives!!"

I released an arrow from my fully drawn bow. I shot with the intent to kill.

The arrow I shot, aimed at the scum’s forehead, was…

"Wh, why!?"

It was blocked by Hayate.
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			"I've ordered him to protect me with his life. Too bad for you."

The president of the Shinonome Group had provided a vast sum of money to ensure nothing happened to his daughter, Rena. Hayate, having received those funds, used them without hesitation to create the strongest equipment currently available. Added to that was Rena's own skill, honed through real-world training and enough practice to become a top-ranked player in the game.

Rena possessed the strongest long-range attack power.

But Hayate easily defended against her assault.

"I don't know much about this FWO, but your gear looks stronger than the other guys I see on the streams. Even so, you can't beat my Hayate."

"Hayate isn't yours!"

"Tch, you're so noisy. He's my tool now."

Slightly irritated with Rena, David gave a deliberate, clear command, seeking to inflict psychological damage on her.

"Hayate, defeat that woman. But don't kill her. Sh.e.'.s. g.o.i.n.g. t.o. b.e. m.i.n.e. t.o.o."

Expressionless, Hayate began to walk toward Rena.

"H, hey, Hayate... Stop it. This is a joke, right?"

When Saionji Hisato had treated Rena like a prize for PVP, Hayate had gotten angry for her. But now, he silently approached, obeying David's command.

That was what tormented Rena.

It made her realize that Hayate's will truly wasn't coming back.

She had come this far to save Hayate, the one who had saved her from the despair of having her own consciousness erased, but Rena cursed her own powerlessness, her inability to do anything for him.

She had held a faint hope that if she just called out to him, Hayate would return to normal. She had even considered the possibility that he was just pretending to be brainwashed for some reason.

But it seemed those were nothing more than baseless hopes.

Rena dropped her bow to the ground. She had no will to fight anymore.

From the depths of her despair, tears began to flow naturally.

Havate, ordered not to kill, recognized Rena's loss of fighting spirit and stopped walking just before he reached her.

"What, you're not even going to resist?"

David looked bored, but he was satisfied that Rena's spirit was broken.

Brainwashing becomes easier when emotions fluctuate wildly. Since he had a plan to use Rena to extract a large sum of money from the Shinonome Group, he was about to give the order to capture her first.

But Rena moved before he could.

"Hayate, I'm sorry I couldn't save you."

If she was captured and brainwashed, this time she would truly cease to be herself. Believing this was the end, Rena forced a kiss on Hayate.

"H, hey! What are you doing!? Get away from him! That woman is going to be mine!"

David ordered Hayate to move away from Rena.

"...No."

"Huh?"

"Rena is my girlfriend. I won't hand her over to someone like you."

Holding Rena in his arms, Hayate turned his body to glare at David.

"H, Hayate? Your consciousness... it's back?"

"Yeah. Sorry, Rena. I made you worry."

"Impossible! Th, th, this is my device! It completely rewrites the neural codes in the brain! It's nothing like mind control! Th, there's no way he could have come back!"

"Honestly, it was pretty bad. My consciousness was still there, but I couldn't move my body the way I wanted. If you hadn't come to help me, Rena, I might have really been done for."

As he said this, Hayate's arms tightened around Rena.

"No, no, no, no, that's impossible! There's absolutely no way anyone could retain their consciousness with that device! Wh, wh, what in the world are you!?"

"I'm a regular FWO streamer. I can just use a little ninjutsu."

"Huh?"

"Also, I love Rena very much. It's partly my fault for not training enough, but you're the root of all this. You, the one who caused Rena to cry..."

A murderous aura poured from Hayate.

"I will never forgive you."

It was an pressure so intense it could immobilize even a trained ninja.

An ordinary person like David couldn't possibly withstand it. He foamed at the mouth, collapsed on the spot, and continued to tremble violently.

"Wh, what did you do?"

"I intimidated him and showed him a little illusion. I feel like punching him, but right now I don't want to leave your side more than anything."

Saying that, Hayate pulled Rena's body even closer.

"I'm sorry, I let my guard down. I thought I could escape anytime. And I knew you were safe, Rena, so I just..."

"No, it's okay now. I'm so happy you came back to me, Hayate."

"I'm happy to be back, too. Seeing you and hearing your voice wasn't enough. I was wondering what I'd do if I was ordered to hurt you. But thanks to your kiss, I was able to get control of my body back. Thank you so much."

"Hehe. You're welcome. So, this makes us even now, okay?"

"Even?"

"You know. For when you saved me when I was a trophy."

"I don't really think of that as a debt or anything."

"It's fine! Now I can stand tall and say I'm your equal, Hayate. I can be confident that it's okay for me to be by your side."

Rena had long been a passionate fan of Hayate. At first, she just wanted him to notice her, but eventually, that feeling changed into a resolve to become a partner who could fight alongside him.

But after being saved by Hayate, even when they fought together, she had felt that they weren't quite equals.

"So, I look forward to working with you from now on. Hayate."

"Yeah. Same here, Rena."
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			"Mary-san. Thank you for what you did earlier."

After the stream ended, Hayate-sama spoke to me.

"Huh, what do you mean?"

Earlier? What did I do?

"When you explained the part about you being my fan, you acted all shy. Thanks to that, a lot of people believed it."

Oh, that.

When I heard that Hayate-sama had been brainwashed by a villain and had used a drug to knock me out, I proposed that story to protect him.

The one my papa explained on the stream, about me being a huge fan of Hayate-sama and that I would lose my composure if I realized he had saved me.

Well, it's not really a story. It's the truth. I really am a fan of Hayate-sama.

But my papa doesn't know that. I haven't told anyone.

"Hehe. You're welcome."

"But are you sure it's okay? It helped me out, but you've worked so long to build your image as a cool actress..."

He's worried about my career. This man is just so precious. I love him.

"It's for the person who saved my life. I'd do this much and more."

I respond with an air of composure, but if I let my guard down for even a second, I feel like I'll burst into tears right now.

My idol is talking to me from so close. I'm just too happy.

Come to think of it, when he came to save me, he held me in his arms just like Rena-san. He was brainwashed, but the fact that he held me doesn't change.

I'm glad it wasn't like that Hisato person, who was just watched until he got back on the ground.

Ah, I can't take it anymore. I want to just confess everything.

That I love you. That I've been a fan for so long.

But I know that would just trouble him.

Havate-sama should be with Rena-san. Someone like me shouldn't get in the way.

Speaking of which, Rena-san is glaring at me from a short distance away. She's probably worried I'll steal Hayate-sama from her.

She's so small and cute.

I could probably win in terms of style and whatnot. But that kind of cuteness is unique to Japanese people, isn't it.

I know full well that Hayate-sama dotes on Rena-san.

As a fan, I don't want to cause him any trouble. I've told myself that over and over again...

But as a fan, I can't suppress this feeling of wanting him to recognize me.

Just a little. I want to check if Hayate-sama has noticed me.

"I really love Japan. So I was happy to be rescued by a Japanese person."

"Is that so? If you ever come to Japan, we'll show you around. Right, Rena?"

"O, of course!"

So it won't be just Hayate-sama. Still, I'm happy because I've made a promise to see him again.

Can I think of us as friends now?

