







    
      Aria in the Starless Night
    

    
    
      
    


    
      Part 1
    

    
      Just once, I saw a real shooting star.
    

    
      It was not during a vacation; it was from the window of my house. For people living in towns with crisp air and truly dark nights, shooting stars aren't uncommon. But unfortunately, Kawagoe City of Saitama prefecture, where I've lived for all fourteen years of my life, has neither of those qualities. On a clear night, even a second magnitude star can barely be seen with the naked eye.
    

    
      But, late one midwinter night, when I happened to glance outside my window on a whim, I saw it. On that deep night without many stars, the city lights formed a pallid shroud covering the sky. And in an instant, it was cut by a quick flash of light. My soon-to-be 5th grade self thought childishly, "I must make some kind of wish...", which up to that point was fine, but the wish that appeared in my mind was, "I wish my next monster drop will be a rare item." It was the kind of wish no sensible person would make. I suppose it sprang from the fact that I was playing an MMORPG I liked at the time. The shooting star I glimpsed that day, I saw once again three (or was it four?) years later— glowing with the same color, moving with the same speed.
    

    
      However, this time, I didn't see it with the naked eye, nor was I beneath a dark grey night sky.
    

    
      I saw it through a Nerve Gear, the world's first full sensory type VR interface, at the bottom of a gloomy, virtual dungeon.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      One could describe the fight as bloodcurdling.
    

    
      The level 6 humanoid monster, «Ruin Kobold Trooper», was swinging a barbaric hand ax, and the person fighting the Kobold was barely able to dodge. I felt a chill run down my back as I watched the battle. But after the player dodged three consecutive strikes, the Kobold completely lost its balance and, instead of using this chance to escape, the person used a sword attack skill at full strength.
    

    
      It was the first skill learned by rapier users: the single thrust attack «Linear». This sword skill is activated by using the main hand to hold a sword in front of the body, concentrating on the hand, and then thrusting the sword straight forward. It was a simple basic skill, but the speed was terrifying. Clearly, the speed hadn't been left to the system motion assist alone, but was boosted by the player's own movement commands.
    

    
      During the beta test, I had seen with my own eyes numerous party members and enemy monsters use this very sword skill countless times. But this time, I could not see the rapier itself, only the trajectory drawn by the light of the sword skill's animation effect. That pure white flash, cutting through the darkness of the dim-lit dungeon. It brought to mind the shooting star from that day.
    

    
      The rapier user continued to dodge the Kobold's three strike combo, following with a counterattack using «Linear». After using this attack-defend pattern three more times, the player finished off the armed beastman, one of this dungeon's stronger monsters, without a single wound. Despite this, the battle didn't seem to have been an easy one. Once the lethal sword skill had pierced the center of its chest, the monster had collapsed backwards and dispersed into particles. The rapier user wavered as if pushed by the insubstantial polygon shards, leaned back onto the corridor wall, slowly sliding against the wall down to a sitting position, and began breathing heavily.
    

    
      The person didn't seem to notice me standing about 15 meters away at the corner of the intersection.
    

    
      To wordlessly distance myself and find my own prey was my normal procedure. A month ago, that eventful day, I decided to selfishly live as a solo player. Ever since that day, I have never approached a lone person. The only exception was if I saw a player in battle who was clearly in danger; however, the rapier user's HP gauge was still near full. At the very least, the person wouldn't need the help of some busybody.
    

    
      Even so...
    

    
      After about five seconds of deliberation, I left the shadows of the intersection and strode toward the still-sitting rapier user. Skinny figure, somewhat slender. The torso was equipped with a dark red leather tunic with a lightweight copper breastplate, while the lower body was dressed in neat leather pants, with boots up to the knees. A hooded cape cloaked the body from head to below the waist, so the face could not be seen. Other than the cape, the equipment seemed to be that of a fencer, very similar to my equipment as a swordsman. My beloved sword «Anneal Blade», the reward from a difficult quest, is very heavy. So, to keep my skills on point, I wear very little metal armor — just a small chest guard with a dark-grey leather coat over it.
    

    
      At the sound of my approaching footsteps, the rapier user's shoulders trembled suddenly, then remained still. The fact that I wasn't a monster should have been revealed by a green-colored cursor in that person's view. He had his face buried deep behind raised knees, giving a strong 'Just pass by and move on' impression — I stopped about two meters from the rapier user and opened my mouth.
    

    
      "...That was an extreme overkill."
    

    
      The small shoulders covered by the thick cloth of the cape moved slightly again. The hood jerked, moved up about 5cm, and from the darkness within, two pupils sharply shot towards me. The only thing I could discern were the light brown irises. The shape of the face couldn't be seen at all.
    

    
      For a few seconds, the rapier user continued to watch me with that same sharp gaze he used in the battle earlier, then his head tilted slightly to the right in an 'I don't get it' kind of gesture.
    

    
      Seeing that, I thought, 'So, that's how it is'.
    

    
      For what looked like solo play to me, there was one huge incongruity.
    

    
      The «Linear» released by the rapier user was so perfect that I couldn't help but shiver. The conciseness of the pre-motion and post-motion, and the speed of the thrust, especially, prevented perception of the rapier itself. Never before have I beheld such a terrifying and beautiful sword skill.
    

    
      So from the beginning, I thought that he must similarly be a beta tester. Before this world became a death game, extensive battle experience must have been accumulated to attain this speed.
    

    
      However, seeing «Linear» a second time, I had doubts about my guess. The skill was perfect, but the pace of battle was risky. Certainly, «Minimal Side Step Defense» has a higher counterattack speed over parrying or blocking, and won't decrease weapon/armor durability. However in exchange, when the defense fails, the danger is the greatest. At worst, counter damage is applied and a stun could occur. In solo battles, a stun is fatal.
    

    
      The perfect sword skill and the risky defense tactics were mismatched. For some reason I wanted to know why, no matter what. That's why I moved closer and inquired about the repeated use of the tactic being an overkill.
    

    
      However, the opponent didn't seem to understand the well-known net game term. Meaning, the rapier user in front of me was not an original beta tester. Not only that, he might not even have been an MMO player before coming here.
    

    
      I took a short breath, and explained anew.
    

    
      "Overkill means... in comparison to the monster's remaining HP, the damage dealt was way too much. The Kobold earlier was almost dead after the second «Linear» ... no, it was practically dead already. Its HP gauge had only two or three dots remaining. Instead of finishing it with a sword skill, a light normal attack would have been more than enough."
    

    
      In this world, how many days had it been since I had talked so much... how many weeks? Pondering that question, I stopped speaking.
    

    
      After listening to my speech, the fruit of my hard work and poor speaking skills, the rapier user had no reaction for over ten seconds. Just when I thought I hadn't managed to get through, a small voice finally slipped through the lowered hood.
    

    
      "...Overkill, is there any problem with it?"
    

    
      At that moment, I belatedly realized this rapier user huddled in front of me, deep in this dungeon, was one of this world's extraordinarily rare «Female Players».
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      It had already been a month since the official launch of the world's first VRMMORPG, «Sword Art Online».
    

    
      By this time, the average MMO would begin to see players approaching the level cap, and the world map should have been explored from end to end. However for SAO, the current top class group was barely Level 10 — I didn't know if this was the cap, but there was no way that it could have been. The floating castle Aincrad, where the game is staged, had only been conquered by a few percent total.
    

    
      The reason was that the current SAO was a game that wasn't a game; in a sense, it had become a «Jail». Manual logout wasn't possible and death of the avatar amounted to death of the real player. With these conditions, not many people entered dungeons filled with dangerous monsters and traps.
    

    
      Also, after the Gamemaster forced all avatars to be the same gender as their real-world players, females were very rare. Even after a month, I think almost all of them still stayed in the «Starting City». In the first sizable dungeon, «First Floor Maze», I have seen female players only two or three times, and they were all members of big parties.
    

    
      That's why I would never have imagined the solo rapier user I met in an unexplored area of the dungeon would be a female player.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      For a moment, I thought about mumbling an apology and leaving the area. I wouldn't say I was a guy who always talked to any female player he saw; I sincerely wouldn't like to be thought of that way.
    

    
      On the other hand, if the opponent had said something like 'It's my choice' or 'Leave me alone,' I would have said 'I see' and left immediately. However, the rapier user's curt reply had been a question. So, again, I cautiously answered with sincerity.
    

    
      "...Overkill has no penalty or demerit from the system, but... it's bad for efficiency. Sword skills require concentration; using them continuously is mentally exhausting. There's also the return path, so it's better to not fight in a way that makes you tired."
    

    
      "...Return path?"
    

    
      Again from deep inside the hood, a questioning voice emanated. Fatigue made it very faint and the intonation was also thin, but regardless, I thought her voice was beautiful. Of course, that's not something I'd say out loud!
    

    
      So, I explained once more.
    

    
      "Yes. It takes about an hour to get from here to the dungeon exit, and from there to the closest town is about 30 minutes, even when moving quickly. Exhaustion increases mistakes. You look like a soloer, and for a single person, any small mistake might cost your life."
    

    
      While my mouth moved, I asked myself, 'Why am I speaking with all my might?' The opponent is female — but that couldn't be the reason, since I had given a long speech before knowing that.
    

    
      If I were her, and an upper rank person had lectured me like this, I would have said, 'It's my choice, so leave me alone,' or something like that. So, with my personality and actions at odds, I was about to break a sweat when the rapier user finally replied.
    

    
      "...Then, there's no problem. I'm... not returning."
    

    
      "What? ...Not returning to town? But... replenishing potions, repairing equipment... and sleep..."
    

    
      I asked dumbfoundedly. The rapier user's shoulders shook slightly.
    

    
      "I don't need medicine when I'm not taking damage, and I bought five of the same sword. ...As for resting, I use the nearby safe area."
    

    
      As the murmur faded, I was speechless for a while.
    

    
      Safe areas were certain rooms in a dungeon that monsters would not enter. A safe area could be recognized by a special colored torch placed on the wall in each of its four corners. While hunting and mapping, it's a nice place; but, even so, it could only be used for maybe an hour of short rest. The floor was made of cold stone and of course there was no bed, and nearby monster footsteps or growls could be heard frequently. No matter how courageous a player was, deep sleep was absolutely impossible.
    

    
      But, from what I just heard, this rapier user had been using a safe area in lieu of a town inn, in order to remain in the dungeon... is that, what does it mean?
    

    
      "...How many hours has it been?"
    

    
      I fearfully inquired.
    

    
      The rapier user answered after a long breath.
    

    
      "Three days... or four days... Is that all? The monsters around here will revive soon. I'll be going."
    

    
      With her delicate left hand wrapped in a thick leather glove, she pushed off the wall and stood up unsteadily.
    

    
      The slender sword which was still drawn drooped down heavily as if she were holding a two-handed sword one-handedly, and the rapier user walked away behind me.
    

    
      The cape that now shuffled away was in tatters, revealing that much of its durability had been lost. No, for cloth equipment that had been used for a four-day hunting expedition, the mere fact that it had maintained its shape was a miracle. The earlier 'As long as I don't take damage' comment might not have been an exaggeration...
    

    
      After realizing that, I spat out some unthinkable words to her slender back.
    

    
      "...If you fight like that, you will die."
    

    
      The rapier user stopped, leaned her shoulder on the right wall and turned around slowly. From deep within the hood, her red-rimmed hazel eyes gazed at me.
    

    
      "...Everyone will die in the end anyway."
    

    
      The hoarse, cracked sound made the cool dungeon air colder.
    

    
      "In just one month, 2000 people have died, and still not even the first floor has been cleared. It isn't possible to clear this game. Where and how you die... sooner or later is the only difference..."
    

    
      The longest, most inspiring speech that I had heard up to this point now faltered in the middle and tailed off.
    

    
      In front of me, as I stepped forward in reaction, the rapier user was struck by an unseen paralyzing attack and slowly sank to the floor.
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      As she was falling to the dungeon floor, she felt a prosaic thought drift by. 'How is it possible to faint in a virtual space?'
    

    
      Loss of consciousness meant the brain's normal blood flow was momentarily stopped. The reason for this could be a malfunction in the heart or blood vessels, anemia or low blood pressure, hyperventilation or many other reasons; but while in a VR world in FullDive, the physical body is resting on a bed or reclining chair. The physical body of the players imprisoned by this death game «SAO» would probably be currently placed in a hospital; their health would obviously be checked and they would be continuously monitored. If necessary, medicine would be used. It's hard to believe loss of consciousness would be due to the physical body.
    

    
      These thoughts drifted up through her fading consciousness, and at the end she thought, 'Whatever happens is fine with me.'
    

    
      Yes, whatever happens now is fine by me...
    

    
      Because, she will die here. Fainting in a maze full of violent monsters, there is no way she would be unharmed. There was another player nearby, but she did not think he would endanger his life to help another who had fallen.
    

    
      Anyway, how could he help? In this world, the maximum weight a single player can carry is strictly limited by the system. In the depths of a dungeon, everyone carries medicine and extra equipment to their weight limit, leaving space for monster drops such as gold and items. With all those combined, the act of carrying a whole person is absolutely impossible.
    

    
      —Upon thinking to this point, she finally realized something.
    

    
      She was hit by a strong sense of dizziness, and what she thought as she fell to the ground was, 'Finally, I can relax for a long time'. The hard stone floor of the dungeon was what should have been under her body, but somehow, the feeling against her back was curiously soft and fluffy. Her body felt warm, and a light breeze caressed her cheek...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      She opened her eyes fast enough to make a sound.
    

    
      She was no longer in a maze lined by thick walls. Around her were old trees with golden moss and thorny brushes with small flowers, a clearing in a forest. At the center of a round space of about 7 or 8 meters, there on a soft carpet of grass, she lost consciousness... no, was sleeping.
    

    
      But— why? How was she -who had fallen in the depths of the dungeon, moved to this far away field?
    

    
      The answer to that question was found when she turned her view 90 degrees to the right.
    

    
      At the edge of the clearing, attached to the root of a majestic tree, was a grey shadow. A rather large one-handed sword was held in both arms, and its sheath lay under his head. Long black hair covered his face so that it couldn't be seen, but judging from his equipment and physique, there was no mistaking that he was the male player who had spoken with her before she fainted in the dungeon.
    

    
      Maybe that man used some kind of method to move her out of the maze to this forest after she had fallen. She looked past the forest. On the left side, about 100 meters away, a huge tower reaching up to the sky —the first floor maze of Aincrad stood there menacingly.
    

    
      She returned her view to her right again. Noticing movement, the man's dark-grey leather coat covered shoulders shook and he lifted his head slightly. Even in the bright midday forest, the man's two eyes were black, like a starless night.
    

    
      The moment her eyes met his dark-colored eyes, she felt small fireworks exploding in her head.
    

    
      While grinding her teeth, Asuna —Yuuki Asuna, forced out a low, hoarse voice.
    

    
      "Unnecessary... effort."
    

    
      After being imprisoned in this world, Asuna had asked herself hundreds and thousands of times...
    

    
      Why, at that time, did she touch a new game machine that was not even hers? Why did she place it on her head, lie down on the mesh recliner, and issue the start command?
    

    
      The dream VR interface that was the cursed killing machine «Nerve Gear» and its huge jail of the soul, the «Sword Art Online» game disc, wasn't purchased by Asuna, but by her older brother Koichiro. For her brother, however, playing MMORPGs was not something he would normally do. His life was centered around other matters and he hadn't played any 'games' since his youth. Born as the first son to the acting president of the huge electronics manufacturer «Recto», and as his father's successor, he received a great deal of training in the necessary things and was forced to prune away all the unnecessary things while growing up. Why her brother would be interested in Nerve Gear... no, in SAO, was something that she did not, even now, understand.
    

    
      Ironically however, Koichiro would not be able to play the first game he bought in his life. On the first day of the game's official service, he was sent on a business trip overseas. On the day before his departure, at the dining table when their faces met, he complained about it jokingly, but she sensed that he genuinely had regrets.
    

    
      Not as extreme as Koichiro, for Asuna who was a 3rd year middle school student, the only experience of game playing were free games on her cell phone once in a while. She knew about the existence of net games, but with high school entrance exams closing in, there was no interest or motivation to play these games —or there wasn't supposed to be.
    

    
      So, why on that day one month ago, November 6, 2022, did she visit her brother's vacant room, take the fully set up Nerve Gear from the top of his desk, place it on her head, and say «Link Start»? She still didn't understand the reason she had done this, to this very day.
    

    
      From just one action, everything changed on that day... no, it could be said to have ended.
    

    
      In the beginning Asuna had locked herself within an inn room in the Starting City to wait for the incident to end, but after two weeks with no word from the real world, she gave up hope on being saved from outside. Also, at that time, over one thousand players had already died, and she found out that even the first maze had not been broken through. She realized that waiting inside for the game to clear was useless.
    

    
      The only remaining choice was therefore «What kind of death»?
    

    
      Staying in the only safe city for months, no, years like this could be one way. However, no one can be sure that the rule of «Monsters cannot enter cities» will continue forever.
    

    
      Instead of huddling in a small dark room fearing for the future, it's better to go outside. Use all her ability to learn, train, and fight. If she ended up dying after using all her strength, at least she would be untroubled by matters of the past and the regrets of a lost future.
    

    
      Run. Charge forward. Then disappear. Like a meteor burning up upon entering the atmosphere.
    

    
      Holding onto that single thought, Asuna left the inn, and stepped out into the wilderness of the MMORPG world, of which she didn't know a single common expression. She chose her own weapon, and relying on the one skill she learned, reached the bottom of the maze that no one had been to before.
    

    
      Then today, Friday, December 2, at four in the morning. From continuous reckless battle exhaustion probably, she had fainted due to neural dysfunction, and her path should have come to an end. In the Starting City's «Black Iron Palace», near the left side on the «Monument of Life», the name 'ASUNA', run through by a horizontal line, should have been neatly inscribed, and everything would have ended— should have been. And yet...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      "Unnecessary..."
    

    
      Asuna again squeezed out that word. About four meters away the dark haired, single-handed sword user lowered his night-colored eyes. By impression, he seemed to be a little older than she was, but that nonchalant gesture made her involuntarily furrow her brow.
    

    
      However a few seconds later, the man's mouth formed a sarcastic smile that overwrote her previous impression.
    

    
      "I didn't save you."
    

    
      A low quiet murmur. It sounded youthful, but something in it camouflaged his age this time, too.
    

    
      "...Then, why didn't you leave me there."
    

    
      "What I saved, was the map data you had. Staying for four days on the front line, meant you should have mapped a lot of the unexplored dungeon. It's a bit too important to disappear along with you."
    

    
      With this logic and pragmatism pushed onto her, she took a deep breath. 'The importance of life' and 'How everyone should team up and work together'; up to now, when people in the city had told her such things she had just pushed them away — with words only, of course — and she thought of doing that now, but couldn't come up with any reasonable responses.
    

    
      "...Then, just take it."
    

    
      With a low mutter, she opened a window. Navigating the recently, finally familiar tabs, she accessed her map data and copied it all to a sheep skin paper item. She formed the scroll into an object and tossed it near the man's feet.
    

    
      "With this, you've achieved your objective, right? Then, I will be going."
    

    
      Pushing on the grass with her hand, she stood up but wobbled slightly. Judging from the window's time display, she calculated that she had slept for seven hours since she fell, but she had not fully recovered from her exhaustion. However, she still had three prepared rapiers left. She had decided earlier on that she would not leave the tower until the last rapier had only half its durability.
    

    
      She had many unanswered questions. That grey-coated one-hand sword user. Just how had he moved her from the depths of the labyrinth to the forest clearing? Even accepting that he had moved her, why not to a safe area in the dungeon, rather than going to the trouble of moving her outside?
    

    
      Even so, she didn't think it was something that she needed to turn around and ask. To return to the intensely dark labyrinth, she stepped toward the left of the forest — but, just then—
    

    
      "Wait, Fencer-san."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      She ignored it and took a few steps forward, but the speech that followed after made her involuntarily stop.
    

    
      "You, too, are basically working hard to clear the game right? Not just to die in the maze. Then, wouldn't it be better if you show your face at the «Meeting»?"
    

    
      "...Meeting?"
    

    
      After murmuring that with her back still turned, she heard the swordsman's altered tone, borne by the light forest breeze.
    

    
      "This afternoon, in «Tolbana», the town closest to the maze, the first «First floor boss strategy conference» is supposed to be held."
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      Since the floating castle Aincrad was made with a lot of detail, of course the first floor was the widest. The first floor was almost completely circular, with a diameter of 10 kilometers —that is, an area of about 80 square kilometers. For reference, Kawagoe City, Saitama prefecture has an area of 110 square kilometers, and a population of over 300,000 people.
    

    
      For its huge size, the first floor actually held a lot of geographic variety.
    

    
      On the southern edge, with a diameter of one kilometer surrounded by its half circular walls, was the «Starting City». In the grasslands surrounding the city, mainly boar- and wolf-type animals were prevalent with worm-, beetle-, and wasp-type insect monsters also inhabiting the area.
    

    
      Northwest of the grassland was a deep wide forest, and northeast was the lake region. After passing through either of the two there were mountains, valleys, and ruins that contained monsters waiting to ambush passing players, and on the far northern edge of the floor, was a 300-meter wide, 100-meter tall squat tower. Here, stood the first floor maze.
    

    
      In many places on the first floor other than the Starting City, many small- and medium-sized towns and villages existed. The largest of them —even then, it's only about 200 meters from edge to edge— was the town situated in the valley closest to the maze: «Tolbana».
    

    
      The first time players arrived at this town lined with huge windmills was three weeks after the official service of SAO began.
    

    
      At that point, the total number of deaths had actually reached 1800.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      The mysterious female fencer and I set out; while maintaining a certain distance between ourselves, we left the forest and arrived at Tolbana's north gate.
    

    
      Purple letters [INNER AREA] flowed into my view, showing I had entered a safe town area. At that moment, my shoulders relaxed, and I involuntarily sighed.
    

    
      I was so exhausted from leaving early in the morning. Turning around, I imagined the rapier user behind me must feel worse, but the feet covered by knee-high boots did not seem to waver. Even with a few hours of sleep, one cannot completely recover from the exhaustion of three continuous days of hunting, so she must still be acting stubborn. When returning to town, the body and mind (for, in the virtual world, those two are essentially the same) should relax. I thought about voicing my thoughts, but the atmosphere seemed too solemn for idle talk.
    

    
      In exchange, I turned toward the rapier user, and said, business-like.
    

    
      "The meeting is supposed to take place in the town center, at 4pm in the afternoon."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The face hidden by the cloth hood, moved slightly up and down. However her feet did not stop, and the slender body passed by in front of me.
    

    
      The breeze that blew in the valley town, caused her cape to flutter behind her. I opened my mouth slightly, but unable to find anything more to say, closed it again. Thinking about it, I, who had been solo playing hard for three weeks, was not qualified to seek interaction with others. Up until now, I had only been spending days protecting my own life...
    

    
      "A strange girl."
    

    
      Suddenly I heard that murmured behind me, and I turned away from the rear of the rapier user and looked around.
    

    
      "...I thought she would soon die, but she did not. No matter how you look at it, she is a net game beginner, but her skill is fearsome. What kind of person is that?"
    

    
      The high pitched voice continued, ending its sentences with a special nasal inflection. This person did not possess a large build and instead was one or a few heads shorter than me, but was still an incredible player. The armor, like mine, was full body cloth and leather. The weapon strapped on her left waist was a small claw, and on her right, were throwing nails. These were not weapons regularly used by those who reach the front lines, but this person's greatest weapon was something else.
    

    
      "What do you know about that fencer?"
    

    
      I involuntarily inquired, but knowing the opponent's reply, I wrinkled my face. The claw user did not betray my expectations, as she held up five fingers and said.
    

    
      "I'll sell it cheap. 500 col."
    

    
      Her grinning face has one big distinct feature. On both cheeks were three animal like whiskers drawn on with a make-up item. Matched with the curly auburn hair, her appearance reminded others of a certain rodent.
    

    
      One time in the past, I asked why she used such markings. However, I only received a 'Don't ever ask the reason why a girl puts on makeup' reply, immediately followed by an angry outburst, 'I will tell you for 100,000 col!' So, I had to hurriedly backed down.
    

    
      Someday, when I find a ultra rare item, I really will pay that 100,000 col —as this secret vow continued to stick in my mind, I sourly replied.
    

    
      "I feel awkward about buying a girl's information, so I will refrain from doing it."
    

    
      "Nihihi, you have a good heart."
    

    
      The person who said this laughingly at the limit of shamelessness was perhaps Aincrad's first informant; the one known as «Argo the Rat».
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      '—If you chat with «Rat» for five minutes, you'll end up paying for 100 col worth of stories. Be careful.'
    

    
      That was a warning by someone. However, the actual Argo replied that she had not once sold free information for money. When a story was determined to have value, it would always have a price, since it would be hard-to-find «merchandise». Thinking about it, if a false story was sold, then the reliability of the informant would drop. For a merchant, information gathering was a different breed of danger and trouble compared to gathering material items in dungeons and selling to NPCs in towns.
    

    
      I considered asking a gender-based question, 'Why would a female player choose this kind of job' —but after seeing Argo's face, I had second thoughts about asking such a question. Even if I inquired, she would ask for another '100,000 col' for the answer, so instead I asked another question.
    

    
      "So, today again, too? You aren't here for normal business talk, but as a negotiator for that mysterious person?"
    

    
      Hearing this, Argo frowned and quickly glanced left and right of the street. She then pointed to a place behind me and we moved toward the nearby alleyway. The «Boss strategy conference» was still two hours away, so there were not many players here yet, but just in case, this was something she thought others should not overhear. The reason was that it was probably related to the mysterious person's reputation.
    

    
      Argo stopped when we were deep in a small alley, leaned her back against a house —inhabited only by NPCs, of course— and nodded.
    

    
      "Well, yea. It was raised to 29,800 col."
    

    
      "The offer has come to 29.8k col now, huh."
    

    
      I smiled wryly, then lowered my shoulders.
    

    
      "...Sorry, but no matter how much col is offered, my answer remains the same. I don't want to sell it."
    

    
      "I already told the client that the last time."
    

    
      Argo's main business is as an informant, but by using her very high dexterity stats for movement, she also maintains a side business as a «Messenger». Normally it was just oral messages or delivering a short message on a scroll, but after about one week of negotiations with her client, it was complicated... or rather, it was an annoying client.
    

    
      He —or she— wanted to buy my one-handed longsword «Anneal Blade +6 (3S3D)».
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      The weapon enhancement system in SAO was simple compared to those of recent MMORPGs. The enhancement statistics were Sharpness, Quickness, Accuracy, Heaviness, and Durability: the five bonuses that could be given to a weapon by having an NPC or a player smith work on it. The required stat-related material items and a certain percent chance of failure were similar to other MMORPGs.
    

    
      No matter which stat was given by enhancement, the item's name in the equipment window would have a +1 or +2 appended. However, that number's «breakdown» could only be seen when the weapon was selected, while its properties window was opened. For player-to-player sales, saying an item had 'Accuracy +1, Heaviness +2' and other stats quickly became tedious. Instead, players used a shorter notation: for example, a +4 with a breakdown of Accuracy +1, Heaviness +2 and Durability +1, would be denoted by the phrase «1A2H1D». This style of notation had already become quite commonplace.
    

    
      This means, my «Anneal Blade +6 (3S3D)» was enhanced by Sharpness +3 and Durability +3. Having an item of this quality on the first floor actually required a lot of patience and luck. Because of the situation within Aincrad, not many players train smithing skills which have no direct relation to the rate of survival. But, I am uneasy about the skill level of the NPC smith shops, even though the NPC smiths do look dwarvish.
    

    
      Before I enhanced it, my weapon, the «Anneal Blade», was the reward from a very difficult quest. Considering its current specs, it could well be the most coveted item from the first floor— however, that being said, it's still only a «Beginner's equipment». I could only enhance it a few more times at most and, around the 3rd or 4th floor, I would have to switch to a new sword anyway, so I didn't need to keep upgrading this one.
    

    
      For the above reasons, I wondered why Argo's client was willing to pay such a large amount of col —29.8k— for this sword. If this was a normal face-to-face transaction, I could ask for the reason directly, but that doesn't work when I don't even know the client's name.
    

    
      "...The hush money the person paid was 1000 col, right?"
    

    
      At my inquiry, Argo calmly nodded and said,
    

    
      "That's right. Are you willing to raise?"
    

    
      "Hmm... 1k huh... hm—m!"
    

    
      Hush money was the amount of col Mr. X -who wanted to buy my sword- paid Argo to keep his name hidden from me. If I decided to pay the 1100 col, Argo would instant message her client to inform him that the hush amount had been raised to 1200 col, and ask if they would like to counter it. If YES was the reply, then this time I would be forced to choose whether to pay 1300 col or not. If I won this raise and counter battle, then I would learn the opponent's name, but I would probably lose money in this «Sword deal», as a result. No matter how you think about it, that would be idiotic to the extreme.
    

    
      "...Good grief, you couldn't just sell information; since even when you're not selling something, it's a business... that is one impressive merchant's spirit..."
    

    
      While I complained, Argo's whiskered cheeks relaxed into a snicker.
    

    
      "That's the true joy of trade. When I sell someone information, at that instant the story that «Someone bought such and such information» is born."
    

    
      "...Tell me when a female player wants my personal information: I'll buy her information."
    

    
      Sighing as I said that, Argo once again gave a jolly laugh, then changed her expression.
    

    
      "Then, I will tell the client the offer was rejected this time as well. Also, that this deal is impossible too. See you then, Ki-bou."
    

    
      With a hand wave, she turned around and, with titular «Rat»-like dexterity, left the alley. While I watched the auburn hair disappear into the crowd, I idly thought, 'That person surely won't die'.
    

    
      After being trapped in death game SAO for a month, I have learned a few things.
    

    
      The difference between life and death of players was separated by some key factors. Some of the defining elements were to carry a massive amount of potions and to know when to stop dungeon crawling; however, the one key factor between life and death was the unconditional belief in having «their own truth». Put another way, it was their «ultimate weapon» for survival.
    

    
      In Argo's case, it was probably «Information». Dangerous monster locations or, on the other hand, the most efficient hunting locations — this person knew them all. Her belief in knowledge created a sense of peace within her, and increased her ability to survive.
    

    
      So then, for me, «Truth» was the sword on my back. To be precise, it was when my body and sword became one, in that moment of zen. I was not fully in that state all the time, but the single thought I want this world to be my own, and I will not die before then kept me alive till now. The reason Anneal Blade's enhancement was Sharpness +3 and Durability +3, ignoring Quickness and Accuracy, was that the former two were merely simple number spec ups, while the latter were system-assisted enhancements which would change the feel of a sword swing.
    

    
      However, then that means...
    

    
      That rapier user I met today at the front lines of the maze. What was her «Truth»? I did move her unconscious body outside the maze (I can't really say how I did it myself). But, on the other hand, even had I not been there, I believe the moment the next kobold appeared, she would have involuntarily stood up and used that high speed «Linear» like a shooting star to kill the enemy... I had to think that way.
    

    
      What made her fight such a bloodcurdling battle, and how had she managed to survive until now? It was probably a «Strength» I didn't know about.
    

    
      "...I should have paid Argo the 500 col..."
    

    
      I murmured with a small shake of my head.
    

    
      The white-painted outer walls of the windmills surrounding Tolbana town were tinged orange from the afternoon light. The time should be a bit after 3pm. To prepare for the approaching lengthy boss strategy conference, I should go fill my stomach somewhere.
    

    
      The meeting starting at 4pm would be, without a doubt, wild.
    

    
      The reason was, one type of player that usually remained hidden in the world of SAO, for the first time today, would show up in front of many normal players. That's right —«New Players» and «Experienced Beta Testers», a hard to fill void lay between them...
    

    
      For «Argo the Rat», seller of anything that could be sold, there was only one type of information absent from her merchandise. The identities of the original beta testers. Argo and I were certain of each other's identity as a beta tester, but this was a topic never to be brought up in conversation, no matter how many lightyears we had to travel.
    

    
      The reason was simple. When a beta tester's identity was discovered, his life could be at stake.
    

    
      Not from the danger of being killed by monsters in some dungeon. But while walking around outside safe areas, New Players could «Execute» you. Because: they believed that responsibility for the death of 2000 people in the first month lay under the liability of the original beta testers.
    

    
      And as for myself, I could not totally dodge this bullet.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      Asuna's selection of food for the past three —or was it four— days consisted of the cheapest black bread from an NPC baker, and a bottle of water from one of the town's fountains.
    

    
      She didn't enjoy eating too much even in the real world, and the food in this virtual world was so devoid that it was beyond description. No matter how much you ate, not a single morsel would reach your real body. She thought it would be better if the food system, of hunger and satiety, did not exist at all. But, when your stomach was empty for a while, this virtual feeling of hunger would not dissipate until you had eaten something.
    

    
      During the time she was in the dungeon, she could use willpower to stop the empty feeling in her stomach, but after returning to town, she needed to eat. To compensate for her lack of willpower, she bought the cheapest thing on the menu: a dry and unrefined black bread. She endured the odd dissatisfaction from the mediocre taste by chewing on the bread little by little.
    

    
      At the center of the town of Tolbana, Asuna sat on a simple wood bench beside the fountain and continued to silently chew the piece of bread in her mouth which was hidden beneath the cover of her hood. Despite being a relatively large piece of bread, it only cost 1 col. She had finally finished half of it when—
    

    
      "That bread looks pretty delicious."
    

    
      That familiar voice was coming from her right. She stopped her hand that was just about to tear off a piece of the bread, and threw a sharp glance.
    

    
      The person who stood there was the man she had just left at the town entrance a few minutes ago. The black-haired and grey-coated one-handed sword user. He had earlier used some method to move her outside, when she had fainted inside the depths of a dungeon. This troublesome person was the one that interfered with her supposed 'to be cut' path.
    

    
      The moment she realized that, her cheeks grew hot. After all she had said her ambition was to die, but here she was, eating food which was meant for continued living. A strong embarrassment assaulted her whole body, and she did not know what to do at that moment.
    

    
      While she was frozen, holding the half-moon shaped black bread in her two hands, the man coughed, and said in a low whisper.
    

    
      "May I sit next to you?"
    

    
      Normally, she would have left the bench without a word, and moved away without turning back in this kind of situation. However, right now, she was assailed by a confusion she rarely experienced in this world, leaving her unable to react. Seeing Asuna's inaction as a sign of approval, the man sat down at the furthest distance possible on her right side, and began searching in his coat pocket. What he took out was a round, black-colored object —a black bread worth 1 col.
    

    
      At that instant, Asuna forgot about her embarrassment and confusion momentarily, and in exchange looked at the man in amazement.
    

    
      For someone with the ability to go that deep into the maze, and judging by the level of his full body armor and equipment, this swordsman should easily have enough money to choose from a course menu at a restaurant. In that case, he is either a super thrifty person, or—
    

    
      "...Seriously, you think it is delicious, don't you?"
    

    
      Without realizing it, she asked the question aloud in a small voice. Hearing this, the man raised his eyebrow outrageously, and nodded deeply.
    

    
      "Of course. Since coming to this town, I eat it every day...well, I add a bit of a twist."
    

    
      "A twist...?"
    

    
      Puzzled, she shook her head under the hood. Instead of answering, the swordsman put his hand in the pocket opposite from the one earlier, and took out a small unglazed pot. He put it on the center of the bench, and said.
    

    
      "Try using it on the bread."
    

    
      The phrase 'use it on the bread' momentarily confused her, but she then realized it was a net game phrase, similar to «Use the key on the door» or «Use the bottle on the fountain». She hesitantly extended her right hand, and tapped the pot lid with her finger. From the pop-up menu which appeared she selected «Use», and then her fingertip started to glow with a faint purple light. This condition was called «Target selection mode», with which she then touched the half-eaten black bread in her left hand.
    

    
      By doing so, with a small sound effect, one side of the bread was smeared white. No matter how you looked at it, there was a lot, or rather, it was generously applied—
    

    
      "...Cream? Where would you get such a thing...?"
    

    
      "This is the quest reward from «Revenge of the Cows» that I accepted one village back. Though, not many people do it, since it takes some time to clear."
    

    
      After giving this serious answer, the swordsman mirrored the gesture to «Use the pot on the bread» as well. The pot suddenly shattered, its contents presumably used up, with a small sound and light effect. The swordsman opened his mouth wide, and bit into the bread that was now similarly piled mountain high with cream. Hearing the sound of chewing, Asuna's own stomach, which had been aching unpleasantly for some time, now felt healthily hungry.
    

    
      She hesitantly bit into the cream-covered black bread still held in her left hand.
    

    
      At that moment, the texture of the normally dry and rough bread changed substantially. The taste of a certain rustic cake spread throughout her mouth; the spread was sweet and creamy with a refreshingly sour yogurt taste. The inside of her cheeks were struck by jolts of electrifying fulfillment. Asuna dreamily stuffed her mouth with two, three bites.
    

    
      When she came back to her senses, the bread that had been in her hands, was completely gone. When she looked beside her, she seemed to have finished two seconds or so before the swordsman. Again, a strong embarrassment rose within her. She wanted to escape from this place, but having been treated to food, it would have been very bad manners.
    

    
      After taking several breaths to calm herself, Asuna said in a faint voice.
    

    
      "...Thank you for the food."
    

    
      "You're welcome."
    

    
      The swordsman finished his own food, brushed the crumbs off his glove fingers, then continued.
    

    
      "The cow quest I mentioned earlier. If you want to do it I can give you some tips. Completed deftly, you can finish it in two hours."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      To be honest, her heart was moved. With that yogurt cream, even the 1 col black bread could become a magnificent feast. It was a false fulfillment from the taste recreation engine, but to taste it once more... no, to eat it every day if possible, thought Asuna.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      Asuna lowered her eyes, and shook her head within the hood.
    

    
      "...It's okay. I did not come this far to this town just to eat delicious things."
    

    
      "Hum. Then, for what purpose?"
    

    
      The swordsman's timbre, while it could not be said to be a beautiful voice, did not have a single part of it that was unpleasant to the ear: it reverberated with a youthful cadence. Maybe because of that, the emotions hidden deep inside her heart —emotions she never told anyone since coming to this world— slipped out without her consciously noticing it.
    

    
      "I... want to prove that I exist. At first, I locked myself in a room of the city inn. But I decided, if I was going to slowly rot away, then I wanted to be myself up to the last moment. Even if I lose to a monster and die, this game... this world, I don't want to lose to. No matter what."
    

    
      Asuna -Yuuki Asuna's 15 years of life, were a continuous battle. It began with a kindergarten entrance exam, followed by many further tests both small and large; Asuna overcame them all. It was set so that even one failure would make her a worthless person, so she continued to uphold that burden.
    

    
      A new challenge came upon her after 15 years of fighting: «Sword Art Online». However, she probably could not win against this test. Fighting against the unknown, with different rules and cultures, this was a type of battle a single person's strength could not do anything about.
    

    
      This was the required winning condition: 'Reach the top of the 100 floor floating castle, and kill the final enemy.' However, one month after the game started, about one-fifth of the players had fallen —furthermore, most of them were experienced veterans. The remaining fighting force was small, and the path ahead was long...
    