"Thank you. I'll contact you then. Also, I've taken a liking to Japanese tongue-twisters and have been practicing one recently. I want to ask my Japanese friends if I'm saying it right."

"Okay. Which one is it?"

"I'm not very good at tongue-twisters."

I hope they get the hint.

I touch the device on my neck so I can turn off the auto-translation for just the tongue-twister part.

"Um, here I go. 'Tonari no kyaku wa yoku kyaku kuu kyaku da!' How was that? Did I say it right?"

"You're not supposed to eat the customers, you know."

"It's persimmons, persimmons."

"And you made it harder to say by using 'kyaku' instead."

They're both laughing.

So this really works as a joke to make Japanese people laugh.

"I, I made a mistake."

"Sorry for laughing. Come to think of it, one of my oldest fans makes the same mistake as you, Mary-san."

"Huh?"

C, could it be...

"There's someone who comes to watch my streams under the name 'The Customer Next Door Eats Customers Well.' They've been watching me for a long time. At first, I thought they were just messing with me when I had to say their name as a greeting. It's just so hard to pronounce, you know?"

"You used to stumble over it all the time."

"Yeah. But just like Lena, they come to every single one of my streams, and as I tried my best to say their name, my articulation got better. Now I'm grateful to them. Wait, Mary-san? Wh, what's wrong!?"

"Eh?"

I realize I'm crying.

The truth is, I've been watching Hayate-sama's streams using that exact tongue-twister as my username.

I was just so happy that my idol recognized me. Though I'm a little hurt that he thought it was harassment.

But I was so happy when he said he was grateful.

That's it. I'll follow you for the rest of my life!!



		
		
		
			Chapter 60: 60
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 60

			60

			"Rena, if you're okay with it, how about we just go straight to Europe?"

I had planned to return to Japan once, but I reconsidered and decided to ask Rena.

"Huh? I, I don't mind... but this is sudden. Why?"

The mission to rescue the trophy in America had ended safely, albeit with a few issues. And in the meantime, it seemed that the rescue of all the people who had been turned into trophies around the world had been completed.

"I wanted to go save the British princess."

"Yeah. But the Chunin already rescued her, right?"

The person who had become a trophy in England was a young princess. Incidentally, there are many professional FWO players in Europe, including several former military personnel, so my heading there was a low priority.

I had been thinking that if anyone in Europe still hadn't been rescued after the American dungeon capture, I would hurry over, but I spent too much time on my activities here.

Apparently, the royal family had made a direct rescue request to my master, the leader of the Iga ninja, and they couldn't wait for me any longer.

So there's no need to rush to Europe. There isn't, but...

"I think if I go back to Japan once, I won't want to go abroad again for a while."

"Ah. I see."

I miss Japanese food. The language barrier is scary.

It's not that I have any complaints about the performance of the translation tool, but it was stressful not knowing what people around me were saying at all when I wasn't wearing it.

I want to go back to Japan so badly.

But if I do go back, my quest to raise my profile around the world and become a man worthy of Rena will be put on hold for the time being.

In America, I was recognized by the president as the greatest dungeon explorer, so I was hoping to get some kind of title in Europe as well.

"If you want to go, Hayate, I'll follow you anywhere. Let's just quickly clear the current most difficult dungeon and make them recognize you as the strongest over there too!"

"Thank you, Rena."

She's too good to me. I feel bad for dragging her along on my whims.

So in return, I'll do my best in combat!!

──＊＊＊──

Once we decided to go to Europe, things moved quickly.

We completed all the arrangements and preparations by evening, left America at 8 PM, and arrived in Germany at 8 AM. The flight time on Rena's supersonic private jet was about five hours. I don't really get time differences.

By the way, we came to Germany because this country is the most advanced in dungeon exploration in Europe. The plan is to raise my profile by clearing a dungeon that no one in such a country has yet conquered.

"Are you doing okay with the jet lag?"

"I feel a little strange."

It was the same when I arrived in America.

"Let's rest up at the hotel. Also, I'm glad we didn't get caught this time."

"Yeah. Seriously."

Getting caught twice would be no joke. It would make me hate traveling by plane.

If I had been caught this time, I was thinking I would take down everyone nearby, escape, and make sure not to get separated from Rena.

──＊＊＊──

"I'm a little tired after all."

As soon as we arrived at the hotel where we would be staying for the day, Rena collapsed onto the bed.

We had come all the way to Germany on a tight schedule. It seemed to be tough even for her, who was used to traveling by plane.

"You must be exhausted. Want me to give you a massage?"

"...Yes, please."

I've never given anyone a massage before. I just said it on a whim.

But if Rena wants one, I'll do it for her.

I recalled the movements of the masseuse Shinonome-san had arranged for me before I went to rescue Rena. That had felt really good.

I think it was something like this...

"Ngh, ah."

Rena let out a voice. It was a little erotic.

"Hayate, ngh. Y, you're good at this."

"You think so? I'm glad."

I am perfectly tracing the movements of a professional. Please enjoy being healed to your heart's content.

I gave her a massage for about ten minutes.

"That felt really good. Thank you, Hayate."

"You're welcome."

I had actually intended to make it so comfortable that Rena would fall asleep...

Unfortunately, I failed.

But I saw Rena's refreshed smile, so let's call it a win.

"It felt so good I almost fell asleep."

"Really? You could have just fallen asleep."

"Because, I want to give you one too, Hayate."

"A massage?"

"Yes. It's okay if you fall asleep, Hayate."

Rena rolled up her sleeves, showing her motivation. My expectations rose a little.

My cute girlfriend is going to give me a massage. Just thinking about it blows away any fatigue.

"Now, please lie down. Hayate-san."

"Okay."

Times like these are happiness.

Rena's weight on top of me as I lie face down is moderately comfortable.

The four-sword style is very taxing on the shoulders. Perhaps because she knows this, it felt amazing that she focused her massage around my shoulders.

"Does this feel good?"

"Yeah."

"Harder?"

"That's just right."

Rena makes minor adjustments while listening to my reactions.

I see... So you're supposed to do it while watching the other person's reaction.

I was just copying the professional's movements. Massages are deeper than I thought.

Getting one from Rena feels really good.

My consciousness began to fade, and eventually, I could no longer answer Rena's questions.
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			"Is the stream working? I think it's being done automatically."

Havate was on screen, inside some dungeon. Rena was next to him.
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			"Rena, take care of that enemy in the back."

"Roger!"

I mow down the small fry, and Rena takes out the formidable enemies from a distance. This combination is the strongest for clearing dungeons as a pair.

Apparently, she originally chose the greatbow, with its high power per shot, with the assumption that she would be teaming up with me.

It's powerful but has a low rate of fire, making it a terrible matchup if she were to fight me. Yet she challenged me to PVP over and over. At the time, I just thought she was an easy mark for earning rank points, but thinking about it now, I feel a surge of guilt.

She chose her weapon for my sake, and kept pestering me for low-odds PVP matches just to have a connection with me. It's so sweet and endearing.

"Hayate, what's wrong? Why are you spacing out? Don't tell me you got hit with poison or something!?"

"I'm fine. Sorry for making you worry."

I pat Rena on the head, both to apologize for worrying her and for feeling guilty about the past.

"Thanks for everything, Rena."

"Wh, what's with you all of a sudden?"

She says that, but she doesn't seem to be bothered by it.

"Um... this is being forcibly streamed, so..."

"Yeah. We'll continue later."

When we leave the dungeon and are alone together, Rena always starts to get fidgety.

It's adorable. It makes me want to tease her a little.

Well, I can't restrain myself either and usually end up hugging her right away.

I imagined what we'd do after leaving the dungeon for a moment, then continued deeper inside with Rena.

"Ah, Hayate. Looks like someone's here."

"Yeah, just one person."

Up ahead, there was someone fighting a monster.

In the game FWO, it was possible for another player to attack a monster someone else was fighting and deal damage. However, this was considered bad manners, so generally, people didn't target enemies that were already engaged.

Incidentally, since you gained experience for skill points and drop items based on the damage dealt, mages who could use wide-area magic attacks sometimes cooperated with other parties to take on dozens of monsters at once.

Swordsmen often fought one-on-one, so they generally didn't try to steal someone else's kill.

That's why we were about to go around the person ahead of us and move on.

"Ah, wait, Hayate. That person looks like they're in trouble!"

Just as we were about to take another route, Rena noticed something was wrong.

The person fighting the monster was a female explorer. She had turned her back to the monster and started to run. A large humanoid monster was chasing her.

"Rena, can you get a shot?"

"Yeah!"

Rena nocked an arrow, drew her bow, and released.

Her attack successfully stopped the monster that was closing in on the woman.

I had started running at the same time the arrow was loosed, and I reached the woman's side to face the monster. Good, I made it in time.

"Are you alright?"

"Y, yes."

She doesn't seem to be injured. And she understood my Japanese.

She looked like a beautiful foreign woman, so I was a little surprised by her Japanese reply.

"Is it alright if I take this guy out?"

"I'm sorry. Please do."

The fact that we could have this exchange so smoothly might mean that this person was also an FWO player. Back in the game, there was a time when I would find players struggling with a tough enemy, defeat the monster for them, and be thanked for it.

The humanoid monster changed its target to me and lunged.

Its fists were clad in lightning. Getting hit by that would be bad.

I parry the attack with the earth-attribute kukri equipped on my right manipulator.

At the same time, I tried to slash with the Magic Sealing Sword on my left manipulator, but...

My attack was deflected by the monster's backhand.

But this was exactly what I had intended. I know this thing's attack patterns.

Most people set their joints to be loose so that damage doesn't transfer to the main body when they're counterattacked, but I had locked the manipulator's joints from the start, assuming it would be deflected.

By doing this, I can use my legs as a pivot and rotate using the enemy's strength.

"Eight-Strike Spinning Slash!"

I spun sideways twice, slicing the enemy with a flurry of blows from my four swords.

With my current equipment, I won't struggle with an enemy of this level.

By the way, the Eight-Strike Spinning Slash I used to defeat the monster is a four-sword style skill. If you can time it perfectly with an enemy's attack like I just did, it counts as a counter and its attack power increases significantly.

However, judging by the feel of it, I didn't even need to activate the skill. The woman seemed to have dealt a lot of damage already, and I hardly got any experience for my skill points. She was probably just a little bit away from defeating it herself.

I offer my hand to the woman who had collapsed on the ground and help her up.

"Did you run out of healing potions or something?"

"That's right. I came this far with a safety margin, but I unexpectedly got into a series of battles..."

She came to a Grade 4 dungeon alone, and after being rescued, she calmly answered my questions. She must have been a pretty strong player back in FWO.

"Should we escort you to the exit? The Return Feather hasn't been implemented yet."

Normally, I'd give her a healing potion and say goodbye, but this is currently the most difficult dungeon available. And the penalty for being defeated is too dangerous. It's not that I'm helping her because she's a woman, but I'd really like to see a skilled person who can come this far alone continue to be successful.

"I'm so sorry. If it's possible, please."

"It's no problem. Rena, is it okay if we go to the exit?"

"Of course it is. We're only on the third floor."

When I checked with Rena, who had arrived a little later, she immediately agreed.

After that, Rena and I escorted the woman to the dungeon exit, and then began our challenge to conquer the dungeon once more.
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			I'm in a very good mood today.

Something I had always dreamed of, something I thought would be absolutely impossible, has come true.

"...Hayate-kun was so cool."

The person I thought was in America was, for some reason, here in Germany.

Ever since FWO was a game, I had been watching Hayate-kun's streams. I couldn't take my eyes off him and his reckless antics. When I started working after watching his streams, my own art somehow felt more vibrant.

Havate-kun's actions always gave me inspiration. It was Hayate-kun who gave me the spark to awaken my art when my follower count had stagnated at around 800,000. I had always wanted to thank him someday.

And I was temporarily allowed to join his party.

Well, to put it mildly, it was the best. I got to see his combat up close.

Havate-kun's heroic figure is still burned into my memory. As soon as I got back, I drew up several rough sketches.

I think all of them successfully capture that 'is he even human!?' feeling of his.

I couldn't have drawn this picture just by watching through a screen. If I finish this, it might sell for a pretty good price.

Well, I'm not going to sell it. I'm going to make this my treasure.

What was a little disappointing was that I was in a position to be protected by Hayate-kun.

I really wanted to stand next to him and fight, just like Elena-chan. I wanted Hayate-kun to know that I can fight too. I looked up to him and became a reasonably strong solo explorer, but...

The real-world dungeons aren't as forgiving as the game. I really thought I was going to die today.

I still can't believe he showed up in such a pinch.

"He was so cool."

The same words came out of my mouth twice.

Of course, I know he's Elena-chan's boyfriend. I'm satisfied just having been able to see him up close. I have to think that way. Besides, I always thought so from watching the streams, but Elena-chan is really, really cute. I think they're a perfect couple.

I ended up interrupting their expedition. I'm sorry.

Since it's being forcibly streamed, I was too scared of being identified to tell them my pen name.

I didn't even say I was a fan. I wanted to talk with them more.

I'm confident I could have had a lively conversation with Hayate-kun and the others, even about things from when FWO was a game. It's not something I should admit, but I was so engrossed in FWO that I neglected my illustration work. I was actually a pretty high-level ranker.

Right now, I'm so excited from being able to fight alongside Hayate-kun that my hand won't stop drawing.

Ideas are just pouring out. It's so much fun.

I went to the dungeon today because I thought that by putting myself in the same environment as Hayate-kun, who is working so hard at clearing dungeons, I might get some motivation from him.

I never thought I'd meet the real thing. And he even saved me.

That time will surely be a memory I'll cherish for the rest of my life.

Because I received motivation from Hayate-kun, I was putting all my effort into my work.

──Ah, it's a call from my editor in Japan.

"Hello. This is Rururoro."

"Good evening. This is sudden, but I called today because I have something to report to you, sensei."

"What is it?"

"Incredibly, 'Iroha,' the series for which you are doing the illustrations, sensei, has surpassed thirty million copies in total circulation!!"

"Oh! That's wonderful news. And thank you."

It's an interesting story, so I was sure it would sell well.

To sell that many copies without an anime or live-action adaptation is amazing.