    
      After all that, the flood of words from Asuna's heart waned and strengthened, as she spoke falteringly. As she finished her semi-coherent monologue somewhat brokenly, the black-haired swordsman continued to listen in silence —eventually Asuna's voice was cut by the evening breeze, and then he quietly whispered one small word.
    

    
      "...Sorry."
    

    
      After a few seconds, Asuna wondered, 'Why would he say that?'
    

    
      She met this swordsman for the first time today- there should be no reason for him to apologize. She glanced under her hood at the person beside her; the grey coat man was sitting lightly on the bench, leaning forward and resting both elbows on his knees. His lips moved slightly, and she heard his voice again.
    

    
      "Sorry... —The current situation right now... or, in other words, what pushed you this far, in a sense, it might be my..."
    

    
      However, she could not hear what was ahead. Standing tall at the center of the town, upon a huge windmill, a wind-powered clock sounded high and loud.
    

    
      It was 4pm in the afternoon. The time the «Meeting» started. Looking around, Asuna saw that players had gathered at a nearby fountain, unknown since when.
    

    
      "...Let's go. It's the conference you invited me to."
    

    
      Asuna remarked, standing up. The swordsman nodded and slowly stood up. What had he been going to say? —she probably wouldn't talk to him again anyway, so it didn't matter. But within that thought, there was a thorn-like prickle of emotion.
    

    
      I want to know... I don't want to know... Which was the right answer, even Asuna herself did not understand.
    

    
      Part 7
    

    
      44 people.
    

    
      That was the total number of players gathered at Tolbana's fountain clearing.
    

    
      Compared to my predictions —that was, my expectations, all I could say was this was far too low. In SAO, the maximum size of a party was 6 people, and eight times that, for a total of 48 people to make up a raid group. In order to have zero deaths while killing a floor boss, it would be difficult without at least two raid groups to switch between while fighting, but these numbers couldn't even fill up one raid party.
    

    
      I breathed in air to sigh, but I lost my chance to breathe out.
    

    
      "...This many..."
    

    
      From behind me to my left, the rapier user in a hooded cape whispered. I involuntarily turned around and asked.
    

    
      "Many...? This number of people?"
    

    
      "Yes. That is... they gathered here for the first challenge against this floor's boss monster, right? Even though the chance of complete annihilation exists..."
    

    
      "...I see."
    

    
      I nodded, and then looked at the faces of the warriors gathered in threes or fives around the clearing again.
    

    
      For about five or six people, I knew their name and level, and vice versa. This included «Argo the Rat», who was leaning against a high wall on the other side of the clearing. Additionally, around fifteen of these people I had seen previously near the front line towns and dungeons. As for the remaining 20 plus people, I saw most of them for the first time. Of course, the male-to-female ratio was very extreme. At a quick glance, in terms of female players, there were probably only those two; the rapier user and Argo...
    

    
      Indeed, within the current Aincrad, no one had yet seen the first floor boss's challenge. Now on this floor, the chance of an HP gauge falling to zero —of risking death— would definitely be the highest in this large-scale battle ahead. As the rapier user said, everyone gathered at the plaza was prepared for their own death, and being here, they accepted they would become the stepping stones for future players... that was what it meant -however...
    

    
      "...No, not really..."
    

    
      I unconsciously whispered. The rapier user sent me a questioning look from under her hood. In response, I carefully chose my words.
    

    
      "I cannot say this for everyone, but rather than «Showing a spirit of self-sacrifice», a lot of people may have come here due to «Uneasiness about being left behind», too. Which for me, is probably also the reason..."
    

    
      "...Left behind? From what?"
    

    
      "From the front line. Total annihilation is scary, but being overcome by an unknown boss is scary, too."
    

    
      The cloth hood tilted slightly. Since she was a complete beginner to net games, she would be hard pressed to understand what I just said- was what I thought.
    

    
      "...That is like, not wanting to fall below the tenth place rank in your school year, or wanting to keep a z-score [1] of 2. That kind of similar motivation?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      This time, it was my turn to be speechless. Thinking about it a bit, I nodded at this different point of view.
    

    
      "Yeah... well, probably... Maybe it's like that..."
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      Seen from under the hood, her nicely shaped lips slightly twisted upward. Fu, fu —a faint sound could be heard. Laughing... was that what it was? From the ultra perfect «Linear» skill user who had called my actions an "Unnecessary effort" when I moved her out of the maze?
    

    
      I unconsciously wanted to look directly into her hood, but fortunately the situation changed before that. With a *Pan, Pan* hand-clapping sound, an elegant voice bellowed throughout the plaza.
    

    
      "O—K! Now then, it's five minutes late, but let's start! Everyone, a bit more to the front... there, come three steps closer!"
    

    
      The owner of the truly majestic voice was a tall, one-handed sword user with shiny metallic armor covering each of his body parts. With a running start, he jumped onto the plaza fountain's edge. Jumping that high with his armor, he must have possessed very high Strength and Dexterity.
    

    
      When they saw the back-turned swordsman, several people of the forty made a commotion. I understood what they were feeling. I, too, wondered: that man standing on the edge of the fountain, how was he so handsome, to a point which should not be possible in a VRMMO? In addition, his long hair flowing down in waves on either side of his face was dyed a brilliant blue. Since hair dying items were not sold in shops on the first floor, he must have hunted for a rare monster drop or bought it.
    

    
      He went to all that trouble to customize hair style and color for this gathering, with only two female players —although one of them was in a hooded cape so no one could tell from the outside, while the other was «Rat»— I think he must have felt some hesitation, but the man completely deflected my suspicion with a refreshing smile and said.
    

    
      "Today, thank you for heeding my summons! Some people here know me, but I will again introduce myself! I am «Diabel», and my class is «Knight»!"
    

    
      With that, the people around the fountain burst out with whistles and applause, mixed with various calls like 'You meant «Hero» right!' flew through the air.
    

    
      For SAO, the job class did not exist in the system. Each player was given a number of «Skill Slots», and could freely select from different skills and set them for training. For example, people with manufacturing or trade type skills in their main slot could be called a «Smith», «Seamstress», «Cook», or other such job titles —however, I have limited knowledge about the «Knight» and «Hero» classes, having not heard of them before.
    

    
      "But, no matter what kind of class a person calls himself, it is his own freedom."
    

    
      Saying this, the man named Diabel was wearing bronze armor on his chest, shoulders, arms and shins, with a large longsword on his waist to the left, and a kite shield on his back. You could say that was the armament befitting Knight.
    

    
      That gallant appearance... while I stared at him from the back of the crowd, I searched through the index in my brain. His equipment and hair style were different, so it was hard to connect, but during this past month I remembered seeing him many times in the front line villages and towns. And then, what about before that —the «Other Aincrad», what about there? Although, I don't remember having heard his name before...
    

    
      "Well then, as for the reason I gathered you top players who are active at the very front lines, I don't think I need to say it..."
    

    
      As Diabel's speech continued, I stopped my thoughts and concentrated on him. The blue-haired knight raised his right hand, pointed to the huge tower vaguely seen rising above the town skyline -the first floor maze— and continued.
    

    
      "...Today, my party found the stairs leading to the top-most floor of that tower. That is, tomorrow —or, at the latest, the day after tomorrow— we will reach it: the first floor's... boss room!"
    

    
      The players made a large commotion. I was a little surprised, too. The first floor maze had 20 floors; I (and the rapier user beside me), went to the 18th floor today, to the area near the 19th floor stairs. I didn't know that the 19th floor was already mapped so thoroughly.
    

    
      "One month. Coming this far took one month... Even so, we have to set an example. Kill the boss, and reach the 2nd floor! We have to show that this death game can be cleared to everyone waiting at the Starting City. That is the obligation of us top players here! Isn't that right, everyone!"
    

    
      Again, cheers. This time, there were people clapping who were not Diabel's friends. Actually, what was being said was honorable and nothing was hidden. No, it would be strange to even wonder about anything hidden in those words. Right now, I should be like the once-scattered front lines players and buy the Knight's story, and applaud—
    

    
      "Wait a minute, Knight-san."
    

    
      At that moment, a low voice flowed out.
    

    
      The cheering immediately stopped, and the front of the crowd split into two. At the center of the emptied space was a somewhat short and stockily built man. From my position, I could only make out a rather large one-handed sword on his back, and some kind of pointed, cactus-styled brown hair.
    

    
      Taking one step forward, the cactus head growled in a deep, gravelly voice that was the opposite of Diabel's beautiful voice.
    

    
      "Before that, there is one thing that must be cleared up; otherwise I cannot join you."
    

    
      Diabel's eyes narrowed for an instant, but soon returned to full smiles and said while beckoning.
    

    
      "Opinions are certainly very welcome. But, if you are going to speak, you should tell us your name."
    

    
      "...Hum."
    

    
      Cactus head gave a huge snort, then stepped forward. When he reached the fountain, he turned around to face us.
    

    
      "I am «Kibaou»."
    

    
      Part 8
    

    
    
      
    


    
      The cactus head swordsman who introduced himself with a somewhat daring character name looked at all the players in the plaza with beady but sharp and bright eyes.
    

    
      His sweeping look stopped for just an instant on my face —or I thought he did. I couldn't remember his name, nor where we could have met before. After taking plenty of time to look at everyone once, Kibaou eventually said in a threatening tone of voice.
    

    
      "In this group, about 5 or 10 people need to apologize."
    

    
      "Apologize? To whom?"
    

    
      The knight that was still standing behind him on the fountain edge, Diabel, raised both hands in question. Without looking at him, Kibaou spat out in hatred.
    

    
      "Ha, isn't it obvious. To the 2000 now dead people. Those guys had a monopoly on everything, and so 2000 people died in one month! Isn't that right?!"
    

    
      At that moment, the low buzzing in the forty people audience was cut short; all went silent. What Kibaou insinuated, everyone finally understood. Myself included, of course.
    

    
      In the oppressive silence, only the evening BGM from the NPC orchestra played quietly. No one spoke. If anything was said, then you might suddenly be labeled as one of «those guys» —that was the likely fear on everyone's mind. No, more than likely. At the very least, I was certainly caught by that fear...
    

    
      "—Kibaou-san. Your «those guys» are... the original beta testers, right?"
    

    
      Diabel with his arms crossed, showed the most stern look up till now as he asked for confirmation.
    

    
      "Obviously."
    

    
      With the thick metal pieces of his scale mail clinking over the leather he wore, Kibaou took a glance at the knight behind him and continued.
    

    
      "Those beta testers, on the day this shitty game started, dashed from the Starting City and disappeared. They left behind over 9000 people who didn't know left from right. They monopolized good hunting grounds and profitable quests, got stronger without a care for those behind. ...There should be some in this group, hiding their beta status, some sly people thinking of joining the boss fight. I want them to kneel down once, to the party members their lives depend on. That's what I want to say!"
    

    
      Like his name[2], he cut off his condemnation with a snap of his teeth. Still, no one said anything. As a member of the original beta tester group, I ground my teeth, held my breath, and continued to keep silent.
    

    
      It was not that I didn't want to shout a retort such as, 'The original beta testers, do you think that none of them died?'
    

    
      About one week earlier, I bought some information -from Argo to be exact. I requested her to check on something: To find out the death toll for the original beta testers.
    

    
      The SAO closed beta conducted over summer vacation accepted only 1000 people. Every participant was later given the privilege to buy the official release first, but since the launch date was near examination week, my guess was that not all 1000 testers moved to the official service. Probably about 700 or 800 people total did—that, was the number of original beta testers at the start of the game.
    

    
      However, finding out «Who is an original beta tester» was not so simple. If a player's colored cursor had a [β] mark, then of course it would be easy —having said that, it could be called fortunate that such a mark did not exist. As for our avatar's appearance, the GM Kayaba Akihiko had reset everyone's appearance to be the same as in reality. The only factor we could go by was the name, but it's probable that many were changed from the beta to the official release. Incidentally, the reason Argo and I are certain of each other's identities as original beta testers is related to how we first met, but that's another story.
    

    
      Anyway, for these reasons, Argo's research should have been very difficult. However, it only took 3 days for her to give me a number.
    

    
      Around 300 people was Argo's estimate for the death toll of original beta testers.
    

    
      If that number is accurate, that means, of the current death toll of 2000, 1700 were new players. Percentage-wise, the new player death rate was about 18%. On the other hand, the original tester death rate was close to 40%!
    

    
      Prior knowledge and experience did not necessarily mean safety. Conversely, they could be a trap. I, who had accepted a difficult quest on the first day of this death game, almost died. Also, there are external factors. In this SAO official service, the geography, monsters, and items are mostly the same as in the beta test, but once in a while, there is a slight difference, like a small hidden deadly poisoned needle...
    

    
      "May I speak?"
    

    
      At that time, a rich and forceful baritone resounded in the evening plaza. I returned from my thoughts and raised my head. From the left side of the crowd, a silhouette moved forward.
    

    
      Huge. His height probably was easily over 180cm. An avatar's size was said not to have any effect on his stats, but the two-handed battle-axe slung over his back certainly appeared lightweight to him.
    

    
      His appearance, too, was impressive and did not lose to his weapon. A completely bald head, and chocolate-colored skin. However, the chiseled face fit so well you might think it was customized. Not Japanese... instead of saying that, maybe he wasn't even human.
    

    
      The muscular giant moved forward to the fountain, lightly bowed to the other players, and then turned to the dramatically different statured Kibaou.
    

    
      "My name is Agil. Kibaou-san, what you mean to say is that many beginners died because original beta testers did not take care of them, and you wish for them to accept that responsibility and apologize, isn't that correct?"
    

    
      "Th...That's right."
    

    
      Kibaou, momentarily overwhelmed, took a step back, but soon returned forward. With his shiny, small eyes glaring at the axe user called Agil, he shouted.
    

    
      "If they had not left us behind, 2000 people would not have died! However, they were not just any 2000 people, most of them were top ranks or veterans from other MMO's! If those shitty testers had properly shared information, items and money, then there would have been 10 times the people here... no, by now we would have broken through the 2nd or 3rd floor!!"
    

    
      —300 of that 2000, are what you called 'shitty testers'!
    

    
      I desperately kept myself from shouting that. I could not yet show a basis for the number 300, and it would be scary to be hanged; these trivial reasons held me back. On top of that, I also didn't think it would be smart to reveal my status as an original tester by objecting in this situation.
    

    
      Right now, about four to five hundred remaining original testers were mixed haphazardly with new players. Level and equipment-wise, they could no longer be said to stand out. In this situation, if I revealed myself as an original tester, a dangerous witch hunt might arise, rather than improving player-to-player contact. At worst, the front line players, new beginners, and original testers would take sides and start a war. That had to be avoided at all costs. The reason being, in SAO, attacks on players were allowed in fields and dungeons, such as the «Outer Area»...
    

    
      "That's what you say, Kibaou-san. I don't know about the money and items, but I believe you mentioned information?"
    

    
      While I lowered my eyes miserably, Agil the axe warrior again responded in a rich baritone. From the huge pouch on his muscled, leather armor-covered waist, he took out a simple sheepskin-bound booklet. The cover had round ears and three whiskers stylized with a «Rat Mark».
    

    
      "This guidebook, you got it too right. Freely distributed from the item shops in Horunka and Medai."
    

    
      "...Fr-Freely distributed?"
    

    
      I involuntarily spluttered quietly. From the cover marking, this was Argo the Rat's merchandise, the «Strategy Guide by Area». It had detailed information on areas about monster appearance, drop items, and even quest-related explanations. On the bottom of the cover was written, [It's fine. This is Argo's strategy guide.] That slogan was no exaggeration. A bit embarrassing, but I bought the whole set to supplement my memory —then, if I remember correctly, each book should be 500 col, a pretty respectable price...
    

    
      "...I got it too."
    

    
      Beside me, the up-until-now silent rapier user whispered. I inquired with "For free?" and she nodded.
    

    
      "There's a commission to the item shop owner, but since the price is 0 col, everyone got it. It soon came in handy."
    

    
      "Wh...What's going on..."
    

    
      That «Rat» —she was such a devilish merchant that she would sell her own stats if that would make money. But, freely distribute information? It wasn't possible! I shifted my gaze; the stone wall Argo was quietly sitting on a few minutes earlier was empty. The next time I met her, I wanted to ask for the reason why, but somehow I could already see her answer: "That information is 1000 col".
    

    
      "—Got it. What about it?"
    

    
      Kibaou's sharp voice interrupted my thought process. Agil put his strategy guide back in his pouch, and said with arms crossed.
    

    
      "This guide, whenever I reach a new village or town, is always found in the item shop. It's the same for you right. The information comes too soon, don't you think?"
    

    
      "So what if it's too soon!?"
    

    
      "The ones who provided the information on monsters and map data in this, cannot be anyone other than the original beta testers."
    

    
      All the players went abuzz. Kibaou closed his mouth sharply, and the knight Diabel behind him nodded in an 'I see' way.
    

    
      Once all eyes were again directed on Agil, who spoke with his far-carrying baritone.
    

    
      "You see, there is information. And even still, many players died. That reason is because they were veteran MMO players, I think. They found SAO similar to other titles, but missed a key difference. However, now is not the time to hunt down who is responsible for those casualties. Whether we become a casualty or not, and how that influences this meeting, is what I think."
    

    
      Part 9
    

    
      The two-handed axe user Agil possessed a very imposing countenance, and his argument was also extremely straightforward, so that Kibaou could only stand in the shadows in silence. If anyone else other than Agil claimed the same thing, then Kibaou would probably counter with 'Saying that means you are an original beta tester', I think. But, as it was now, all he could do was glare at the giant with hatred.
    

    
      Behind the two silently confronting each other, Diabel, still standing on the fountain's edge, his long hair dyed purple from the evening sun, waved as he nodded once more.
    

    
      "Kibaou-san, I can understand your point. I, too, went into unknown territories, and finally arrived here after many near deaths. But, as this Agil-san said, isn't it now time to look forward? Even original beta testers... no, especially original testers, we need their fighting strength for this boss strategy. If we removed them, and that resulted in the attack failing, what would be the point?"
    

    
      He truly was the knight he proclaimed himself to be! I reminisced. He too had given an inspiring speech; many in the audience deeply nodded. I felt the atmosphere change from 'condemning original testers', and I involuntarily breathed a sigh of relief, though I realized it was shameful of me, then listened to Diabel continue.
    

    
      "Everyone, you each have your own preferences, but right now, I would like for you to cooperate to break through the first floor. If there are people who will not fight alongside original testers under any circumstance, then it is unfortunate, but you are free to leave. For a boss fight, teamwork is essential."
    

    
      The knight's gaze swept across everyone, and finally stopped at Kibaou. The cactus head swordsman made a huge snort then spat out these words.
    

    
      "...Fine, I will listen to you for now. But I want it to be clear, black and white, only up until the boss fight is finished."
    

    
      With his scale mail clinking, Kibaou retreated from the front of the group. The axe user Agil, too, spread his arms, showing that he had nothing more to say and returned to his previous place.
    

    
      In the end, that was the highlight of this first meeting. Because, even if we wanted to discuss the details of boss strategy, we had only just arrived at the top floor of the maze. In a situation where no one had seen the boss's face, a strategy could not be made...
    

    
      —No, the truth was slightly different. Because I knew that Aincrad's first floor boss was a gigantic Kobold, its weapon was a huge Talwar, and once engaged, 12 heavily armored royal guards would spawn.
    

    
      On one hand, if I revealed my original tester status and provided information on the boss, our chance of success might increase slightly. However, then they could ask 'Why did you remain silent until now', and there was a chance the 'hang the original testers' atmosphere would reappear.
    

    
      Also, my knowledge was from the old Aincrad. When the official service began, there was a chance that the boss might be completely, or just in some small detail, changed. If we based our strategy on information from the beta, then when we actually fight the boss, if its appearance or attack pattern were different... or if something unexpected happened, then the raiders could be annihilated in the confusion. Ultimately, until the boss room door was opened and its inhabitant appeared, nothing could be assumed.
    

    
      Half of my reasoning was to convince myself, as I continued to keep my mouth shut.
    

    
      At the end of the meeting, the knight Diabel raised his straight forward voice, and let out a great yell towards the participants. I just raised my right hand for show. As for the rapier user beside me, she did not even move her hand from her cape, let alone give a shout. Even before the word "Dismissed" dissipated, she had already turned around. Before she left, only I heard her low whisper.
    

    
      "Before the meeting, you said something... if we both live through the boss fight, tell me what you said."
    

    
      To the back disappearing into the dim road, I silently answered.
    

    
      —Sure, at that time, I will tell you. That for my own survival, I threw away everything else.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      Although the meeting lacked any real discussion, it seemed to have boosted the players' morale, and the 20th floor of the first floor maze was mapped with unprecedented speed. The afternoon of the day after the meeting —Saturday, December 3rd— the first party (Diabel's party of six again), discovered huge double doors deep within the maze. The sound of their cheers reached me as I fought solo nearby.
    

    
      Diabel's group boldly opened the boss room door, and saw the inhabitant's face. On the evening of that day, at another meeting in Tolbana's fountain plaza, the blue hair knight reported back.
    

    
      The boss was a huge Kobold, 2 meters in height. Its name was «Illfang the Kobold Lord», and its weapon was of the scimitar category. Once engaged in combat, three metal-armored, halberd-wielding «Ruin Kobold Sentinels» would appear—
    

    
      The information up until that point was exactly as it was in the beta. If I remember correctly, the «Sentinels» would reappear when the boss lost one of its four HP bars, totalling 12 «Sentinels» that had to be eliminated. But - as usual, I did not have the courage to say this at the meeting. In any case, the final fight would not occur any time soon, and with several scouting fights this will soon become known information — that's what I wanted to tell myself, but something that proved my worries worthless was discovered in the middle of the meeting.
    

    
      At the open air NPC stall shop near the plaza, an item was for sale since who knew when. «The item» was composed of three pages bound by sheep skin; it was more a pamphlet than a book, titled 'Argo's Strategy Guide: First Floor Boss edition'. The price was 0 col from the start.
    

    
      Of course, the meeting was paused for a while as everyone purchased (or more like took) a guide from the NPC, and began reading.
    

    
      As usual, there was an impressive amount of information. From the recently known name of the boss to its estimated HP, to its main weapon the Talwar and its attack speed and damage, to the boss's sword skills, this information comprised three pages. The fourth page contained information on the «Sentinels»; there it was clearly written that they would POP four times, to 12 total.
    

    
      Also on the cover of the guide, a line in a bright red font that had not been on any previous «Argo Strategy Guide» until now, said—
    

    
      [This information is from the time of the SAO beta test. It is possible the current version may be different.]
    

    
      Reading this, I reflexively raised my head, and looked around the plaza for Argo. However, I could not find the «Rat» in dull leather armor. I lowered my head again, and murmured.
    

    
      "...Attacking..."
    

    
      This red warning line might have destroyed Argo's current status —«Just an informant selling information obtained from beta testers no one knew». Almost everyone reading this, would begin to wonder whether Argo herself was an original tester or not. Of course there was no proof, but later, if the feud between new players and original testers expanded to more than it was now, there was no doubt the danger of her being hanged would increase.
    

    
      On the other hand, thanks to this strategy guide, some troublesome and dangerous scouting battles would surely be avoided. Like yesterday, the forty people who read the guide looked to the blue-haired knight standing on the fountain's edge as if to let their leader decide how they should react.
    

    
      Diabel seemed to lower his head in deep thought for tens of seconds, and then eventually stood up straight and shouted.
    

    
      "—Everyone, right now, let's be thankful for this information!"
    

    
      The audience was immersed in a buzz. That speech, instead of choosing confrontation with the original testers, chose reconciliation. I thought Kibaou would again jump out growling, but the brown cactus head near the front of the crowd was standing still now.
    

    
      "Aside from the source, thanks to this guide, we can skip two or three days of scouting battles. Indeed, I think this is very helpful. Because, the most deaths would likely result from scouting battles."
    

    
      Here and there in the plaza, different colored heads nodded.
    

    
      "...If this is true, the boss's numerical stats are not all that bad. If SAO was a normal MMO, then with everyone over an average of level three... no, level five, should be ample to kill it, I think. So, if we polish our tactics correctly, bring a lot of POTs[3] to the fight, it's possible we can defeat it without any deaths. No, sorry, not even that. Absolutely, zero deaths. That, I promise you in the name of the knight!"
    

    
      Loud clapping continued as 'Yo, knight-sama!' and other cheers filled the air. Diabel was someone with good leadership, even this soloist had to accept this. Guilds could not be made until the third floor, but at that time an impressive conquest guild would probably be made...
    

    
      I was feeling various degrees of admiration, but as the knight continued speaking, I choked slightly.
    

    
      "—Then, it's a bit fast, but I am thinking of starting the actual strategy meeting right now! Anyway, if we don't make a raid party, we cannot split up our duties. Everyone, first make a party with your friends or the people near you!"
    

    
      ...What did he say?
    

    
      With a freeze which reminded me of elementary school gym classes, I hurriedly calculated in my head. In SAO, one party was 6 people, there are 44 people here so... 7 parties plus 2 people left over. If the aim was to be even, then four 6-person parties and four 5-person parties might be best? But in that case, without the leader's order it wouldn't be that easy...
    

    
      Despite my meandering high speed thoughts, the result made it useless. Because, in under one minute after Diabel's directive, seven 6-person parties were quickly formed. They understood the knight wanted to make 6 person parties. The no-matter-how-you-look-he-is-a lone wolf Kibaou, and the lofty-looking giant Agil too soon found 5 friends. Maybe the only person who didn't say 'Let's fight together' was me—
    

    
      No, that wasn't right.
    

    
      When I glanced around, I discovered the hooded cape rapier user standing around by herself, and I quickly approached her.
    

    
      "...You got left out, too?"
    

    
      To my quiet inquiry, a hot, angry glare came from her hood, and at the same time a suppressed voice replied.
    

    
      "...Not left out. The people around me seemed to be friends, so I refrained."
    

    
      That was what left out meant—
    

    
      I wanted to correct her, but was wise with prudence, and instead just nodded seriously and said.
    

    
      "Then, how about forming a party with me? A raid is up to eight parties; if we don't do that then we cannot join."
    

    
      It seemed going about it in a systematic way was correct, as the rapier user seemed to hesitate only for a moment, before she scoffed and said.
    

    
      "Since you invited me, I will have to accept."
    

    
      Here, she gave me a 'you asked first so you invite' juvenile expression, which I had graduated from the previous month. So, I nodded and touched her color cursor in my view to send the party invitation. The rapier user pushed OK with a curt gesture, and then in the left side of my view, a second small HP gauge appeared.
    

    
      Under it displayed a short combination of letters, which I gazed at.
    

    
      [ASUNA]. That, was the name of the mysterious fencer who possessed the godly fast «Linear».
    

    
      Part 10
    

    
      The knight Diabel's leadership, not just with speech, was also pretty good in the finer details, as well.
    

    
      He checked over the seven 6-person parties, and with the smallest number of switches, formed seven specialized parties. Two heavy armor Tank parties. Three high movement, high attack Assault parties. Two long weapons Support parties.
    

    
      The two Tank parties would maintain and exchange the burden of being targeted by the boss. Two Assault parties would concentrate on the boss, while the third one would kill the sentinels first. The support parties, mostly using long weapons, would primarily use the Delay skill, to interrupt either the boss's or guards' attacks when possible.
    

    
      Although simple, this plan didn't have many holes, and I thought it was a sound strategy. While I was lost in admiration, the knight came at last to the good-for-nothing two-person party (-of course, that's me and the rapier user). After thinking for a while, he said pleasantly.
    

    
      "You two, make sure none of the Kobold Guards remain, and please support Group E."
    

    
      In other words, 'Don't interfere with the boss fight and stay quietly at the back' was what I felt his words meant. Sensing the rapier user «Asuna» beside me preparing to protest, I stopped her with one hand and replied.
    

    
      "Understood. That's an important role, leave it to us."
    

    
      "Yes, I am counting on you."
    

    
      With a white flash of his front teeth, the knight returned to the fountain. At that moment, close to my left ear, I heard a sharp voice.
    

    
      "...What important duty. It would end up without a single attack on the boss."
    

    
      "We can't do anything about it, we only have two people. There's not enough time for Switch and Pot rotation."
    

    
      "...Switch? Pot...?"
    

    
      Hearing that questioning whisper, I once again thought. This rapier user, really left the Starting City as a beginner completely ignorant, and came all the way here by herself. With five non-enhanced rapiers bought from shop, and probably relying on just one sword skill «Linear»—
    

    
      "...Later, I'll explain in detail. If we talk here it will never end."
    

    
      'Never mind', I estimated this or something similar to be her over-50% chance response—
    

    
      The rapier user remained silent for a few seconds, then lightly nodded.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      The second boss strategy meeting was over after a short discussion between the group leaders. Each group was assigned a letter from A through G, and how the boss's col and item drops would be shared was established. The giant axe user Agil was Tank Group B leader, and Kibaou who had a burning enmity for original beta testers was Assault Group E leader. Since Group E was to kill the Kobold Guards, the rapier user and I, the remaining pair, would be assisting Kibaou. To tell the truth, that is one opponent I wouldn't want to be too close to, but he apparently didn't know that I was an original tester. On a side note, the «Rat» was not in the raid. Of course, I didn't mean to criticize her. With that «Strategy Guide», her duty was well fulfilled.
    

    
      For distribution of drops, 'Col will be automatically divided evenly between the 44 raid members while each item will belong to the person who receives it' was the kind of simple rule to be employed. In recent MMO's, normally a system exists where a person who wants an item will perform a dice roll for it, but somehow, SAO used the previous era's method, as in dropping the item to a random player's storage, without anyone else knowing, either. Thus, if a «Boss-dropped item must be dice rolled» kind of rule were set, then the person with the actual item must announce it. Many times in the beta test I have experienced this, and it is a big test of willpower. In reality, after a boss fight no one will say anything (in other words, someone kept the drop), so there were many rather awkward raid disbands.
    

    
      Diabel, probably to prevent this kind of development, used the «Drop to person» rule. What a perceptive knight.
    

    
      At 5:30pm in the afternoon, similar messages to yesterday completed the meeting 'Let's work hard!' and 'Yea—!', then the groups split into threes and fives, disappearing inside bars and restaurants. While moving my tense shoulders, I wonder if this stiffness was an illusion, or if my real body were actually tense, it would not matter—
    

    
      "...So, the explanation, where shall we do it?"
    

    
      ...'What did you say', I was confused for a moment, then I hurriedly faced the rapier user.
    

    
      "Ah, ah... Anywhere is fine. How about that bar?"
    

    
      "...No. I don't want to be seen."
    

    
      That speech almost pierced me, but then I supplemented it with not «together with any male player» instead of not «together with me» and revived my spirits, I somehow managed to calmly nod.
    

    
      "Then, how about an NPC house... but, someone might enter. An inn room can be locked, but that's no good either right."
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      A dagger-like cutting voice, this time I sustained a light piercing damage. Since this is a virtual world, I could somehow manage to talk to female players, but until one month ago, I was a 2nd year middle school student whose interpersonal skill was so low that I even had difficulty talking with my sister. Anyways, of all the solo players, how did only I end up in this kind of situation. That was because nothing could be done without joining the boss fighting group, thinking about it, all other seven parties are male groups, if I had joined those then it would be over without so much bother...
    

    
      While I was thinking about these things, the rapier user sighed and continued.
    

    
      "...Anyway, most of the private rooms at inns in this world cannot even be called a room. A space less than six tatami mats with only a bed and table, that costs 100 col a night. Eating doesn't really matter, but I want sleep to be heartfelt, and to sleep in a slightly better room."
    

    
      "Eh... Re-Really?"
    

    
      I unconsciously leaned forward.
    

    
      "If you search for it, you can find better housing right? Though it will cost a bit more..."
    

    
      "You say 'search,' but there are only three inns in this town. The rooms are all similar."
    

    
      Hearing that reply, I finally understood.
    

    
      "Ah... I see. You only checked places with [INN] signboards?"
    

    
      "Yes, since... INN means inn."
    

    
      "True, at lower floors in this world, it means the cheapest place where you can sleep. But besides inns, there are plenty of other rooms that you can rent with col."
    

    
      At that point, the rapier user's lips became round.
    

    
      "Wh... You should have said that earlier..."
    

    
      After finally getting this kind of response, I grinned and started bragging about my current rental room.
    

    
      "In this town I rented a farmer's 2nd floor for 120 col a night; it has two rooms with a large bed and nice views. You get all the milk you can drink, and on top of that there is also a bathroom attached..."
    

    
      I had gotten carried away talking, but suddenly...
    

    
      The rapier user's right hand that moved with godly speed while performing the «Linear» that I saw in the dungeon, grabbed my grey coat's collar with force just shy of triggering the Violence Prevention Code. Then a low husky voice barked out forcefully.
    

    
      "...What did you say?"
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 11
    

    
      The following words had all once been said by herself: Regarding all the events of this world, there is only one that is true, and that is "sleep".
    

    
      And this is what Asuna thought.
    

    
      Everything else was virtual – walking, running, talking, eating, and fighting, it would not be a lie to say that all these actions were nothing but numbers spewed out from Sword Art Online's algorithms. No matter what the virtual body did, the body in the real world that was lying down somewhere would not move an inch. The only exception was, when the virtual body laid down on a bed and entered the world of dreams -the real body's brain probably did the same. So when sleeping at inns in urban areas, it was necessary to let the self fall into a state of sleep -although this could sometimes prove a difficult task.
    

    
      In areas with monsters or within the dungeon areas, the mind and body would be caught in the heat of battle, so there would be no time at all to sit back and reflect. But the moment she returned to the settlements and laid down on the bed of an inn's rented single room, everything that had happened during the past month would replay itself in her mind. Why? ...she painfully asked herself... at that time, why was it that she was not satisfied after touching the Nerve Gear? Why did she have to take the GEAR helmet, place it over her head and say "Link Start"—
    

    
      Taking this kind of regret with her into sleep was no doubt a recipe for nightmares. At a time when her classmates would half-joke about the importance of the winter of third year in junior high, she who had been ever running forward was suddenly stopped in her tracks by a game. In the next several years, her relatives would pity this girl that had retreated from the race of life. And —staring at her sleeping body in some hospital, with expressions that she could not see, were her parents.
    

    
      With a trembling body, she suddenly sat up, looking at the time displayed in the lower left corner of her vision. Even though a long time had passed, the actual amount of time she had slept was less than three hours. After that, though she had kept her eyes shut, she simply could not fall asleep. Then again, if she hadn't slept so little every night, there would have been no way for her to fiercely fight for three days continuously in the dungeons.
    

    
      Because of all this, Asuna had always wanted to spend the money she saved up on a high-class bedroom with a comfortable bed. The rooms in the inns were all narrow and dark, with beds made out of unknown materials that were too hard to sleep on. If they were even plain old cotton then surely three hours could be achieved or perhaps four hours if highly supple high-tech urethane foam made in Italy was present. Another thing was that there should be enough space for a bathroom or at the very least for a shower to be included. Even though bathing is nothing more than a virtual experience and the body in the real world would have been kept cleansed by the hospitals, this was a matter of taste. Having nearly died from losing consciousness while fighting solo on the lowest floor, even if it would only be virtual, she really wanted to dip her feet into some warm water...
    

    
      —It was because of these desires gaining intensity, that Asuna said the following words to the black haired one-handed sword user.
    

    
      "...............What did you say?"
    

    
      Asuna asked with a hoarse voice, while unconsciously grabbing the other party's collar. What she heard just now couldn't just be an auditory hallucination, right? The swordsman really said...
    

    
      "Th—There's milk for drinking......?"
    

    
      "After that."
    

    
      "Fr—From the bed, you can see the beautiful landscape......?"
    

    
      "After that still!"
    

    
      "Th—There's a bathroom......?"
    

    
      —Seems like it wasn't just an auditory hallucination after all. Asuna let go of his collar, hurriedly asking:
    

    
      "You said that your room, to stay one night is 120 col?"
    

    
      "Yes...Yes, I did say that."
    

    
      "That room, how many of those are still available? What's the location? I want to rent one, too; please show me the way to it."
    

    
      The swordsman finally realized the situation. He coughed once, put on a solemn face, and said:
    

    
      "Just now, didn't I just say that I rented the second floor of a farmer's house?"
    

    
      "......You did say that."
    

    
      "I meant that I rented out the entire second floor. There is no unused room. Incidentally, there are no rooms for rent on the first floor."
    

    
      "Wha—......"
    

    
      In that moment, her knees became weak and she was just barely able to stand.
    

    
      "...............that, that room........."
    

    
      Though she only said that, the other party was probably aware of what was omitted. His black eyes flitted about, and with an apologetic expression he said:
    

    
      "About that, actually, I am already very satisfied with my week living in that room, so I would not mind giving it to you....In fact, I have already paid the rental system for the maximum number of days...ten days' worth of rent. So, there's no way to cancel it."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Asuna struggled to stay upright, seemingly conflicted about what to do.
    

    
      In addition to the inns, there are other places to rent a room, and even luxurious rooms too. That is what the swordsman had just told her. If it's like that, then as long as she put in the effort to search, maybe there were still available rooms in Tolbana village that she could find. But within this single village, dozens of top players had already gathered here to party up for clearing the floor. The good rooms were probably all taken, and that was precisely why this black hair swordsman had paid rent for the maximum number of days.
    

    
      If that were the case, then what if she just went to the previous village? But, after sunset there would be aggressive and strong monsters roaming about, and tomorrow morning she had to meet with the clearing group on time at the fountain square. Even though she had little interest in this boss clearing group, it was simply not in her character to disregard her duty and arrive late —for so trivial a reason, no less.
    

    
      So then, there was only one option left.
    

    
      For a few seconds, Asuna felt her heart tangling itself up. If this were the real world, even if the sky and earth turned upside down she would not do such a thing. But, this was merely a virtual world made of numbers and data, and her body was also no different. Besides, the person in front of her eyes could not be considered a complete stranger anymore. They had eaten bread together, and have formed a party together for the boss fight, and, that's right, this man had also promised to instruct her about that quest. If she wanted to listen to him, then that should be a proper excuse... she definitely could. Probably.
    

    
      She looked at the swordsman who had remained anxiously attentive, then suddenly lowered her head —using a voice that could only be heard by his ears, and said:
    

    
      ".........let me go to where you live. And your bathroom, let me borrow it."
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      The farmer's house that the black hair swordsman had rented was near a small pasture in the eastern part of Tolbana. It was larger than she had expected. If she included the section for the ox-carts in her calculations, the place would be about as large as Asuna's house in the real world.
    

    
      Hidden beside the residence was a beautiful stream, and it would flow through the waterwheel making *pitter-patter* sounds. Arriving at the porch of the main two-story building, where the NPC farm family was living on the first floor, at the hallway Asuna was greeted by the smiling face of the mistress. The old woman who was sleeping as she sat on a rocking chair near the fireplace then suddenly raised her head. A gold «!» symbol ―― A quest starting mark indication ―― floated overhead, but she ignored it for now.
    

    
      Asuna followed the swordsman up to the second floor, where there was but one door at the end of the short corridor. The swordsman touched the door and, automatically, there was a sound of a lock opening. Had it been Asuna who touched it, this door would definitely not have unlocked. It was impossible to unlock rooms rented out to players even if someone had the «Lock Picking» skill.
    