"Yes, and regarding that... I know you must be busy, but I was hoping you might be able to finish the illustrations for volume 14 soon."

"What? I just emailed them to you. Did you not receive them?"

"Eh... What!?"

My editor was incredibly surprised.

I can't blame her. I usually only start working after she's reminded me about five times. For some reason, it takes me a very long time to get started.

But this time, I'm different. Because I got my motivation from Hayate-kun and his friends.

Come to think of it, I wonder if my editor watches his streams?

If she did, she'd probably scold me for doing something dangerous, so it's a good thing she hasn't seen it.

"Ah, um. Yes, I've confirmed that they've arrived. It was my mistake for not checking. I'm sorry. The quality is also amazing. You've perfectly expressed our specifications. I don't think there will be any revisions. Thank you. ...But, what on earth happened? Why is Rururoro-sensei suddenly in such a motivated mode?"

My editor knows my personality well.

"Hehe. A lot of things happened, that's all."
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			Hayate and Rena had reached the seventh floor of the Grade 4 'Yellow Dungeon.'

"Rena, break that pot over there."

"Okay!"

In a distant corridor, a pot was placed alongside some wood fragments. Rena accurately shot the pot Hayate pointed at, triggering a trap set in the corridor and impaling the monsters directly above it.

"Your knowledge of dungeons is amazing, Hayate. I didn't know about that trap. It's not on any of the strategy sites, is it?"

"Probably not. You can get Orbs from the small fry monsters here at a low rate, so I spent a lot of time here back when it was a game. Because of that, I have a pretty good grasp of how to efficiently defeat monsters. By the way, it's more of a gimmick than a trap. It won't activate unless you hit it from more than ten meters away."

"I'm curious how you, a close-combat weapon specialist, figured that out... but anyway, since this is being streamed, that gimmick is definitely going to be on the strategy sites now."

This scene was being forcibly broadcast to the world.

Not just this gimmick, but Hayate had been generously sharing information throughout his dungeon explorations. From the beginning, he had no intention of keeping the knowledge necessary for dungeon clearing a secret for his own benefit. He believed it would be good if the information he shared helped people clear dungeons more safely.

Currently, due to the Goddess's power, the settings of the game FWO were being reflected in the real world. The development company of FWO was aware of this and had released all information, including hidden settings, for the common good of the entire world.

However, the amount of information was vast, and apart from a few who were seriously aiming to clear dungeons, it wasn't widely viewed. In the first place, the dungeon settings could be changed at the Goddess's whim, and in fact, the mid-boss in the Grade 3 'Spring Dungeon,' the water dragon Leviathan, had been changed to a fake Hayate.

Explorers around the world were trying to gather information about dungeons by watching Hayate's streams rather than reading the official information from the developers.

Hayate and the others didn't know it yet, but on the stream's comment section and social media, many people were calling him things like 'the walking FWO strategy guide.'

"The Orbs really aren't dropping, are they."

"Well, you get maybe one for every thousand you defeat. If you're aiming for drops from small fry, it's better to be a sage class and just spam area-of-effect magic. The Orb drop rate from the mid-boss here is high, so I used to defeat the mid-boss and then farm the enemies around here while it respawned. I always do it that way."

"I watched that stream too! But that wasn't this dungeon, was it?"

Hayate had done several grueling streams in the past when FWO was a game, where he would keep streaming until he got an Orb, an item for strengthening equipment.

But that wasn't all.

Just because he wasn't streaming, it didn't mean he wasn't farming. Hayate had farmed mid-bosses and final bosses countless times.

"I'll farm anywhere until I get a rare item."

"I see. So, why didn't you stream those farming sessions on a sub-channel?"

"Is there a demand for a stream of someone just killing the same monster over and over?"

"I would have watched. You could have streamed for ten hours and I would have been fine with it. I would have loved to have Hayate's stream playing in the background while I studied or something."

"The 'for work' kind of thing, huh. Even if there's a demand, being watched by someone for ten hours straight would be tough for me. Besides, if I streamed everything down to gathering materials for my equipment, I might get countered in PVP."

"I see. That's certainly true."

"On the other hand, you didn't do much material-gathering streams, Rena."

Rena had hardly ever farmed small fry monsters.

"I had a team that would gather items and things for me."

"Whoa, seriously?"

"In return, I worked hard on crafting gambits."

Gambits were extremely difficult pieces of equipment to craft, requiring one to raise their 'Dexterity Level' stat by endlessly combining and crafting items.

In FWO, there were two types of players. There were those who holed up in dungeons, gathered items, sold what they didn't need, and left equipment crafting to others. Then there were players who didn't defeat monsters to gather items themselves, but instead bought materials on the market and crafted them into other high-value items to make money.

Havate sometimes crafted his own equipment but was generally the former type. Rena was the latter.

"Speaking of which, Rena, are you going to craft any gambits this time?"

"I'm thinking I'd like to. It would lessen the burden on you, Hayate. Right now, you're always protecting me, but I think they'll become necessary from here on out."

"Maybe so. The market is getting well-stocked too, so maybe doing a crafting stream once in a while is an option."

"Leave the crafting streams to me! I've done a ton of them. I think my fans would enjoy that too."

"Sounds good. Our viewership has grown, so let's do more than just dungeon clearing!"

"Let's do it!"
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			"Well, it's time for the final boss. Do you remember its weaknesses and attack patterns?"

"Of course. This boss drops valuable electrical materials, so I used to farm it too."

On the top floor of the Grade 4 'Yellow Dungeon,' Rena and I were about to challenge the boss.

The mid-bosses had been the same as in FWO.

I wonder if only the Grade 3 dungeon was changed after all?

Maybe the specifications were specially changed at that time because the people who had been abducted as trophies were in the Spring Dungeon.

Well, whether the boss has been changed or not, I will clear this dungeon while perfectly protecting Rena. That's all I need to do.

"Alright, let's go."

"Okay!"

Rena and I entered the boss room together.

The boss of the Yellow Dungeon was...

"It hasn't changed."

"Yeah. It's the Thunder Beast."

A four-legged beast shrouded in lightning. It was about three meters tall.

What you had to watch out for was its speed. Also, if you used a melee weapon without the proper attributes, you would get shocked and your body would go numb, whether you were attacking or being attacked. There were other monsters in the Yellow Dungeon with similar properties, but the Thunder Beast's electricity required the highest level of insulation equipment currently available. It was recommended to defeat it with long-range attacks.

This was the monster I struggled with the most in the early days of FWO.

But now I have Rena. And I've prepared a weapon specifically for this guy.

"Can I leave the 
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			On the way back to the hotel from the Yellow Dungeon, I suddenly remembered something.

"There's a famous castle around here, isn't there?"

When you think of Germany, you think of that castle. We're currently in Füssen, Bavaria.

I know there's a famous castle here because it was in a tourist pamphlet. But I can't remember the name.

"The castle you're thinking of is probably right near here, Hayate."

"Um, what was the name again?"

"Neuschwanstein Castle. It's the castle that's said to be the model for Cinderella's Castle."

"That's the one! By the way, if it's close, maybe we could go take a look..."

Part of me wants to be alone with Rena as soon as possible, but since we've come all this way, I'd like to see the famous castle too.