    
      "......W..Well, please come in."
    

    
      The swordsman pushed open the door, and made an awkward welcoming gesture.
    

    
      "......Thanks."
    

    
      Expressing her gratitude in a low voice, Asuna then entered the room ―― and at that moment, she cried out unintentionally.
    

    
      "W..What is this? So large............ T..This and my room is only twenty col difference!? I..Isn't it too cheap............?"
    

    
      "Being able to find a room like this quickly is an important skill not included in the system. ......Well, for my situation......"
    

    
      Asuna glanced at the swordsman who awkwardly cut off his words before slightly shaking his head. She then looked inside the room again and let out a big sigh.
    

    
      The room was at least twenty-tatami.[4] The door to the bedroom could be seen on the east wall, and that room was certainly about the same size. Then the western wall had the door with a [Bathroom] plate on it. Asuna could feel a magnetism from those exotic font characters. Taking advantage of the relaxed atmosphere, the swordsman quickly unequipped his sword, gloves, and boots, and submerged his body into the soft looking sofa.
    

    
      After watching Asuna, who was lost in thought for a while, the swordsman cleared this throat and said,
    

    
      "Erm, well, you probably can tell just by looking, the bathroom is there...... F..Feel free to use it."
    

    
      "Ah...... o-okay."
    

    
      Asuna couldn't believe that she would suddenly rush into the bathroom right after entering someone else's room, but now was not the time to be reserved either. "Well, then...", she muttered while she moved to the door, and the swordsman's voice followed,
    

    
      "Oh yes, I need to tell you just in case, it won't be the same as bathing in the real world. Nerve Gear is inadequate at recreating a liquid environment...... So, don't set your expectations too high."
    

    
      "......Just hot water is sufficient, I don't expect any more than that."
    

    
      Responding with all sincerity, Asuna opened the bathroom door.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 12
    

    
      ......In addition to the hot water, another feature of the bathroom was the lack of any lock.
    

    
      As she stared at the closed door, the thought in the back of her mind was that in spite of this, she wasn't too concerned. She couldn't find any kind of notch or button in the vicinity of the door knob, and even after tapping with her fingertips just in case, the menu to operate the room could not be called. This must be because this room was not rented by Asuna.
    

    
      That said, the presence or absence of one key was merely a trifle in this situation... After all, she had stormed into the room belonging to a man she just met yesterday because he had said he'd lend a bath to her. The dark haired one-handed swordsman —— come to think of it, she still didn't know his name, and his age and character were also unknown —— shouldn't be the type to suddenly break into the bathroom ...probably. Well, even if he rushed in, as this was within the «City boundary», the «Crime Prevention Code» would activate, so he wouldn't be able to do anything anyway.
    

    
      Concluding these thoughts, Asuna turned away from the door, facing south.
    

    
      "............Aah............"
    

    
      She involuntarily let out a soft moan.
    

    
      This room was also spacious. In the dressing area a thick carpet was laid, with the northern half of the room having solid wooden shelves built into the wall, and the southern half being tiled in a polished stone. The majority of the tiled area was occupied by a large white bathtub in the shape of a ship.
    

    
      High on the western brick wall was a hot water spout in the shape of a gargoyles's head, and from its mouth cascaded large quantities of clear liquid into the bathtub. The bathtub filled to the brim with water steaming pure white that flowed over the edges and raced across the tiled floor to a drain in the corner.
    

    
      ——based on common sense, this bathroom's architecture should be modelled after that of a manor house in Medieval Europe, factoring in such large scale hot water supply facilities But Asuna didn't have the heart to complain about incomplete research in the virtual world. She brought up the Main Menu window and moved to the display on right side of the screen's «Equipment Figure» and pressed the button to unequip all her armor and weapons.
    

    
      The hooded cloak which had suffered much up until now, the bronze armor covering her chest, both her gauntlets and long boots, and the rapier hanging at her waist, all disappeared. Long, straight chestnut hair flowed behind her. The only clothes that remained were a short-sleeve cotton tunic and some tight leather pants. The unequip button now displayed «Remove all clothing», and she pressed it again. The tunic and pants disappeared, leaving only two simple pieces of cotton underwear.
    

    
      Asuna glanced at the door again, then pressed the button that had become «Remove all underwear». With these three operations, the virtual body became completely naked. A virtual sense of cold brushed across her skin. In the oddly named Aincrad, the seasonal changes were synchronized with reality, and because the real world was currently in early December, it was fairly cold indoors.
    

    
      Hurriedly rushing across the bathroom, she reached the ceramic bathtub, and submerged her left leg into the hot water, causing complicated sensory signals to be generated in her brain. Withstanding the urge to splash her whole body with water, she first put her head under the shower of water from the mouth of the gargoyles's head, and as the sensation of warmth enveloped her body, the difference in temperature from the surrounding air faded away――
    

    
      *Splash*.
    

    
      She now allowed herself to fall backwards until she became fully submerged.
    

    
      "............Uaaa............"
    

    
      Asuna couldn't help but let out another low moan.
    

    
      Indeed, just as the black haired swordsman had said, the sensation of bathing in the real world could not be reproduced. The feeling of hot water on the skin, the pressure of the water against the body, and the light reflecting off the water's surface were all subtly different and left a feeling of incongruity.
    

    
      To an extent, it was the same with eating, but she no longer cared since the differences were trivial and she was satisfied by the «sensation of bathing». Just close your eyes and stretch your arms out -this is a bath! Moreover, the luxurious hot water continued to flow into the nearly two meter long deluxe edition bathtub she was in.
    

    
      With her eyes closed, and fully immersed in the water up to her mouth, her whole body was extraordinarily relaxed and she started to think.
    

    
      ————Right now, it's fine even if I die. I have nothing more to regret.
    

    
      A thought had been nagging her since she had left the Starting City two weeks ago. Clearing this death game was an impossible task; thus, all of the ten thousand people imprisoned would eventually die. It was just a matter of sooner or later, so everything in this false virtual world was meaningless. Better yet, rather than continually progressing forward, it would be better to just cease and die.
    

    
      Looking back on the «strategy meeting» that was held yesterday and today, Asuna was fairly indifferent. She didn't care who the beta testers (which she still didn't know the meaning of) were or how the items were to be distributed. Tomorrow was Sunday, the day they were going to challenge the greatest obstacle on Aincrad's first floor which had so far swallowed two thousand people. Relying on a mere forty experienced people to clear the first challenge should not be possible, so there was a high chance of total annihilation, and even if it did not go that far, defeat was inevitable.
    

    
      Asuna's daily behavior over time had deviated greatly from her norm until she had desperately wanted a bath, culminating in a «I want to do it once before I die» feeling. Now that it had come true, she felt that should she disappear from this world in the boss battle tomorrow, she would have no more regrets.........
    

    
      ————That cream covered black bread.
    

    
      ————Before I die, I want to eat it once again.
    

    
      This desire welling up from within her chest confused Asuna again. She opened her eyes, and stirred her body in the heated water.
    

    
      The taste was indeed pretty good. But it had an outright virtual feel to it. The appearance was of polygons. The taste signals were also preset. For that matter, this bath was the same. What appeared to be hot water, was no more than a boundary made of mathematical formula which set its transmittance and reflectance. The surrounding temperature enveloping the body was also merely electronic signals emitted from the Nerve Gear.
    

    
      But............, but.
    

    
      One month ago when she lived in the real world, did she have such a strong appetite? Did her past self also have such a strong urge to bathe?
    

    
      Uninterested in eating, yet continuing to mechanically bring the courses of a meal composed of organic ingredients to her mouth in front of her parents, or in comparison, the virtual cream covered bread that made her salivate. Which one should be considered more «Real»............?
    

    
      Struck with wonder that she now considered this a very important matter, Asuna inhaled softly...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      I didn't know trying hard not to look at the bathroom door required such a high Will saving throw[5].
    

    
      As my body sank deep into the sofa, I exerted all my mental energy trying to stay focussed on «Argo's Strategy Guide: First Floor Boss Edition» which I had obtained today. However, despite studying a few times what should have been easily legible words written in a simple font, the content still failed to reach my brain.
    

    
      ――Well, at least, this proves we are not in the real world.
    

    
      If, for example, this was in my home in Kawagoe, Saitama Prefecture and by some chance there were a female classmate in the bathroom of my house, -even should my mother and sister be away- What would I do? Of course... -that was decided. I would step quietly from the front door, past the car to my beloved MTB[6] which I would then ride full speed towards the Arakawa prefectural road No. 51.
    

    
      Fortunately, the second floor of this farmhouse is situated in the outskirts of Tolbana on the first floor of the floating castle Aincrad, and I am the one-handed swordsman Kirito rather than a high schooler net game maniac. As an avatar in a virtual world, nothing would happen even if I saw the female fencer Asuna walk out of the bathroom. No, this might be an elaborate trap. If I went into the bathroom, she might check out my room, and then everything in my chests would disappear. However, the built in chest in the room only held low level monster drops, and I have no reason to go to the bathroom. I'll wait for her to come out, then say "Let's work hard tomorrow" and send her back. That's all.
    

    
      Shaking my head, I returned my attention to the guidebook on the low table, but at that moment...
    

    
      From the door ―― not the bathroom, but the one leading to the hallway outside ―― came a tap, tap-tap-tap noise.
    

    
      The sound of knocking. But the one who knocked would not be the landlady. This rhythm was a signal that had been agreed upon between me and a certain someone.
    

    
      Surprised, I trembled while getting up, and worriedly turned around to face the thick oak door ―― standing on the other side of which, should be Argo the Rat.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 13
    

    
      A quick escape out of the south window to the front yard, jump astride the donkey tied to the stable, and head full speed straight down the path through the forest in order to reach the labyrinth zone...
    

    
      Unfortunately, this option that momentarily flitted through my mind was not something I could carry out. For one thing, in SAO, of the various ranch hand skills, using «mount» to ride is an extremely difficult skill to use. I hear that it apparently takes a lot of riding practice to become progressively skilled. At the moment though, filling a skill slot with such a hobby is not a luxury I can afford.
    

    
      Getting off the sofa, I quickly stood up. I took a glance at the bathroom to check the situation. Currently, on the other side of the door, the rapier user Asuna-san must be praising the bath. If Argo found out, she would grab her notebook and add to it «Kirito is the type of man who would pull a woman he met for the first time into his room». If this information were distributed, my reputation as a solo player would be completely ruined.
    

    
      Fortunately ―― It could be said that all doors in this world are perfectly soundproof. As far as I know, the only three sounds that could be transmitted past the door were ① A loud call «shout», ② knocking, ③ the sound of combat. The sounds of normal speech or the splashing of the bath couldn't be heard even if you pressed your ear against the door.
    

    
      Therefore, even if I let her in, she shouldn't notice that the bathroom is occupied by Asuna. Once Argo comes in, if the rapier user walks out ―― I will definitely jump out of the window, and leave on a donkey.
    

    
      Wanting this encounter to be over quickly, I walked to the hallway door and with grim determination opened it. On seeing the face of the person opposite, I exclaimed,
    

    
      "How rare, for you to visit my room."
    

    
      The phrase I had earlier prepared in my mind issued from my mouth. The face of the information seller «Argo the Rat» with her trademark whiskers twitched in a suspicious manner, but she immediately shrugged and replied,
    

    
      "Yes. The client wants to hear your reply today."
    

    
      Just like that, Argo walked into the room nonchalantly and sat down on the sofa I had just left. I seriously resisted looking at the bathroom and walked to the cabinet in a corner of the room, picked up the jar of fresh milk and poured out two cups, and brought them toward the sofa suite, placing them on the low table. The «Rat» raised an eyebrow, then laughed.
    

    
      "Ki-bou sure is considerate. By any chance, did you put some sleeping drugs in it?"
    

    
      "......That kind of thing would break the principles of most players, right? Besides, I couldn't do anything while you are asleep within the town boundary anyway."
    

    
      At this, Argo clapped her hands. "That's true," she said, nodding. Lifting the glass, she drained its contents in one gulp.
    

    
      "Thanks for the snack. This unlimited drink sure has a good taste. Why don't you bottle it up to sell to other players?"
    

    
      "Unfortunately, after removing it from the farmhouse it will only last five minutes, then the remaining liquid becomes a gunky mess instead of disappearing..."
    

    
      "Ho, I didn't know that. Looks like there's nothing scarier than free things."
    

    
      ......As she spoke, my heart cried, "'Hurry up and get to the point' If she discovers this room's secret, what's to be done!" I put on an innocent expression, picked up «Argo's Strategy Guide: First Floor Boss edition», and lightly tapped it.
    

    
      "Speaking of free things... I've always bought this item for five hundred col. Yet at yesterday's meeting, I heard from the axe user Agil that these books are distributed for free."
    

    
      Hearing my slightly resentful tone, the rat laughed with a "nishishi".
    

    
      "This, the one I sold to Ki-bou and all the other front runners is the published first edition. The second edition is distributed for free. But don't worry, only the published version has Argo-sama's autograph."
    

    
      "............I see, then in the future I won't buy it."
    

    
      ―This means that the free edition is Argo's way of taking responsibility as a beta tester. I want to hear more about this, but the word beta will never escape our lips as it is taboo between us. No. Since I didn't contribute earlier as a tester, I have no right to raise the subject.
    

    
      The atmosphere became heavy. Argo swung her golden brown curly hair and changed the subject.
    

    
      "Well, I guess it's time to get to the main topic"
    

    
      Silently screaming 'Go ahead-go ahead-go ahead!', I nodded gently.
    

    
      "Maa, This time the client is feeling lucky and thoughtful. The subject is Ki-bou's sword......If you want to sell it today, the client will buy it for thirty-nine thousand and eight hundred col."
    

    
      "............Th............"
    

    
      Three nine eight? I nearly yelled out. After taking a breath and considering a few seconds, I opened my mouth.
    

    
      "....I don't mean to insult you..... but, isn't that a scam or something? By no means is the sword worth forty thousand col. After all, the market price of an original «Anneal Blade» should be around fifteen thousand col, right? Add another twenty thousand col to that, and you can basically buy the materials and safely enhance it to +6. Although it might take some time, thirty five thousand can be used to make a sword comparable to mine."
    

    
      "I, too, have already told the client that thrice."
    

    
      Shrugging and spreading her arms, Argo had a rare "I don't get it" expression on her face.
    

    
      As I crossed my arms and leaned back against the sofa, the whole ordeal with the bathroom and all, momentarily left my mind. In this matter, I'm absolutely against diminishing my assets. But, to let this mystery go felt more distasteful. Having decided, I faced Aincrad's best information provider.
    

    
      "......Argo, I want to know the name of your client for one thousand five hundred col. Has the price increased, or do you need to check with the client?"
    

    
      "......I understand."
    

    
      The rat nodded, opened her window, and typed rapidly before sending the instant message.
    

    
      After a minute, a side of her eyebrows twitched reflexively as she read the reply, then she shrugged.
    

    
      "So, you are willing to pay then?"
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      I no longer cared; opening my window in that state of mind, one thousand five hundred col materialized. I placed the six coins that represented it in front of Argo.
    

    
      Pinching them casually with her fingertips, the rat playfully deposited the coins one by one into her own inventory. "Indeed," she said, nodding.
    

    
      "......Ki-bou, you already know his name. It's the guy that stood forward during the chaos at yesterday's meeting"
    

    
      "..................Could it be.................. Kibaou? "
    

    
      Hearing my whisper, the rat nodded.
    

    
      ――Kibaou. The person who started hostilities against beta testers in that meeting. That guy, wants to buy my sword for forty thousand col?
    

    
      Indeed, that guy had a weapon similar to mine on his back, also using the «One-Handed Longsword». Yesterday should have been the first time we met. Argo, however, said the deal was first offered a week ago......
    

    
      Discovering his identity with fifteen hundred col merely made me more confused. Argo, on the sofa, faced the brooding me and prompted,
    

    
      "......Seems that this time, the sword deal is off?"
    

    
      "Emm............"
    

    
      Of course, regardless of the price, I didn't want to sell my beloved sword in the first place. I half nodded, and the rat quietly stood up.
    

    
      "Well then, excuse me for bothering you. I hope that strategy guide will be of use to you."
    

    
      "Emm............"
    

    
      "Before I leave, I'd like to borrow the next room. I want to equip my night clothes."
    

    
      "Emm............"
    

    
      ―If I recall, during yesterday's meeting I had the feeling that while Kibaou was out in front of everyone, his gaze had lingered on me for a moment. And that gaze wasn't because he suspected I was a beta tester, but to look at my sword......maybe? No, maybe both......
    

    
      ―Wait a minute―― What did Argo just say?
    

    
      Thinking about Kibaou had completely occupied eighty percent of my mind; I looked up blankly.
    

    
      In the corner of my eyes, I saw Argo turning the doorknob. And the door was neither the one leading to the corridor outside, nor my bedroom door to the east ―hanging from that door was a plate depicting the bathroom.
    

    
      Stunned, I watched from the corners of my eyes, as the rat's petite figure slipped into the bathroom and disappeared.
    

    
      Three seconds later――
    

    
      "Woaa!?"
    

    
      A surprised voice,
    

    
      "............Kyaaaaaaaaaaaa!!"
    

    
      An ear-splitting scream shook the entire room. Subsequently, flying out from that room, was not the player named Argo.
    

    
      I have no memory of what happened after that.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 14
    

    
      Fourth December, Sunday, 10 a.m.
    

    
      This Death Game started at one o'clock in the afternoon on a Sunday, on the sixth of November. In three hours, it will have been exactly four weeks since it began.
    

    
      The first time I discovered the Logout button missing, I thought it was a fault of the system, and thought that if I waited long enough, I would be able to log out. Then, the faceless GM Kayaba Akihiko revealed the conditions in order to log out, which were to clear all hundred floors of Aincrad. I had expected that we would be imprisoned for roughly a hundred days, based on the calculation that we could clear an average of a floor per day.
    

    
      But—— It has been four weeks since then, and we haven't even reached the second floor.
    

    
      I could only laugh at myself for being too naive. Based on today's assault against the boss, we could estimate the time until our release. Forty-four players were now gathered at the Fountain Square in Tolbana. It could be considered to be the strongest fighting force we could have hoped for at this point. If by some chance, this raid party is wiped out; no, even with its partial destruction, rumor would quickly spread to the Starting City. The resignation that «SAO is impossible to clear» would spread throughout the first floor. Reorganizing a second force would take an impossibly long time —— or, it may prove impossible to face the boss a second time. Even if we wanted to increase our level in order to challenge the boss again, we had already reached the limit of efficiency to gain experience from the monsters of the the first floor.
    

    
      Everything depended on whether the Boss Monster «Illfang the Kobold Lord»'s strength had changed from the Beta Test version. The Kobold King in my memories could easily be defeated by this number of people, with their current skill, level and equipment, and with zero deaths. That is of course if, in this scenario involving our lives for real, we can calmly maintain our cooperation until the end...
    

    
      While my brain overheated from these thoughts, my attention was suddenly drawn to the player beside me as she took a short breath and gave a bitter smile.
    

    
      The rapier user «Asuna» with her profile hidden by her hood, looked exactly like the first time I met her in the labyrinth area yesterday morning. Her appearance combined the fragility of a shooting star with the sharpness of live steel, and compared to her, I looked extremely dishevelled.
    

    
      As I continued to study her, she suddenly turned and glared at me.
    

    
      "............What are you looking at?"
    

    
      This faint, but forceful whisper, caused me to shake my head. The reason for her bad mood since early this morning was, according to her, due to drinking from a pail of spoiled milk which I had offered to her -but I couldn't recall this myself.
    

    
      "N-nothing"
    

    
      I blurted out. Asuna gave me a look as sharp as the tip of her rapier before turning her back to me. Thinking on today's strategy meeting, I was sure everything would work out even with a party of two because as well as myself, she would be a great addition to the team, and while I was thinking on such things——
    

    
      "Hey."
    

    
      A gruff voice emanated from behind, so I turned around to face it.
    

    
      Standing there, was a player with pointed, short brown hair styled somewhat like a cactus. I couldn't help but flinch. Today, despite being the day many players gathered, his was the one face I had least expected to see —— It was the one and only Kibaou.
    

    
      Stunned, I looked up at Kibaou as he glared fiercely at me and brazenly said in a low voice,
    

    
      "Listen here, today you should stay in the back. You guys are only here as support."
    

    
      "............"
    

    
      I may not be a smooth person, but knew that I should not react to him here. Just yesterday, I had rejected his forty thousand col offer, a lot of money. In addition, he had attempted to hide his name, so this situation was quite awkward to anyone with common sense. If the situation were reversed, I wouldn't want to approach him within a twenty meter radius.
    

    
      Even so, Kibaou's attitude was so unpleasant that it withered my intention to say "of course". Those loathsome, distorted cheeks protruded forward as he spat and then said-
    

    
      "Listen up! You guys should only take on the small fry kobold mobs that slip past my party as your enemy."
    

    
      Kibaou spat out some more of his virtual spit onto the ground for emphasis, before turning around and leaving. I watched his back as he returned to the other members of the Group E party. As I continued to be astounded, I was suddenly startled by a voice emanating from right beside me.
    

    
      "......What. Was that."
    

    
      Of course, the «you guys» mentioned also included Asuna. To me, her look was about 30 percent more terrifying than the leer from just now.
    

    
      "W-well ...... Maybe he doesn't want Solo players to be so cocky......"
    

    
      I spoke without thinking too deeply, but suddenly a thought came, and I said to myself.
    

    
      ——Alternatively, as original beta testers you shouldn't get carried away...
    

    
      If that was true, then based on his attitude, Kibaou had already determined that I was a beta tester. But —— what was his basis for this accusation? Even Argo the Rat would not sell any information on whether another player was an original tester. And up until now, I had never ever mentioned the word Beta to anyone.
    

    
      Once again tormented by an unpleasant feeling similar to yesterday's, I kept my eyes on Kibaou's back.
    

    
      "............Eeh............?"
    

    
      Then, I realized something, which made me blurt out a sound.
    

    
      Yesterday, that man offered me the large amount of money, forty thousand col, to buy my Anneal Blade +6. This is the only certain fact. Of course, it would be intended for use in the boss battle today. Aside from the matter of how he would suddenly be able to wave around such a heavy sword that had been enhanced by three extra points in «Durability», which increased the weight of the sword, he obviously wanted to get a powerful weapon on the battlefield in order to improve his influence and leadership abilities. This motive was unsurprising.
    

    
      If that was the case, then by now, he should have spent his forty thousand col on upgrading his equipment.
    

    
      Nevertheless, the scale mail Kibaou was wearing and the one-handed sword on his back were the same ones that he had equipped yesterday. Although not of poor quality, with forty thousand col, it should have been possible to upgrade the equipment to be more powerful, since there was enough time. In fact, the rapier at the waist of Asuna standing beside me, was upgraded from her store-bought «Iron rapier» to a «Wind fleuret +4» which had been obtained as a drop last night after following my advice. After all, today we may all die, so what's the point of keeping forty thousand col............
    

    
      ――However, at this point, my train of thoughts stalled.
    

    
      Before I had realized it, the blue haired knight Diabel stood in front of the edge of the fountain, raising the familiar beautiful voice of his and said,
    

    
      "Everyone, although it may be sudden ―― Thank you all, I am really grateful that all forty-four party members have gathered, without a single person missing."
    

    
      After talking, a loud cheer of *OH* shook up the entire square. It was followed by a cascade of applause. I ceased my conjecture and raised my hands to clap.
    

    
      After smiling at everyone, the knight pumped his right fist, and continued shouting loudly,
    

    
      "Now, I want to mention I was actually thinking of aborting this mission if a single person didn't show up! But...... worry of this kind is an insult to everyone. I'm very happy that...... the best raid party...... well, even if the number of people isn't enough!"
    

    
      A few people laughed and whistled, and some people pumped their right hands mimicking him.
    

    
      I didn't want to find fault with Diabel's leadership. But, from my point of view, there was too much excitement. Excessive tension could lead to an insidious poison of fear, but over-excitement could also have adverse effects, like being careless. During the beta testing period, being defeated for being over-enthusiastic was like a joke, but here, failure could lead to the death of a player. In this situation, it would be a good thing for the players to be less excessively excited.
    

    
      While I thought about these things, I looked at the other groups from behind. Group B's leader Agil, the two-handed axe wielder, and several other people all had stern expressions with their arms folded in front of them. At critical moments, they would be reliable. Kibaou of group E had his back to me, so I couldn't read his expression.
    

    
      As everyone screamed and yelled, Diabel raised both hands to suppress the cheering.
    

    
      "Everyone...... What I want to say now is this!"
    

    
      His right hand moved to his left hip, and he drew his silvery sword with a ringing peal――
    

    
      "............Let's win!!"
    

    
      A loud cry rang out. It reminded me of four weeks ago, in the central square of the Starting City, when ten thousand players screamed.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 15
    

    
      The large group of people walked from the town of Tolbana to the labyrinth tower, and this scene seemed to trigger something in Asuna's memories. After a few minutes of thinking, she finally recalled it.
    

    
      It was the school trip that she had been on in January of this year. The destination was Queensland, Australia. The students were traveling from a mid winter Tokyo to the Gold Coast at the height of summer. Their excitement was through the roof, and the revelry surrounded her wherever she went.
    

    
      The similarities between these two situations was so great, that there was little difference between the atmosphere of walking under the foliage with these forty or so people, and when she had walked alongside her classmates at that time with the endless chatting and frequent outbursts of laughter. The only difference was, monsters would occasionally attack them from the forest. However, all the monsters that came close were instantly slain by the skills that everyone was bragging about.
    

    
      Bringing up the rear was Asuna, who walked alongside the swordsman and, forgetting all about last night's incident, began to talk.
    

    
      "Hey... You... before you came to this, errr...... MMO game? That's what they're called, right? Did you play any others"
    

    
      "Emm...... ah, yes. And, yes I did."
    

    
      The swordsman answered shyly, as his black hair swayed up and down.
    

    
      "In other games, are there normally moments with this kind of feeling? How should I put it...... like going on a field trip......"
    

    
      "......Ha ha, a field trip would be nice"
    

    
      Giving a short laugh, the swordsman then shrugged.
    

    
      "Unfortunately, the other games that I played didn't have this kind of mood. After all, those are games that don't use the FullDive technology, so it's necessary to use the mouse and keyboard to control the avatar's movements. Therefore, there's not much time to dedicate to the chat window."
    

    
      "...Ah, I see......"
    

    
      "Well, there are other games that include voice chat, but I haven't managed to play them yet."
    

    
      "Bad luck"
    

    
      Using a two dimensional monitor and a silent interface, it would be hard to actually immerse yourself within a game character and imagine yourself as a member of a group, Asuna thought, then said softly...
    

    
      "......Now it's the real deal, I wonder what they are feeling?"
    

    
      "Eh? Re-real deal?"
    

    
      The swordsman gave her a questioning look, so Asuna tried to describe the image in her mind.
    

    
      "So...... in a fantasy world of this kind... adventuring as part of a group of swordsmen and magicians, on our way to fight a terrible boss monster. During the journey, what do you speak about?...... or would you walk along silently? That kind of subject."
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      The swordsman remained oddly silent, and when she glanced at his expression, Asuna felt conscious that she had asked a childish question. Just as she reflexively turned away, and was about to say "I guess it doesn't matter,"
    

    
      "Walking on the road leading either to death or glory, huh."
    

    
      The quiet words reached her right ear.
    

    
      "If we were to compare ourselves to people living a normal life... I think maybe it's like going together to a restaurant for dinner. I would join in if there is conversation, but otherwise I would stay quiet. And these boss challenges as well, I think they will eventually become like that. If possible, I would like to challenge a boss every day."
    

    
      "...... hu hu, hu"
    

    
      The swordsman's straightforward words were amusing to Asuna, who gave off a small laugh. She explained immediately, almost as an excuse.
    

    
      "I'm sorry for laughing, but...... this is really strange. This world is the ultimate form of non-daily life, but you want this activity to be our daily routine."
    

    
      "Ha ha...... I guess that's true."
    

    
      The swordsman laughed in the same way, then quietly replied,
    

    
      "However, it took four weeks to reach this point. Even if we beat the boss today, we still have another ninety-nine floors to go. I'm...... prepared to go for two, no, three years like this. If it goes on like this, even this non-daily event would become everyday."
    

    
      Those words would have caused great shock and despair to the old Asuna. But now, she realized that it was just like dry wind blowing out of her bosom.
    

    
      "......How strong. If it were me, I couldn't think like that. Thinking about living in this world for years...... dying in today's battle would be less scary to me."
    

    
      The swordsman glanced at her for a moment after listening to her, then put his hands in his grey jacket pocket, and said in a subdued voice,
    

    
      "If we can reach the higher floors, maybe there is an even better bath there."
    

    
      "............Re-really?"
    

    
      She involuntarily responded, before realizing what she had just said. Feeling ashamed, she said in a low voice,
    

    
      ".....Remember this. Or you'll really end up drinking a barrel of spoiled milk."
    

    
      "Then, the least we can do is to come back alive today."
    

    
      After making that remark, the swordsman grinned and laughed.
    

    
      * * *
    
    
      11.00 a.m, we moved to the labyrinth.
    

    
      12.30 p.m, we walked to the top floor.
    

    
      So far, there were no deaths. I secretly patted myself on the chest. After all, a near forty-eight person «Full Raid» party marched, and for the majority of those here, this was their first time. In this world, «First» was an action that held the risk of accident and was dangerous, without exception.
    

    
      In fact, there were three situations which were very frightening. The people wielding long weapons such as the «Spear» and «Halberd», mostly in the Groups F and G, were ambushed by the melee-type Kobolds along the road. In SAO, melee weapons will not harm players if they are swung by accident (of course, this is not equal to a criminal act), and sword skills that come into contact with an obstacle are cut short. Ranged weapons were already at high risk from this, and the melee ambush made the situation even worse.
    

    
      In such a situation, the knight Diabel showed his ability to command precisely. As a leader of the forces, he made bold decisions, like staying to fight while ordering others to retreat, using heavy a amount of sword skills to knock back monsters, and switching between long and melee weapon-equipped members. These decisions could only be made if he was familiar with being a leader.
    

    
      Because of these things, before departing as a solo player I had said "It's not too exciting" and was concerned about looking too arrogant. Diabel had his own philosophy about leadership, trusting him fully is every raid member's duty was the reason everyone reached this point.
    

    
      ――After recognizing this, two huge doors stood in front of our eyes, and those in the rear had to stand on tiptoe to look up at them.
    

    
      On the surface of the grey stone, was a relief of a terrifying beast-headed monster. Speaking of Kobolds, in most other MMO games these mobs were usually the weakest of the weak, but in SAO this «Demi-Human» class of humanoid beings were formidable foes. They had the ability to wield weapons such as swords and axes, and could even use sword skills. Compared to normal attacks, these had much higher speed, power, and even had hit correction properties. If a player was caught in a vulnerable position, even its elementary skill could cause a critical hit, and reduce the HP gauge drastically. The rapier user Asuna beside me, reached the deepest part of the labyrinth using only «Linear», which proved the strength and terror of sword skills...
    

    
      "......Can you listen for a while?"
    

    
      I moved closer to Asuna, and whispered.
    

    
      "Today, our opponents are the «Ruin Kobold Sentinels», and even though they aren't the boss, they're still strong enemies that spawn around it. Yesterday, I mentioned that a large portion of their head and body is covered and protected by metal armor. Your «Linear» won't be enough."
    

    
      After listening, her gaze sharp under the hood, the fencer nodded.
    

    
      "I understand. Just aim for the throat, right."
    

    
      "Exactly. Just like they did after using «Pole Axe»'s sword skills, we'll have to immediately switch positions after I attack them to leave them open."
    

    
      Nod, Asuna nodded before facing the gigantic doors, and I continued to look at her for a few more seconds.
    

    
      Where and how you die, early or late is the only difference.
    

    
      When we first met, she had told me that. I obviously couldn't let those words come true. Asuna's «Linear» demonstrated talent that she herself was unaware of. Of all the shooting stars, hers was one that didn't burn up in the atmosphere, withstanding the flames until it hit the ground.
    

    
      If she could survive today's battle, Asuna would most definitely be known as one of the swiftest and most beautiful swordsmen in Aincrad. She would surely be a radiant shooting star, lustrously guiding those players held by fear and despair. I'm very convinced of this point. This responsibility, is a role an original beta tester like myself could never play due to the involved stigma.
    

    
      Once I confirmed my determination and swallowed, I faced the large door. In front of us, Diabel had finished preparing the lineup of the seven parties.
    

    
      Not even the knight dared to shout "Let's win!" in this place. This was because humanoid monsters would react to loud noises here.
    

    
      Instead, Diabel lifted his silver long-sword up high, and gave a large nod. The forty-three raid members also raised their weapons and nodded in reply.
    

    
      His long green hair fluttered as he turned around; the knight placed his left hand in the center of the large doors――
    

    
      "――――Let's go!"
    

    
      With a short cry, he pushed the doors open with all his might.
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      Part 16
    

    
      Was it this wide?
    

    
      Looking at the first floor boss room for the first time in around four months, this was the initial impression that I had.
    

    
      The room was vast. The rectangular room had a width from the left to the right wall of about twenty meters, and there was a distance of about one hundred meters from the entrance to the back. The size of the floor was roughly the same as the other 20 floors, and this room was the last one to be mapped. Therefore, its area could be estimated from the blank area on the map. However, seeing it with our eyes made it feel a lot larger than it actually was.
    

    
      This room was spacious in order to contain the gigantic monsters here.
    

    
      In Aincrad's boss room, the doors would not close even during battle against the boss. Therefore, even if the events took a turn for the worse and we were in danger of being annihilated, we had the option to retreat. However, if we turned and fled and the enemy's long ranged sword skill hit us, it might slow us down, «delay», or prevent us from moving, «stun». So, we would have to retreat while facing the boss. In that situation, the hundred meters needed to escape would feel infinitely long and could lead to a critical situation. Instantaneous teleportation was possible using a «Teleport Crystal»; however, it was expensive and obtainable only from the higher floors, which would make retreating from bosses on higher floors easier, but because it was so expensive, the player could be left with a near-empty wallet after such a retreat.
    

    
      While I was contemplating such thoughts, the boss room sank into almost complete darkness. On the walls to the left and right of the room, *ping* *ping*, from the front of the room towards the back, «torches» were lit one by one. The crude torches noisily blazing to life.
    

    
      As the sources of light were generated, the internal brightness «Gamma»[7] also increased. The stone floor and walls were filled with cracks. Adorning the area, large and small skulls were scattered around. In the deepest part of the room stood a huge throne, upon which a rough silhouette of something large was seated.
    

    
      The knight, Diabel, raised his long sword, and swung it down in front of him...
    

    
      At his signal, the forty-four members of the boss monster hunting forces raised a battle cry as they rushed into the room like an avalanche.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      The front row charged in first, led by Group A's leader equipped with an iron heater shield[8], and with his «Hammer» lifted up high. They were followed by Group B diagonally to their left, led by the Axe warrior Agil, and to their right, Diabel and his five friends made up Group C. Group D was led by a tall man wielding a Two-handed Long Sword, then behind these three groups were Group E, led by Kibaou, with the «Polearm» equipped Group F and Group G, running alongside them.
    

    
      And still further behind them, were two extra people——
    

    
      When the distance between Group A and the throne was about 20 meters, the gigantic silhouette which had not initially moved suddenly jumped fiercely into the air, somersaulting once before landing on the ground, causing the earth to rumble. After that, it opened its wolf-like jaws, and howled.
    

    
      "Gurururaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!"
    

    
      The demi-human King, «Illfang the Kobold Lord», looked exactly as I remembered. Its muscular body was over two meters tall, and covered in blue-gray fur. Its bloodthirsty eyes flashed a golden red. Its right hand wielded an axe made of bone, while its left had a Leather Buckler equipped. Behind its waist, a meter and a half long «Talwar»[9] protruded.
    

    
      The Kobold Lord raised the Bone Axe in its right hand up high, and forcefully struck at Group A's leader. The heater shield received the blow, causing a dazzling light effect and a loud sound to reverberate throughout the hall.
    

    
      As if that sound were a cue, from various alcoves high up on the side walls, three heavily armed monsters jumped down. These were the guards, «Ruin Kobold Sentinel». Group E led by Kibaou, and the support Group G, quickly moved towards the three, locking onto their target. Asuna and I glanced at each other and dashed to the nearest Sentinel.
    

    
      Thus, on the fourth of December at 2.40p.m, the first boss battle finally began.
    

    
      «Illfang»'s HP gauge had four bars. During the first three bars, it would hold its Bone Axe in its right hand and its Leather Buckler in its left, but on the fourth, it would discard them and remove the Talwar from its waist. Its attack patterns would completely alter -as Argo's strategy guide had described. Then, after changing its weapons from the Bone Axe to the Talwar, our sword skills and tactics would have to change accordingly, just as we had discussed in the meeting yesterday.
    

    
      While I fought against the «Sentinel» that had slipped past Group E and Group G, I looked out of the corner of my eyes at the front line, there was no sign of the line or tactics collapsing. The «Tank» forces and the «Attacker» forces calmly switched places for 'pot' rotation. The left edge of my sight displayed a small window of the raid party's average HP gauge, and it remained stable above 80 percent for all the parties.
    

    
      As asked ―― I'll leave it up to them, and thus the battle continued.
    

    
      It's not like that when playing solo, but now I prayed with all my strength for their success.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      Able to rescue her from the labyrinth tower when she had been unconscious (through some unknown means), she thought the black-haired swordsman should be a considerably capable person.
    

    
      However, after seeing his way of fighting, Asuna could tell that her assessment fell short.
    

    
      ——Strong.
    

    
      No, the word strong did not adequately describe the feeling that pervaded while he was in battle. His power and speed seemed as if they transcended existing scales and took him into «Another dimension».
    

    
      To Asuna, a beginner who had never played a net game or been in a FullDive environment before, she had difficulty putting her feelings into words. If she had to express them, it was a feeling that everything was optimized. His actions had no excess movements, hence he had a fast technique, and with his heavy sword he dealt deadly damage. The heavily armed Kobold's long axe attack was repelled upwards into the sky by his upward slash. "Switch," he called out as he retreated casually. In his place, Asuna quickly jumped in front of the Kobold, and while the Kobold was bent over from the recoil, she easily used «Linear» on its unprotected neck.
    

    
      Asuna recalled the words that he had spoken the first time they met. 『Overkill has no demerit or penalty from the system, but it's bad for efficiency』, and she had answered with 『Is there any problem with it?』. At this moment, there would be a huge problem with it. If you could remove excess movement, the action became easier and you could thus widen the field of view. The «Sentinel» was much stronger in comparison with the «Trooper» she had fought back then, yet Asuna could see each move it made very clearly.
    

    
      The Kobold's HP gauge had been reduced to a sliver from the attack on the vital part of the throat when Asuna launched «Linear». If it were the old Asuna, she would have waited to counterattack with another «Linear», but that was pointless «Overkill». Once the delay from the sword skill ended, Asuna once again jabbed the throat with minimal movement, and the Kobold's HP gauge emptied as its body burst into blue fragments and disintegrated.
    

    
      "GJ"[10]
    

    
      Behind her, the black haired swordsman said softly. Even though she didn't know what it stood for, she replied with "You too!"
    

    
      At that time, the first bar of the boss's HP gauge had disappeared. Diabel in the front row shouted "We're on the second bar!", as a few more «Sentinels» jumped from the holes in the wall.
    

    
      Forgetting that they were the extra forces, Asuna and her nearby partner dashed towards the monsters. The sword in her right hand, despite only being used from yesterday, had already been assimilated and felt familiar in her palms. She felt that the response from the sword was clear when she fired off her techniques. From the leather wrapped hilt within her hand to the tip of her sharp, glittering blade, the sword felt like a part of her arm.
    

    
      ―― If this is the feeling of «to fight» then up until yesterday everything else felt like a false imitation.
    

    
      ――I’m sure, there will still be many battles «Ahead» of us. Dashing with this swordsman side-by-side on the long journey to our destination. And in this virtual illusion, although each action is artificial... but... but I’m sure, this feeling is real. With him looking forward, I also want to see that.
    

    
      The monster's axe swung down, and the swordsman countered with a high blow. At the next instant, Asuna shouted "Switch" and jumped toward the enemy with her beloved sword.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 17
    

    
      The battle between the Kobold king with its guards and the forty-four players moved faster than I had expected.
    

    
      Diabel and the rest of Group C had reduced the first HP gauge, Group D had removed the second layer, and now Group F and G had reduced its third layer by half. Until this point, Group A and B, the «Tank» teams, had their HP in the yellow «Half» region, but never entered the dangerous red region. There were also a few guards, which were left to Group E and the two of us to handle, we had performed so well that sometime in the midst of battle, Group G moved to support the main battlefield.
    

    
      What was truly impressive was the intense fighting from the rapier user Asuna, and the «Linear» that had amazed me when we first met, with the stronger and sharper rapier, accurately pierced the Kobold guards' throats, their weak point. The time from the first motion of the skill until the damage occurred was just half that of the System Assist's on its own. Even I, who had been practicing deliberately boosting the sword skill since the beta testing period, was not confident that I could achieve those speeds.
    

    
      She was just a beginner with only one skill. With increased knowledge and honed senses, just imagining what she would become made my spine tingle.
    

    
      If this truly occurs, I'd like to see the progression by her side―― Was the thought that came to my mind, but I forced it back into my chest. One month ago I had selfishly decided to become a solo player, so I have no right to be together with other players. My first friend in this world was Klein, who should still be around the city we started in, carefully and safely levelling his friends......
    

    
      As I looked on while recalling those unpleasant memories, Asuna had already struck down her second prey. Because the «Ruin Kobold Sentinel» only spawned here, it was considered a rare monster. Although it did not give as much experience and col as the boss, it still dropped an item. Only money was automatically distributed evenly in a raid, while the experience was split between those who defeated it, which were Asuna and me. The item drop had a higher probability of going to Asuna because her attack was the fatal strike.
    

    
      So, this was the reason Group E's leader Kibaou, whose party was fighting similar Sentinels, gave that warning earlier. However, Asuna and I working together defeated our target much faster than the full six-member party of Group E. This way, even he couldn't complain――
    

    
      While I was considering this, from the back came Kibaou's voice.
    

    
      "I know what you're up to. Feels gooood."
    

    
      "............What did you say?"
    

    
      Not knowing what he meant, I turned around to ask that. As it was just before the spawning of the third wave of three Sentinels, and just after the other two had been defeated, this was an opportunity to talk. The cactus headed one-handed sword user frowned at me, raised his voice and spat,
    

    
      "Don't pretend. I already know your motivations for slipping into this boss raid."
    

    
      "My...... motivations? Aside from beating the boss, is there anything else?"
    

    
      "What, I can be direct, right? I know exactly what you're aiming for!"
    

    
      This conversation, seemed to be a lot of guesswork on his part. I was so frustrated I ground my teeth, before Kibaou finally said what he wanted to say...
    

    
      "I've heard about you. In the past, you did a dishonourable act such as LA the boss. "
    

    
      "Wha.................."
    

    
      ――――LA. It meant the final hit «Last Attack».
    

    
      It was true that, in past battles against bosses, I had a good grasp of the boss's HP gauge in order to determine the best time to use my strongest sword skills. However, that was not in this world, but in another floating castle that existed for merely a single month ―― in the «Sword Art Online closed beta test».
    

    
      Kibaou not only knew I was a beta tester, but knew my behaviour from back then. Wait a minute. This man just said "I heard it". In other words, it was based on rumour. But, who did he hear it from............
    

    
      At that time, a second insight ran electrifyingly through my body.
    

    
      Last week, Kibaou used the information provider Argo the Rat to attempt to buy my «Anneal Blade +6». Yesterday, he attempted to use forty thousand col to buy it. Even though I rejected his offer, he did not spend that money.
    

    
      No. It was not that he did not spend it. In fact, he didn't have that kind of money in the first place.
    

    
      It was not just Argo, Kibaou was also a mediator. The person who had forty thousand col was not him. If another person was put between that person and Argo, no matter how much I paid, I could not have found out who the original buyer was.
    

    
      

      That mastermind, gave Kibaou the information on the original beta tester and stirred up trouble. If it is like this, that guy's aim was not to get the «Anneal Blade +6» for battle. No, improving his battle strength may still be a part of it, but he might have a larger goal in mind. To weaken me. With my attack weakened, it would interfere with my techniques, preventing me from getting the LA bonus on the boss ――
    

    
      "............Kibaou. That guy who talked to you, how did he manage to gain information on me being a beta tester?"
    

    
      "Straight to the point. He used ridiculously large amounts of money and bought the information from «the Rat». I joined the team to keep the hyena in check."
    

    
      ――――Liar. Argo, even if she would sell information on herself, would never sell information on other beta testers.
    

    
      As I clenched my teeth, the front row gave a loud cheer. The boss's long HP gauge had finally reached the fourth and final layer.
    

    
      My attention was drawn to the front lines. It looks like the third HP gauge was removed by the poleaxe weapons of Group F and G before they retreated. Instead of waiting for their full recovery, Group C rushed in to press the attack. The party leader was the commander of the raid itself, the blue haired knight Diabel. Even in the dim light of the dungeon, his blue hair glittered brilliantly.
    

    
      "Uguruooooooooooooo――――!!"
    

    
      «Illfang the Kobold Lord» gave out a loud roar. At the same time, the final wave of three «Ruin Kobold Sentinel» jumped out of their holes in the walls.
    

    
      "…….More small fry Kob, this time I won't let even one go. I won't let you LA them."
    

    
      His voice dripping with hatred, Kibaou returned to the midst of Group E.
    

    
      While still not recovered from the unexpected shock and confusion, I reluctantly turned away and went to regroup with Asuna who was not far away.
    

    
      "............What did you talk about?"
    

    
      As she asked quietly, I just shook my head.
    

    
      "No...... ―― first, let's defeat our opponents."
    

    
      "............Yes."
    

    
      After our brief exchange, I picked up my sword and charged at a Sentinel.
    

    
      At that moment――
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt «something», so I quickly gazed at the main battlefield.
    

    
      The Kobold king, with the bone axe in its right hand and the leather shield in its left, threw both down onto the ground simultaneously, gave another roar, brought its hand to the back of its waist, grasped the rag bound handle and pulled out the «Talwar».
    

    
      During the beta testing period, I've seen this technique alteration many times. From here on, it would only use the sword skills from the curved blade category, going into a berserk rampage, becoming terribly wild, but dealing with it is now easier than before. It used a long-ranged longitudinal cut. As long as you grasped the timing of the skill when it was launched, even if you're near the boss you could avoid the edge of the weapon.
    

    
      Under Diabel's command, the six people that formed Group C surrounded the boss. This was a formation that was not used while the boss still wielded the bone axe. Really, I didn't expect that reading the book beforehand allowed them to come up with such a precise and amazing formation. This was really a good decision. As long as the six could avoid the wild swings of the Talwar until the final blow............
    

    
      "..................U.......?"
    

    
      From the back of my throat, that noise was subconsciously made.
    

    
      The player X asking Kibaou to buy my sword for the large sum of forty thousand col, was to interfere with me performing LA on the Kobold king. I made this guess a while ago. Even though my sword had not been taken, the purpose of X has been achieved. As the raid's extra force, I could only deal with the Sentinels, so I couldn't even approach within ten meters of the boss.
    

    
      However, if it is like this.
    

    
      The identity of X, at this moment, is a player who is attempting to LA the boss ―― that should be correct right? After all, paying forty thousand gold is too large a sum of money just to hinder me, and being able to LA the boss should be more than enough to cover that expense.
    

    
      In other words...... the player X manipulating Kibaou, is a person who was with me in the beta test, his name is..............
    

    
      "――It's coming!"
    

    
      Asuna sharply said, instantly rousing me out of my thoughts. The Sentinel swung its halberd, and I subconsciously used the diagonally cutting sword skill «Slant», repelling his weapon with all my strength.
    

    
      "Switch!"
    

    
      I shouted, then jumped backward, as Asuna went in front of the guard. I once again glanced at the battlefield twenty meters to my left.
    

    
      After the motion during which the boss was almost invincible, the battle resumed. The first locked target was the blue haired knight, who had calmly avoided that first strike.
    

    
      With his back facing me, I wondered to myself.
    

    
      ――Is it you?
    

    
      ――Diabel the knight, you are...... Is everything part of your plan..................?
    

    
      Of course he didn't answer. Illfang roared and howled, then it slowly moved the blade in its right hand up high.............
    

    
      Once again, my mind felt that «something» sensation.
    

    
      Uncomfortable. Something is different. The boss monster and the Kobold king that I knew were not the same. It was not its color, nor its size. It was more than the looks and the sound. The source of discomfort, rather than its body...... it was the weapon in its right hand.
    

    
      From where I was, only the silhouette of the sword was visible...... that blade, isn't it too thin? The gently curved blade was certainly similar to the one I was familiar with during the beta test period, but its width........ as well as its gleam, was different. It was not the rough texture of cast iron. It was forged, and its edges had the tint of steel. I have seen a weapon similar to that before......... it was used by a mob on the tenth floor of the old floating castle. Dressed in red armour, it was a very formidable foe during the beta testing period. The weapon could not be used by players, only by those in the monster category.................
    

    
      "A...... AA..............!"
    

    
      My throat spasmed and made some noise. I forcefully sucked air into my lungs, and bellowed loudly.
    

    
      "Thi...... this won't do, fall back!! Retreat quickly――――!!"
    

    
      Unfortunately, my voice was drowned out by the sound effects of Illfang's sword skill.
    

    
      The Kobold king's huge body shook the floor, as it jumped up high. It turned its body in mid-air, while accumulating power to its weapon. As it fell down, it used the accumulated power, releasing a crimson beam of light.
    

    
      Plane of attack――horizontal. Angle of attack――three hundred and sixty degrees.
    

    
      Sword skill for katanas, the heavy ranged attack "whirling wheel" «Tsumujiguruma».
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 18
    

    
      Six vivid red light effects appeared, looking like pillars of blood.
    

    
      The HP gauge that was displayed to the left in our field of vision showing Group C's average HP immediately dropped below fifty percent and into the yellow zone. Although you could expand the gauge with your fingertips in order to see the six individual HP gauges of each player, at the moment there was no point in doing it. Everyone in Group C obviously received equal amounts of damage.
    

    
      It was a ranged attack with tremendous power and enough to take out more than half of the full HP, but that was not all. Yellow lights rotated around the heads of the six people that had collapsed on the floor, indicating that they were unable to move for a period time ―― this was the stun effect.
    

    
      Of the large variety of bad status in SAO, being stunned wasn’t as scary as paralysis or blindness, as the effect lasted at most ten seconds. However, once the effect started, there was no way to recover from it. Therefore, if the front members were stunned, their friends must save them by diving in front without waiting for the switch, and must become the target to draw enemy fire ―― however.
    

    
      Not a single person moved to help. Despite carefully planning for the fight during the meeting, followed by the march forward in a mood under the impression of an easy victory, the person everyone relied on, their leader Diabel, had been struck down in a single blow. For these reasons, aside from Group C, everyone was bound to the spot rigidly. After the strained silence, the Kobold Lord recovered from the long delay caused by using its skill.
    

    
      As everyone recovered, I gave out a loud shout.
    

    
      "Charge......"
    

    
      At the same time, in the front lines, the two handed axe user Agil and several of his subordinates moved in to support the others.
    

    
      Unfortunately, it was too late.
    

    
      "Uguruo!!"
    

    
      The demi human roared, and the katana―― no, the nodachi in both its hands was lifted off the cut floor and raised up high. Sword skill Floating Boat «Ukifune». It was aimed for the Knight that had fallen right in front of it, Diabel. As if pulled by a red arc of light, the knight in silver armor was sent flying high up into the air. The damage wasn't much. However, the Kobold Lord's movement didn't stop there.
    

    
      Using its large wolf-like mouth, it grinned and laughed ferociously.
    

    
      The nodachi was once again wrapped in a red light effect. «Ukifune» was merely the start of the combo. If you were hit by this while in the air, it was useless to struggle, you could only defend by curling up. However, it was impossible for a person who was dealing with this situation for the first time.
    

    
      While in the sky, Diabel brandished his sword, trying to pull off a sword skill to counterattack. However, because he was unstable, the system could not determine the starting motion for the skill. The nodachi directly hit the front of the knight who waved his sword uselessly.
    

    
      At a speed which could not be seen the combination attack continued with a further strike followed by a thrust. A three hit strike, this skill's name is Scarlet Fan, «Hiōgi».
    

    
      The knight's body was covered in three continuous damage effect, the bright colours and intense sounds showed that all the attacks were critical hits. His virtual body «Avatar» was blasted twenty meters away, over the heads of the raid members, and ended up near the Sentinel which was my opponent. He fell almost as if piercing the ground. His HP gauge, which was already red, began to reduce further.
    

    
      "............!!"
    

    
      I gasped out a strange sound from the back of my throat as, from the front, the Sentinel's Long Axe approached, so I put as much force as I could into the «Slant». The Axe's handle was smashed in the middle, and as it stood stunned for a short duration Asuna's rapier found its throat and pierced it.
    

    
      Not waiting for the monster's shattering effect to happen, I turned towards the body of the fallen Diabel. Seeing the fallen knight at a meter, such a close range for the first time, I felt sparks race through my mind.
    

    
      ――I recognize this player.
    

    
      His face and name were completely different from what I remembered, but we had previously met face to face in the other Aincrad, and maybe I had even talked to him. As expected, Diabel was an original beta tester like me. And like me, he had fought hard to hide his identity until today. No, as I had made close friends while hiding my past, my worry was probably several times his.
    

    
      However, precisely because he had a tester's knowledge of the first floor, he was harmed by it when it came to the later stages.
    

    
      Although I do not remember him, he remembered I was called Kirito, and although my appearance during the beta testing is not the same, he remembered that the name of the player who was good at placing the LA on the boss during the beta testing period, so he tried to confirm my identity earlier on. Subsequently, he believed that I would probably try to do the same thing here. The Floor Boss drops high performance items including «Unique» one-of-a-kind items, and in a death game like SAO, combat ability is synonymous with vitality. Diabel, in order to survive in this world ――instead of being a solo player, chose to be a Knight leading a crowd―― had tried to get the rare drops from Illfang by any means.
    

    
      At the moment I thought that, I considered Diabel on the floor. His eyes, as blue as his hair, twitched, but he immediately emitted a pure light. From his trembling lips, in a voice soft enough for only me to hear, he said.
    

    
      "......Please, Kirito-san. The boss, defea―"
    

    
      Before his sentence ended――
    

    
      The commander of the Aincrad Boss Raid Forces, the Knight Diabel, turned into blue shards of glass which shattered and scattered.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      Uwaaaaa, this kind of cry ―― this scream filled the Boss room.
    

    
      Nearly all the raid members clutched and hung on to their weapons, with their wide eyes open. But no one moved. The leader being first to fall, to die, was an unpleasant situation no one had prepared for, so no one knew the next course of action.
    

    
      Of course, this was also true for me.
    

    
      In my mind, two options alternately blinked. To flee, or to fight.
    

    
      In normal circumstances, «Boss uses weapons and skills different to information previously given» and «Loss of leader», suffering from two disasters, everyone should immediately retreat out of the boss's room. However, if our backs were exposed to Illfang while we retreated, he could easily use his long ranged Katana Skill. The ten people furthest to the back, in the worst case, would end up stunned and deprived of all HP by a sequence of attacks like Diabel. That is to say, even as we retreat we must defend our bodies, but our opponent was difficult as he had unknown skills. Compared to the time taken to dash out of the room, the same degree of HP decrease leading to deaths could be expected.
    

    
      Above it all, with too many deaths ―― including the leader ―― and with the boss strategy that was issued failing, it would be difficult to assemble another force to raid the boss again. In other words, all attempts to clear the death game SAO would lead to failure. The eight thousand survivors, would not be warriors of the virtual world, but prisoners trapped in the first floor until there is an some kind of «end»......
    

    
      Then, two sounds at the same time echoed out, stirring me from my hesitation.
    

    
      One of which was, right at the front lines, the sound of Illfang, who had come out of its delay, raging. The squealing sound of metal. the mass damage effects dimly and violently shook.
    

    
      The other was the voice of Kibaou who was kneeling by my side.
    

    
      "............Why...... Why...... Diabel-han, the leader, why was he first......"
    

    
      ――Because he wanted to perform LA on the boss.
    

    
      Telling him like this would be easy. However, I didn't say anything.
    

    
      Now that I think about it, in the first meeting, Kibaou had eaten the bait Diabel acted out. Suspecting that there were beta testers in their midst and making remarks about not wanting to work with them unless they apologized. Not only did Diabel not prevent him from speaking, he allowed the topic to be brought up for discussion.
    

    
      That scene, was not Diabel's «Compensation» to Kibaou. Instead it was a method of communication, as the representative dealing with the sword transaction, they met up in a public place, giving Kibaou the opportunity to test public opinion against Beta testers. Agil's logical argument ended the wrath in the middle, but if the boss raid battle did not end as planned, Kibaou can bring out the same topic again. In other words, Kibaou did not suspect that Diabel was a Beta tester, but was a representative of the novice players opposing the testers. He was looking forward to people trusting him. Facing this kind of person, how do I at this time give him anything further against it.
    

    
      Instead―― I grabbed Kibaou's drooping left shoulder and forced it up.
    

    
      "Is this the time to be discouraged?!"
    

    
      With a low cry, Kibaou's small eyes were instantly filled with a familiar hostility.
    

    
      "......What...... What did you say?"
    

    
      "You're the Group E leader, if you are a coward, your companions will die! Listen here, additional Sentinels may still spawn...... no, they will definitely spawn. Handling them is your responsibility!"
    

    
      "......then, what do you want to do. Are you planning on escaping alone?"
    

    
      "How is that possible. Of course I......"
    

    
      With the Anneal Blade in my right hand making a sound, I said,
    

    
      "――Will get the LA on the boss!"
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 19
    

    
      Being trapped in this world for one month, I had taken many actions to keep myself alive. I hadn't dispensed the knowledge I obtained during the beta test period to anyone, in order to do quests and use the hunting grounds that were more efficient while single-mindedly strengthening myself.
    

    
      If I were to follow a solo player's normal code of conduct, then in this situation, with many raid members standing between the Boss monster and myself, I should run towards the exit. Not turning back even as the raging Kobold king kills my comrades, instead actively using them as shields, in order to ensure my own safety.
    

    
      However, at this time, no such thoughts came to my mind, as a fiery feeling flowed throughout my veins, Both my legs had made their choice between life and death. This may have been because of the words the knight Diabel said to me.
    

    
      The Boss ―― Defeat it. Those were the words he had said. Not escape. He had tried to significantly boost his probability of acquiring rare items, by attempting the LA, and as a result he had sacrificed his life. But at the end, his command ability was definitely outstanding. In his last moments, Diabel had decided not to ask us to «Withdraw» but instead to do «Bloody Battle». So, as a member of the raid party, I will comply with his wish...... no, his dying wish.
    

    
      However, there was still one hesitation that remained.
    

    
      Before the battle began, I had secretly decided. Instead of protecting myself, I would protect the rapier user «Asuna»'s life with everything I had. She had a radiant talent which I did not possess. For this bud to perish before it blooms, is an absolutely unacceptable situation for anyone fanscinated by VRMMO games.[11]
    

    
      Whilst on the verge of running, I looked at Asuna who stood to my left, and was about to tell her, "Stay in the back and when the front collapses you should withdraw immediately" However, as if she could read my mind, before I had a chance to speak she declared categorically,
    

    
      "I'm going too. We're partners after all."
    

    
      I did not have a good reason to deny her, and there was no time for debate. After hesitating for a moment, I nodded.
    

    
      "......Understood. I'll be relying on you!"
    

    
      The two of us turned in the same direction at the same time, and ran towards the back of the hall. Along the way we heard uninterrupted roars and screams. Although it seemed that there were no more deaths following Diabel's, the average HP of the vanguard was less than half, as having lost its leader, Group C would definitely be down by twenty percent. Some players in despair, had ran trying to escape the situation, and at this rate the formation would fall apart in a few seconds.
    

    
      The first thing was to calm them from their panicked state. However, in this situation, the noise would drown out any instructions given. I needed short yet strong words, and being inexperienced in leading I had no idea what words should be used ――......
    

    
      It was at this time that Asuna, running by my side, forcefully grasped her hood and cape that were likely to interfere, and flung it from her body.
    

    
    
      
    


    
      The light from the countless torches along the side walls, seemed to combine together and shone brightly. The glossy chestnut long hair, now radiated a deep golden shine, scattering the gloomy ambience of the boss's room.
    

    
      Asuna's long and wildly fluttering hair, gave her the appearance of a shooting star blazing through the current darkness. Even the panicking players became silent with the luminence in their eyes. Not letting this miraculous moment of silence go to waste, I called out with the loudest throat ripping voice I could muster,
    

    
      "Everyone, back ten steps towards the exit! As long as the boss is not surrounded, it will not use its ranged attacks."
    

    
      By the time the echo of my voice disappeared, time seemed to flow again. *Za!!* As this sound was made, Asuna and I were level then passed the front line players who were now moving backwards together. As it followed us, the Kobold king turned to face us, as we raced side by side toward it.
    

    
      "Asuna, we’ll use the same tactics that we used against the Sentinels!...... Here we go!!"
    

    
      The moment her name was called, the rapier user glanced at me, then faced the front again almost immediately.
    

    
      "Understood!"
    

    
      In front of us, the Kobold king released his left hand from the Nodachi that both hands previously held, and lowering his stance. That gesture, definitely was ――
    

    
      "............!!"
    

    
      I held my breath, and started to use my own sword skill. My right hand holding my sword moved to my left hip in preparation, while leaning forward as if about to fall. At this angle, my stance is insufficient for the system to recognize it. This was due to the low position close to the floor, then I used my right foot to take off at full power. My body became wrapped in a thin blue light, as I ran through the ten meters separating the boss from me. Basic sword rush technique, «Rage Spike».
    

    
      At the same time, the boss was poised with his Nodachi shining with a green glow, and slashed at a speed which could not be seen. Straight long ranged move, Whirlwind «Tsujikaze». Because it was an Iai[12] type move, it would be impossible to keep up with it after seeing it launched.
    

    
      "U...... ooo!!"
    

    
      With a roar, the trajectory of my sword moving from the left, intersected with the swing from Illfang's Nodachi. A loud metallic sound rang out with a gale of sparks resulting, as the boss and I were knocked apart more than two meters from the recoil of each other's sword.
    

    
      With the opportunity that was produced―― Asuna seized it with a remarkable speed equal to mine.
    

    
      "Yaaaaa!!"
    

    
      With a short and sharp zeal was unleashed the «Linear», stabbing deep into the Kobold king's right flank. The fourth HP gauge, marginally, but definitely was reduced in width as a result.
    

    
      I was aware of the powerful challenge that had come from his right hand, and I was engulfed in elation and anxiety in equal measure.
    

    
      The Illfang from the beta period was equipped with the «Talwar» sword skills, which I could not fully parry using my own sword skills. However, perhaps the Katana-type sword skills were lighter than the Talwar's, my HP gauge did not decrease because of the clash. Instead this was offset by the outrageous speed of the techniques. Continuing this with no missed counters, I wondered if it was possible.
    

    
      Another one. Troopers required three, whereas Sentinels required four strikes of «Linear» from Asuna, but as expected of a boss, its HP was at an amount that couldn't be compared with that of these small fry. For her to fully deplete the fourth gauge, I have no clue how many strikes would be required. A big advantage of fighting the boss as a team was due to its massive bulk, allowing multiple players to hit it at the same time, if it were possible I would have preferred other players as attackers by her side. But all the other groups from A to G had drawn back as their HP were greatly reduced. I couldn't ask them for help until they had used their recovery potions.
    

    
      "―― Asuna and I, could only do what we could do. Originally I was thinking of doing it on my own, but it became two people, this was a situation that I am grateful for."
    

    
      "......The next one, is coming!"
    

    
      I cried after recovering from my technique's delay, then concentrated on the long and large blade brandished by the boss.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      In August this year, one thousand testers were recruited for the «Sword Art Online Closed Beta Test». Although I reached the tenth floor, I didn't meet the floor's boss.
    

    
      The district labyrinth, named «Thousand Snake Castle», was guarded by Samurai type monsters, and was the spawning area of the «Orochi Elite Guard», which I had been unable to break through. Since the mercurial katana skills they used were not available to players, I had to receive every hit to feel and determine the trajectory motion and the skill name appended to the hit, then desperately use that as a reference. Finally, once all their used skills’ «Pre-motion» were registered in my mind...... it was already the thirty-first of August.
    

    
      Orochi and Illfang, although their shapes and sizes were very different, were both Humanoid type monsters, and used similar techniques so far. Therefore, I used my memories of those skills, including Iai, that I stored four months ago to counter its attacks.
    

    
      Of course, I was walking on a tightrope. The boss's slash had very high base damage, and the basic skills «Slant» and «Horizontal» left only to the Assist could not repel it. In order to launch the technique successfully, the body had to be intentionally moved[13] in order to boost the speed and power of the skill.
    

    
      However, with this amplified outside the system skill, the attack would be more powerful yet risky. Even a small variation or mistake would hinder the system assist, in the worst case having the sword skill abort in the middle of it.
    

    
      I, with a total of two months playing SAO, if you included the beta period, had the most experience among them, and had trained this technique which requires great concentration in that long period of time.
    

    
      And, every fifteenth or sixteenth time, it was disrupted.[14]
    

    
      "Cra......!!"
    

    
      Cursing, I attempted to cancel the «Vertical» slash upward I had almost initiated. I had read the opening moves of Illfang's blade, as it drew half a circle while Illfang turned beneath it. It was the motion for the technique that launched strikes up and down in random order Phantom Moon «Gengetsu». Desperately I pulled back with the Anneal Blade in my right hand, when an unpleasant shock overcame my whole body, and I was unable to move.
    

    
      "Ah......!!"
    

    
      As Asuna by my side gave out a small scream, the nodachi from below jumped up, catching the front of my body.
    

    
      I felt as cold as ice, a sharp shock. My body was paralyzed, and my HP gauge was reduced by thirty percent.
    

    
      As I was thrown across the room, I barely managed to stay on my knees, and Asuna rushed towards the Kobold king. I screamed "Don't!" «Phantom Moon» had a very short delay. Its blade was raised, and glowed red. Not good, this was the three hit skill that killed Diabel, Scarlet Fan «Hiōgi» ......
    

    
      "Nu......oooo!!"
    

    
      It let out a huge roar, and its blade was on the verge of hitting Asuna.
    

    
      The blade glanced by her head, when a huge weapon glowing green launched its skill. The Two-Handed Axe Sword Skill «Whirlwind»――
    

    
      The Nodachi had discharged first, but it was the two handed axe that spun like a whirlwind which intercepted it. The boss room trembled at the impact that was born, Illfang was knocked back quite a distance. The attacker must have had both legs wrapped in leather sandals, as he only slid back a meter or so.
    

    
      Entering the fray, was the brown skinned giant and Group B leader, Agil. As I knelt on the floor exploring my coat pockets he looked over his shoulders at me, grinning.
    

    
      "You can drink your pot until it’s finished, we'll support you. Damage dealers are the bulwark, this will not change."
    

    
      "............Sorry, I leave it to you."
    

    
      I gave a short answer, as my chest was heaving while I forced down the recovery potion.
    

    
      Agil was not the only person who came to the front. His friends, and a few people from Groups A and D who had finished recovering as their wounds were light joined him.
    

    
      With a look at Asuna I conveyed "I'm fine", and shouted at the swordsmen from behind.
    

    
      "If the boss is surrounded it will attack back with an omni-directional attack! I will be calling out the trajectory of the attacks, so the guys in front, deal with them! You don't have to use sword skills to cancel the attack, you can avoid a large amount of damage just by blocking it with a weapon and a shield properly!"
    

    
      "Ou!!"
    

    
      A savage bellow from the men reverberated, and It may have been my imagination but it blended with the roar that the Kobold king gave in irritation.
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 20
    

    
      Retreating to stand beside the wall, and while waiting for the recovery potions to slowly take effect, I updated myself on the condition at the back of the battle.
    

    
      The boss's weapon had changed, and sure enough, along with it, the number of spawns «Pop» of the Ruin Kobold Sentinels had also increased. Kibaou's Group E, as well as the lightly injured Group G equipped with pole-arms, took on all four of the heavily armored guards at the same time. Although they had not taken much damage so far, as long as Illfang remained alive, those four Sentinels would probably jump out of the alcoves on a regular basis. The parties resisting them would eventually reach their limits with just two of them.
    

    
      In addition to that, between the front and the rear groups, Group C who were the first to get heavily damaged, were trying to recover their HP like me. However, potions in this game were really frustrating items, having only a slow, continuous healing, «Heal Over Time» effect...... in other words, drinking the bottle would not instantly recover the gauge, but instead it gradually increased in small increments, and also after drinking the potion there was a cooldown period indicated by a «Cooling» icon displayed at the bottom of the vision which rendered drinking the next bottle useless until it disappeared. On top of that, the first floor NPC shops only sold these low end products, of which only sorrowful tales could be told of their flavour.
    

    
      Putting the taste aside, because of the set cooldown period, healing from heavy injuries took up a lot of time. Therefore, once someone received damage worthy of a potion, they would normally switch with their partner to take it. Falling to the rear (that is, for Pot rotation) was the general theory, but as the number of those who received unexpectedly heavy wounds multiplied, it became easy for the rotation to break down. On higher floors, the dreamlike item which could instantly recover the gauge, «Healing Crystal», could be obtained, so such recovery is possible if one is not bothered with the cost, but it would be asking too much to have one on hand now.
    

    
      Therefore, how long Agil and the six people under him who were currently replacing me were able to maintain their HP gauges against the boss's fierce attacks would decide the flow of the battle. For that reason, I would have to predict Illfang's skills the moment its preparatory motions started.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      In my kneeling posture, I kept my eyes carefully peeled while focusing my senses to capture every movement the Kobold Boss made, and after determining the sword skill used I shouted things like "Horizontal slash, right" and "Downward slash, left".
    

    
      Agil's team of six were not pressured into desperately countering from following my instructions, instead they used their shields and large weapons to guard themselves. Despite the fact they were players with «Tank builds», having both high defence and high amounts of HP, receiving zero damage from the sword skills the boss launched was impossible. A loud sound effect would occur, and each time, their gauges would gradually reduce.
    

    
      In between the group, was a single fencer who lightly danced. Asuna. Never far from the front of the boss, as long as Illfang was in a recovery period, «Delay», even for a moment, the chance to pierce its body with «Linear» was never wasted. Of course, after repeated strikes the «Hate» value would become focused on Asuna, however the six men who were tanking used appropriate skills such as «Howl» to regain the target's hate to themselves.
    

    
      Even though it was a dangerous encounter, with the balance of the battle in danger of collapsing if even one of the elements failed, the situation still lasted for close to five minutes.
    

    
      Soon, the boss's HP finally went below thirty percent, and the final gauge became suffused red.
    

    
      At that moment, perhaps letting down his guard for a moment, one of the players acting as a tank tripped over. Stumbling, the player came to a halt directly behind Illfang.
    

    
      "......Get out of there quickly!"
    

    
      I called out reflexively, but it was a moment too late. As the boss felt that it was «In a surrounded state», it gave out an exceptionally ferocious roar.
    

    
      With a jerk, the large body sank into a crouch. Then its entire bulk was flung high up into a vertical jump. While on its course, its body along with the Nodachi, contorted and revolved during the jump. It was the omnidirectional attack Whirling Wheel «Tsumujiguruma»――......
    

    
      "U......ooaa!!"
    

    
      As I gave off a short howl, and forgetting that my own HP had not fully recovered, I jumped from along the wall.
    

    
      Positioning my sword on my right shoulder, my left foot kicked off from the floor at full force. The acceleration that shouldn't had been possible with my actual Agility assaulted my spine, while my body flew up diagonally into the sky like a shot from a gun. The single handed sword rush technique «Sonic Leap». Its range was shorter than «Rage Spike», but its trajectory could be aimed towards the sky.
    

    
      The sword in my right hand was engulfed in a bright yellow-green light. In its path was Illfang's katana, which had reached the apex of its jump, while producing a deep crimson glow.
    

    
      "Reach...... it――――!!"
    

    
      I shouted, as I stretched my right arm to its limit, and swung my sword.
    

    
      The point of my beloved Anneal Blade +6 drew a long crescent as it raced through the air, hitting the left section of Illfang’s waist, as it was on the verge of using «Tsumujiguruma».
    

    
      *Zashuu!* A loud slashing sound rang out. The intense light effects showing that it was a critical hit flashed before my eyes. In the next moment, the Kobold king's mass was sent angling sidewards, crashing into the ground before the tornado of its special attack could even form.
    

    
      "Guruu!"
    

    
      It yelled, as it tried to stand up as both its feet and arms quivered. It was a bad status that affected humanoid type monsters, the «Tumble» state ――.
    

    
      I barely managed to land successfully, and turning to face Illfang, exhausted from the effort, I forced out the air in my lungs to shout.
    

    
      "Everyone ――! «Full Attack»!! Surround it!!"
    

    
      "O......oooooh!!"
    

    
      Agil's six men cried out releasing the anger that had accumulated while they had only been able to concentrate on guarding all this while. Surrounding the fallen Kobold king, they activated all their vertical slashing sword skills simultaneously. Axes, maces and hammers wrapped in lights of various colours, roared as they rained down on its body. Bright lights and loud sound effects exploded, and Illfang's HP gauge which was shown at the top of the field of vision was shaved down bit by bit.
    

    
      This was a gamble. If the Kobold king's HP was reduced to nothing before it got up, it would be our victory. If it gets out of the «Tumble» status first, we would be met with «Tsumujiguruma» again, and this time everyone would be cut down. My «Sonic Leap» was in the middle of the «Cooling» period, so I was unable to deal attacks while in the air.
    

    
      Agil's group who had recovered from the delay of their techniques, began the preliminary motions for their next skills. The Kobold king stopped struggling at the same time, and its body started to rise.
    

    
      "............We’re not going to make it?!!"
    

    
      I forced my voice down as I shouted, then raised my voice to Asuna who had moved beside me while I was not paying attention.
    

    
      "Asuna, one final «Linear», let's go for it!!"
    

    
      "Understood!!"
    

    
      As her answer was so upbeat, I could not help but smile.
    

    
      The weapons of the six people thrummed once again, swallowing the boss's giant body in a swirl of light effects.
    

    
      However, before the lights had even faded, the boss roared as it stood up. Its HP gauge was left with merely three percent, as it shone a bright red.
    

    
      Agil was still stuck in delay, unable to move. In contrast, Illfang who was attacked while in the «Tumble» state was neither stunned nor knocked back, smoothly entered its vertical jump motion.
    

    
      "Let's...... go!!"
    

    
      As soon as I screamed, I kicked from the ground at the same time as Asuna.
    

    
      Through the gaps in Agil's party, Asuna first sent a «Linear» at the boss's left flank.
    

    
      Slightly behind, my sword coated in a blue light, made a cut from the Kobold king's right shoulder to its stomach.
    

    
      The HP gauge...... was left with just a sliver.
    

    
      It felt like the demi-human gave a smirk. In return, I gave a fierce smile as well, as I rapidly readjusted my wrist.
    

    
      "O...ooooooh!!"
    

    
      With my whole body and soul I swung my sword. The blade, which was nicked in several places after the fierce battle, drew a "V" shaped trajectory along with the earlier slash, exiting from Illfang's left shoulder. One-handed-sword double-consecutive-strike skill «Vertical Arc»――
    

    
      The Kobold king's gigantic frame, suddenly losing its strength, staggered backwards.
    

    
      Its wolflike face looked towards the ceiling, as it gave a howl. Over its body, various cracks noisily appeared, resounding with a snap and crackle.
    

    
      Both its hands went slack, and its nodachi fell onto the floor. After that, the body of Aincrad's first floor's boss, «Illfang the Kobold Lord» shattered into millions of fragments, and scattered grandly in all directions. As I bent backwards under the intangible pressure, the purple system message [You got the last attack!!] flashed soundlessly into my vision.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      As the boss dispersed, the remaining Sentinels at the back also seemed to have scattered into nothingness.
    

    
      The hue of the shining torches on the walls changed from a gloomy orange into a bright yellow. The dimness in the boss's room was immediately lifted, and from goodness knows where a cool wind swept across the room, taking away the heat of the battle.
    

    
      There was barely anyone who broke the silence. Groups G and E remained at the back, Groups A, C, D and F who were on their knees, awaited recovery, and Agil alongside his Group B, the «Final Wall», sat on the floor, looking around dazedly. It was almost as if we were concerned the terrifying demi-human king would revive.
    

    
      I too, with my right hand holding the sword ready in a slashing position, remained stationary.
    

    
      Is this really the end? Would any «Minor differences from Beta» occur here as well......?
    

    
      Then, at that time. A small white hand gently touched my right shoulder, causing me to slowly lower my sword. Standing before me, was the rapier user Asuna. Her chestnut long hair waving in the breeze, as she stared at me.
    

    
      With the removal of her hooded cape revealing her face, she was so beautiful that I had wanted to doubt it was really the player's true appearance the first time I had seen her. I continued to stare into the eyes of her pretty face blankly. Asuna ―― probably just for now ―― silently accepted the stare without a trace of annoyance, then she eventually whispered.
    

    
      "Thanks for your hard work!"
    

    
      At those words, I was finally convinced. It was over...... The biggest obstacle which had kept eight thousand players confined to the first floor, has finally been removed.
    

    
      And, as if the system had been awaiting that recognition of mine, now a new message appeared in my view. The experience gained. The distribution of col. And finally ―― the items obtained.
    

    
      As everyone around me also saw the same message I did, their expressions finally brightened. A moment after that,*Waa!!* and a cheer erupted.
    

    
      Some people threw both hands up into the air. Some embraced their comrades. Some danced nonsensically. In this storm of uproar, a large figure slowly got off the floor and strode over. It was the two-handed-axe user, Agil.
    

    
      "......Those were wonderful commands. And more than that those sword skills were spectacular. Congratulations, this victory is rightfully yours."
    