"I don't mind. I've been there a few times, so I can show you around."

"Awesome!"

"Ah, but. You might be disappointed."

"Huh, why?"

Rena looks back.

There, the Yellow Dungeon we had just cleared stood tall, soaring into the sky.

"Hayate, look at this."

Rena shows me her smartphone.

On the screen was Neusch... Neuschwa? That famous castle.

"Yeah, I want to go here. I'd love to see it from this angle if possible!"

It was the perfect angle, the very picture of a castle. I think it's the most beautiful view.

I want to see it with my own eyes, not just in photos or videos.

But for some reason, Rena's expression is dark.

"Don't you notice? The surrounding scenery and stuff. Look closely."

Huh? What does she mean?

As I was wondering, Rena moved the smartphone a little away from me.

The mountain line in the background and the image on the smartphone matched up perfectly.

Huh. N, no way...

"This photo was taken... could it be from right here!?"

"That's right. The Goddess made that dungeon appear between the famous spot where you can take the most beautiful pictures of Neuschwanstein Castle and the castle itself."

"What? Seriously?"

"And it's not just here. Dungeons have also appeared next to world-famous structures and World Heritage sites."

I had just learned a shocking fact.

"Don't people from all over the world complain about that?"

"There are voices of dissatisfaction. It's still okay here in Germany, but countries that rely on income from tourists who come to see World Heritage sites as a means of acquiring foreign currency are in a lot of trouble."

Apparently, there have been numerous special reports on the news.

Lately, I've been so busy clearing dungeons that I haven't been keeping up with that kind of thing at all.

"I was kind of looking forward to it since we were coming to Germany..."

It's not that I'm a huge fan of castles.

But since we came all this way, I wanted to see a world-famous place.

"I wanted to go sightseeing with you to various places too, Hayate. But in most countries, dungeons are destroying the tourist attractions. By the way, this place is one of the better ones. In the worst places, dungeons are actually cutting into World Heritage sites. There are places like that in Japan too."

"Seriously?"

I couldn't forgive the Goddess for abducting Rena and turning her into a trophy.

But it was also the Goddess who made it possible for me to use the four-sword style in this real world. In that respect, I was also grateful. Since Rena and all the other people who had become trophies were rescued safely, my anger towards the Goddess had faded.

And yet...

My hatred for the Goddess has built up again.

I like to travel. When I go to various places and experience the rich culture and nature of the land, I feel like my own world expands.

I prefer domestic travel to overseas, though. The language barrier is still scary. But traveling abroad with Rena is fun.

I wanted to go to various places with her when things calmed down.

The Goddess has crushed my date plans with Rena.

Apparently, the World Heritage sites haven't been completely destroyed, so you can still go up close and inside in many places, but...

When it comes to a famous place, you want to see it from the spot where it looks the best, right?

And it's not just that the tourist attractions have been destroyed.

I don't want to entrust the world to a god who abducts people on a whim and turns them into trophies for clearing dungeons.

I should defeat the Goddess.

I vaguely thought about it. I have no plan or anything.

"The final goal might be to defeat the Goddess."

The words slipped out of my mouth naturally. Hearing them, Rena looked surprised.

"That's unexpected. I thought you were on friendly terms with the Goddess, Hayate."

"I was angry from the moment she turned you into a trophy, Rena."

"That's been resolved now, and if we defeat the Goddess, you might not be able to use the four-sword style anymore. So I thought you wouldn't be interested in that."

"I don't know if we can actually defeat her, but the situation where the Goddess can freely change this world is not good. Because depending on the Goddess's mood, the world could be destroyed tomorrow."

I don't want to lose the ability to use the four-sword style.

But more than that, I want a future where I can be with Rena!

On that day, when I realized that the Goddess was messing up the world more than I had thought, I embraced the goal of one day defeating her.
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			There were signs.

By the time we were on Rena's plane heading for Japan, a warning had come from the Shinonome Group's AI.

The police were waiting at the airport.

But I hadn't done anything wrong, and trying to run away felt like I was admitting to some wrongdoing. So when Rena asked if we should change our scheduled landing airport and escape, I told her we didn't need to do that.

Why should I have to run away?

Besides, so what if the police are at the airport? Why is the conversation proceeding on the assumption that I'm the one who's going to be arrested?

Their target might be Rena or someone else.

If Rena were to be arrested by the police, I would use all the power I have now to save her. In the first place, she's the young lady of one of the four great zaibatsu, so Rena will surely be fine.

That's what I thought.

And this is the result.

I was put in a detention cell.

"Not again..."

What's different from the time in America is that my body isn't restrained.

At the airport, I was surrounded by three police officers as I got off Rena's private jet and was arrested on suspicion of violating the 'Dungeon Protection Act.'

What's the Dungeon Protection Act? Was there such a thing?

Apparently, the problem is that I've been clearing dungeons without permission.

Well, now that they mention it, that makes sense.

All the dungeons have appeared on land owned by someone, and I had entered them without permission. If they call it trespassing, I have no choice but to admit it.

...Seriously? I really messed up.

I had been entering dungeons with the same mindset as when FWO was a game.

The Black Dungeon that appeared at the high school was a gray area, but the Gray Dungeon I cleared after that had appeared on private land. That's what was apparently out of bounds.

But still, Japan is nice.

They properly tell you the charges. During the interrogation, they even served me katsudon. And there are no restraints.

In America, they just yelled at me without me understanding anything and immobilized me. Foreign countries are seriously scary. Well, that was David's fault, though.

There's a bed in the Japanese detention cell, and a toilet too...

No, I really don't want to use this. I want to get out as soon as possible.

I think in times like these, I should ask for a lawyer, right? Even if you don't have money, you should be able to get a consultation for the first time. I was a little flustered during the interrogation because it was my first arrest, so I couldn't bring myself to say it.

Alright. When the next guard comes on patrol, I'll ask them to call a lawyer.

"Number 008, out. You have a visitor."

Number 008 is my name here.

I was about to ask for a lawyer, but a visitor...

Could it be that Rena came because she was worried? In that case, maybe it's better to ask Rena for a lawyer.

Thinking that, I followed the prison guard.

"Nice to meet you. You're Shizukuishi Hayate-kun, I presume."

The person in the visitation room wasn't Rena. It was someone I'd seen on TV.

"If I'm not mistaken, you're the Chief Cabinet Secretary."

"I'm Hirata. A pleasure."

This is a seriously important person. Why is he in a place like this?

And he was alone. The prison guard was gone too.

"First, I want to apologize to you."

"Huh?"

Hirata-san suddenly stood up on the other side of the acrylic wall and bowed his head to me.

"U, um, I don't understand."

"This time, due to my lack of power, I allowed you to be arrested. I am truly sorry."

"...What do you mean?"

"Let me explain in order. First, Hayate-kun, who do you think runs the country?"

"Um, politicians?"

"The people choose the politicians, so it is generally said that the people run the country. The people hold the power. That is what democracy is originally supposed to be."

"Originally, meaning it's actually different?"

"That's right, this country's democracy has long been over. You've heard the term 'upper-class citizen,' I'm sure."

"Ah, yes."

Super rich people, or people with power, right? They say things like 'he won't be arrested because he's an upper-class citizen.'