    
      Even with the English word in the middle, the giant pronounced the sentence perfectly, and as his mouth closed, he had a large grin. He stretched out his large right hand clenched into a fist.
    

    
      I wondered how to respond, but sadly no clever response came to my mind, and I could only say "No......", as I also formed my right hand into a fist, raising it.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      "―――― Why!!"
    

    
      Suddenly, that loud shout howled out behind me. I half-turned, in response to that wailing, and the cheering from the entire room calmed in an instant.
    

    
      Looking away from Asuna and Agil, I had turned to see a man in light armor, a scimitar user, whose name I could not recall. However, as soon as his mouth parted and further disjointed words flowed from his lips, I understood.
    

    
      "―――― Why, did you leave Diabel-san to die!!"
    

    
      This man, was a member of Group C..... in other words he had been one of the deceased knight Diabel's comrades from the start. As I looked past him, to the remaining four members behind him, they stood looking dishevelled. Some of them were crying.
    

    
      Looking at the scimitar user again, I muttered. I didn't understand the meaning behind those words.
    

    
      "Let him die......?"
    

    
      "That's right!! Because...... Because you knew the skills the boss used, didn't you!! If you had given us that information from the start, Diabel wouldn't have died!!"
    

    
      His cries came as if vomiting blood, and the remaining raid members began to rumble. "Now that you mention it......" "Why......? It wasn't even written in the strategy guide......" giving rise to speculation, which gradually spread.
    

    
      Giving answers to those questions, I would had expected Kibaou ――
    

    
      But he wasn’t. He was standing motionlessly further away, with his mouth knotted as he tried to resist. However, another team member of Group E under his leadership walked closer towards me, pointing with the index finger on his right hand at me, and said.
    

    
      "I...... I know!! This guy: he's a beta tester!! That’s why, the boss's attack patterns, good hunting spots and quests, he knows all of them!! He hid them despite knowing about them!!"
    

    
      Even upon hearing those words, the scimitar user and the other members from Group C did not show any surprise. I thought they might have heard it from Diabel, but ―― as a beta tester himself, and hiding that fact from his comrades, it was unlikely that Diabel would have brought up the topic of beta testers on his own ―― when I discerned those katana skills that should never have been seen by anyone before, they must have known then.
    

    
      Instead, the scimitar user's eyes seemed to seethe in hatred, as he again tried to shout out something.
    

    
      It was interrupted by the mace user who had served as a tank with Agil until the end. He raised his hand dutifully, and said in a calm tone.
    

    
      "Even so, the guide that was handed out yesterday, it was written that it was information on the boss's attack pattern only from the beta period, right? If he was really a beta tester, wouldn't his knowledge be the same as in the guide?"
    

    
      "Tha, That is......"
    

    
      Replacing the Group E member who became silent, the scimitar user spoke in a voice venomous with animosity.
    

    
      "That strategy guide was a lie. Argo's information shop was selling lies. That person was a beta tester after all, there's no way she would have given us the truth for free."
    

    
      ――This is bad. This is becoming very bad.
    

    
      I quietly held my breath. I could endure any amount of condemnation on myself. However, a situation where hostility flares up towards the other testers, starting with Argo, was one that I want to avoid by all means. But ―― But, what should I do......
    

    
      Then while looking down, I studied the black floor. Still visible was the system message that was being vividly displayed. The acquired experience, col, and items......
    

    
      Instantly.
    

    
      An idea occurred to me. Subsequently, a large conflict racked my body. If I follow this option, I don't know what kind of future I will behold. As I had once feared, there was even the risk of being killed in a sneak attack. But ―― at the very least, the animosity currently directed against Argo and the other beta testers might just be averted......
    

    
      Behind me, in silence, Agil and Asuna who had endured patiently up to this moment, opened their mouths at the same time.
    

    
      "Hey, you guys......" "You......"
    

    
      However, I delicately moved my hands to subtly quieten them.
    

    
      Taking a step forward, with the intention of affecting an impudent expression, I coolly looked into the face of the scimitar user. Shrugging my shoulders, I told him in a voice as emotionless as I could muster.
    

    
      "An original beta tester, right? ...... Don't lump me together with those amateurs."
    

    
      "Wha...... What was that......?"
    

    
      "Listen here and remember well. SAO's CBT «Closed Beta Test» had an outrageously low acceptance for the lottery draw. Out of the one thousand people, how many real MMO gamers do you think got selected? Most of them were just «Newbie» players who didn't even know methods of leveling properly. You guys here are much better than that lot."
    

    
      At the end of my contemptuous words, the forty two players simultaneously fell silent. A chill, like the atmosphere before fighting the boss returned, caressing them across the skin like an invisible blade.
    

    
      "――But, I'm not like those guys."
    

    
      Deliberately sneering, I opened my mouth and broke the silence.
    

    
      "During the beta testing, I reached floors no one else could reach. And there I learned of the Katana Skills the boss used, as I fought and killed mobs that used katanas on way higher floors. I know a lot more too, there's no way even someone like Argo could match me."
    

    
      "............What’s that, that’s......"
    

    
      The person who had first pointed me out as a beta tester, the guy from Group E, then said in a hoarse voice.
    

    
      "That's...... no longer on the level of a beta tester.... that's totally cheating, you’re just a cheater!"
    

    
      From all around us, yeah, cheater, cheating beta tester, a multitude voices sprang up. The words were soon muddled together, and in the end a strange sounding word, «Beater», reached my ears.
    

    
      "......«Beater», that has a good ring to it."
    

    
      Laughing and grinning, I looked around at everybody in that area, and told them in a clear voice.
    

    
      "Exactly, I am a «Beater». From now on, please do not lump me together with those former testers."
    

    
      ――――That should do it.
    

    
      From here on, of the four or five hundred current players that seem to be beta testers, they will now be divided into two further categories. The majority «Testers who are merely amateurs» and, the remaining few «Information controlling dirty Beaters».
    

    
      In the future, the hostilities from the newer players, should all be directed towards the Beaters. So if a beta tester were to be discovered, then players would not immediately hate them.
    

    
      In return, I alone have lost the possibility to fight on the front lines or in any guilds or parties...... However, it's not like much has changed. I am currently a «Solo», and I will remain a solo. Forever alone. That much is certain.
    

    
      The scimitar user became pale-faced and fell silent, along with the Group C members, then the Group E member removed his gaze from me. I opened my menu window and ran my finger along the equipment figure.
    

    
      The dark gray leather coat that I had worn until now, was replaced by the unique object dropped by the boss just a moment ago, the «Coat of Midnight». My body was enveloped with a pale aura, and the tired gray fabric changed to a shiny jet black leather. The length increased by quite a bit, as the hem dropped to the level of my knees.
    

    
      With a flourish of the long black coat, I turned around ―― and stood facing the small door at the back of the boss’s room.
    

    
      "I'm going on to «Activate» the second floor's transfer gate as you have to do. From the exit here it will be a short walk to the district town, if you want to come along, you should be prepared to be killed by any mob that comes along."
    

    
      Agil and Asuna, kept staring at me, as I started to walk.
    

    
      Both of them, had eyes that showed they understood everything. That was a relief. I faced the two of them and gave a small smile, then stepped forward with large strides, and pushed open the door to the second floor, situated behind the main throne.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      After climbing the narrow spiral staircase for a while, a door once again appeared.
    

    
      As I gently opened it, a spectacularly scenic view sprung into sight. The door exited into the middle of some steep cliffs. A narrow platform extended to the left which led to a flight of stairs descending down the cliff wall, from here I swept my eyes over the panoramic view of the second floor.
    

    
      Unlike the complex and varying terrain of the first floor, the second floor was lined from one end to the other with flat-topped mountains. The mountain tops were covered in lush green grass, where gigantic ox-type monsters sauntered around.
    

    
      The second floor's district town, «Urbus», looked as if it was a city entirely excavated from the flat-topped mountain at the bottom of my view. From here I will descend the flight of stairs, and as I had earlier described, it would only require walking a short kilometer across the field, to reach the «Teleport Gate» in the central square of Urbus which would be activated upon touch, linking it to the «Starting City» on the first floor.
    

    
      If, by any chance, I died along the way ―― or perhaps, if I sat here idly, two hours after the boss is defeated, the teleport gate would open automatically by itself. But today, the fact that the first Raid unit was going to challenge the boss must have already been conveyed to the Starting City, many players would now be waiting at the teleport gate, waiting for the moment the blue warp gate would appear. I really should hurry to Urbus for their sake, but...... for just a little while more, I should have the right to immerse myself in this breath-taking view.
    

    
      I took a few steps forward, then I sat down on the edge of the terrace extending from the rocks.
    

    
      Extending from beyond the rocky mountains, from the expanse of Aincrad's periphery, a small sliver of the blue sky could be seen.
    

    
      I wonder just how many minutes passed that way. Before long, I heard the quiet fall of footsteps climbing up the spiral staircase behind me. Unable to turn around, I heard the footsteps stop after the individual causing them came out of the main door, then with a faint sigh, the person walked closer, and sat down beside me.
    

    
      "......And I told you not to follow too."
    

    
      I muttered, then the intruder replied in a petulant voice.
    

    
      "You didn't say so. All that you said was you must be prepared to die if you wish to come."
    

    
      "......Is that so, sorry."
    

    
      Shortening my neck, I saw the rapier user Asuna sat next to me, and from this angle I got a glimpse of the beautiful face of hers. For a moment, her light brown eyes caught mine, but I returned my gaze to the view immediately below us, mingling a sigh with the “beautiful” that I intoned.
    

    
      The silence continued like that for a minute, before she suddenly spoke up.
    

    
      "Agil-san and Kibaou have something to say to you."
    

    
      "Eh...... What is it?"
    

    
      "Agil-san's words were 'Let's go for the second floor's boss raid together', while Kibaou......"
    

    
      Asuna gave a small cough, and with a serious face, attempted to reproduce the Kansai dialect with a poor imitation.
    

    
      "......'You may have helped me today, but I still don't recognize you. I will aim to clear this game my own way.' was what he said."
    

    
      "......Is that so."
    

    
      Mulling over those words in my mind a few times ―― Asuna gave a small cough, while I continued to look the other way.
    

    
      "Also.... this is, my own message to you."
    

    
      "Wha...... What?"
    

    
      "You, during the combat called out my name, didn't you."
    

    
      It was near the end, I recalled after thinking for a moment. Certainly somewhere in the heat of battle I might have called out her name without honorifics.
    

    
      "So-Sorry, I forgot the honorifics...... or was it, that I pronounced it wrong?"
    

    
      This time, Asuna gave a puzzled look.
    

    
      "Pronounced......? ―― What I meant was, I never gave my name to you, and you never told me yours, right? So how did you know my name?"
    

    
      "Haa!?"
    

    
      I involuntarily cried out. How did I find out ―― because we were still in a party, so in the upper left corner of my field of vision, where two HP gauges were displayed, underneath one, with five letters, [ASUNA], was clearly written............
    

    
      "Ah... co- could it be...... this is the first time you've formed a party with someone......?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "......I see."
    

    
      My mouth involuntarily gaped open, as I lifted my right hand, pointing to the left edge of Asuna's field of vision.
    

    
      "Around here, you can see an additional HP gauge other than your own, right? Underneath it, isn't something written there?"
    

    
      "Um......"
    

    
      Murmuring, Asuna tried to turn her face, looking to the left, and reflexively I placed my fingertips against her cheek.
    

    
      "When your face moves the gauge would also move. With your head held steady, use your eyes to look to the left."
    

    
      "Like...... Like this?"
    

    
      Asuna's hazel eyes moved about uncertainly, then saw a string of words that I could not see. Out of her glossy lips, came three quiet sounds.
    

    
      "Ki......ri.......to. Kirito? Is that your name?"
    

    
      "Yup."
    

    
      "Really...... This whole time, it was written there......"
    

    
      Asuna whispered, then unexpectedly her whole body quivered. Subsequently, I realized my palm was still held against her cheek. This was―― just like some kind of «Pre-motion».
    

    
      I let go with my hand in a hurry, and likely from the momentum a **Gyun** sound was released as I turned away. A few seconds later, I heard a *Giggle*―― or at least, I feel like I did. Eh, could she be laughing? That transcendent «Linear» user, Kobold «Overkill» performer Asuna-san? Inwardly tormented with a strong desire to see her face, I desperately tried hard to resist.
    

    
      Regrettably, the laughter soon stopped, replaced by a quiet voice.
    

    
      "......To tell you the truth, Kirito, I followed you here to thank you."
    

    
      "......For the cream on the bread, or the bath?"
    

    
      I asked without thinking, then she replied "That's not it," as her daunting voice returned, but instantly "......Although, that may be a part of it, too." followed.
    

    
      "Well...... there’s all sorts. Thanks for the many things. I...... In this world, for the first time I found an aim, something that I want to chase after."
    

    
      "Heeh...... What is it?"
    

    
      As I glanced at her, Asuna flashed a brief smile,
    

    
      "It's a secret."
    

    
      Was all she said. Then with that she stood up, and stepped back.
    

    
      "......I will, do my best. Do my best to become stronger. To achieve my aims."
    

    
      With my back turned to her, I nodded gently.
    

    
      "Aah...... You will be strong. Not only in your sword techniques, but you will gain a larger and more valuable fortitude. So, if one day someone you trust invites you to a guild, don't refuse. After all, there's an absolute limit for solo players......"
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      For the next few moments, I could only hear Asuna's breathing.
    

    
      Eventually, the following words came, that were a little unexpected.
    

    
      "......The next time we meet, tell me just how you carried me out of that labyrinth region."
    

    
      "Aah......"
    

    
      That was a piece of cake, I thought of following up with, but I swallowed those words. Instead, I answered with a simple "I understand.".
    

    
      "......Then, see you again, Kirito."
    

    
      *Squeak* The door opened. Then footsteps. And with a *Bam* The door closed.
    

    
      I waited for the information describing the scent of Asuna to be dispersed from the virtual air, before standing up. That girl and I are walking in different directions ―― Then I began to descend the wide staircase down the cliff step by step.
    

    
      When I tried counting the number of stone steps of the constantly winding staircase, it turned out there were forty eight steps. Upon giving a little thought to whether there was any meaning to that number, I realized. It was eight by six ―― in other words the number of people in a Full Raid. Assuming a situation where the first floor's boss was challenged with that force, and none of them died, then upon these stairs, from landing to landing, would be just enough space for each player.
    

    
      But surely, the designers of this area, would not have imagined that the group of players walking down these steps would be a group of one.
    

    
      Descending this path seemed to imply what my future would be like. There was no one before or after me. I do not need anyone, being apart, wherever I went, it would be alone............
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Reaching the landing at the bottom of the stairs, in the right corner of my field of vision, was a small flashing icon of a letter.
    

    
      It was a Friend Message, which could be sent and received even when not on the same floor. And I have only registered two players as friends. My first friend Klein and ―― the information dealer, Argo the Rat.
    

    
      Who is it, I wondered as I opened the message, and found it was the latter.
    

    
      [Looks like I gave you a really hard time, Ki-bou]
    

    
      Looking at these first few words, "Info sure travels fast!" I ended up blurting out. I continued reading, and scrolled through, but there was only one following sentence.
    

    
      [To apologize, I will sell you one piece of information on anything at all for free.]
    

    
      ――――Ho.
    

    
      I couldn't help but grin, as I activated my holographic keyboard and resumed walking once again, quickly typing out a reply.
    

    
      [Then tell me the reason for your whiskers in person.]
    

    
      Pressing the send button, I laughed once more, and over the ground of the second floor that I had arrived at, I started walking towards the main city «Urbus».
    

    
      (The End)
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      Chapter 1
    

    
      "Don't......Don't― Don't joke with me!!"
    

    
      The echoes of the shout still resounding in my path, my feet came to a halt.
    

    
      As my footsteps went *su-su-su*, I attached myself to the wall of the NPC store behind me, and I peered out at the scene in front of me. In front of the road was a wide square, and the commotion seemed to be coming from that direction.
    

    
      "Re-Restore it!! Bring it back to its original state!! It was a +4...... Ch-Change it back to the original!!"
    

    
      Once again, a shout rang out. It seemed like there was a dispute between two players. However, since we were within the city's «Crime Prevention Boundary» ―― in the middle of Aincrad's second floor's main city «Urbus» ―― neither player could actually harm each other, so there was no actual need for me to hide surreptitiously.
    

    
      But, though I understood that in my head, I couldn't help but be thirty percent more cautious than usual. This was because, I, the level 13 one-handed sword user Kirito, am now Aincrad's most despised solo player...... since I am the «First Known Beater».
    

    
      

      Thursday, 8th December 2022. Thirty-two days after the Death Game that was SAO began.
    

    
      The four days after the defeat of the first floor's boss monster «Illfang the Kobold Lord» and the activation of Urbus' Teleport Gate, had passed quickly.
    

    
      And in those four days, rumors of the events that transpired in the first floor's boss room were exaggerated and spread to every player on the front lines. Knowledge like the Boss monster having Katana Skills that was not provided in the prior information. The death of the Raid Party's leader, the «Knight» Diabel. On top of that, the person who had reached floors higher than anyone else during the beta period, and who had obtained knowledge by defeating the boss there, the person who had obtained the last attack bonus, the «Beater».
    

    
      Fortunately ―― it could be said that although Kirito's name was widely spread, there should only be about forty players who knew what his avatar looked like. And, in this SAO, irrelevant information like the names of people who had no relation to you would not be displayed alongside their cursor. Therefore, even if I strode down the street and threw stones at them, it would be alright. Well, if I threw stones at them, the purple system barrier would likely block it summarily.
    

    
      Still, just to be on the safe side, the first floor boss' rare drop, «Coat of Midnight» armor, was unequipped, and a bandana was tied on my forehead, making myself less conspicuous. The reason I had disguised myself to sneak into the main district city was not to see someone, but to obtain the necessary potions, food supplies and equipment maintenance. About three kilometers southeast from here was the small village of «Marome», but its shops lacked variety in their wares, and furthermore there was no NPC blacksmith there.
    

    
      It was due to those concerns that after I had first filled my storage with loads of supplies, as I was walking down the street to complete my next errand, the cry from earlier reached my ears ―― this was the reason.
    

    
      

      After I had confirmed that the outburst, "Don't joke with me", was not directed at me in any way, I gave off a sigh, relaxed my guard, and continued walking towards my destination ―― which also happened to be the source of commotion ―― the eastern square of Urbus.
    

    
      In less than a minute, I reached a low, circular open area that was mortar-shaped. Normally, it would be crowded at 3 pm, the so called «Raid Time», but because it had only been a few days since the opening of the district, there were probably many players from «Starting City» who were touring the place.
    

    
      These people stopped at the corner of the square, as a stammering cry, similar to the one previous, could be heard at the opposite end. I approached the crowd and slipped through the gaps, craning my neck in order to know the reason for the commotion.
    

    
      "W-Wh-Why is it like this!! The quality is absurdly lowered!!"
    

    
      The bright red face of the man who was yelling looked vaguely familiar. He wasn't just a nobody, but a player who should have been on the front lines. Though he hadn't take part in the first floor's raid battle, his level was reasonably high, based on the metal armor and three large horns on the helmet he was wearing.
    

    
      Even more attention grabbing, in the three-horned man's right hand was clutched an unsheathed one-handed straight sword. Within the boundary it was impossible to hurt someone with that blade, but to brandish it amongst a crowd was still a little disturbing. However, the man with blood rushing through his head continued to pound the point of his sword into the stony ground and shouted,
    

    
      "Why did I get four consecutive failures! +0 is ridiculous! If it's like this isn't an NPC Blacksmith better! Take responsibility, you shitty blacksmith!!"
    

    
      ―― Furiously scolded for a few minutes, standing there upright and remaining silent, despite having a troubled expression, was a short-statured male player wearing a plain brown leather apron.
    

    
      A corner of the square was covered in a grey carpet, and upon the narrow space was placed a chair and an anvil, plus a display shelf. That carpet was called a «Vendor's Carpet», and was by no means cheap, since the item, once laid upon the streets of a city, was required to set up a simple player's shop, essential for the novice merchant player. Of course, even without the carpet, one could sell items, but, left alone, the durability of the items would decrease bit by bit, and you had to be wary of your wares being stolen. During the beta test period, the main streets of each floor's main district city were bustling with merchants with various wares spread out over the carpets, but this was the first time I had seen a carpet like this in the official service of SAO which had become a game of death. No, moreover, it was the first time I had seen a blacksmith which was not an NPC, but a player.
    

    
      Based on this situation, I finally realized the reason for the commotion.
    

    
      The sword now being pounded into the ground as the man yelled had probably been «Enhanced» by the downcast blacksmith. In general, a player's success rate was higher than that of an NPC of the same level. The corresponding skill's proficiency had to be raised substantially, but from the look of things, this could only be recognized to some degree. Crafting based skills required tools ―― for a blacksmith, the «Blacksmith's Hammer» series was needed ―― which decided the equipment based on proficiency, but the specific requirements were very subtle. At this moment, atop the anvil in front of the depressed blacksmith a few meters from me was the «Iron Hammer» which had a higher skill requirement than that of this city's blacksmith NPC, who used the «Bronze Hammer».
    

    
      In other words, that Blacksmith's enhancement success rate should be higher than the NPC's. Otherwise, his trade would not be possible, which was probably why the three-horned man had entrusted him with his beloved sword.
    

    
      ―― However. Unfortunately, in SAO, unless the proficiency of skill was greater than the margin of error, the odds of enhancing the weapon were not a hundred percent. For example, if it had a thirty percent chance of failure, then the chances of two consecutive failures would be nine percent, and three consecutive failures would be three percent, and, finally, the tragic four consecutive failures would be possible at 0.8 percent probability.
    

    
      The surprising thing in the world of online games was, this extremity of numbers was assuredly an «Event that would occasionally occur». In a title I had played previously, items with a drop rate set to 0.01 percent that made you want to cry "That's ridiculous" existed, but there were some really lucky players that actually got the item. I could not help but wish that this kind of devilish rarity did not appear in SAO, but surely it did exist, and I would then live in a dungeon seeking it......
    

    
      "......What's all this commotion about"
    

    
      A sudden whisper came from my immediate right, surprising me as I looked at its source.
    

    
      Standing there was the fine slender body of a FencerRapier User, wearing a white leather tunic, pale green leather tights, with a silver-colored breast plate adorning her chest. A player could mistake her for an elf, which shouldn't exist in Aincrad. Although, the clean and clear impression of her outfit was marred by an unstylish gray wool cape draped from her head to her waist. Though, this could not be helped. If she took off the cape, her long, glossy chestnut hair, as well as that elf-like appearance, would be revealed, and then any surrounding passersby would not leave her alone.
    

    
      I took a very deep breath to calm my mind. One of the few people in this world......in fact, there were around five people whom I could call «friend», and told her.
    

    
      "It looks like that three-horned-kun's sword enhancement had......"
    

    
      As my mouth uttered those words, I remembered that I was disguised, similar to the girl beside me. My black coat was replaced with a rustic leather armor, and my head was covered by a yellow and blue striped bandana, disguising my person thoroughly. I wanted to think that my disguise would not be easily uncovered. If that were the case, then for now I should respond under the guise of a first meeting.
    

    
      "......ah, that, umm......Have I seen you somewhere before?"
    

    
      As soon as I had said that, from within the grey hood, two rapier sharp eyes attacked me with a horizontal penetrating look, directly piercing the area between my eyebrows.
    

    
      "Instead of merely having met, I remember that we had a meal together and have even teamed up as a party."
    

    
      "............ah, I remember. I remember, now. I even remember that I lent you the bath at my place."
    

    
      *Gash*. The long boots ―― named «Boots of Hornet» ―― embedded its sharp heels into my right foot and exploded, and some of my memories were lost.
    

    
      I coughed *ahem* and cleared my throat. Pinching the edges of the rapier user's hood with my fingertips, I pulled her to a place a few meters away where there was no one around, before greeting her again.
    

    
      "Y-Yo, Asuna. Long time no see......not really, two days no see."
    

    
      "Good afternoon, Kirito-kun."
    

    
      I had told her, when we met two days ago at any rate, to drop the «-kun» honorific since this was an avatar. However, it seemed the VR-game novice still hadn't given up using it for some reason. In that case, I should use «Asuna-san» to address her, but when I attempted to, she replied with "It's too troublesome, so don't bother." ――It's really hard to understand a girl's heart.
    

    
      Anyways, I somehow managed to greet her peacefully, and waved to draw her attention toward the commotion at the blacksmith's stall which was still in full swing, and gave her a brief description.
    

    
      "Apparently, the commotion is, three-horned helmet's sword was given to the blacksmith to be enhanced, and it failed four times in a row, so it became plus zero, which made his blood rush to his head. Well......I understand his feelings though......four consecutive failures."
    

    
      Then, the person I knew to be Aincrad's fastest and calmest (I wanted to add the most beautiful here, but omitted it to prevent conflict with the harassment code) player, the rapier user Asuna, shrugged and commented.
    

    
      "If there is a possibility of failure, this person should be informed. That blacksmith-san, didn't he already put up a list of the success rate for each type of weapon in his store; furthermore, if the enhancement failed the customer only has to bear the costs of the item materials, and not the forging fee."
    

    
      "Eh, really? That's really honest of him......"
    

    
      The earnest blacksmith player continued to look down, and I remembered what he had muttered. Indeed, although forty percent of me sympathised with the three-horn guy, after hearing these words and numbers it dropped to twenty percent.
    

    
      "......Perhaps, at the first failure, his blood rushed to his head, and he asked for it to be enhanced once more. With rashness, always comes sadness in gambling......"
    

    
      "That was a passionate comment."
    

    
      "N-No, It's merely a general assessment."
    

    
      Here, the seventh floor during the beta test period had a monster arena which gave all properties satisfaction, but if I talked openly about the experience it might not only not raise her impression of me, but lower it instead, so based on this intuition, I looked away. Asuna gave me a suspicious glare for a few seconds before, fortunately, she returned to the topic.
    

    
      "......Well, even I don't think it's not pitiful, but there's no need for such ruckus......as long as he saves money for the materials, he can try again, right."
    

    
      "Umm......no, trying again isn't possible."
    

    
      "Why is that?"
    

    
      As Asuna tilted her head, I thumbed at my beloved sword «Anneal Blade +6» hanging on my back as I spoke.
    

    
      "That Three-horn's sword is the same «Anneal Blade» as mine. Surely, he had also cleared the difficult quest on the first floor. Then, he brought it to a blacksmith NPC to enhance it to a +4. Well, up to that point success is really simple. However at +5 the probability of success would significantly drop, and the player blacksmith was requested to do it. However, the first attempt failed, so the number decreased to +3. Then he was asked to enhance it again to regain what was lost, but once again it failed and dropped to +2. That process repeated. After three, four times of failures, if finally became +0.......that is why."
    

    
      "............But, from that point it can no longer decrease, so he can try for a +5 again......"
    

    
      As those words left her mouth, Asuna seemed to realize the point that I was trying to get across, as deep within the hood, her hazel eyes widened.
    

    
      "I see...... «Maximum attempts at enhancing» huh. The upper limit of Anneal Blade, should be......"
    

    
      "Eight times. In other words, four successes and four failures would use it up. So that sword can no longer be enhanced any more."
    

    
      So ―― This was SAO, and its system of weapons enhancement was terrifying.
    

    
      In this world, the number of times an equipment could be enhanced, «Maximum attempts at enhancing» property was set. This was not «Maximum possible value of enhancing». Rather, that value determined how many times you could attempt enhancing it. For example, my initial equipment «Small Sword» had a limit of one, so if I attempted to enhance it and failed, that sword could never be a +1 after that.
    

    
      Worse, the rate of successful enhancement could be manipulated to some extent by the owner's efforts. Of course, that includes finding a skilled blacksmith (ultimately one could master their own forging skills and do it themselves, but this was unrealistic at the present time), and if the gathered materials necessary for enhancement were of extravagant and high quality and quantity, this would further increase the chances of success.
    

    
      Typically, blacksmith players would set the success rate of enhancing to around seventy percent for their requested fee. If the requester wanted a higher success rate, they would have to pay an additional fee for a larger quantity of items, or hunt the items themselves.
    

    
      So, if there were a point on which to blame the three-horned man, it would have been his hotheadedness in continuing to request the enhancing of failed items. Though, if he had taken some time to calm down with a deep breath after the first failure, he could have paid more or come back later. That way, the prized Anneal Blade would have avoided the tragedy of becoming +0 with all the attempts expended.
    

    
      "............That's right. Well...... Indeed, I understood a little bit of that frantic feeling. Just a little."
    

    
      I nodded in agreement with Asuna's comment, and took a moment of silence for that pitiful sword. The voice of the man who was still yelling as usual was interrupted. It seemed two of his friends had rushed in. They each placed a hand on his shoulders, and tried hard to calm him down.
    

    
      "......There, there, It'll be fine, Ryufior. I'll help you do the Anneal Blade quest again today."
    

    
      "If we can work hard for it for a week, let's aim for a +8 this time."
    

    
      ......Oh, now it takes a week for three people to do it. Fortunately I did it early.
    

    
      So, with this realistic thought,
    

    
      ......You, cherish those friends of yours. And next time, don't gamble at enhancing recklessly.
    

    
      I watched them with emotion. Three-horns, renamed Ryufior-shi, also regained his composure, and left the square as he trudged away with slumped shoulders.
    

    
      Behind him, the blacksmith, who had quietly endured the scolding all this while, timidly said something.
    

    
      "That......I'm really, really sorry for that. Next time, I will really, really try my best......ah, again, you can ask me to do it again even though you might hate me......"
    

    
      Ryufior, who was walking, stopped and turned to face the blacksmith, and said in a suddenly changed voice.
    

    
      "...........It's not your fault.............I blurted out various things, that was bad of me."
    

    
      "No...... that is also within the scope of my profession......"
    

    
      With his hands clasped in front of his leather apron and his head lowered, the blacksmith looked as though he was very youthful, in his teens. Thin, drooping eyes coupled with casual hair that parted down the middle. Like so, he genuinely gave the impression of an «Artificer Character». If he had a smaller and stouter build, he would look like a member of the «Dwarf» race......No, since he had no beard, he would probably be a «Gnome».
    

    
      As I thought about this and looked on at their exchange, the blacksmith stepped forward and bowed deeply again, and spoke.
    

    
      "Um, although I don't think it is a good apology......that, +0 end Anneal blade which was my fault, if it's alright with you, perhaps you could let me buy it for eight thousand col......"
    

    
      *Zuwa*...... the surrounding onlookers stirred, and from my throat an "Ooh" leaked out.
    

    
      At the current market rate, the quest reward exclusive, clean Anneal Blade +0, was worth sixteen thousand col. Eight thousand col was half that much, and although Ryufior's blade had the same stats, the number of attempts had been exhausted and it was now a «Final Product». It was now worth less than half the market value, perhaps about four thousand col. It was an exceptional offer as an apology.
    

    
      Stunned, Ryufi-shi and his two friends glanced at each other, then all three nodded in unison.
    

    
      Chapter 2
    

    
      After the series of events ended, the three people, along with the onlookers, dispersed from the square, kan, kan, the rhythmic sound of a hammer began to start. The stall's dwarf...... I mean, blacksmith, began forging something on the anvil.
    

    
      Asuna and I sat down on a bench on the opposite side of the circular square, vaguely listening to that sound.
    

    
      Originally, I wasn't planning to stay so long in this square, I would have quickly finished my errands by now and escape from Urbus. There were two reasons my plans had changed. Because I encountered one of the few people in Aincrad's who did not call me a «Filthy Beater», allowing me to practice the use of the Japanese language. The other ―― was my original errand, which was, to enhance the Anneal Blade +6 that was on my back.
    

    
      I overheard yesterday, while I was in Marome Village, that a reasonably skilled blacksmith player had appeared in Urbus' eastern square. I thought, that it was a good time to challenge +7, so I had carried the material items needed for enhancing it, then disguised myself and came back to Urbus, but this unexpected event had occurred first.
    

    
      Actually, I could stand up from the bench and walked up to the blacksmith and say "Excuse me, I would like to enhance something," right now. As it was my first meeting with the Dwa......no, young man, he certainly wouldn't say "I will not forge a beater's sword with my hammer."
    

    
      However, earlier events had somewhat put pressure on me. The same Anneal Blade, had a set success rate of seventy percent, but +4 became +0. Statistically, it was possible, but it was no doubt a first class tragedy. If the same thing happened to me, I wouldn't go on a rampage, but would probably not leave my room for three days.
    

    
      If I requested for enhancement in this mental state, how to put it...... It was rude towards Ryufior-shi's declining fortunes, and it felt like my sword would probably fail and become a +5. Then, I will go "Awawawawa" and challenge it again without any additional material, so it would fail once again and become +4. Naturally, there was no logical proof to that reasoning, «Net Game's Enhancement Gamble» could not be predicted by logic......
    

    
      "............So?"
    

    
      I gazed blankly at the sudden voice next to me.
    

    
      "Huh? What?"
    

    
      "............Don't 'what' at me. Weren't you the one who asked me to sit here?"
    

    
      Asuna glared at me.
    

    
      "Eh, ah, tha-that's true. Sorry, I was thinking about something......"
    

    
      "Thinking about something...... Kirito-kun, you came for that blacksmith's enhancement, didn't you?"
    

    
      "Eh, ho-how did you know?"
    

    
      As I was startled backwards, the rapier user gave an amazed look and said.
    

    
      "When we met yesterday at Marome, you said you were going to the east of the rocky mountain area to hunt «Red Spotted Beetle». If so, you must have decided to collect material to enhance your one handed sword."
    

    
      "O......Oh."
    

    
      I unintentionally gave out that sound.
    

    
      "......What is with that reaction?"
    

    
      "It's nothing......it just doesn't seem like the words of a person who did not even know where the party member's name was displayed just four days ago......ah, it-it isn't irony. I was just impressed."
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      My sincere words probably made her understand, as Asuna's facial expression subtly softened somewhat.
    

    
      "It's because I've been learning various things lately."
    

    
      She murmured. I was happy for some reason, and I nodded continuously as I talked.
    

    
      "I see, um, that's a good thing. In the MMO world, without knowledge the results would be very different. If you want to know anything, don't hesitate to ask, because I am a former tester. I know everything up to the tenth floor, from wares lineups to the mobs' cries......"
    

    
      As I was carried away and talked up to this point, I realized that I had committed a great mistake.
    

    
      As I had said, I was a former tester, and at the same time, currently among the «Amassing and hoarding vast knowledge for their self interest, an evil Beater». On the first floor's boss raid battle, starting with the knight Diabel's friends, the high levelled players who hated and detested me were not few. Although I had disguised myself with leather armor and a bandana, anyone who looked closely at my face would recognize me as Kirito, and the person talking and sitting on the same bench as me was Asuna, which would condemn her as a beater's friend. Chatting so unconcernedly in this busy place, was too careless of me......
    

    
      "Ah......So-Sorry. I have something urgent to do, I just remembered."
    

    
      As I tried to stand up with that lame excuse, my shoulders ――
    

    
      The rapier user suddenly used the tip of her supple index finger to closely control me, and in a very small volume whispered to me.
    

    
      "......You bear all the resentment and hate against all former testers by yourself, I think that's too excessive for you...... but because that is your decision, I did not say anything. But, you should respect my choice too. I don't care what other people think. I'll be your acqua......friend then even if you don't like the appearance, I would not let you have said anything from the start anyway."
    

    
      "..............I lost. Everything.... had been predicted, huh."
    

    
      Muttering, I lowered myself onto the bench once more.
    

    
      My motive for becoming a beater in the first floor's boss room, and the reason for my attempt to escape a few seconds ago, had been guessed with zero percent error, making me emit a *gu* sound. Giving up, I raised my hands in surrender. Asuna gave a small smile from deep within the hood, and said.
    

    
      "If you are Aincrad's pro, I am a girls school bred pro at psychological warfare. I can read you as easy as pie based on your avatar's expression."
    

    
      "Th......That is really easy to overlook......"
    

    
      "Therefore, I think it's about time you taught me, the reason why you are hesitant to enhance your weapon. Actually, I came here today to ask that blacksmith-san to enhance my sword too."
    

    
      "Eh......"
    

    
      At her unexpected words, I gazed at the weapon which was suspended at Asuna's waist. Kept in an ivory sheath, the name of the rapier with the dark green guard was «Wind Fleuret». When we formed a party for the first floor's boss raid, she replaced her equipment, so her initial sword was replaced by this monster drop. It was actually a pretty rare item, if it was properly enhanced it had the potential to be used all the way to the third floor.
    

    
      "That, should be +4 only?"
    

    
      Asuna nodded at my question.
    

    
      "You brought your own enhancement material? What type did you bring?"
    

    
      "Let's see......four «plank of steel», twelve «Needle of Wind Wasp»"
    

    
      "Heh, you worked hard...... but......"
    

    
      I mentally calculated the success rate, and groaned.
    

    
      "Um, with this the success rate to get a +5 is around eighty percent."
    

    
      "Is the risk not low enough?"
    

    
      "Well, normally it would be so...... but after that show just now......"
    

    
      I turned to glance at the opposite end of the square, where, rhythmically hammering away, was the dwarf......-like blacksmith player. Asuna turned to look as well, then gave a light shrug.
    

    
      "The probability of a thrown coin landing on any face, regardless of any previous outcome, is always fifty percent. The person just now tried and had a few failures in a row, and our attempts at enhancing our weapons should be unrelated, right?"
    

    
      "That.......should be true......"
    

    
      As I mumbled trying to enunciate a bad word that rolled around in my mouth, I gave it some thought. The rapier user Asuna is a person who used science and logic, while I was trying to convince her about "a gamble flow". Even for me, using my left brain's feeling of a «Bad Flow» wasn't a basis for an argument.
    

    
      On the other hand, my right brain felt something. Whether it was my Anneal Blade or Asuna's Wind Fleuret, if we asked the blacksmith to enhance it here and now, even if we used materials to boost its probability of success, it would fail. Ignoring my intuition was not good, this was my personal rule, based on my experience of playing net games for many years.
    

    
      "Hey, Asuna"
    

    
      I turned my body to the right to face Asuna directly, using my most serious voice and expression and said.
    

    
      "Wha......What is it?"
    

    
      "You'd like the success rate at ninety percent compared to eighty, right?"
    

    
      "...........That is true, of course"
    

    
      "Compared to ninety percent, you'd like ninety five percent, right?"
    

    
      "............That is true too, of course"
    

    
      "Then, I think compromising is not good. Since there is a way to collect the material anyway, why not do our best to aim for ninety five percent."
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      The rapier user looked at me for a few seconds with a suspicious expression, then, as if she suddenly felt something, she slowly blinked with her long eyelashes, before saying.
    

    
      "Yes, It is true that I don't like compromises. But I don't like people who move their mouths but not their hands just as much."
    

    
      "............Eh?"
    

    
      "Since you can talk up to this point, you must help me pursue perfection, Kirito-kun. Incidentally, the Wind Wasp's needle's drop rate is eight percent."
    

    
      "..................Eh?"
    

    
      "Once you have decided, let's go to the hunting grounds. With two people, we should be able to hunt a hundred or so before dark."
    

    
      ".........................Eh?"
    