"Those upper-class citizens decide all of this country's policies. The politicians chosen by the people have no right to decide policies. The enactment of the Dungeon Protection Act, which was one of the reasons for your arrest this time, was also decided by the upper-class citizens."

Wait, but does that mean the Shinonome Group is also involved?

Rena is an upper-class citizen too, right?

"No way, Shinonome-san..."

"The president of the Shinonome Group and his daughter, Shinonome Rena, also fall under the category of upper-class citizens. You're dating her, aren't you? Rest assured. She has not betrayed you."

"What do you mean?"

"The Shinonome Group naturally has influence in the political world. However, compared to the other three zaibatsu, its power is not as great. They have built up a position comparable to the others through financial power, not through backroom dealings in the political world. This time too, the politicians affiliated with the Shinonome Group opposed the establishment of the Dungeon Protection Act, believing it would become a hindrance to your future activities. But they were in the minority, so they couldn't fight it."

I see. So Shinonome-san is on my side.

Just knowing that makes me feel a little lighter.

"Getting back to the topic, what is the connection between the upper-class citizens who made that law and my arrest?"

"The upper-class citizens who don't belong to the Shinonome Group want to get their hands on the dungeons, which are expected to be a source of abundant resources. And they have always been targeting you, who has the power to easily clear those dungeons. They were waiting for a chance to make you their own, Hayate-kun. It seems that because you have been acting together with Shinonome Rena recently, the other zaibatsu couldn't make a move."

I thought I was protecting Rena, but it seems she was the one protecting me.

"Frustrated by their inability to secure you, Hayate-kun, the three zaibatsu other than Shinonome created the Dungeon Protection Act and forcibly separated you from Shinonome Rena upon your return from abroad."

"What? D, did they really make a law just for that!?"

"The upper-class citizens have judged that you are worth that much."

Th, that's a little embarrassing to be told. I don't like being arrested or ordered around, though.

"As I said earlier, the politics of this country are controlled by the upper-class citizens. The current Prime Minister and I are considered to be affiliated with the Saionji Group, but in reality, we are acting under instructions from the president of the Shinonome Group."

Whoa! So the Prime Minister and the Chief Cabinet Secretary are on my side!!

The Shinonome Group is amazing.

"But please don't misunderstand, the Prime Minister and I cannot openly support you. If it were revealed that we are affiliated with the Shinonome Group, we would be immediately forced out of office over some fabricated scandal. The zaibatsu have the power to do that. What we usually do is just report the behind-the-scenes movements of the political world to Shinonome-sama. This time, I've bought a little time by saying I would negotiate, but if there's no progress in a week, you will be transferred to one of the zaibatsu."

"R, really?"

"The Saionji Group has lost power due to the Saionji Hisato incident. Right now, the Hojo Group and the Nagumo Group are keeping each other in check, so they haven't made a move, but they will eventually move to secure you. Before that happens, there is something we absolutely want you to do, Hayate-kun. In the process, you will be able to clear dungeons for a while."

Whoa! That's a relief.

"What is it that you want me to do?"

If it's something I can do, it's probably related to dungeons.

It will probably be an indirect request from Shinonome-san, so clearing the mission should also lead to him approving of my relationship with Rena.

I'll do anything. Leave it to me!

"Hayate-kun, I want you to kill the Goddess."
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			"...What?"

I was prepared to do just about anything, but being told to kill a god was beyond my expectations.

"When you say god, do you mean the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world?"

"That’s right. I have been ordered by the god who has existed in this country since ancient times to kill the Goddess."

What? A god from ancient times?

I was about to ask what he meant, but a knock on the door interrupted me.

"I imagine you have many questions, but we are short on time. Please hear the details from my subordinate."

As Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirata stood up, the door to my area opened. It wasn't the prison guard who had brought me here, but a man in a suit who entered.

"I’ll leave the rest to you."

"Understood. Shizukuishi-sama, this way, please."

I followed the man who was guiding me.

This person’s presence had been faint until the very moment he knocked. The way he walked was also a bit peculiar. He was probably a ninja. And a rather strong one at that.

We took an elevator to the rooftop. A helicopter was waiting there.

Um, are we traveling in this? It was my first time, and I was a little excited.

Once I was aboard the helicopter, the man went to the cockpit. I was told to sit next to him.

I put on the headset he handed me. It was just like the ones I’d seen in movies. I had always wondered why people wore them, but apparently, the propeller noise was so loud that you couldn't have a proper conversation inside without them.

We took off with a sensation slightly different from that of an airplane.

"My apologies for the late introduction. I am Kiyohara, an aide to the Chief Cabinet Secretary."

"I’m Shizukuishi. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"You may have already noticed, but I am also an Iga ninja."

"I thought so."

He was probably a Jonin. The caliber of his aura was different from a Chunin.

"May I brief you on the details of the current mission?"

"Yes. Please."

"First, the ultimate objective is the subjugation of the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world."

I had a concern that defeating the Goddess might cause the dungeons to disappear, making it impossible for me to use the four-sword style. But in Germany, I had just resolved in my heart to one day defeat her.

Still, I had no idea how one could defeat a god. I decided to listen to the rest of his explanation for now.

"Understood. But why is it necessary to defeat the Goddess? I heard from Hirata-san that a god in this country ordered it."

"As has been passed down in myths since ancient times, gods do exist in Japan. The Goddess has created a dungeon in a part of the sacred domain where that god resides."

From the sound of his voice, I didn't think he was lying.

"So there really are gods in this country."

"Yes. However, it is not the eight million gods of folklore. Only a single deity exists. That one deity is said to have split into numerous emanations to help people, gathering faith from all over Japan. We are currently heading to the god who founded this nation."

"This direction... Kyoto? No, is it Shimane? So, something like Izumo Grand Shrine?"

"Precisely. October is called Kannazuki, the month without gods, when it is said all the gods from across the country leave to gather in Izumo. In reality, the god gathers the emanations that have exhausted their divine power, replenishes their strength, and sends them back out across Japan to protect the country once more. The god has continued this for over 2,700 years."

"So the Goddess’s dungeon appeared in the home of the god who has been working hard to protect Japan. And that’s why the god is angry."

I understood the general background. Now for the main point.

"Hirata-san said that if I accept the request to defeat the Goddess, I'll be able to explore dungeons for a while. What did he mean by that?"

"The zaibatsu are descendants of those who received power from Japan’s god and built their fortunes with it. Even now, the god holds great influence over the zaibatsu."

"I see. So to ensure I can accept the god's request, you’ll have the god tell the zaibatsu to repeal the dungeon protection law."

"Yes. That is the entirety of this 
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			This was my first time visiting Izumo Grand Shrine.

Kiyohara-san said I didn't have to, but since I was going to see a god, I decided to follow the formal procedure and pay my respects at the main hall. It was a good opportunity, after all.

I was never the type to believe in gods or ghosts. But after hearing that a god truly exists, I felt like I had really received some power by praying.

"Shizukuishi-sama, this way."

"Yes."

I followed Kiyohara-san toward the back of the main hall.

According to a pamphlet they were handing out on the grounds, there was a shrine called Soga no Yashiro. It was apparently dedicated to Susanoo-no-Mikoto, famous for defeating the Yamata no Orochi.