    
      While I gave off a dull face, Asuna slapped me on my shoulders, and stood up, before raising her eyebrows a little as she delivered the final blow.
    

    
      "And, if you want to hunt with me as a combination, please remove that flashy bandana. I'm really sorry, but it does not suit you at all."
    

    
      Chapter 3
    

    
      Blade technique —— «Sword Art» was a best seller, because in the game of SAO, there were far greater numbers of humanoid monsters than the average MMORPG game.
    

    
      However, that was a trend that only started at the seventh, or eighth floors. There were still many non humanoid monster on the first and second floors which you had to watch out for hovering about. That means, compared to the a sword wielding humanoid mob, an animal or plant based mob was more beginner friendly, but of course, exceptions existed.
    

    
      Although it did not have an extremely dangerous skill like a poison for paralysis or corrosive acid, the «Flight type mob» had an unexpectedly bothersome ambush ability. Anyhow, there was no magic of any kind in SAO. The only way to attack from a distance was to use a weapon belonging to the «Throwing Blade» category, and it should be made clear that it should be treated as only a supplementary weapon. A skill to throw blades all around, although I really wanted to go on a killing spree on all the flying type mobs in the style of throwing knife *bishi bashi* at them, was unfortunately not possible since my mental strength was not strong enough for me to consider making my build out of a hobby in this death game's situation. Added to that, SAO's thrown weapons were not of the 'unlimited throws' kind, so using up all the blades to throw at the enemy would end up with me having sad eyes.
    

    
      Therefore——
    

    
      

      The boring balanced one handed sword user that was me, Kirito, alongside the fencer Asuna with a rapier of similar reach which could not be considered long, who had requested...... or rather, ordered me to cooperate in the hunt against the flight type «Wind Wasp» monster on the second floor's western field, was unable to help but think from the bottom of my heart.
    

    
      Uheeh, troublesome.
    

    
      Exiting from the second floor's main city «Urbus», I manipulated my equipment figure to remove the yellow bandana with blue stripes from my head. Soon, I could see my black bangs which hung lower than my eyebrows when I looked up momentarily, and gave off a sigh of relief. When SAO started, I had made a memorable cool looking avatar with fancy up styled hair to avoid a hairstyle similar to that in the real world, but a month has passed since the start of the game, so it is for the best that things have calmed down.
    

    
      Glancing at me in such a state, Asuna, who was walking beside me on my right, lightly snorted out a few words from her nose.
    

    
      "Generally, I think disguising yourself with a bandana like that is a horrible idea. I'd prefer hiding the entire face, using something like face paint."
    

    
      "U............"
    

    
      Those words stimulated sad memories in me, and I gave out an involuntary low groan.
    

    
      Before Asuna had said those words, my face was subjected to black paint for the whole night the day before yesterday. However, tribal patterns on the cheeks or a reverse cross on the forehead or something cool like that —— was what I expected. As you could guess, I didn't dare to confirm it with my own eyes, but the only person who saw it described it thus. «Kiriemon».
    

    
      That paint, which had been smeared was from a quest, and the action could not be argued with, and because it was made with an oni's paint, it would not disappear until the quest was cleared, so I had wholeheartedly worked hard on it with teary eyes. I somehow managed to clear it on the evening three days after I had started the quest, and the requesting NPC, the bearded teacher's paint came off. However, I did not feel a sense of accomplishment. The method to erase it was to use the handkerchief from his dougi's pocket, which was so brown it was hard to tolerate it being applied to my face.
    

    
      Through those circumstances, I was troubled by being fifty or more hours behind after the second floor was opened, as soon as my face had returned to its original state, I dashed to the frontlines at «Marome Village» and reunited with Asuna from the first floor there —— that was what happened.
    

    
      Therefore, Asuna, who didn't know the reason for my strange reaction, furrowed her eyebrows wonderingly. I quickly opened my mouth to cough *Ehem* to deceive her.
    

    
      "Ah, th-that's right. Then, the time I go to Urbus I should wear a hooded cape too. Where did you get it?"
    

    
      "This is from an NPC in the west square of «Starting City»..."
    

    
      As she answered to that point, Asuna shut her mouth tightly, her gaze like a raging fire from within the hood.
    

    
      "......Hey, don't buy the same one as mine! If you do it's like we're a pair...... no, I don't want to be seen as if we're in a fixed party! Hide your face in a sack or something!"
    

    
      *Pui!* She turned her face away at an amazing speed, and tapped to open the window for her equipment figure. Her sober grey wool cape disappeared with a small light effect, and her long, straight chestnut hair sparkled in the afternoon sunshine.
    

    
      After a long time......To be exact, it has been four days after the raid against the first floor's boss monster and seeing Asuna's face clearly, as expected, even with that expression, she was still a beauty of high-level. Actually, I would have jumped in and said that this was the game master of this world, Kayaba Akahiko's honest mistake, I wanted to think that her face was not returned to her original face.
    

    
      Since the current raid was based in Marome village which was southeast of Urbus, there were no players on the this road heading in the south western direction. In this cage of violent death called Aincrad, a situation where one was walking together alongside a beautiful Onee-san, for a person in the second year of middle school, in the midst of adolescence, would be very grateful to god for such a stroke of good luck. Although, we were on the path toward an annoying flying mob for our mission of slaughtering them to farm their drops.
    

    
      "......A sack mask might make people think I'm intending to PK somebody. Would you allow it if I got a different color"
    

    
      "I! Will! Not!"
    

    
      "......Okaaay"
    

    
      With that kind of conversation, I too operated my equipment figure. The plain leather armor I had used to disguise myself disappeared, and the jet black «Coat of Midnight» which had dropped from the first floor's boss materialized.
    

    
      The long hem fluttered with a *thud*, and Asuna glanced sideways at me, her mouth opening and closing several times as if trying to say something, but turned her face away as soon as her eyes met mine. I now wondered, why am I helping this person collect material for strengthening, before realizing that it was because I had recommended her to raise the success rate in the first place.
    

    
      Well, despite hunting the Wind Wasp being troublesome, it had a reasonably high experience efficiency rate. It is not a bad opponent to earn from before dinner. And probably, since I was helping the kind Asuna-san, she would most certainly have dinner ready for me. Definitely, perhaps.
    

    
      Along the way, gigantic cattle grazed on the grasslands that divided the wide canyon from the north to the south. Across these plains was the area where the wasps spawned.
    

    
      "......Although there should be no need to say this since you've hunted a lot of these, when stung by the wasp's poisoned sting, we'll be stunned for two to three seconds. If either of us sees the other under a stun effect, we must follow up immediately, you must keep this in mind."
    

    
      "Understood."
    

    
      Right after I gave the instructions, Asuna nodded obediently, so I continued talking.
    

    
      "If you move too far to the south, you might lure the «Jagged Worm», so watch out for that too."
    

    
      "......Un-Understood."
    

    
      After I said that, I recalled my memories of actually facing one during the beta period, and nodded.
    

    
      

      A natural stone bridge lay across a canyon about ten metres deep,and despite it being sufficiently wide we were still somewhat nervous, the two of us gave off a single breath at the same time after we finished crossing it.
    

    
      "......That bridge just now, I wonder what would have happened if we slipped."
    

    
      At Asuna's murmur, I shrugged and answered.
    

    
      "At level five, it shouldn't be fatal. But the road upward is really far to the south, and there are a lot of slime based monsters coming out from the bottom of the valley. It's quite troublesome to get back."
    

    
      "I see."
    

    
      The rapier user nodded, in her face there was an expression that seemed to be something other than relief, so I looked in the direction of her gaze. That was the moment I understood that sharp question, Asuna was gazing at the valley behind her, as she said.
    

    
      "......Wait a second, I just had a thought. For example, against boss monsters, if you lose even if you gathered intelligence, levelled up, had strategy and tactics as well as worked hard, at that time you can just feel it's just too bad......, but I definitely would absolutely not want to die because of accidentally falling from a high place."
    

    
      "......That is right. If it were a normal MMO, falling to death might be considered a joke...... but to be terminated in this world because of that......"
    

    
      Nodding, I gave it a little thought, and added.
    

    
      "But then, don't you think that, even in the real world, people die despite their hard work? Whether through sickness or through accidents, at the time of death, there is nothing but regret.......That's why......uh, if you die in Aincrad, at that time, if you can say you have done all that you could, something like the taste of that satisfaction...... that is............"
    

    
      Unfortunately, this fourteen year old net gamer had reached his limit in his linguistic ability, my hands went *wakiwaki* and my mouth went *pakupaku*. While I was in that state, Asuna gazed harshly at me with zero restraint, before saying clearly.
    

    
      "That, may not be such a bad thing. But I do not want to taste it at the moment."
    

    
      "Ye-Yeah."
    

    
      "Then, first you need to face the second boss raid with all your might and effort. Helping me with strengthening my weapon is also a part of that."
    

    
      "......Ye-Yeah."
    

    
      "Since we seem to agree, let us start immediately. Our aim, one hundred wasps in two hours!"
    

    
      Concluding her words, Asuna pulled out the rapier at her waist with a *sharan* sound, and pointed her sword at the other side of the stone bridge —— at a basin surrounded by a grove of short trees.
    

    
      A hundred wasps in two hours, that would mean one wasp every seventy two seconds? Is she for real?
    

    
      As I considered those horrible calculations in my mind, I had no choice but to shout "Ooh" with non-existent energy.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 4
    

    
      The «Wind Wasp» was an earthen black bee type monster with green stripes. Being fifty centimetres long, it would no doubt be the largest insect if it existed in reality, but it was classed as the smallest of the monsters living in Aincrad. Its HP and Attack stats were also not the highest among the mobs in the field on the second floor.
    

    
      That said, bees larger than a human's head, with a stinger the size of an ice pick poking out of its butt and glowing, buzzing as it swooped down to attack, would definitely make the primitive parts of the brain send out command signals for an emergency dodge at the highest priority, which would be incredibly difficult to override. That instinctive horror which suppressed rationality was the point of hunting the Wind Wasp.
    

    
      No matter how you looked at it the bugs' specialty did not seem to affect Asuna's movement at all, but I was still a little worried——
    

    
      "......Haa!"
    

    
      Accompanied by a sharp shout, the Rapier Sword Skill «Linear» drew a silver trajectory in mid air, piercing the base of the stomach of the wasp, which was its weak point. *Gii*, with that metallic scream, the huge bee scattered into shards of polygons. As I was in the same party, I could see the flow of gained experience and col added to my log.
    

    
      "Twenty Four!"
    

    
      I glanced briefly at Asuna, who gave the short cry, and it seemed like there was a triumphant look in her eyes. What was that, as I thought that, the sword in my right hand moved to face a wasp that had just POPped.
    

    
      I was already in the wasp's Aggro Range, and it looked at me with its curved compound eyes as it flew up high. It started hovering at an altitude of five meters, then, *Buzz* proceeded to carry out its intentions as it dived with a resounding vibration. At that moment, if the wasp's body straightened as it opened its mandibles it was in preparation for a bite attack, if its body bent into a く shape it would be in preparation for its stinger's attack. I didn't identify it wrongly the first time —— however, during the β testing period, there was a superior monster, the «Storm Hornet» which was horrible to fight, and Scarieee! was the thought in my mind as I thought they couldn't be stopped.
    

    
      While enduring that fear, the wasp visibly protruded its stomach out. Determining that it was the needle attack that was coming, I held my ground as much as I could.
    

    
      The wasp charged towards the front of my eyes, and then began hovering for a short while again. The huge stinger that extended from its butt began emitting a pale, yellow light. Waiting up to that point, I jumped back with all my might. *Jyaki-!* Along with the sound effect, the protruding stinger stabbed the air uselessly.
    

    
      Here, the wasp would have a five second Delay. Without wasting this opportunity, I used my one handed sword to send out two consecutive slashes, «Vertical Arc». Drawing a sharp V edge, the attack that connected made a pleasant hit sound. Slightly less than sixty percent of the enemy's HP was shaved off.
    

    
      The wasp recovered from its delay, and soared up high once more. Rapidly turning, it charged once again. This time its body was straightened. I closely watched the large mandibles of the enemy, and dodged with a side step without waiting for the attack. The wasp immediately dashed past my left side. Without missing the opportunity in the short moment in which it returned to hovering, I unleashed the single diagonal slash «Slant».
    

    
      If I used another «Vertical Slash» it would be a certain kill, unfortunately, from the bottom of my view I could see the cooling of that technique was still lit. If the «Slant» hit the weak spot, the remaining gauge would have been cut off —— however, it was difficult to do so with a pair of gigantic wings behind it preventing that from happening. The hit failed to be a critical one, and the wasp had ten percent HP remaining. While clicking my tongue in my mind, I used a normal attack to deal a finishing blow as I recovered from the delay. Fortunately, just before the enemy succeeded in counterattacking with a bite, my sword hit it, and this time the wasp turned into shards of blue glass and scattered away.
    

    
      "——Twenty Two!"
    

    
      With that single shout, I began looking for newly rePOPped prey.
    

    
      My level and main weapon's specs were supposed to be higher here, yet my score lagged behind in competition, and the reason was solely because Asuna's critical rate was higher —— in other words, it was because the wasp's weak spots were infallibly struck with ridiculous accuracy.
    

    
      While my «Vertical Arc» would cut the wasp's gauge by sixty percent with a normal hit, Asuna's critical «Linear» would take away fifty percent. In addition to that, as it was a basic skill its cool time was short, so she managed to hit the wasp at every opportunity it gave.
    

    
      Although in that case it might be good if I could aim for critical strikes using my basic «Slant» or «Horizontal» skills, frustratingly I was not confident that my strikes could reach that kind of accuracy. As an excuse, my beloved «Anneal Blade +6» was classified as «3S3D», or the allocation of +3 to sharpness and +3 to durability. As for Asuna's rapier, «Wind Fleuret +4» was indeed «3A1D», with an allocation of +3 to accuracy and +1 to durability. There was a considerable bonus to her Critical rate.
    

    
      That said. Since all the strikes were critical, it was not like the player's skill and calmness was not at a high level. In addition to that, there was experience.
    

    
      Ever since the second floor had been opened, Asuna had probably spent a considerable amount of time fighting against these giant wasps. Maybe it was to collect materials to strengthen her Wind Fleuret, but I couldn't help feeling that there was a greater reason for her to do so. Surely —— It was not the stats value, but strengthening the player herself. If a tricky flight-type's weakness could be accurately attacked, then fighting against an opponent on the ground it would look slow by comparison.
    

    
      Asuna, when we met deep in the dungeon on the first floor's main city for the first time, had told me.
    

    
      ——We're all going to die anyway.
    

    
      ——Where and how you die, early and late is the only difference.
    

    
      Eyes filled with gloomy light, Asuna who was fighting hopelessly and only noticing despair, I was glad that she honestly aimed to be «Strong» like this. I feel that if it was her, one day she might stand in front of all players, giving everyone hope.
    

    
      But, However.
    

    
      Just this time, I did not want to lose in this «Race to be the first to hunt fifty wasps competition»
    

    
      After all, Before we began this battle, Asuna nonchalantly gave an outrageous proposal. Tonight's dinner was to be on me, and aside from that, the first to hunt fifty would be treated to dessert by their opponent, is that fine?
    

    
      I agreed without thinking deeply, and only noticed it after rushing to hunt. There was an NPC run restaurant in the second floor's main city «Urbus», whose specialty was short cake with cream made from the milk of a huge cow that made one go "Wow!". It was truly delicious. The black bread which was my favourite snack on the first floor's deliciousness paled in comparison. However, it was expensive for its taste and proportion. Most of the col earned during this hunt would have to be spent on it.
    

    
      There is no doubt that that was Asuna's aim. If I treated her that for one day, in addition to the dinner before that, my budget would be in the minus zone. Which is why I —— no matter what, mustn't lose in this battle!
    

    
      "Uoooooooo!!"
    

    
      Howling from the bottom of my stomach, I dashed at my target rePOPped wasp.
    

    
      Shortly after that however, a calm and composed shout of "Twenty five!" could be heard, and I was brought to the brink of despair.
    

    
      Three wasps difference. This was a dangerous turning point. Up to this point we had hunted at the same pace, but she continued pulling away. At the very least, compared to Asuna, I could similarly use my hands to deliver the final blow to the wasps, otherwise something like a reversal in the second half was not possible.
    

    
      ———Now that it's come to this.
    

    
      I glanced behind me, and made sure that Asuna was fighting with her back facing me, then glared at my target again.
    

    
      The black green wasp, had a pattern which was to hover up high up in the sky before swooping down steeply to attack. It's body was in a く shape, its sharp stinger was aimed at me.
    

    
      It stopped as I had theorized, attracted to its enemy, its stinger attack was rejected mid air with a vertical arc. *Zashuu zashuu!* A refreshing slashing sound resounded, its gauge was reduced by sixty percent, similar to the past. Here, I broke away from the enemy, as long as the next attack was not unexpectedly critical my hands couldn't defeat it.
    

    
      ".........!!"
    

    
      I silently let out my fighting spirit, left hand clenched into a fist.
    

    
      *Zuka!*
    

    
      With that, the sword skill rang out with a different sound. My fist projected out in a straight line, the wasp's round inflated stomach caught it. «Martial Arts» basic skill, «Flash Hit». The HP gauge was reduced by another twenty percent.
    

    
      Here, the wasp's time being taken aback ended, my neck twisted following its figure flying away. On its second dive, once again it used its stinger attack. This time I also avoided it in advance once the stiffness ended, and defeated it with a single strike of «Slant». The time it took to defeat it was more or less expected of using both hands
    

    
      This way, the speed of finding a rePOP faster would balance the chances. There was that possibility.
    

    
      My eyes opened up wide, trying to detect occurrences of signs of emergence of the mass of polygons, and dashing to that point.
    

    
      

    

    
      One hour later——.
    

    
      With the aim of hunting fifty wasps completed, I was sitting down completely burnt out, and my shoulder was *Pon* pat by Asuna.
    

    
      "Good work, Kirito-kun"
    

    
      There was no trace of fatigue in her voice. and taking a roundabout way to face me, her words continued as she smiled brightly.
    

    
      "Well then, let's go back to Urbas for dinner. After that, while I receive the dessert you treat me to, let me listen closely about it......the strange bare-handed skill that you used."
    

    
      "..............."
    

    
      I could no longer say anything, and the beautiful fencer concluded with a critical hit.
    

    
      "I'm really looking forward to it, eating that cake. Even if it's by one wasp, a win is a win. Since you are a boy, I expect you to keep your word."
    

    
      So cute.
    

    
      Chapter 5
    

    
      At the same time as my arrival in the main city Urbus, a clear ringing sound could be heard from around the city coming from the bell tower. The calm melody that gave a nostalgic feeling informed people that night had fallen. At 7p.m, players who had went out to the fields all returned at the same time.
    

    
      In the MMORPG I played before SAO, seven o'clock was when the game usually started. Generally, this was the time the server started being filled up, and around ten was when the most traffic was recorded, where the number of veteran players would be the highest and they would continue raiding until dawn. Because I was in the middle of compulsory education, I had to log out latest by two a.m. in the morning on weekdays, but even at that time so deep at night those guys bustled around the hunting grounds, and I couldn't do anything but envy them.
    

    
      Therefore, if I thought about it the current circumstances which was now preventing me from going to school, obviously I could continue staying in the fields until two in the morning, or five, or even eight, or until whatever time I like, however, for some reason I miraculously returned to town when it became dark.
    

    
      Of course, after having dinner, getting supplies and maintenance I would head out immediately once again, and occasionally continue to hunt from now until daybreak this time here, but —— It was at this time in the night that I first met Asuna inside a dungeon on the first floor —— even so, the outside of the boundary was covered in a brilliant red by the setting sun, and at the time the color changed from purple to blue I was driven by a strange uncomfortable feeling, as my feet naturally headed towards the town.
    

    
      As proof that this inclination was not mine alone, all the players walking along the main street of Urbus, gave blurred smiles which could be considered to say they were indeed relieved. Lively cheers could be heard leaking from the restaurants and bars lined on both sides of the street, blended occasionally with toasts celebrating their safe return today.
    

    
      Even at the city nearest to the frontlines, these scenes could normally be seen. However, even though there were a lot of these, I haven't heard any carefree laughter for quite some time...... In other words, it felt like this was the first time this feeling could be felt since being trapped in Aincrad.
    

    
      ".....Today, is the first time I came back to Urbus at this time, but...... Is it always like this? Or is it possible that, there is something going on today?"
    

    
      The eighth of December was not a special day, was what I thought as I asked Asuna who walked beside me, and I saw a strange pair of eyes from the back of the hood of the rapier user whose beauty was once again hidden by a wool cape.
    

    
      "For the past few days, I think Urbus and Marome has given off this kind of feeling. You, have you been hiding somewhere not just during the day, but during the night as well?"
    

    
      "N......No, well, that"
    

    
      Asuna's question had the intended meaning that I should not worry about being seen at that time. However, I could not enter Urbus at night even if I wanted to, that was the circumstances I was in. The story about getting the «Martial Arts» skill would of course also be part of those circumstances, but the time walking was too brief to go into detail and finish explaining it.
    

    
      "I wouldn't call it hiding."
    

    
      At my spiritedly uncertain answer, Asuna had a suspicious look on her face as she said,
    

    
      "That is why, I told you not to worry too much, right? We just passed by a few tens of players, without being disguised, and no one picked a fight with you, did they."
    

    
      As her words stated, I was not equipped my stylish bandanna at the moment. I only removed my black coat, but my face and hairstyle remained the same. However, rather than avoiding me because they recognized me as «Evil Beater Kirito», but due to their joy of their survival and anticipation for their dinner, it felt like they just didn't want to see something like the face of a swordsman in dark clothes.
    

    
      Therefore, without changing my position using Asuna as a cover, though we were only a few centimeters different in height, I gave a light cough.
    

    
      "Ahem...... We-Well, that might be so. Leaving that aside, our conversation just a moment ago..... Is there no reason for the nights in this city to be so lively?"
    

    
      "I don't think there is no reason for it though."
    

    
      Here. Asuna closed her mouth once, then once again looked at my face as she continued.
    

    
      "......That is to say, seventy percent of that reason is because of you."
    

    
      "Heh? M-Me?"
    

    
      As I looked amazed, the rapier user's face gave a completely stunned look as she gave a long sigh.
    

    
      "Haa............Look here, just think a little about why everyone can laugh so carefreely. Obviously it is because this is the second floor, right?"
    

    
      "............What do you mean?"
    

    
      "......Not really, the puzzle is not hard to solve. Everyone was very anxious during the time they were trapped on the first floor for almost a month. There were a lot of people in despair of not being able to go back to the real world...... including me. However, finally a group of parties raided the first floor's boss, and even defeated it in their first attempt, opening the second floor. Everyone now thinks that we may one day be able to clear this game. That is why they can smile. ......Although, if not for a certain someone from somewhere who stood firm in the boss fight, this scenario would not exist."
    

    
      ".................."
    

    
      I finally understood what Asuna was trying to say, but I did not know how to react all the same. Therefore, after another cough, after looking for words here and there, I finally opened my mouth.
    

    
      "I-Is that so? Then, this certain someone, surely shouldn't be made to buy you a shortcake after our meal, yeah."
    

    
      The reply to me, who did not know when to give up, was,
    

    
      "This is this, that is that!"
    

    
      That kind of reply.
    

    
      

    

    
      We walked northward along the narrow lanes to that split to the east and west of the main street, then went further right, then left and the restaurant we were intending to go to was right there.
    

    
      Although I knew where the shop (and the problematic cake) was located, of course from exploring every nook and cranny during the β period, it was surprising that Asuna who had only been on the second floor for a few days discovered this little known shop. Sitting in a secluded seat, after finishing placing the order, I then decided to listen to this case.
    

    
      "......So, Asuna found this shop by catching the scent of the cream......"
    

    
      Immediately, a glare stared at me from beneath the hood, and I changed course.
    

    
      "......can't possibly be the case. Did you find it by chance? The entrance is narrow and the signboard is small, so I think it is quite difficult to jump in."
    

    
      Of course, the store we casually entered being a violently overcharging bar isn't something that would occur in Aincrad (I think), it may trigger and automatically enroll us in an event type quest. Our HP should not drop within the city boundary (I think), but for someone who was not familiar with this type of game this development would be astonishingly shocking. The problem was that I didn't think Asuna was a thrill seeker type, and then that person gave me an unexpected answer.
    

    
      "I bought the information from Argo-san. About an NPC restaurant in Urbus, that did not have many people."
    

    
      As she said, there were no other players in the shop. Asuna manipulated the window to put her wool cape away, and her long hair swept down alongside her breath.
    

    
      "......Th-That's true. I see, That's how it is......"
    

    
      As I nodded, I couldn't help but feel a mysterious cold sweat in my mind. Indeed, I was the one to introduce Argo and Asuna. To be more precise, in Tolbana town on the first floor, I had lent Asuna a bath in the room I had rented. And with great timing, Argo also visited me at that time, I had desperately tried to prevent the two from encountering each other in the bathroom but my effort was in vain, of course Asuna was surprised and screamed despite me fleeing from my rented room——
    

    
      "......I don't think I'm wrong here, but, you cannot remember something which you cannot remember. If you could do that, I will feast on two cakes which is on you."
    

    
      "......No, I don't remember."
    

    
      I *bubububu* shook my head and immediately continued.
    

    
      "True, well that is assured, Argo's information is accurate and fast, but you have to be careful of the price of dealing with her. «Client's confidentiality» does not exist in her dictionary."
    

    
      "......Then, I wonder, is it possible to buy all kinds of information about Kirito-kun?"
    

    
      Crap, I brought trouble to myself., was what I thought a moment too late.
    

    
      "Po-Possibly...... I'm not sure about this, but it is sure to be expensive. Perhaps the total shouldn't be less than three thousand Col."
    

    
      "......Somewhat, that is an average price. I should try it out......"
    

    
      "No, NOOの、ノォ! If-If it's like that I'll buy all of your information too! After all that person knows Asuna's—"
    

    
      Here, I closed my mouth quickly with a *Gachin* sound.
    

    
      Asuna who sat facing me, grinned and said.
    

    
      "My, what?"
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 6
    

    
      Thanks to the NPC waiter bringing the plate of food with his godly timing, the catastrophe that was waiting to happen was avoided.
    

    
      Salad and stew, bread that was simple —— although it could be said that this was the best food on the second floor —— even in the middle of eating everything on the menu, the sides of Asuna's forehead showed an aura of insecurity, until the meal was completed and the dessert that she was waiting for appeared on the table.
    

    
      As per the promise, the food was paid for by Asuna, but the money for this dessert came out of my wallet. The terrible thing was that the price of that one dish exceeded that of the three main dishes, I lost my position in the bet despite using my trump card, the «Martial Arts» skill, because I started too late, it was impossible, yet I struggled hard. I just felt ashamed of my determinedly using the skill I was inexperienced in.
    

    
      Whether she knew whether it was in my mind or not, the winner of the bet who sat opposite me, staring with glittering eyes at the pale green plate with a towering white peak, shouted in her brilliant voice.
    

    
      "Waaa, Amazing! I was looking forward to this ever since I read Argo-san's information, [«Tremble Shortcake» is worth trying at least once] "
    

    
      ——The word «Tremble», that was in its name, obviously came from the name of the terrible gigantic female cow «Trembling Cow» that roamed the fields on the second floor. Twice the size of the ox, it was treated like a mini boss monster,the cake which was in front of our eyes should have used that cow's milk, but right now I should not bring up this inelegant topic.
    

    
      In the first place, the large plate had, *DON*, majestically towering clusters of fresh cream, which were from giant cows which did not tremble. The cake was cut out of a circle into triangles, with one side being eighteen centimetres and the height being eight centimetres, at sixty degree angles.
    

    
      In other words, this cake's volume was 18x18x3.14x8 divided by six. Approximately one thousand three hundred and fifty cubic centimetres, the amount of cream used probably exceeded one litre.
    

    
      "Th......This, can't possibly be considered short......"
    

    
      I groaned, while Asuna picked up a fork that was a bit large in proportion to the cake's size and said.
    

    
      "Don't you know? The word 'short' from Shortcake does not mean it is «short»"
    

    
      "Is that so? Then what? Was it created by a major league's legendary short?"
    

    
      Completely side stepping and avoiding my full body gag, and the rapier user continued to explain.
    

    
      "Originally, shortening was used to make a cake that was ShortCrispy when the teeth touched it, which is the meaning of the word. In America, they used something like a biscuit as a foundation. However, Japan uses a soft spongy base, so the original meaning is lost. I wonder which type of cake this is......"
    

    
      Gently stabbing the fork into the top of the triangle, she cut out about 80 cubic centimeters, and the golden sponge cake could be seen from the cross section. Apparently, the insides was four layers, arranged in sponge→Strawberry flavoured cream→sponge→strawberry flavoured cream. Of course, a real bright red strawberry (or more accurately, a fruit similar to it) sat on top of it.
    

    
      "......Its the sponge. I guess I truly like this type."
    

    
      As Asuna grinned while saying that, how do I express it; although I had to spend a lot of col due to losing the bet, I reluctantly thought that it was charming and was ready to admit that the cost was worth it. No, my materialistic point of view narrowly decided that it no longer mattered. Because the girl who seemed like a ghost of the first floor's dungeon with her pale skin and expression of despair engraved on her, was able to smile under the light of the warm lamp, and that was purely a «Good Thing».
    

    
      On the other hand, the purely «Bad Thing» was the fact that the tabletop only had a plate of cake for one person. Although I did first think of wildly ordering for two people bravely, the price marked on the menu cooled my pitiful head down.
    

    
      Therefore, I displayed what little (gentleness) parameters that I had, and gestured for her to eat with the most natural smile I could muster.
    

    
      "You don't have to worry about it, go ahead."
    

    
      Asuna, who faced me with that still smiling face, replied.
    

    
      "Yes, that's what I intended to do. Then, I will eat without restraint."
    

    
      Two seconds after that, "Pu" slipped out of her mouth as she burst into laughter, took out another fork from the cutlery basket beside her, and passed it to me as she added.
    

    
      "That was a joke, I'm not that much of a demon. I'll let you eat a third of it."
    

    
      "......Th-Thank you"
    

    
      I put on an admirable face of gratitude, but what was in my mind was,
    

    
      ——One third, that would mean I get 450 cubic centimeters!
    

    
      This quick calculation was obviously kept to myself.
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      As we exited the store, the entire town was covered in the veil of night.
    

    
      Asuna who was beside me took a deep breath, then gave off a sign as she whispered.
    

    
      "..................It was delicious............"
    

    
      I understood that feeling. It was probably the first time the girl had put something as truly high-class as that cake just now into her mouth. And it was the same for me. With a similar sigh of satisfaction, I muttered earnestly.
    

    
      "......Somehow, it tastes better than during the β period...... The cream that just melted in the mouth, its taste was neither too sweet nor left me with an unsatisfied feeling......"
    

    
      "......Is this truly not my imagination? Between the β test and the real service, there was such fine tuning?"
    

    
      With an skeptical expression, Asuna raised an argument with a serious face.
    

    
      "If you only need to update the data for the taste engine, I don't think a large amount of effort is needed. Besides, the taste is definitely not the only thing that has changed from the β period."
    

    
      That is because, in my top left field of vision, there was something at a point under my HP bar.
    

    
      At that place, A BuffStatus Effect icon which wasn't there prior to eating the cake had lit up. It was a stylized four leaf clover, depicting the «Lucky Award Bonus» Buff. The effect that could be obtained by equipping an accessory got from a blessing by donating money to the church, could now be achieved by putting special food or drinks to your mouth.
    

    
      In SAO, the parameters that were specified with numerical values were STRStrength and AGIAgility, which was quite minimalistic specifications, but increased or decreased by various «Hidden Parameters» such as special effects of equipments, buffs and debuffs, and terrain effects. «Luck» was one of them, it determined the resistance to poison and paralysis attacks, as well as incidents such as FumbleWeapon Dropping and SlipFalling Down, and probably also affected the drop rate of rare items, so it is quite an important parameter.
    

    
      Surely someone on Argus staff had added this supportive effect into the official service due to the price of the cake, deciding that there should be some added benefits aside from tastes. It had a duration of fifteen minutes. However, to find a small pause in mid battle with enough time to eat it——
    

    
      "......It's really too bad, but it is not sufficient if you want to go down to the field to hunt now."
    

    
      Asuna who seemed to have the same thoughts as mine, shrugged and said that.
    

    
      Indeed, even if we ran out of town from this place, the buff would wear off after hunting a few monsters. And the mobs in the fields nearest to the town did not drop any worthwhile items in the first place.
    

    
      "Howeverr...... It is such a waste of this precious bufff......"
    

    
      Due to my destitute nature, I kept glancing at the remaining time of the icon displayed as it diminished, furiously trying to think of a somewhat effective use for the bonus.
    

    
      The two of us crawling on the road, looking for lost items (like rare coins and jewels that had fallen) —— Asuna would hate it if we did that. Making a single all or nothing bet at a casino —— Although that idea was good, unfortunately there were no such shops until the seventh layer. Even as I thought this and that, the buff expiry limit continued to approach. Is there no opportunity for me to try out my luck...... Should I ask "Please go out with me" to the fencer-san standing beside me without looking at her face...... but how does the system's assist affect that......
    

    
      As if smoke was coming out from my ears, I was going to attempt an irrational action, but just before that.
    

    
      From somewhere far away, I heard rhythmic metallic sounds which sounded familiar. *Kan, kan* This sound is certainly——
    

    
      "Ah......"
    

    
      Finally, when twelve minutes remained, I thought of an idea for the use for the buff (Maybe), and snapped my fingers with a *Pachin*.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 7
    

    
      Returning to the eastern square of Urbus we left five hours ago, as expected there were no longer a lot of visitors here. And aside from those standing around NPC Stores that were open at night, the players were limited to a few people, including two or three couples on the bench at the outer edge of town. But of course, my aim of accompanying Asuna here was not to sit on a bench and gaze up at the starry sky at the bottom of the next floor.
    

    
      In a northeast corner of the square, A small anvil and a shelf of weapons was spread on a carpet, watched over by a player with a small stature. Ever since the beginning of SAO's official service and death game started, perhaps the first to so seriously take a crafting class...... the «Blacksmith», was my aim.
    

    
      "Asuna, while we hunted just now, did you achieve the targeted amount of material for the strengthening material of the Wind Fleuret?"
    

    
      The rapier user beside me confirmed it, as the hooded cape which had been equipped gave small up and down motions repeatedly.
    

    
      "Yes. We got a little extra, so I was thinking of redeeming it for money and splitting it......"
    

    
      "You can do that tomorrow. Anyway, won't you attempt your +5 now?"
    

    
      At my proposal, Asuna's eyes looked at the upper right corner.
    

    
      "......I see. But this «Luck Bonus» buff, does it also affect weapon strengthening? Isn't the person strengthening it blacksmith-san and not me?"
    

    
      "Who knows. Which is why, but getting the blacksmith to eat the cake we just had would require that......"
    

    
      «That» of course referred to my wallet. I shrugged before continuing.
    

    
      "......I won't say it would certainly have an effect, but as the owner of the sword, maybe the probability bonus is affected? At the very least, a minus effect would not occur, so I thought it wouldn't hurt to try."
    

    
      Even as I said this, the remaining time of the buff effect was seven minutes. Asuna nodded again,
    

    
      "I understand. I was planning on doing it today anyway."
    

    
      With those words she removed the rapier at her waist, and walked directly to the blacksmith's shop. I followed wordlessly.
    

    
      From up close, the small framed smith player reminded me of a dwarf. With his stocky and muscular build, and an honest looking round face. It was truly regrettable that he had no accompanying moustache and beard. In SAO, appearances such as hair and beards can easily be customised using NPC shops and items, he might as well pursue perfection, as it might increase the number of customers......
    

    
      While I was thinking useless stuff, Asuna's voice broke out.
    

    
      "Good Evening."
    

    
      The blacksmith looked up from his anvil, then panicked as he lowered his head and bowed.
    

    
      "G-Good Evening. Welcome"
    

    
      His voice was far from the baritone of a dwarf's, as he sounded more like a youthful boy. Since the avatar's voice is taken from the sample of a player's natural voice in the real world, and cannot be easily changed like the face. My first impression was that he was a teenager, not so different from me.
    

    
      Beside the signboard, above the price list, were the words «Nezha's Smith Shop». Ne-zu-ha, should be how it is read, is probably his name. It was a little difficult to pronounce, but in Net Games such as SAO I don't really care about every individual difficult-to-pronounce name. During the first floor boss raid there was short spear user named «Hokkaiikura», whom I puzzled hard at his name, thinking it was «Hokka Iikuraホッカ・飯倉», and was astonished to find out that it was meant to have the meaning «Hokai Ikura北海いくら». Of course «Nezha» might have a different reading, but asking him how it is pronounced in our first meeting was rather difficult to me.
    

    
      Anyway, the blacksmith Nezuha-shi(assumed) quickly stood up and lowered his head once again before saying.
    

    
      "A-Are you here to shop? Or here for maintenance?"
    

    
      In contrast, Asuna removed her Wind Fleuret from her waist and used both hands to hold it up, replying smoothly.
    

    
      "Please strengthen my weapon. Wind Fleuret +4 to +5, accuracy type, I brought my own strengthening materials."
    

    
      Nezuha glanced at the Fleuret —— then his eyebrows drooped, as if thinking it was troublesome.
    

    
      "Y-Yes......The number of materials, how many......?"
    

    
      "The maximum amount. Four steel plates, and twenty Wind Wasp stings."
    

    
      Immediately after listening to Asuna's voice as she answered, I reaffirmed my thoughts. the strengthening materials needed in SAO were divided into two categories, «Base Material» and «Additional Material». The base material was fixed and necessary, but the additional material was optional. how much additional material was used determined the type and success rate of the strengthening. As the additional material, Wind Wasp's sting, was of the accuracy type, this meant that Asuna's critical hit would increase again. Based on my memory, when making the Wind Fleuret +4 to +5, an additional twenty wasp's needles would definitely increase the success rate to 95%.
    

    
      Therefore, the blacksmith player undertaking the strengthening shouldn't have considered it a bad deal. Although the best customers would be a customer that buys the material from the blacksmith himself, it was brought by the customer themselves, and I thought that he preferred that a customer who brought zero additional materials in case the strengthening failed.
    

    
      Even so, Nezuha, upon hearing Asuna's answer, made a 八 shape with his eyebrows. of course, the troubled look on his face was no reason for him to turn down the request.
    

    
      "I got it. Then please allow me to take your weapon and materials."
    

    
      Then bowed again.
    

    
      Asuna went "Please do so" as she bowed, and handed the Wind Fleuret over to Nezuha first. Then, she opened her window, and materialized a bag containing the base and additional material she had placed in earlier. Here, she used the trade window to pass the objects to the blacksmith. Finally, she paid the price which was written on the signboard, and finally completed all the preparatory steps.
    

    
      At this time, the «Luck Bonus» buff had four minutes remaining. If we were in battle I would feel uneasy, but it should be sufficient for the strengthening of a single weapon. Of course, whether the system actually had any effect was unclear, despite the cake's high price. It is good enough even if it increases from 95% to approximately 97%.
    