Around here, I could feel something close to my master’s presence.

"From this point on, not even the priests are permitted to enter. You will have to proceed alone, Shizukuishi-sama."

He told me to enter the mountain behind the shrine.

"Um, is there something like a dungeon entrance?"

"I am afraid I do not know that much... Juuzo-sensei simply said, ‘Just keep moving forward.’ Those were his words."

Not explaining everything is so typical of my master.

"Alright. I’m heading in."

"Be careful."

Kiyohara-san said he would be waiting at a nearby hotel.

Am I going straight to where the god is? Or is it more like entering a dungeon?

Either way, if I don't come back within a week, things will apparently get bad.

I only had the ninja rations Kiyohara-san gave me for food, and my phone was taken away because the zaibatsu could track my location via GPS, so I couldn't contact Rena.

I wanted to finish this as quickly as possible and head back.

As I walked on with these thoughts, I saw a dungeon entrance on the ground.

It looked like a black puddle, and I couldn't see what lay beyond. This feeling reminded me of the hidden event dungeons in FWO. It was set to Grade 3, so I should be able to enter it at my current level.

Apparently, due to the influence of Japan's god here, the inside would not be forcibly streamed.

"Well then, time for a power-up quest!"

I jumped into the dungeon.

---***---

S-Something’s wrong...

The monsters were too strong. I couldn’t believe I was struggling this much in a Grade 3 dungeon.

The monsters were the same as those in FWO’s underground event dungeons, but their health was abnormally high. Their speed was also on a completely different level from any enemy I had faced before. I had been dodging all of their attacks, so I didn't know what their attack power was like, but I had a feeling getting hit would be bad.

Every monster was as strong as Undine when the Goddess was controlling her.

I had been proceeding while avoiding combat as much as possible, but this was a really bad situation.

"...It’s apparently not being streamed, so maybe I should just use my power."

It would be seriously impossible without using my ninja powers. I couldn’t die in a place like this!

And so...

"Fighting Spirit Release!!"

I released the restraints I had placed on myself, which had limited me to the muscular strength a high school student could produce. My cognitive abilities and reaction speed also increased.

By the way, "Fighting Spirit Release" was a shout I used in FWO when I got serious during boss fights. By simultaneously activating an effect that made my aura overflow, I could create a certain "look."

I had asked for suggestions on my stream for a cool shout to get myself pumped up, and that was the best one. Back then it was just a game, so I wasn't using any real ninja powers.

But now, for the first time since my training with my master, I had released my power.

My body felt light. My thoughts were fast. I could perceive every move the enemy made.

I was now able to easily defeat the monsters I had thought were strong just moments ago.

I can do this!

I cut down the enemies that appeared one after another. I no longer needed to run or hide.

I remembered the shortest route to clear this dungeon.

I just needed to push straight ahead to the boss room. This kind of thing was fun once in a while!

I reached the room where the mid-boss was.

With my momentum unchecked, I instantly pulverized the Oomukade that was there.

This underground event dungeon had a feature where the monsters that appeared varied depending on the region the player lived in. For players accessing the Japanese server, monsters from Japanese mythology would appear.

So the final boss was that familiar guy from Japanese myths.

As I entered the boss room, a cry like a dragon's roar echoed.

A monster appeared from the back of the room. A single torso with eight heads and eight tails.

Its form was more massive than any dungeon boss I had fought before, and it was said to be like a mountain moving. In the FWO game, it was a high-difficulty content that recommended an eight-person multiplayer party.

It was Yamata no Orochi.

"As huge as ever."

It was a real struggle to defeat it solo.

Come to think of it, it was possible to weaken this guy a little with a special item.

There was a gimmick where using sake, which was purchasable in-game, would lower Yamata no Orochi's attack speed. That should probably work this time too.

From the type of monsters I first encountered in the underground dungeon, I knew the final boss would be this guy.

"But I'm underage, so I can't buy alcohol."

So I’ll have to force my way through.

I leaped up and landed on one of Yamata no Orochi’s heads.

"Whoa, don't thrash around."

I stabbed the sword held by my manipulator into its head to stabilize my stance. My position was good, but the pain made Yamata no Orochi thrash about, making my footing unstable.

The other heads came to attack me.

Dodging their attacks, I spun and sliced into the neck connecting the head I had just been on to its torso.

"Severing it will just let it regenerate, so I'll just keep dealing damage."

That was the most important thing.

Not wanting to take a barrage of attacks from eight necks, many foreign FWO players who accessed the Japanese server from abroad would try to cut off the heads.

But if you severed a head, Yamata no Orochi would regenerate the neck. It was a brutal feature where its health would also recover. What was really nasty was that you couldn't deplete its health bar without attacking its necks until they were on the verge of being torn off.

If you accidentally landed another hit on a neck you had already dealt maximum damage to and lopped it off, you'd have to start attacking the fully healed neck all over again. It was a real pain.

Since it was a high-difficulty event monster, it wasn’t one you absolutely had to defeat. Many players gave up on trying to beat it.

But to meet the god, I had to defeat this thing.

So I slashed, and slashed, and slashed some more.

I inflicted gashes all over its body.

Along the way, I crushed its eyes and gouged out its nose.

I was sure it had pit organs and another sensory organ that functioned like a nose. I couldn't remember the name, but I knew where they were. I crushed all of them for all eight heads.

All that was left was to whittle down its health while dodging its rampaging necks and tails.

Well, that was the hard part...

If I was going to try this hard, I wish I could have streamed it. But then I couldn't have used Fighting Spirit Release, so it probably would have taken much longer.

I continued my assault with these thoughts in my mind.

The core, protected by the sturdy torso, was becoming exposed.

"This is... the end!!"

I succeeded in destroying the core.

The colossal body collapsed and stopped moving.

"I’m exhausted!"

I fought pretty seriously, but I didn't expect it to be this much of a struggle.

For an ordinary person, even with an eight-person party, it would probably be tough without equipment from a Grade 8 dungeon.

I managed to defeat it without taking any damage, so I guess that’s good enough.

"Oh. A rare drop. Lucky!"

Since it was an event and high-difficulty boss, the probability of getting a good piece of equipment, what you could call a rare drop, was reasonably high.

A single sword lay where Yamata no Orochi’s tail had been.

It was the divine sword, Ame-no-Murakumo-no-Tsurugi, which could be active even in Grade 10 dungeons and beyond if enhanced.

In FWO, you could get divine swords modeled after those in myths from various countries around the world, but Japan’s strongest divine sword was without a doubt this one.

Just getting this made it worth coming here today. But I was also looking forward to seeing what kind of power I would receive from the god after this.

I stored the Ame-no-Murakumo-no-Tsurugi in my item box and decided to proceed through the door at the back of the boss room.
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			I proceeded deeper into the area beyond the boss room.

In the middle of a vast, dimly lit space, stood a lone torii gate.

There was nothing like this back when FWO was a game.

If I remember correctly, torii gates represent the boundary between the human world and the sacred domain of the gods.

Should I pass through here?

With no other options, I decided to walk through the gate.

Paah, the surroundings brightened.

"Whoa, amazing!"

A rustic, Japanese-style landscape spread out before me, with cherry blossoms dancing in the air.