    
      I prayed to the gods of the system with a little fervor, as Asuna who had completed her requests first step completed the second step, and stood beside me, and softly gave a short whisper.
    

    
      "Finger."
    

    
      "Heh?"
    

    
      "Give me the finger on your left hand."
    

    
      Despite not understanding the situation, I lifted my index finger on my left hand and extended it out. Asuna then with two fingers that fit in her light brown leather gloves, held my outreached finger.
    

    
      "......Um, This is......?"
    

    
      "This way, maybe your buff's effect will be added too."
    

    
      That's just silly, I thought of reflexively saying.
    

    
      "......Th-Then more would be...... perhaps holding hands......?"
    

    
      Now, a cool look came from the depths hidden by hood.
    

    
      "You and I, are not in that kind of relationship, right."
    

    
      ——Then what does this situation say about our relationship!? As I thought that, the blacksmith's voice could be heard saying "Alright" after he finished verifying the amount of materials for strengthening, and I reluctantly held out my fingertips —— I kept my mouth shut while the buff effect that was there was possibly absorbed.
    

    
      The signboard watched over us as Asuna and I looked forward, the blacksmith Nezuha turned around, and first pulled out a portable furnace with his right hand that was behind the anvil. The number of ingots it could dissolve at the same time was low —— in other words, although large pole arm or metal armor type of equipment couldn't be made, it was enough for the shop's business.
    

    
      In the pop-up menu, the setting of the portable furnace was changed from forging mode to strengthening mode. Then, the type of strengthening was set and the material received from Asuna was poured into the furnace.
    

    
      The four thin steel boards and twenty sharp stings instantly glowed bright red with the heat, and soon, a blue light flashed inside the furnace —— the color indicating «Accuracy» —— completed dyed it. Readily there, was the entrusted unsheathed Wind Fleuret, lying on a brazier-like object in the furnace.
    

    
      The blue light wrapped around the narrow blade, and soon the entire sword began glowing blue.
    

    
      Nezuha immediately moved the rapier onto the top of the anvil, his right hand holding a blacksmith's hammer, lifted it high and swung down.
    

    
      At that instant——
    

    
      Very subtly, but with a feeling of certainty, something ran down my neck. This is...... This feeling, it felt similar to the feeling I had during the day, when I was discouraged from strengthening my own «Anneal Blade +6»——
    

    
      STOP! I had the urge to shout this, and was about to open my mouth. However, at that time, the blacksmith's hammer's final swing already swung and hit with a high pitched sound.
    

    
      *Clang!* *Clang!* As that hammering rhythm echoed around the square, an orange spark could be seen from the anvil. Once the Strengthening had begun, it could no longer be stopped. No, a forced stop is possible, but then it would be considered a failure. If that was the case, it was fine to silently watch it to the end.
    

    
      There was no foundation for this feeling of fear. The feeling of worry I had didn't last long. The amount of material for strengthening was full, the player should be even more skilled than the NPC blacksmith, and we also had the luck buff on the two of us. There was no reason for it to fail.
    

    
      Unaware that I was holding my own breath, I watched as the hammer moved up and down. Unlike for forging, the required number of swings for strengthening was only ten times. Six, seven, the hammer hit the blade, giving off blue sparks at the set pace. Eight, nine—— and finally, ten.
    

    
      As the process was completed, the rapier on top of the anvil shone for a moment
    

    
      It should not fail! While repeating these words in my mind, I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      One second later. The phenomenon that happened gave me an even worse feeling.
    

    
      Transiently, with a metallic sound which could be said to be beautiful—— the Wind Fleuret +4, from the tip of the blade to the hilt, completely shattered.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 8
    

    
      The owner of the sword, Asuna, obviously, and I, the support buffer, and even the person who caused this phenomenon, the blacksmith Nezuha-san, were all unable to react for a moment.
    

    
      If there was at least one surrounding onlooker, he might have been able to do something about this frozen atmosphere, as the three of us stared at the anvil which was now empty. No, the person who was most interested was probably me, as I wondered if it were possible to do anything, and a question lingered in my mind ... Aside from the surprise we had earlier, I could not think of anything else.
    

    
      ——This is impossible!
    

    
      As I opened my eyes wide, I shouted that phrase in my mind a few times.
    

    
      This event shouldn't occur. In this SAO game, the penalty for failure of weapon strengthening, should be «the + number remains the same while the materials were consumed», «the property of the + number is changed», «the + number drops by 1», these three events only.
    

    
      In other words, the worst that should occur in the case of failure was that Asuna's «Wind Fleuret +4»'s number would decrease to +3, and even then there was only a 5% or less chance of that happening. No, that 5% did not mean that it could not happen in an MMO...... but at the very least, the complete disappearance of a weapon was an impossible occurrence.
    

    
      On the other hand, it was a fact that the glittering shards of silvery metal around the anvil were Asuna's beloved sword just a few seconds ago.
    

    
      Because I had seen it with my own eyes. Asuna had passed Nezuha the rapier at her waist, Nezuha had held it with his left hand while controlling the furnace with his right hand, and finally the unsheathed sword was placed inside the furnace. After a few actions, there was nothing out of the ordinary.
    

    
      In this silence, the shards scattered around the furnace began to dissolve into thin air. Repair was still possible for a blade which was slightly melted by monsters' weapon breaking techniques, or had it's edge chipped off, but a sword shattered to pieces had clearly lost all its endurance. In other words—— at this moment, Asuna's beloved sword had clearly been completely removed from SAO's game database server.
    

    
      As soon as the last shard disappeared, the first to move was the blacksmith Nezuha.
    

    
      While dropping the hammer in his right hand, he stood to attention with a snap, then faced us and bowed before us over and over again. From under the hair that was divided down the middle, a scream similar to the agony of death could be heard.
    

    
      "S......Sorry! Sorry! I will return the full fee...... I'm really sorry......!"
    

    
      He fired off continuous apologies, however the person he was apologizing to, Asuna's eyes were still wide in shock. I reluctantly took a step forward and said to Nezuha.
    

    
      "No, that...... Hold on a second, instead of the fee I want an explanation. In SAO's failure at strengthening...... «Weapon Disappearance» is not an option, is it?"
    

    
      Then, Nezuha stopped bowing and lifted his head. His eyebrows were angled downwards to the limit, and his honest round face was distorted violently. The face that was filled with a pure expression looked as though he could not take it anymore, to the point I felt like saying "It's fine now."
    

    
      Instead, he tried his hardest to remain calm as he continued his words.
    

    
      "......I, during the beta test period, in the official site's manual was stated, the penalties of strengthening failure are «Materials lost», «Property Change» and «Property Reduction» these three were what was written. Of this I'm certain."
    

    
      Bringing up the story of the β test, «Evil Beater» was not a word fully used for casual conversation. However, for self preservation, I wouldn't think about it for now. I kept my mouth closed and waited for the other party's words.
    

    
      The blacksmith Nezuha, while he had stopped bowing his head repeatedly, still looked downwards as his spoke in a soft voice.
    

    
      "Um......, in the official service, the fourth penalty was added...... Maybe. For me, previously...... The same thing happened once. That's why, even if the probability is very low......"
    

    
      "............"
    

    
      Now that he said it, it couldn't be denied that there was no insufficiency of materials. in the first place, even if Nezuha's words were lies, he was right in front of us, saying that the system did not have a «disappearance penalty» was like saying the occurrence did not happen. That was extremely impossible.
    

    
      "............Is that so......"
    

    
      I murmured without any energy, as Nezuha looked up for a moment, and apologized once more in a quiet voice.
    

    
      "Umm......I really don't know how to apologize....... ——Even if you want a similar weapon returned to you, I don't have any «Wind Fleuret» in my inventory....... At least...... It may be lower by a rank, but will you have an «Iron Rapier»......?"
    

    
      This offer was not mine to accept. I looked to my right, looking at the silent Asuna.
    

    
      The rapier user's downward facing face which was almost fully concealed by her grey hood, gently moved her chin with a sideways motion which could be seen. I faced Nezuha and said.
    

    
      "No......It's fine. I think we'll make it somehow."
    

    
      Although pushing away Nezuha's offer for replacement was bad, «Iron Rapier» was a weapon from the starting city on the first floor, it was unreliable to use on the second floor. At the very least, we should use a sword one rank beneath the Wind Fleuret, the «Gaze Rapier» as replacement.
    

    
      Even so—— In the first place, for the risk of failure in weapon forging, the liability should not fall on the hands of the blacksmith but on the requesting party. On «Nezuha's Smith Shop» signboard, the current skill and corresponding success rate were clearly stated. Even if it was 5%......no, «Weapon Disappearance», probably had a probability of less than 1% of getting it with bad luck, it was fully our own responsibility. During the day, Even the owner of the «Anneal Blade» which ended with +0 Ryufior-shi, despite raging, at the end he accepted it as bad luck.
    

    
      At my answer, Nezuha's shoulder dropped, and said "Is that so" in a quiet voice. then, he continued.
    

    
      "Umm......In that case, let me pay you back the cost of the material......"
    

    
      His hands began to move, but was suppressed.
    

    
      "It's alright, because you already swung your hammer with all you had, I do not need that. Among the player blacksmiths, the number of hits is the same, and there are those that don't do it seriously......"
    

    
      While I said that casually, for some reason the blacksmith winced as his neck seemed to shrink. His arms began trembling harder and harder as his body seemed to approach the limit, before he managed to force out.
    

    
      "............Sorry.............!!"
    

    
      After hearing that sad apology, I couldn't say anything else.
    

    
      I took one step back and prompted Asuna, to move to somewhere else for now.
    

    
      My finger was still held onto by the rapier user's right hand, but I was unaware when her left hand had balled up into a fist.
    

    
      

    

    
      I gently pulled Asuna, who had remained silent, and moved to the North from the Urbus' eastern square for now.
    

    
      There were few NPC shops and players here, and buildings with an unclear purpose ——Maybe they were the earliest set of player homes, which were still unsold—— standing side by side, there were few people walking around.
    

    
      Occasionally there were small signboards for inns along the way, but we continued walking.
    

    
      There was no destination, and I couldn't see the next step we should take. The fencer beside me kept silent, her beloved sword that had been with her in many battles had was completely lost in one failed strengthening, I understood her feeling based on my left hand which was held in a cold yet strong grip by the girl, what should we do now, two net gamers who in the middle of sadness was an experience which should not be judged. Somehow I understood, «Pulling my hand away and running away to solve this» was the worst option. I prayed for a helping hand to save us, but the «Luck Bonus» that was under my HP bar had disappeared long ago.
    

    
      ———For now, I will walk without stopping.
    

    
      Anyhow, as I was thinking, there was a small open space in front of us on the road, where I noticed a bench was installed, so I determined that place as our destination.
    

    
      I walked fifteen meters more, stood still, and opened my mouth.
    

    
      "Th-There's a bench in a place like this."
    

    
      What am I saying! As I shouted that in my heart, it was fortunate that the rapier user did not guess the intent behind my words, as she quietly changed her body position, silently lowering her waist. As my hand was still being held on tightly, I automatically sat down beside her.
    

    
      After a few moments, Asuna's finger's slacked, and she let go of my hand, as her own fell onto the bench.
    

    
      I had to say something. As I thought of thinking what to say, my throat constricted. I do not think I was the same as the person who, during the first floor's boss room, had declared "I am a Beater" in front of many soldiers in a defiant pose. ——No, it was not just that. When I had met Asuna in the dungeon of the first floor for the first time, didn't I approach and speak to her due to her dreadful expression? Despite the only content being something boring like "That's overkill", Is there a reason I could speak then but not speak now? Nope, none.
    

    
      "........................Umm, hey."
    

    
      I desperately struggled to open my mouth, and fortunately, continuing the other half seemed to be easier, as I said.
    

    
      "The Wind Fleuret, although it is unfortunate...... but, on the second floor, if you go to the next village of Marome, there's a shop which is selling a slightly stronger one. Of course it is not cheap...... but, I would ride that boat, as it would help my budget greatly......"
    

    
      If MP existed in this world, the words that came out next would have reduced the spirit to zero—— as Asuna, in a quiet voice despite being so close, said
    

    
      "............But,"
    

    
      The words that came out, seemed to melt the cold night air.
    

    
      "But, that sword is...... to me, it's the only sword............"
    

    
      That voice seemed to hide something, and I was drawn to look at Asuna's face.
    

    
      Under the hooded cape, on her cheeks lit by a pale blue light, two clear drops of liquid silently flowed down.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 9
    

    
      Something like a girl's tears, it couldn't be said that it was my first time seeing it up close.
    

    
      However, the source of the tears back then was my sister Suguha, and even then most of them, around 90% of those were from long ago, most of them were stories from around the time we were in kindergarten or elementary school. The last time I saw her tears, was three months before I was trapped in this death game, when she lost in the early stages of the kendo prefectural tournament, where she let her tears flow in regret in the corner of the garden. I didn't say anything then, as I just held out a sucking type Ice-cream taken out from the convenience store bag with my right hand.
    

    
      As a summary, my proficiency in my «Skill at responding to crying girls» was almost zero, so I was in no condition to make a choice. In fact, I wanted to praise myself for not running away.
    

    
      That said, objectively looking at this situation, freezing in the spot while Asuna was beside me looking down as teardrops dripped from her face, it showed how very pathetic I was. Either moving or speaking should be fine, but I did not have sucking type ice cream in my storage to take out, and as Asuna was crying, I was hesitant to guess what words to speak.
    

    
      With the sword which was her main weapon breaking in front of her eyes, obviously she would be shocked by what happened. Even if it were me, if the Anneal Blade on my back were to disappear, something would probably come slowly and steadily from my eyes too.
    

    
      However—— I honestly did not think that Asuna was «That Type». That referred to a person who treated their sword like a part of their body, being very fond of it, and sometimes even talked to it...... In other words, a person like me.
    

    
      I thought Asuna preferred the exact opposite, her sword had the only purpose of being for combat, for example, if a slightly strong sword dropped from a monster, she was the type of person who would immediately discard her current sword for it. This is because, the first time I met her, she had bought rapiers from a dungeon store, and didn't bother maintaining them as she used them disposably.
    

    
      Since that time, about one week had passed. In just seven days, something made Asuna's policy change a hundred and eighty degrees——
    

    
      ......No.
    

    
      No, there was no need to worry about whatever the reason was for that now. She had just lost her one and only partner of seven days, and was crying. And I could understand her feelings. Then, isn't this enough?
    

    
      "......That was too bad."
    

    
      I muttered that again, and Asuna's small back shook. Her Avatar now gave a feeling of being delicate, like a doll.
    

    
      "But...... well. It might be cold of me to say this...... If Asuna wants to continue to clear this death game on the front lines of battle, your weapon must be constantly updated to the latest one often. Even if the strengthening earlier was successful, the Wind Fleuret cannot be used on the third floor. Even my Anneal Blade will have to be changed after reaching the first city on the fourth floor. An MMO...... No, an RPG, this is the kind of game it is."
    

    
      I didn't know how comforting those words were, but this was the best I could do.
    

    
      Asuna did not react for a while after my mouth was closed, but soon weakly sounding words came from within the hood.
    

    
      "I...... don't like that."
    

    
      Her right hand lightly clasped the leather skirt above her knees.
    

    
      "......Always, I thought of a sword being just a tool...... no, just polygonal data. I thought that my own skill and resolution were the only strength in this world. However...... on the first floor, during the time I used the Wind Fleuret that you chose...... although it was frustrating, I was deeply moved. It was as light as a feather, and seemed to be attracted to any spot I target...... It was as if the sword had its own will, as if it was helping me......"
    

    
      Her wet cheeks trembled, and her lips gave off an unclear smile. I thought that, at this time, with this expression, this was the most beautiful face Asuna I had seen.
    

    
      "......I thought I would be alright if I was with this child. I would always fight with this child. Even if the strengthening failed, I promised that I would not throw it away. For the sake of those swords that I had used like disposables at first, I would cherish it forever...... I had even made a promise, but............"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      New tears began to fall on her skirt, making a soft sound, and then disappeared quickly. In this world, there was no traces of anything that disappeared. The sword, monsters...... and even players.
    

    
      Asuna shook her head gently, and whispered in a voice I almost couldn't hear.
    

    
      "It is as you said, if a sword is not replaced in succession...... I would no longer want to continue further. After all...... Isn't it sad? Working hard together...... fighting, surviving...... and after all that, is soon cast aside......"
    

    
      At Asuna's words, I had a had an out of place flashback here.
    

    
      A black framed children's bicycle. With 20 inch tyres and six gear stages. On the day I attended elementary school, I chose and bought it myself. I had treated that junior MTB extra special. I would pump air in every week, and if it got wet in the rain I would wipe it dry and maintain it by putting oil to the driving unit. Although borrowing my father's car's chemical for repelling water on the frame was going too far.
    

    
      Thanks to that the bicycle was still sparklingly shiny after three years, or should that be considered a catastrophe—— As to be expected, I outgrew it, and although I went to buy a new 24 inch tyre one, I had planned to keep my cherished one, unfortunately it was sentenced to be passed down to a male relative of mine.
    

    
      As I was only in my third year in elementary school, I do not remember if I put up any resistance in the past. If so, I must have insisted on getting a new bike, and in the end, even asked the old man in the familiar bicycle shop to hide it.
    

    
      And then the old man had said. I will now transfer this machine's soul to the new bike. As I stood there watching in amazement, the old man took out a hexagonal wrench, then removed the right crank's fixing bolt in no time at all, then said impressively. "This screw is the most important screw out of all the screws of a bike. So if we put it in a new bike, the machine's soul would also move——"
    

    
      As expected, I now know that that was merely a method for dealing with children, but even though that was the case, the saddlebag of the 26 inch tyre bike that I was riding now still had the two bolts belonging to the previous bikes.
    

    
      And while recalling that episode, I told Asuna.
    

    
      "Even if it is time to part with the sword, there is a method to take the soul along with you."
    

    
      "............Eh......?"
    

    
      The rapier user's face lifted slightly, and I showed two outstretched fingers.
    

    
      "Furthermore, there are two ways. The first is, using the sword with insufficient specs and turning it back into ingots, then using that as material to create a new sword. The other is to simply continue to keep the old sword in the storage. Both methods have their demerits, but, that is why it has meaning, I think."
    

    
      "The demerits...... are?"
    

    
      "Firstly, if you turn them back to ingots, then when a monster drops a strong sword, your willpower will be tested. If you switch to the dropped weapon, the «Lineage» will be broken. Although turning the dropped weapon into ingots and using it together to make a new sword is fine. ......Of course, continuing to keep it in the storage would reduce the capacity. This will also take considerable willpower when it comes to obtaining dungeon items, yet you can't hold any more. ——Either way, the practical pro-players would laugh at this nonsense."
    

    
      At that point I closed my mouth, Asuna seemed to be thinking while looking downwards, then cleared up the tears on her face with her fingers and said.
    

    
      "......Which method do you use......?"
    

    
      "I prefer the ingot method, but that's a rather broad interpretation...... Aside from swords, I also use it for Armor and accessories."
    

    
      "......I see"
    

    
      Giving a nod, the rapier user smiled once again. Even though her smile now was clearer than the previous smile, it was obvious that her sadness remained.
    

    
      "......If only we could obtain ingots from the pieces of a broken sword......"
    

    
      At that kind of muttering, I could only nod deeply. Asuna's first sword that connected to her heart had already disappeared without leaving a shard. There was no way to regain that soul......
    

    
      As I fell silent again, the rapier user sighed and said.
    

    
      "............Thanks."
    

    
      "Eh......?"
    

    
      Despite asking her to repeat, she did not say the same words again, instead Asuna stretched out her legs in front of her before standing up as she got off the bench.
    

    
      "It's getting late. Let's get back to the inn. ——Tomorrow, you are going to help me buy a sword, right?"
    

    
      "A......Aaaah, of course."
    

    
      I nodded, and quickly stood up.
    

    
      "Umm...... Ah, I'll accompany you to the inn."
    

    
      Asuna shook her head slightly at that offer.
    

    
      "I don't feel like going back to Marome, so I'll stay in Urbus today. There's an inn just here."
    

    
      Looking around, it was true that there was a signboard with the words 【ＩＮＮ】 faintly glowing just up the street. Come to think of it, it was too dangerous to leave town after losing your main weapon. Staying here today, and finding a sword in Urbus' market tomorrow is fine.
    

    
      I nodded, and accompanied her along the twenty meter walk to the inn, and watched as Asuna checked in. She waved as she headed up for the second floor, and we parted for tonight. As expected, I didn't have the courage to say that I wanted to stay in the same inn.
    

    
      Besides, I had one more thing to do tonight.
    

    
      Walking along the road, I headed south once more—— and started walking quickly towards Urbus's eastern square.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 10
    

    
      As the bell notifying that it was eight in the evening rang, the continuous hammering sounds stopped.
    

    
      I hastened my steps, and went past the entrance arch to Urbus' eastern square. While avoiding moving within range of the lighting effects from the streetlamps, I arrived at the broad leafed tree which grew in the eastern square and leaned my back against its thick trunk.
    

    
      I chose one of the shortcut icons aligned to the right side of my field of sight, and set my third skill slot to «Hiding». A small indicator appeared on the bottom of my field of sight. 【70%】 was displayed, indicating what was called the «Hide Rate», which meant that my avatar had blended in with the trunk behind me by 70 percent. That rate finely increased and decreased according to the type and color of the worn armor, the brightness and terrain of the surroundings, and of course, by my own movements.
    

    
      Right now, despite risking being caught as the evil beater, I had re-equipped the «Coat of Midnight», hoping that the black leather coat possessed magical properties that increased the hiding rate. With the addition of the surroundings being dark, and no one being nearby, the hiding effect function was at its highest. Seventy percent was a modest number, but that's because my skill was at a low level, as training the hiding skill to achieve its complete state was boring and tiresome.
    

    
      That said, the hidden state at this level of skill was sufficiently effective for most opposing monsters on the first and second floors (aside from the non-visual type mobs), but unreliable against humans. Against a slightly perceptive player...... for example, Asuna, at a rate of 70% it was highly likely that I would be detected. Besides, hiding in the middle of the city was like a No Manner[15] action. Recently the people from the disciplinary committee could often be seen using Reveal[16] in the Area, so it would be very troublesome.
    

    
      Even for me, it was not like I had a hobby of secretly watching people; however, it could not be helped at the moment. Because from here on, for the first time since the start of SAO's official service, I'm trying to tail other players.
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      In front of me, as I was under the tree, the crafting class player stopped working at eight in the evening, and quickly closed his shop. Of course, it was Aincrad's first Smithy, Nezuha-shi.
    

    
      The forge's fire went out, and the ingots were put away in a leather bag. The hammer was placed in a special box for keeping a blacksmith's tools. The displayed signboard was folded and the vacant carpet was left lying there, and the weapons for sale were also rearranged closely.
    

    
      All of the objects for trade were placed without any gaps on the two tatami sized carpet, and Nezuha gave a tap on the corner on the menu. As he pressed the «Storage» button, all the various items that were on it were swallowed up as it rolled up, and in just a few seconds, changed into a cylinder.
    

    
      The small framed blacksmith lifted it and threw it over his right shoulder. The Magic Item «Vendor's Carpet» had a constant weight independent of the amount of items that was stored in it. Suppose you go into a dungeon, it was like a dreamlike space, being able to bring whatever food and potions you wanted in and take back any drop items. Obviously such a sweet story did not exist, as the carpet could only work within the Area of towns and villages. In addition to that, the carpet could not be stored in a player's storage's item field, so the one and a half meter long, ten centimeters in diameter cylindrical object had to be carried around by hand all the time.
    

    
      In summary, this item was horribly useless to a person of any class aside from a craftsman merchant―― Although this was the case, those people sure had considered many things, as during the β test it was popular to exploit the rule that «The objects arranged on top of the carpet cannot be moved by someone other than the owner» by playing pranks like putting large furniture on it in order to block the road. Of course, this was quickly patched, and the carpet's «Edge defining the area of the affected space» no longer spread out.
    

    
      Nezuha carrying that magical carpet with such a story behind it, as expected of his tired state, gave off a deep sigh. And while in that state, he trudge along with a somewhat crestfallen posture. He headed for the square's southern gate.
    

    
      I waited until there was a space of twenty meters between us, before separating from the trunk of the tree. the indicator for hiding rate in the middle of my field of vision decreased rapidly, and the hiding effect was cancelled at the same time it reached zero. Even so I tried to remain as close to the shadows as possible, unnaturally erasing the sound of my footsteps as I chased after that small back.
    

    
      The reason I was tailing the blacksmith Nezuha, was obviously neither to complain about the failure at strengthening Asuna's rapier, nor to threaten him while there is no one else.
    

    
      If anything, there would be a slight sense of discomfort―― probably.
    

    
      He had, as far as I know, just today had two...... No, more accurately five failures in his attempt of strengthening weapons. When Asuna's Wind Fleuret disappeared, as well as when Ryufior-shi's Anneal Blade+4 sadly ended as a +0, makes five times altogether. Although the probability of that may occur―― somehow it occurred too much, no, it's not about #Occuring too much#.
    

    
      In the first place,I had come to visit Urbus' east square this afternoon in disguise because I had heard of the story of a «the appearance of a skilled blacksmith player» in Marome, and had intended to ask him to strengthen my own sword. Bringing a leather bag filled with enough material to boost the success rate of the strengthening to 80%, and arrived at the square wondering whether I should increase the sharpness or durability before coming upon Ryufior-shi's tragedy, and then I had encountered Asuna and so lost my timing...... If not for those circumstances, I would definitely have requested Nezuha to strengthen my weapon.
    

    
      And thanks to that, my sword did not encounter a failed strengthening. Although there was no basis for that feeling, for some reason I could not help but feel that it was true.
    

    
      Because so many rumors that he was «Skilled» had spread all the way to Marome, the success rate of Nezuha's strengthening should not be low. Although there was no way to confirm that, but the actual results did not seem to be higher than a proper NPC blacksmith's. However, supposing he #always fails under certain conditions#, if there were some reasons―― and he explained it, I would believe that this was not a malicious trick.
    

    
      Of course, this was all my guesswork, as I had an unpleasant feeling of distrust. In the worst case this kind of trick existed, but at the moment I had no idea. After all, in front of my eyes, he had put all the materials he had received from Asuna into the furnace, heated the received sword in the furnace, then used the hammer to hit it on the anvil. All his movements were exactly as described in the manual, and there were no odd movements at all. First, destroying or lowering the performance of a specific player's sword, were there any merits for him......?
    

    
      As those various questions swirled round and round in my brain, I singlemindedly followed the blacksmith's back. Fortunately, he didn't seem to think he was being followed, as he continued walking at a constant pace without looking back. Although thanks to that I didn't have to stop unnaturally, and despite having no experience following a player compared to having monsters as an enemy, I did not break out in cold sweat. With the «Hiding» skill's proficiency as well as the considerable distance I was following behind, right now I was like a spy from a movie who had no choice but to extract information somehow.
    

    
      A BGM from a certain Impossible movie began playing in my mind, as I continued to stylishly move from cover to cover for seven, eight minutes.
    

    
      The town of Urbus's southeast area, close to the outer wall, was where Nezuha was walking trudgingly, and he stopped moving his feet in front of a dimly glowing signboard. I immediately stopped and stuck myself close to a roadside tree. If a third party looked around I would look ridiculously suspicious, which was something that I realized later.
    

    
      The word 【ＢＡＲ】 on the signboard was illuminated under the lamp. In other words, it is a bar. Once again, I felt a sense of discomfort. Of course, after a day's hard work it was not strange for players to go to the bar for a drink...... However, in comparison to that, Nezuha's atmosphere was strange. It was like he wanted to say "I want a cold beer quickly!" and rush in, yet it was as if he did not want to enter this kind of shop, as he stood in front of the swing door for more than ten seconds.
    

    
      ――Surely, he's not turning back now.
    

    
      As I worriedly kept him in my line of sight, Nezuha carried the carpet on his shoulder again, and put his right foot heavily in front. He arrived in front of the door of the bar, and gently pushed with his left hand. As the swing door opened, the small figure disappeared into the store, and the door swung close once more, and after just two seconds―― a sound came from within, and I could hear it faintly from twenty meters away.
    

    
      Cheers and applause suddenly welled up. And then―― a man's voice called out "Nezuo, WB!"
    

    
      "..................!?"
    

    
      I inhaled sharply.
    

    
      This progression was completely unexpected. My motive for following Nezuha was to get to his residence for the time being in order to understand him better. However, arriving at a bar at the outskirts of the town just a moment ago, there were even players who knew him inside―― I felt there were four, five people in there. What on earth is this.......
    

    
      Hesitating slightly, I came out from my cover, and quickly rushed to the bar's swing door
    

    
      I put my back flat against the wall, but unfortunately could not hear the conversation within. It was all because of the «Closed Door», where sounds were generally blocked, and only allowed those with the «StrainingListening Ear» skill to bypass it. Even with the huge gaps above and below the swing door, it was no exception.
    

    
      "Crap......"
    

    
      And gave a light curse, as in this situation I only had two options. «Pretend to be a customer and go in» was out of the question. «Give up and go home» or――
    

    
      I sucked in my stomach, and stretched out my left hand, pushing open the swing door. I pushed it five degrees, ten degrees, but still couldn't hear any sounds from within yet. When I finally pushed it to fifteen degrees, I could finally hear the voice of the man from earlier again.
    

    
      Chapter 11
    

    
      "―― Come over here, Nezuo, Gutto! After all no matter how much Sake you drink you won't get drunk!"
    

    
      The person shouting in that voice which seemed to contradict the contents of his words. Indeed, it was true that even if we drank many litres of wine in Aincrad our bodies wouldn't ingest any alcohol, but occasionally there would be people who got drunk. In fact, the high tension voice and commotion that slipped through the slightly open door was similar to groups of students that POP in the shopping distict for a drinking session after classes in the real world.
    

    
      I strived to listen harder(literally pricked my ears harder-personal note), the reply "Y…… yes" could be heard in a quiet voice. The volume of the noise decreased for a short while, before cheers and applause resounded.
    

    
      Based on this situation, it seems like around five of the blacksmith Nezuha's acquaintances had been waiting in this bar, and they seemed like close friends. Somehow the Lone Wolf(although not the image of the carnivorous kind) impression of the crafter class, was outside my expectations. I was curious about his comrades' character build(configuration-personal note), which was of course impossible to find out through their voices alone.
    

    
      I risked myself even further, as I peeked in from the top of the swing door to glance momentarily at the inside of the wine shop. Blinking once like a camera taking a picture, I immediately pulled my head back out.
    

    
      As I had expected, there was only one group of players within that confined enclosure. Pretending to be a customer while rushing into the shop would have attracted a large amount of attention. At the table furthest to the right, there were six people, including Nezuha who sat with his back facing the entrance. The other five people were clad in leather and metal armor for battle ――.
    

    
      It was not strange that they were different. In an MMORPG, it was extremely common to have a mixture of craftsmen and combatants. Although you couldn't make a guild before clearing a certain quest on the third floor, there were plenty of players who had formed coalitions and groups…… or should I say that solo players like Asuna and me were now a minority.
    

    
      If a blacksmith and a merchant were comrades, the maintenance of equipments and the sale of dropped items would be very easy, and the producer's material and items could be got for a cheap price as a merit as well. Which is why, Nezuha having other comrades, and among those comrades were of the combat class, there was no feeling that they shouldn't be together…… However, there was an uncomfortable feeling in my chest that refused to go away.
    

    
      While I was trying to determine the cause of it, Nezuha's comrade who was drinking from a large mug said something I was interested in.
    

    
      "…… So, Nezuo, How was business today?"
    

    
      "Ah…… Y,Yes. I sold twelve of the weapons that I made…… and there were reasonable amounts of requests for maintenance and strengthening."
    

    
      "Oh, Isn't that a new record!"
    

    
      "Did we get ingots again!"
    

    
      The other two men shouted, and continued to applaud. It was indeed peaceful, «A group of good friends after a hard day's work.» kind of scene. Although I did not recognize any of the five people aside from Nezuha because they weren't in the forefront clearing groups, having a skillfull blacksmith as a friend might eventually be useful.
    

    
      ―― In the end, was it just my suspicion…….
    

    
      I was somewhat ashamed of the mutterings in my chest. Even if Nezuha used some kind of trick to deliberately spec down or destroy certain players' weapons, it would be a scheme set up with this group's consensus, and I thought that there was no rational reason for them to do such a thing.
    

    
      Although they were painful memories, the «Knight» Diabel who had gathered and coordinated the raid against the boss on the first floor went to the trouble of going through two people in an attempt to buy my beloved «Anneal Blade +6». And his reason for that was to prevent me from taking the last attack on the boss, which was what I found out when Diabel was dying.
    

    
      In hindsight, as I eventually managed to defeat and pierce the Kobold Lord, obtaining the unique item «Coat of Midnight», there was a rational reason behind Diabel trying to reduce my combat ability.
    

    
      On the other hand, Nezuha's comrades weren't even in the frontline clearing groups. They were obviously not in the position to obtain the LA from the floor boss, and weakening and destroying Ryufi-shi and Asuna's swords was unlikely to provide any merits.
    

    
      ―― So, everything that happened was by chance…… Probably…….
    

    
      I silently sighed as I talked to myself, and was about to remove my hand from the swing door which had been kept barely open. But just before I did that,
    

    
      "…………However, THAT is at its limit……"
    

    
      Was what I heard in Nezuha's fine voice, and I pressed myself against the door and stopped moving.
    

    
      Inside the store though, the noisy men's voices immediately reduced in volume. after a short moment of silence, the first man seemed to have some sort of reply, and whispered it in an inaudible voice. My left hand naturally exerted some force, and the angle of the door increased to twenty degrees.
    

    
      "――Though it is naive, it will definitely still work"
    

    
      "That's right, Nezuo, there are no rumours at all yet"
    

    
      As these words flew towards my ears, I held my breath. Discussing about the failed strengthenings, made me lean in instinctively to concentrate on listening. At the encouragement(?) of the men, Nezuha finely replied.
    

    
      "Any more than this, would be even more dangerous…… Besides, it's more than enough for the original……"
    

    
      "We haven't been caught at all yet! You know how much that rug and blacksmithing tool set costs, right? We should earn that much, no, three times that at the very least……"
    

    
      Original? Three times that……?
    

    
      I couldn't understand the meaning of those words right away, yet I tilted my body further forward.
    

    
      ――Is what they are talking about related to the failure at strengthening? After all, Nezuha should have gone into the red to buy Ryufi-shi's end product, and didn't charge Asuna the usual fees. Based on all this, it wouldn't be likely that he made any profits…………
    

    
      …………No. No, perhaps I somehow, misunderstood the basics………….
    

    
      I thought up till that time. Inside the shop, a suspicious voice came.
    

    
      "……Hm? Oi, somehow that door-"
    

    
      I heard up to this point, before I returned the swing door to it's original position as smoothly as possible, and immediately jumped to the right. As I stuck to the nearby tree on the street and activated my «Hiding» skill, the bar door swung open as if repelled from inside.
    

    
      The head that emerged, was that of the enthusiastic male leader who was beside Nezuha. His large physique looked rounded in his Banded Armor, at the top of his head lay a sharp bascinet, it was a humorous outfit, but somehow his eyes were sharp. His thick eyebrows furrowed together, staring down the scenery around the shop forcefully.
    

    
      When those eyes reached the tree where I was hiding, the bottom of my view's hiding rate decreased to 60 percent. Although there was no physical dangers since I was in the area, at the moment I was trying to avoid alerting them. Because, in the end, somehow I managed to catch hold of «Nezuha and friends» scheme. Although it was very little headway ―― at the very least, I only got an idea of their purpose.
    

    
      As long as the man's eyes continued to gaze at the trees by the street side, the hidden rate continued to decrease. At around 40 percent, he would probably feel odd about the contour of the tree trunk. While staring at the numbers, I slowly moved my body, trying to move to the opposite side of the trunk. Ensuring that the rate remained around 50, I, slowly, slowly escaped from their line of sight. 。 somehow, I managed to get to the back of the tree, at the same time, the leader gazed away from the trees, and the numbers suddenly rose back up to 70. A few seconds later, as soon as I heard the sound of the swing door closing, I dashed away from the bar, escaping all the way to a back alley a block away.
    

    
      "Phew…………"
    

    
      Leaning against the wall, I used the sleeves of my coat to wipe of the virtual cold sweat as I caught my breath. Thinking that Argo the rat-jou's job would be to sneak around like this daily, I don't think I'll change my job to an information seller.
    

    
      That said, for the time being I was acting as a spy yet the mission was possible. Nezuha's main base of operations ―― would most likely be in the inn on the second floor of this bar ――, All his comrades's existence was exposed, and even better, I obtained a fragment of information regarding the question of strengthening failure as well as the trick behind it.
    

    
      Of course, my ears only conditionally caught a part of the series of conversation regarding the trick, but if that was so, it would mean that they had a definite benefit from intentionally failing to strengthen the weapons. Moreover, the +0 end product was bought back at double the market rate yet he still made profit.
    

    
      If such a thing was possible…… were there people who made other requests to him, hiring him to reduce the combat strength of particular players……? No, that was unlikely. This operation was too devious, and in the first place it was too uncertain for the target to ask to Nezuha for strengthening. Since money is spent anyway, contacting the target directly like Diabel's method was more certain.
    

    
      If that was the case, there was many other ways of doing it.
    

    
      As my brain thought hard until smoke was likely to come out from my ears, the events minutes ago were replayed.
    

    
      Nezuha received the Wind Fleuret from Asuna. Then he received the strengthening material, and while holding the sword in his left hand, put the materials with his right hand into the forge. The forge was filled with an azure light, before the sword was unsheathed and its blade put onto the forge. When the light enveloped the blade, he moved it to the Anvil, and hit it with his hammer. After a few seconds, the sword gave off what sounded like a death scream, before being enveloped in a encircling shine ―― Cracking into pieces, vanishing.
    

    
      I had witnessed that series of movements from the beginning to the end. I do not think that there was any space to perform any tricks. A possibility that the strengthening materials was stolen could be forced out, but the furnace filled with azure light was impossible to faked.
    

    
      "A…………"
    

    
      ―― Wait. Hold on…… Although I was going to look at the full process, there was a moment…… where both Asuna and I, for a very short moment had unavoidably…….
    

    
      In other words. This meant, the object that was stolen was not the strengthening material.
    

    
      "…………Ku……!!"
    

    
      At that instant, a series of thoughts and steps flew at me, and landed on a certain point. I let out a low voice as I opened my main menu window with a strike, as I stared at the current time displayed in the corner.
    

    
      The digital numbers were ―― 20:23.
    

    
      ―― There's still enough time!
    

    
      Waving my right hand, I tried to send an instant message tab flying, but at the end of it I cleared the window. It was impossible to accurately convey my intentions through text. I can't help but to give my direct instructions in that place.
    

    
      "I can still make it……!"
    

    
      Once again, this time shouting aloud, I dashed out of the alley towards the north.
    