A pleasant spring breeze was blowing. It was a very calming space.

"Who are you? From where did you enter?"

As I was spacing out, a voice called to me from behind. I was a little surprised that I hadn't sensed any presence at all.

I turned around to see a young girl with beast ears on her head. She was dressed in miko attire and looked adorable.

"...Um, hello."

"I did not ask for a greeting. State your name. What is your purpose here?"

Is she some kind of shikigami that serves the god? If so, I need to be polite.

"My name is Shizukuishi Hayate. I have come to receive power from the god of Japan in order to defeat the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world."

"What? You? Not Juuzo? I told him to send the strongest in Hinomoto."

The young girl circled me with a displeased look on her face.

"Hmph. It seems you can use a fair amount of divine power."

Divine power, does she mean the power ninjas use? I was using Fighting Spirit Release just a moment ago. I thought I had completely turned it off, but I guess a little must have leaked out.

"Are you acquainted with Juuzo?"

"Yes. He took me in as his disciple. I came here on his instructions."

"I see. Well, you will suffice. Now, bow your head."

I wanted her to take me to the god, but...

I suppose I have no choice but to obey for now. I knelt and lowered my head.

The young girl then touched my head.

"I have magnified the true power that sleeps within you tenfold with my divine power. Be grateful."

...Hmm? What did she just say?

"To use the divine power I have bestowed, you must awaken your sleeping power. However, if you can do that, you should be able to easily traverse the detestable labyrinth connected to my sacred domain."

I didn't quite understand, but my body felt incredibly light. My mind was also much clearer, similar to a state of heightened brain activity.

But I had a bad feeling about staying in this state, so I focused on sealing the fighting spirit within my body, strongly restricting my power. It was a good thing I had gotten better at controlling my power.

"Now, to begin, go forth and conquer the labyrinth here. You should be able to fight reasonably well as you are now. You will likely struggle against the great serpent in the final layer, but I need you to accomplish at least that much."

"Uh, excuse me... Are you perhaps the god?"

The young girl looked at me with a blank expression.

"Of course I am. Who did you think I was?"

"This isn’t a joke or anything, right?"

"I have given you power, and yet you doubt me, just like Juuzo!?"

I seemed to have angered her a little. It was true that she had given me some incredible power.

"I-I’m sorry. It’s just... you look so adorable."

"Hmph. Well, if that is the case, it cannot be helped. This form is quite nice, is it not? The followers on my 
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			"Wait, wait, wait. What nonsense are you spouting? A mythical monster has gained a physical form and has been further strengthened by absorbing my power. No matter how much of a disciple of Juuzo you are, there is no way you could defeat such a monster unscathed!"

Even if you say that to me. I managed to defeat it, so...

"To put its strength into quantifiable terms as divine power, the great serpent's divine power was one hundred seventy thousand. In contrast, your divine power, Hayate, is twenty thousand at best. An average human is about ten, so even as you are now, you could be called monstrous. Furthermore, with my power, you can raise your divine power to two hundred thousand, but... hmm? W-What is this... your divine power is... rising."

I tried releasing just a little of my fighting spirit.

It seems the power stored in the area just below my navel, the lower tanden, is indeed what's called divine power. What I call Fighting Spirit Release is just the act of releasing it.

"Impossible, one h-hundred twenty thousand!? You have already surpassed Juuzo. Could it be that you have already mastered the power I have given you?"

I don’t think my master was being serious, though. That man’s power is completely bottomless.

Also, I have *not* *used* the power I received from the god *yet*.

Since this is a good opportunity, I'll try to surprise her a little.

"I’m going all out now. Fighting Spirit Release!"

I released all the power I originally possessed.

This sense of omnipotence, it's been a while. I feel like I can do anything right now.

"O-Ohhh! Five hundred thousand divine power!! Wonderful! So, Hayate, you had already mastered the art of releasing divine power!!"

The god's eyes sparkled with joy.

Her reaction is a little underwhelming. I wanted to surprise her.

...No, that's not it.

She thinks my divine power became *this much* after being multiplied by thirty.

Since she gave it to me, I might as well try using the power I received from her.

Now that I'm in this state, I know. I'm sure of it.

It's okay, I can control it.

Let's enter the second stage of enhancement.

"Divine Power, Release."

The power I received from the god wasn't like a mass of energy. It felt more like when I used a body enhancement support magic scroll in FWO.

My own power was being amplified.

In FWO, skills and attack motions could multiply the damage dealt to enemy monsters by hundreds of times. However, the increase in a player's base stats was at best a few dozen percent.

The buff the god gave me that ‘multiplies all my power by 30’ was something else entirely.

"Uuuuooooooohhhhhhhhhh!!"

My body feels like it's going to explode. But I can still withstand it.

Power is welling up from within my body.

I use the emerging power to strengthen my body, releasing even more divine power.

"W-What is this!? What is happening!! One million divine power!?"

Just doubling it caused this... I should stop here.

"Phew."

"That's... impossible..."

My body had been floating slightly. The released divine power was lifting me off the ground on its own.

The divine power radiating from me shone with a red-black light.

Amazing. The energy is visible. And since it has the power to make my body float, it should be able to interfere with reality too.

Maybe I can even shoot this out from my palm?

A special move where I condense the energy inside my body and release it all at once.

That’s every boy's dream. So, let’s try it!

I focused power into my right hand, with the image of pushing it out.

"...Hah!"

Light converged in front of the palm I held out before me and shot forward at super high speed.

It flew to the very edge of the sacred domain and...

It caused an explosion so massive it shook the ground.

"Whoa! I did it!!"

Because the Goddess synchronized FWO's settings with this world, even ordinary people can use magic inside dungeons. I can also launch slash attacks with skills, but that's all the Goddess's power.

When I try to defeat the Goddess, if she were to place restrictions on our powers, the fight would instantly become difficult. That's why I wanted a long-range attack power other than skills or magic.

And now I have that power.

"What do you mean, you did it! You destroyed my sacred domain!!"

"Ah."

The god lunged at me.

"S-S-Sorry. I just got carried away."

I got too excited after gaining a new power.

"This is not something you can just get away with an ‘oops’! You have utterly destroyed the bedchamber I have cherished for 2700 years. I will have you take responsibility for this!!"
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			The turmoil began with the words of a certain young girl.

"Grandpa. Hayate got captured by the government again... I can't take it anymore. So please, lend me your strength."

She was such a huge fan that she would cancel any plans to watch his streams without fail. And now, the person who had become her boyfriend, a dream come true, had been captured and detained by the government twice. This situation caused Shinonome Rena to lose her reason.

"I don't care about society's rules anymore. If they're going to take Hayate from me, I'll do everything I can to get him back."

Sensing the girl's firm resolve, Hattori Juuzo promised his cooperation.

Juuzo had known where Hayate was and what he was doing all along. However, seeing his employer, who had previously lacked personal ambition, finally make a move to take over Japan, he was overjoyed and began to act without saying anything unnecessary.

After confirming that the strongest group of ninja had begun to move, Rena next headed for the Shinonome Zaibatsu's headquarters. There, she attempted to enter a room that should have been inaccessible to anyone.

It was a hidden room that housed the main core of a next-generation AI responsible for considering and proposing t