    
      

    

    
      

      On the route that had taken me eight minutes while tailing, I covered it in three minutes by sprinting wholeheartedly, returning to the nostalgic eastern square of Urbus. However, I dashed from the north to the south without stopping, even dashing past the unusually designed streets and the surrounding stalls and houses. I also passed the bench where I saw Asuna's tears, and turned at a right angle after twenty meters. I ran into the inn she had checked in to, and ran up the stairs at the back three steps at a time
    

    
      GJ to myself for having remembered the room number that I had heard just in case! While shouting, I rushed to the door with a 207 plate on it. Hitting without destroying it, I knocked. *Bang Bang Bang* However, as the «Door was Closed» , I still called out a few seconds after knocking for a while.
    

    
      "Asuna, it's me! Open up!!"
    

    
      Turning the knob without waiting for a reply, with the momentum I pushed the door open with I rolled inside, at the same time, I met the eyes of the person who just stood up from the plain bed. Her hazel eyes were opened wide, and as air began being inhaled through her lips, I BATAN! shut the door.
    

    
      "――KYAAAAA!! "
    

    
      That scream, did not even leak out a little because the door blocked it…… It was as if I was a criminal, or rather my actions were close to one, although I was doing everything for Asuna's sake.
    

    
      Holding both fists in front of my chest, the fencer-sama continued screaming, with a white sleeveless shirt on top, and the bottom with a similar colored…… how to say it, soft and round shorts were what she was wearing. I would probably be judged safe because it was not underwear, I rudely entered and approached her to grab her narrow shoulders.
    

    
      "Asuna, it's a transcendent emergency! There is no time, so just listen to what I say!"
    

    
      At that point the scream finally stopped, and the rapier user's face, there seemed to be a hesitation of deciding between screaming louder or directly attacking me. I really didn't have the time, so I went straight to the point.
    

    
      "First take out the window and change it into visible mode! Quickly!"
    

    
      "E……eh…………?"
    

    
      "Come on, hurry up!"
    

    
      With the fists that were still in front of my chest I grabbed Asuna's right hand, moved it to the correct position, and extended two fingers to manipulate in mid air. With a clear sound, a purple rectangle expanded out, but all I could see was a plain board. Now, I guided her to press a button which allowed other players to see the screen.
    

    
      "But, that, How … … I, the door was properly, the lock…………"
    

    
      She muttered as she was stunned, and I answered subconsciously.
    

    
      "Asuna, you are still in a group with me as a party. The inn's door's default setting is «Guild and party members can unlock it»"
    

    
      "W……Wha, You, this is the first……"
    

    
      Standing beside the rapier user and quickly wrapping around, from a normal position, I stared at the main menu window which had visualized. Of course the configuration was similar to mine, but the skin has been customised using a floral pattern. Hardworking, huh, mine was still the default, I thought that for a moment, This is not the situation to think about that! and moved my line of sight.
    

    
      To the right side of the window, a familiar equipment figure appeared. Since she was unarmed, most of them were empty. Passing by the items like the camisole and petticoat, I kept my eyes on the cell to the right side. The set item there ―― there was none. In other words Asuna, after passing the wind fleuret to Nezuha, did not equip any new weapons.
    

    
      "Good, the first condition is cleared! And the time……"
    

    
      Displayed by numbers at the bottom right side of the screen, despite me running quickly, it was already 20:28.
    

    
      Asuna and I, finish hunting the Wind Wasp and reached Urbus at 19:00. We finished eating dinner around 19:30. From there we immediately went to the square, and requested Nezuha for strengthening…… In the worst case scenario, we only had one or two minutes left!
    

    
      "This is bad, we need to speed up the operation! Click according to my instructions, first go to the storage tab!"
    

    
      "Eh……ah, Y,Yes……"
    

    
      Maybe her thoughts had not caught up to the unexpected situation yet, or maybe she was overwhelmed by my vigour, Asuna obediently moved her right index finger.
    

    
      "Good, now go to the Setting button…… Search button…… to the Manipulate Storage button……"
    

    
      The slender fingers continued to press the buttons following the flurry of instructions, continuing to move deeper down the menu level. After three or four levels, the desired button showed up.
    

    
      "Th, That's it! «Completely All Items Objectize»! Go!!"
    

    
      Pushed by my shout, the fingers pushed the small button. The confirmation Yes/No screen appeared, and in my loudest voice ――
    

    
      "YE――――――S!!"
    

    
      *Click*
    

    
      At the same time the button was pressed, Asuna finally muttered something.
    

    
      "N,nn…………? All…… Item……, That is, all of the items…… Turn into objects……?"
    

    
      At that question, I gave a «Smile of a man who accomplished something» smile as a reply.
    

    
      "Completely with the meaning of everything. All things, fully, the entire set."
    

    
      At the next moment, all the rows of words depicting what was in Asuna's storage field disappeared.
    

    
      Immediately after that ――.
    

    
      *Garan goton dosun gachiyan charin bosatto subba sapa sari fuwa fuwa*, with various types of sounds, it rang out hard and heavy -> light and soft. That was, all the items that Asuna had in her storage as a player, the sound of it all materializing and accumulating on the floor of the inn.
    

    
      "Na … … Na, Nana, Na……!?"
    

    
      The owner of the objects bent backwards again and let out a sound of surprise, but obviously I was expecting this phenomenon ―― or rather, I had dashed from the bar in the southeast of Urbus here with all my might just for this. However, on the other hand, the amount of items that appeared was a more than I had expected …… by around two to three times as much.
    

    
      The storage capacity was, determined by a player's strength(STR), a certain skill's proficiency, and various magic items for compensation. As her level was still low, of course there wasn't any chance to enhance the skill easily, but Asuna who as a fencer had the agility (AGI) as her priority having this many items stunned me for a moment. The reason became clear immediately.
    

    
      Despite calling it capacity, the unit was measured by weight rather than volume. Armors and weapons made out of metal, liquid potions and obviously coins would soon overwhelm the storage, so light items like leather and cloth armors could be panned and scrolled to save space. So, the stash in Asuna's storage, were mostly cloth-based equipment of various sizes…… That is, clothes and undergarments.
    

    
      AS expected, I felt somewhat embarrassed, as I looked at the mountain of items one and a half meters high. When the items that had appeared first dropped away, the metal equipment were those at the bottom, items like leather stuff, and clothes of various colours on top of that, and further on top, consisted mostly of a lot of white and pink underwear. In the first place, why on earth is there such a large stash. Aincrad did not have any biological waste matter, just wearing the outer armor for combat was fine, and one set of undergarments should have been enough. Personally, I had one for combat, one for daily use and one for sleeping, but even that was considered a lot for a male player.
    

    
      ―― and, that said.
    

    
      I cannot afford to stop after coming here. If my guess is correct, and the window operation was completed in time, it should be there. Within that mountain.
    

    
      "……Excuse me!"
    

    
      Although I would have refused as a gentleman, I approached the mountain of items, and moved the first layer of fabric horizontally *insert sound effect here*. As soon as I did that, a trembling voice could be heard from behind.
    

    
      "He,Hey…… You…… Could it be you want to die……? Do you want to be a murdered person……?"
    

    
      "Of course not!!"
    

    
      Answering with a straight face, my hands continued to move. As I finished moving the clothes, what emerged were the leather armor and leather pouches, and after digging out a small box, finally reached the metal layer, starting with a breastplate.
    

    
      As I struggled to push them away, finally seeing that I reached the bottom of the small mountain, I caught sight of it. The heaviest of all the items that Asuna owned ―― however, on the other hand, light as a feather compared to similar items on my back, a Rapier.
    

    
      Wind Fleuret +4 ――.
    

    
      Picking up the green sheath with both hands, I pulled it out from beneath the mountain, stood up and turned around.
    

    
      Asuna, whose eyes had a glint as if wondering how to kill me, at the moment I discovered something which should have been destroyed an hour ago, was opened wide. Her lips quivered, and in a really soft voice, a word slipped out.
    

    
      "………………Impossible…………"
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 12
    

    
      Later, Asuna told me, "If you couldn't find my sword underneath that pile, I would have thrown Kirito-kun out the window." She said that while laughing.
    

    
      Actually, at that time, I had not considered the fact that my guess wasn't wrong at all. Instead of having confidence in my powers of reasoning, I had been urged forward during those few seconds by the urgency caused by the time limit. Which was why I walked into Asuna's room without waiting for a reply, forcefully opening her window, and with a strange tension, shouted *YES!*. It was not what I wanted.
    

    
      

      The extremely chaotic situation finally returned to order about three minutes after I held out the «Wind Fleuret +4» to Asuna.
    

    
      The objects that were on the floor were stored in the item field(storage) again, and Asuna returned to wearing her usual leather tunic and skirt as she sat on the edge of her bed. In her hands, a miraculously resurrected green sword was clasped as if it were very important, and the owner's emotions seemed complicated――her emotions were probably swinging between the two extremes of being impressed and being furious, so I stayed silent for a while.
    

    
      Meanwhile, I was sitting in a chair for guests in a corner of of the room, cold sweat flowing once again. Pressing the «All Items Objectify» button which existed deep within the layers of the menu, and the urgency of it, so there was insufficient time for an explanation. But because the time limit was already up, personally searching for the sword wasn't necessary.
    

    
      In addition to that, handling the soft, snow white, some kind of cloth which was equippable to items by myself was overkill. On the other hand, I've had this thought from a while ago, I involuntarily couldn't remember the amount that had been stockpiled. However, based on my dim recollections, there should have been two weeks worth for everyday use. Well, it was true that the light cloth was negligible in weight, but it wasn't inexpensive. The one on my hand, had a silk like smooth fabric that could have obtained a good price from the fellow at the NPC shop, then that material could be used as a strengthening item with a property of plus one increase ――
    

    
      " ……I'm considering many things, but-"
    

    
      At the voice that suddenly came from the other side of the room, I jumped and sat nervously.
    

    
      "Y-Yes"
    

    
      "…… Because I feel that if my wrath is currently 99G and my happiness is 100G, I have decided to thank you with 1G's worth"
    

    
      I decided to confirm with the rapier user who was saying that with luster in her eyes.
    

    
      "U,Uumm…… Why are you using the unit 'G's……?"
    

    
      "Isn't it obvious. Because if my anger has a higher proportion then I will hit you."
    

    
      "Ah, it isn't go-gold(money), but shock acceleration…… I-I see"
    

    
      "I'm so glad I got it back. ―― Now, please give me a full explanation as to how my sword, which had been smashed to pieces, ended up in my storage…… and why you were rushing."
    

    
      "O, o-o-of course. But, it's quite long. I haven't grasped the full picture of the mechanism yet either……"
    

    
      "I don't mind. It is still night after all."
    

    
      Saying that, the fencer who got back her beloved sword gave off a slight smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      At the check-in counter on the inn's first floor, I redeemed bottles of Herbal Wine and mysterious assorted nuts, then returned to room no.207, this time knocking and waiting to hear a reply from within before entering.
    

    
      Pouring out two glasses of wine, while there was still a pirikara feeling around Asuna's eyebrows, for the moment we toasted to the return of the Fleuret. The subtly bittersweet non-alcoholic wine moistened my tongue, then I quickly cut to the chase wisely and opened my mouth
    

    
      "―― Just a moment ago, Asuna, you asked 『How did my sword, which had been smashed to pieces, end up in my storage』"
    

    
      " …… What about it?"
    

    
      "About that, this mechanism … … or should I say trick … … frankly, the disgusting «Strengthening Fraud»".
    

    
      Fraud, the word which was very clear in meaning, caused the rapier user's eyes to narrow. But she remained silent to urge me to continue.
    

    
      "Rather than describing it with my mouth, it would be faster to show it to you."
    

    
      Saying that, I waved my right hand to draw out my own menu window, and made it visible using the button to the right. Using both hand's index finger to touch the top and bottom of the window, I flipped it around. Adjusting the angle, I made it easier for Asuna, who was sitting opposite me, to see, and indicated a point with my finger.
    

    
      "Here. The cell for my right hand of my equipment figure, displays «Anneal Blade +6» right?"
    

    
      She glanced at the grip protruding from my back with her Siberian Hazel colored eyes. Then nodded. My hands reached for my back, and removed it by pulling it out of the sheath that was an attachment to my equipped coat, and placed it on the floor by my feet with a *Gotori* sound. A few seconds later, the string of words in the right hand's cell in my window greyed out.
    

    
      "This is the «Equipment dropped condition». Sometimes occurs due to Fumbling in the middle of battle, caused by taking a mob's attack with the Disarm attribute."
    

    
      " … … Ee. I'm not familiar with that, and I am getting impatient"
    

    
      "Although you can avoid the next attack if you calmed down, it is quite difficult the first time round. The «Swamp Kobold Trapper» that suddenly appears on the first floor would disarm you first, victims seem to appear there often ……"
    

    
      "In Argo-san's strategy guide, you are advised to pick it back up immediately……. I, while fighting it substituting it for a charm, while I had put my rapier down slightly further away beforehand"
    

    
      "O, Oh … … I see, you have many weapons similar to your main weapon, and can also use your hand."
    

    
      For the first time the beginner fencer in front of me averted her eyes…… or, perhaps it was once again caused by my imagination causing me to be admired, but I quickly returned to the original topic.
    

    
      "Oops, I got a little off-track. Uum…… well then, if this sword is left in the drop status, it would go into the «Leave State» and would soon begin to lose its durability…… Asuna, pick up the sword for a short while"
    

    
      Frowning at my words, Asuna removed the wind fleuret from the attachment point to her waist, then used her left hand to place it on the floor. Muttering "This is heavy", the rugged one handed sword was held with both hands.
    

    
      "Is this fine?"
    

    
      "Yes. Now, look closely"
    

    
      I poked at my menu window that popped up on the table. The Anneal Blade's name which was displayed dimly just a moment ago in the right cell, became completely blank when Asuna picked it up.
    

    
      "This is Mid battle «snatched item state». Unlike Disarm, the users of the snatch skill don't show up until the higher floors, this is considerably dangerous and eats Solo players. At that point, if you do not have the weapon skill-based mod «Quick Change», it would be absolutely…… No, it isn't like that. Hmm..."
    

    
      Having almost gone off topic again, I cleared my throat and tried to return to it.
    

    
      "When not in battle, you can pass your equipped weapons to your comrades. Although in this case, it would be called «Handover state» instead of snatch, picking up a dropped weapon, or passing it to someone else, will make the equipped figure weapon cell empty. Similar to the time you passed your wind fleuret to the blacksmith a few moments ago, Asuna."
    

    
      "…………!"
    

    
      Finally, the point of this story could be seen. The hazel colored eyes snapped wide open in an instant, tinged with a sharp light.
    

    
      "However, isn't it fine, the most important is, in this empty cell, although it looks like there is nothing equipped…… the Anneal Blade's «Equipment Information» is not cleared. The 'right' of the equipment has stronger protection than the normal ownership of items. For example, taking out unequipped item from my storage and passing it over to Asuna, then the ownership will be cleared in three hundred seconds…… five minutes, then goes into the storage of the person who holds it at that time, becoming a part of that player's belongings. However, the duration for an equipped item is much longer. For it to be cleared, it needs to be left alone and untouched for three thousand and six hundred seconds, or at a moment where the next weapon is equipped in that hand."
    

    
      At that point I closed my mouth, Asuna seemed to give it some consideration as her eyelashes drooped, and said a few unexpected words.
    

    
      "……Then, the words you said a moment ago, «Quick Change» after your main weapon has been snatched, when you bring out the reserved weapon, it should be better for it to be in the left hand instead of the right?"
    

    
      "Heh … …?"
    

    
      It was a few seconds before I understood, as it struck me. It was true, using the same hand in which the mob had taken away the weapon, would clear the ownership of the weapon. Once you take it back after immediately killing the mob, but if you were forced to retreat it would be very tragic. Therefore after using this tech, after retreating to the safety zone, was a last resort.
    

    
      "I, I see…… That is true. However, waving your sword with your non dominant hand is quite difficult."
    

    
      Although I wanted to say that, I wondered if it was worth practicing my left hand's sword skill…… and considered it deeply――.
    

    
      "By the way, one more thing. When you suddenly burst into this room, the first thing you did was sneakily look…… I mean, 'Stole a look' at my equipment figure, you guessed it right, that I had not equipped any other weapon. This was because, it was my first sword……"
    

    
      Facing that gaze directly, I slowly nodded.
    

    
      "Ah, is that so, and the second condition was, before three thousand and six hundred seconds ―― in other words, an hour passed since you put the weapon down. If these two conditions are met, that means it is still there. wherever the equipped weapon is, even if it is on hand … … I mean at your feet, it is a last resort, no questions asked method to get everything back. And as for when Asuna first asked 'How did the broken shard go into my storage'……"
    

    
      "……So in truth, my sword didn't break into pieces, but on the other hand it didn't enter my storage at all. This is the case, eh."
    

    
      Chapter 13
    

    
      For one beat, I sheepishly looked up to see her continuing to look at me.
    

    
      "Then, the only way to get the sword back is the last method…… «completely all items objectify». Because of the situation where there were only a few seconds before the information about the sword was cleared, I rushed into this room, and it was necessary to forcefully manipulate your window…… Is that what you would say."
    

    
      "W, Well, That is the case…… I guess?"
    

    
      I tried my best to tilt my head so that I could look as innocent as possible, but Asuna did not give any indication that she was affected, otherwise she would have made a *fuun* noise with her nose. Fortunately, she seemed to give priority to the situation rather than blame me, as the fencer used both hands to hold the Anneal Blade and faced me, switching her tone before asking.
    

    
      "Even so…… That fully objectify button, why did it drop the things in that order? Somehow it looks like it is too hard to use…… before that, why is «Complete» necessary? Can't it just select all owned items in hand, without materializing under…… unrelated equipment?
    

    
      "The answer, Asuna has already said it yourself. Frankly, it's because «It is too hard to use.»"
    

    
      "Eh……? What do you mean?"
    

    
      While the rapier user gave a good frown, I shrugged with both shoulders.
    

    
      "Just now, the words «Last resort». Where important items were somehow misplaced, dropped, or the equipment snatched by a monster and you were forced to run away…… because it is caused by your own mistake, the items that had been lost would not be given to you so easily. However, those people in production probably decided that the difficulty was too high to do so. So only one method to recover it is given…… although that is the case, it is limited so that you can't use it easily, and because of the depth, the level of access is difficult, therefore the flexibility of selecting the most recent item out of all the items does not exist. There is a sad story during the beta test……"
    

    
      From a small plate on the tabletop, I took a star shaped nut and threw it up high, catching it with my mouth. Even this childish action, in this world affected by dexterity etc with a surrounding brightness, was corrected by the hidden parameter of luck.
    

    
      "…… In a dungeon on the ninth floor, the first snatch mob appears there. A player who had lost his main weapon, without using the «Quick Change» reluctantly ran away, and after managing to shake them off, regretfully returned to a safe room. The dungeon, seeing what looked like the safe square, used «All Objects Materialize», and while all the objects fell at his feet, obviously including the sword which had been taken, but…… Actually, that dungeon, aside from having snatch mobs, also had #Pick Up#(Looter) mobs! From all sides, tiny gremlins crawled in, and got away with one bag of items on the floor……"
    

    
      "……Th, That is truly depressing……. ―― Ah, but, once he goes back to a safe area he should be able to completely objectify again, right……?"
    

    
      "But then, Looter Mobs have the «Robbing» Skill so the ownership would immediately move. Fortunately, other players had not reached the area, so after five hours of hunting down every gremlin on that floor, he managed to manually recover all the items…… at that time there were tears in his eyes……"
    

    
      At the moment I took a breath mixed with nuts, Asuna sighed as she said.
    

    
      "That comment sounds extremely personal."
    

    
      Right after that, as a disturbance was introduced into my system, the nuts that should have entered my mouth, dropped into my hair and was buried there. While shaking my head, I replied with a straight face.
    

    
      "……I heard a rumour of that story, of course. More importantly, about that, umm……"
    

    
      "Although «All Objects Materialize» is useful, it could be said that it's usefulness is because it is restricted by various factors."
    

    
      Asuna's face showed how shocked she was, while I picked the star shaped nut off my head with my right hand. What to do now, I thought for a moment as my thin fingers curled, Pin! The nut was sent flying into my slightly open mouth with a nice shot. It was a really terrible accuracy correcting trajectory, I thought as I crunched on it.
    

    
      "In any case, I now understand the logic behind the sword's return."
    

    
      Nodding lightly, the glass of herb wine was brought to her lips, and the fencer's eyes continued giving off a strong shine.
    

    
      "But, isn't this only half? Because I did actually see it. My sword in the hands of the blacksmith-san, broke into shards on top of the anvil. If the sword that returned to me was the wind foil, the sword I had originally equipped myself with…… What was the sword that broke at that time?"
    

    
      That was an excellent question. I returned a nod, putting together some information and speculation as much as possible, before opening my mouth.
    

    
      "Honestly speaking, I'm not a hundred percent certain of the logic behind this. However, for this case…… Asuna's Wind Fleuret, some time between the period you passed it to him and it reached the anvil and was destroyed, it must have been switched with an item of the same type. At first I thought, he intentionally breaks down weapons of specific players, but that is not the case. He is, Aincrad's first player blacksmith, and also the first «Strengthening Scammer»……"
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      

      Strengthening scam. It was like enchant scam, forging scam, refining scam, et cetera.
    

    
      What it is called varies depending on the game title, and has been done nonstop since the beginning of MMORPGs, a classic trick technique.
    

    
      The method was extremely simple. Place a weapon strengthening signboard outside the player's blacksmith shop(Or any other similar jobs), and customers would come with high grade weapons, and then scam them by saying that«The Strengthening of the weapon has failed and caused it to be destroyed». Even though there was no damage to the title or penalties due to failure, a similar equipment with the + number reduced could be returned as the failed item, and there were many variations, in which the unused strengthening materials were stolen.
    

    
      After all, in the player's monitor, when a player leaves his weapon at the blacksmith they can't see it at all. Since the work was all done on the screen of the other person, there was no way to check whether a scam has occurred.
    

    
      Of course, if such a scam occurred so often and quickly, the blacksmith would get a bad reputation and no one would go to him, but when facing a very rare weapon in the MMO which is expensive, occasionally scamming could be very profitable. The blacksmith Nezuha, up till now I have not heard any bad rumours about him, and with the frequency of fraud it could have been suppressed. However ――
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      " … The question is, in this SAO, it is not a flat panel game, but the world's first VRMMO. Here, even after passing the swords we can still see its existence. Secretly swapping it is not easy…… in fact it should be quite difficult."
    

    
      After giving off my long explanation, Asuna's eyebrows grew tight as she nodded.
    

    
      "Yes……. I, even though I handed the sword to him my eyes never left it. The blacksmith-san, with my sword in his left hand, his right hand was used to operate the furnace and hammer. In that situation, it is not possible to open the window to the storage to put the sword in, and swapping it with a fake is impossible."
    

    
      "Ah, I'm confident of that. In that stall, ready made rapiers like the «Iron rapier» were arranged so that it was easy to take, but because there was no extra «Wind Fleuret», it was impossible to substitute it……. ―― But…… "
    

    
      "But……?"
    

    
      "but, in that short amount of time…… there was a certain instance my eyes weren't on the sword. Nezuha, with the strengthening material he received from Asuna put on the furnace, the blue light had started from the furnace…… The longest it would have taken would be three seconds. I was anxious with the material that we had struggled to get in the furnace……"
    

    
      I said in an uncertain tone, and Asuna's hazel eyes opened lightly.
    

    
      ""A……! A, at that time I was looking at the furnace……. However, not for the same reason as you, I just thought the blue light was beautiful."
    

    
      "I-Is that so. ――Anyway, in those few seconds, it was difficult for both our eyes to stay on the sword in the left hand. In other words, I think everyone would be looking at the furnace. The materials were burned, melted, it's property changing colors, those can be called the highlights of strengthening. I suppose, at that moment, a misdirection like those used in magic was used……"
    

    
      In the three seconds when our eyes were drawn to the furnace, the sword was replaced? Without opening the window?"
    

    
      Asuna could not believe it and just shook her head, then suddenly stopped moving.
    

    
      " ―― But, it's true, that timing was there. that three seconds, perhaps there was some hidden trick. I may not know what it is now, but if I can see that same scene again……"
    

    
      If you pay attention to the left hand this time, we'll see through the trick ―― That, is what I think. But, it will be difficult……"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Around this time, Nezuha should have realized that the Wind Fleuret he secretly took has disappeared. In other words, the scamming player…… In this case, by Asuna using the «All objects materialize» command, it is likely that the existence of the scam has been revealed, is probably what he thinks. He'll probably be alert and not set up shop for the time being, and will absolutely not think of doing any strengthening scams."
    

    
      "…………That's right. He's not the type of person who has too much urge to continue…… I mean, in the first place……"
    

    
      Here, Asuna's mouth swallowed her words, and I instantly realized the rare case.
    

    
      In the first place, the scam was not seen by other people.
    

    
      "Ah…… I too, agree with you."
    

    
      Muttering, Asuna hid her line of sight while facing me, and smiled faintly. Returning a nod at that face, I continued in a quiet voice.
    

    
      "I took some time to collect information. I don't know about the switching trick though…… Only Nezuha would know. Anyway, he won't show up tomorrow.
    

    
      "Yes…… I see. I heard talk at Marome in the afternoon today, tomorrow morning would be the last field boss battle, so in the afternoon they'll probably be in the dungeons."
    

    
      "Heh, that's fast……. Who is the raid group leader?"
    

    
      "Kibaou-san and, another one…… Lind-san"
    

    
      Of those two people Asuna mentioned, The first was a familiar name. However, I twisted my neck, wondering whether I knew the second ――
    

    
      "Lind is…… During the first floor boss fight, the scimitar user in Diabel-san's party."
    

    
      Those words, came out from Asuna's lips somewhat reservedly.
    

    
      As soon as I heard that, I could hear something deep within my ear. A scream of "Why, did you leave Diabel-san to die", mingled with tears.
    

    
      "Is that so…… It's that guy"
    

    
      "Yes……. That person has begun imitating Diabel-san. Right now, his hair is dyed blue like Diabel-san's, and he also wears silver armor."
    

    
      I closed my eyes for a moment, in my mind, I envision a blue and green dressed «Knight», and muttered.
    

    
      "In any case, Kibaou…… That scimitar user serves as a leader, so I don't think I'll join the field boss raid. ――How about you, Asuna?"
    

    
      Upon being asked, the rapier user who was a solo similar to me, the long hazel colored hair swayed from from left to right as she shook her head.
    

    
      "I've joined during the scouting of the Field boss, and it feels like it is just a very large cow, so it probably doesn't need a lot of people to control……. ―― Also, the matter of the last attack bonus is treated in a style of not wanting to listen to others, "Then do not participate" was what they said."
    

    
      Having seen the situation there, I gave a stealthy bitter smile and nodded.
    

    
      "I see. Well, as you said, Asuna, the field boss is not a worthy opponent. However, the problem would be the floor boss……"
    

    
      "Problem…… Is it?"
    

    
      Asuna's straight question, made me smile bitterly again.
    

    
      "That is so. After all, logically it would be stronger than the first floor's Kobold King."
    

    
      "Ah…… I see. That is the case……"
    

    
      "I don't think it has strong attacks but it will use some special skills. It would be fine if we had time to practice against the mobs that spawn in the dungeon, but……"
    

    
      Me and beta test players like Diabel if he were alive, would probably have subtly told that theory to the frontline raiders. However he has died, so now the only information during the beta test would be from the well known «Argo's strategy guide». But, there was a problem there as well. As found out in the battle five days ago, the boss battle's patterns had changed slightly from during the beta test…………
    

    
      "Then, ignoring the matter of the blacksmith-san, we shall train tomorrow."
    

    
      While I was thinking, I nodded at her words automatically while she was talking.
    

    
      "Ah, that is right……"
    

    
      "So meeting at seven in the morning at Urbus's south gate is fine"
    

    
      "Yes, that is right……"
    

    
      "Don't stay up late tonight and sleep properly. If you're late this time there is an acceleration of 100g."
    

    
      "Yeah, that is right……―― Te, eh, huh, what?"
    

    
      Finally tuning in to the conversation, I looked up. On the other side of the table, the fencer-sama who had got back her beloved sword had used her completely recovered tone and was setting up her alarm clock quickly.
    

    
      Chapter 14
    

    
      In every field outside in Aincrad, something called a «Field Boss», a named Mob, is strategically placed at the entrance to the dungeon, its key function to block the dungeon from being accessed. The field boss's dens are usually surrounded by cliffs or raging streams on both sides, arranged in such a way that there is no other way to the dungeon as long as the boss is not defeated. In other words, each vast disc shaped floor of the floating castle, is essentially divided into a number of different areas.
    

    
      This second floor was divided into a vast north area and a narrow south area, which was where the field boss was located. Its name was «Bullbous Bow», probably the portmanteau of a bull(male cow) and a bulbous bow(A bulbous bow on a ship, used to reduce drag), and, as its name indicated, it was a gigantic cow which had moves reminiscent of a battleship's heavy ramming when it lunged forward.
    

    
      With its four horns close to the ground, its sturdy forelegs pawing the earth, as the four meter tall monster looked down on from far away, I whispered casually.
    

    
      "That, I wonder if it's black brown skin is supposed to be Kuroge Wagyu beef……"
    

    
      Then, an curt response from beside me.
    

    
      "The meat drop, if we get it we can divide it up for eating."
    

    
      "Mu…………"
    

    
      For a moment, I seriously considered it. Aincrad's animal based monsters, upon their defeat may drop food based items like «XX's meat» or «XX's egg», which are actually edible. About its taste, they were rich in variation compared to the NPC restaurants within the area―― in short, it can be said that while there are tasty ones, there were also some that are not so tasty.
    

    
      The «Trembling Ox» that walks proudly in the second floor's fields had meat which was so stringy that even though you chewed and continued eternally chewing, unfortunately, it wouldn't be chewed through, but there were the occasional «Cow» which were so-so. In other words, the existence of the boss of the cows on the second floor, Bullbous-kun's meat might not be more delicious, as I did not try it during the beta period, so I considered it ――.
    

    
      "If that's the case, let's start."
    

    
      At that voice and a nudge of the elbow, I quickly went back at looking at the field below.
    

    
      I, the one handed sword user Kirito, who for some reason partied with the rapier user Asuna for two days consecutively, was on top of a small table mountain, which overlooked the Field Boss's den. The shrubs that grew at the edge were good camouflage, we shouldn't be seen from below.
    

    
      The elliptical shape of the basin which was two hundred meters at its longest and fifty meters at its shortest, and within it was what was a Bullbous Bull that looked like it had been aggroed, and in front of it was a tight formation of raiders gradually closing in. The line up was two parties of six and a reserve party of three, a total of fifteen people.
    

    
      Even though the raid against the first floor boss, the Kobold king, consisting forty people, seemed a little unreliable, the field boss was basically defeatable with one party so long as it was at the appropriate level, without the need of forming a raiding group. So, a force of fifteen people could be considered more than sufficient ―― Furthermore, if they meet the prerequisite levels, they should be able to use the boss's fighting patterns and weaknesses well by working together closely.
    

    
      "Hn......?"
    

    
      While watching the raid, I gave out a small sound, and at the same time Asuna whispered.
    

    
      "In that party, I wonder which are the tanks and which are the attackers."
    

    
      "Y, Yes…… Somehow, it looks as though they both have a similar configuration."
    

    
      The gigantic Kuroge Wagyu Bullbous Bow, with the body the size of a small mountain, was a boss that had a basic simple attack of rush-> turn->rush repeatedly. The two raid parties should use the tank members to act as the target against the continuous rushing and block it, while the attacking members to deal damage to it from the side and front.
    

    
      However, from what I could see, there seemed to be no differences between the six individuals in both parties. Both seemed to have members that wear the same type of heavy armor for protection, and had the similar light equipment for attacking.
    

    
      I strained my eyes staring from the summit three hundred meters away, eventually noticed something and made a noise.
    

    
      "Ah……, Those guys, take a look at their cloth equipment under their armor."
    

    
      "Eh? ……ah, it's true, the colors match the party."
    

    
      It was difficult for me to tell from the metal and leather armor, but according to Asuna, the six to the right wore Royal Blue doublets, while the six opposite them, to the left, seemed to wear the same Moss Green.
    

    
      If it is the method to determine who belongs in which party, then placing a sash of a different colour would be the normal method, and the color of blue and green were so close to each other as well, meeting halfway. In other words, those matching colors were not temporary, but should be thought of as belonging to the original group that claimed it ――.
    

    
      "……Those guys, their raid forces were not reorganized for this battle."
    

    
      In a voice that was getting more urgent, Asuna made certain my assumption.
    

    
      "The right side's blue party is all comprised of Lind-san's…… in other words originally Diabel's comrades. In addition to that, the left's green party is Kibaou's comrades. It is true, those two do not feel like they are close accomplices.
    

    
      "……Well, if the trusted comrades party was divided, maybe they decided the six of them weren't enough……"
    

    
      "But if that is the case, the cooperation between the parties would be bad, wouldn't it. The situation with that boss, I can't think of a more important method than a target party and an attacking party method."
    

    
      "I completely agree with you."
    

    
      Immediately after I nodded deeply, the twelve people began to gradually move forward, finally stepping into the boss's reaction zone.
    

    
      Bullmo-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o――!! With that great roar, the craggy mountains three hundred meters trembled and shook. Pure white smoke began spewing out from the Bullbous Bow's nose, and it tossed its four horns around fiercely, then the bull began to recklessly…… no, vigorously rush forward.
    

    
      The distance between the boss and the raid was only a hundred and fifty meters, so it looked as though there should have been a sufficient delay to react before contact, and the vision from the safe zone should have allowed them plenty of spare time. The players on the battlefield should have seen Bullbous move almost instantly.
    

    
      While I worried about impatiently during the delay, the leaders of both parties finally gave instructions to their comrades in their party. As expected, I couldn't hear its contents, but both the party's heavy warriors stood out front, and hollered "UOOOO!!" loudly at the same time they lifted up their shields.
    

    
      That wasn't a basic battlecry, it was a «Howl» based skill. It would increase the amount of the monster's hate toward them, drawing fire from the monsters. ―― But.
    

    
      "O,Oi oi……Are both of them gonna be the target against it……"
    

    
      As I muttered involuntarily, Bullbous decided which of the two warriors it was going to thrust its head into for a while, flicking it's head left and right, then finally decided on the blue party and charged ahead. The howl using player, and another player bearing a shield beside him, both took up defensive positions.
    

    
      Two seconds later――.
    

    
      Zugaaaan! With a loud noise, the giant cow slammed into the two warriors. If the defense here was not enough they would have been sent flying and take a lot of damage, but the two managed to withstand it despite being pushed around ten meters backwards, and counter pushed the cow's head. The remaining four members of Lind's party rushed in, using their sword skills to inflict damage on its unarmed flank.
    

    
      "That was nerve wracking……. ――But, how did that happen…… I wonder"
    

    
      Asuna said in a rigid voice, and I nodded at a slight angle.
    

    
      "That's…… right. Originally, the boss can be defeated with a single party…… But then……"
    

    
      Frowning as I moved my line of sight, Kibaou's green warriors did not join in the attack, remaining a distance away. On the contrary, their tanks were out front, ready to use howl again once the cooldown was over.
    

    
      "……This means, they are not acting as a raid party, but rather they're fighting over the mob. It may be fine now, but I wonder if it will be fine later……"
    

    
      Saying that with a sigh, I suddenly came to realization.
    

    
      In the twelve members of the front lines, they were divided into exact halves of Lind's team and Kibaou's team, so which team does the reserve three belong to? Looking away from the battlefield, I gazed at the three players waiting in the rear.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      "U……!?"
    

    
      I gave off a low voice. Asuna who was beside me looked at me with a questioning look, so I leaned forward, reducing the space between us to answer.
    

    
      Standing in the middle of the three people, was a well built one handed swordsman. With black bandit armor covering him up, his head was covered by a pointy onion shaped bassinet―― Certainly――.
    

    
      

    

    
      Chapter 15
    

    
      There was no doubt about it.
    

    
      Yesterday night, when I followed the blacksmith Nezuha to the bar, this was the leader of the five men, his friends, who were waiting at the bar. Despite his humourous appearance, I couldn't forget those sharp eyes of his when he noticed signs of eavesdropping and ran out of the store looking for me. I looked at the player standing beside the onion head, intending to check them out, but it did not seem that they were comrades of Nezuha who were at the bar.
    

    
      "Why…… Is that guy……!?"
    

    
      Overhearing my quiet mumble, Asuna glanced at me with questioning eyes. At her gaze, I pointed in the direction of the rear of the battlefield.
    

    
      "Over there, do you know the names of the three people in the reserve team? In particular, the person in the middle wearing the bassinet. "
    

    
      "Ba, Bassi……? Isn't that, a net for babies to use?"
    

    
      "Heh? N,No…… The helmet with the pointed top and the beak-shaped visor is called the bassinet……"
    

    
      "Fuun……I wonder if it's a different spelling. Oh, not being able to check a dictionary in this world at times like this is frustrating. I wonder if someone made one."
    

    
      "Well, It's not like it is impossible to recreate an English to Japanese Dictionary by hand……. If it is something like a simple encyclopedia, that fellow Argo said there was a plan to find volunteers to help with it…… wait, that's not it."
    

    
      Rerailing after I almost lost the topic, I pointed to the back of the basin again.
    

    
      "The middle of the reserve group, the one with a little rounded body, have you seen him before?"
    

    
      "I have."
    

    
      As Asuna nodded lightly, I stood rigid momentarily. Turning my neck quickly, while looking closely at the rapier user's face closely I asked many questions rapidly.
    

    
      "W,when did you see this? Where? He, who is he?"
    

    
      "The time, is yesterday morning. The place, where he is standing right now. While scouting the «Bullbous Bull», he came along. His name…… If I'm not wrong, O.....Orlando-san or something, I think."
    

    
      "Orlando……? Previously it was a knight, now we have a Paladin-sama……"
    

    
      While I muttered, Asuna raised her eyebrows; What are you going on about?
    

    
      The main battlefield was filled with noise as usual, while I watched the state of the three men patiently waiting in the rear, I explained while speaking quickly.
    

    
      "That Orlando, is the name of a knight who served Emperor Charlemagne of France. He was an invincible hero who held the Sacred Sword Durandal. "
    

    
      "Knight…… Ah, I see."
    

    
      Asuna's words were as if they were satisfied with something, so it was my turn to tilt my head. The rapier user's fingers extended, and pointed to the right of the onion headed paladin Orlando, at a small framed two handed sword user.
    

    
      "During self introduction, that man introduced himself as Beowulf. That is, certainly, a legendary English Hero, right? Then, the spear user on the opposite is Cú Chulainn-san. Here too, is a somehow familiar name……"
    

    
      "Ah-…… That is also the name of a legendary hero. I think its Celtic."
    

    
      I added some supplementary information, and Asuna shrugged without any change in her expression, saying the clincher.
    

    
      "Those people, seem to have determined their guild name before any others. It is called the «Legend Braves»."
    

    
      "……Is that so……Un……Uu――――n!!"
    

    
      I gave a long groan. I couldn't think of any other reaction to give.
    

    
      Of course, you can freely give an avatar in an MMO all kinds of names…… No, free as long as it does not violate the governing body's established ethics code. Naming themselves after knights and heroes, and a guild name «Legendary heroes», is absolutely not a problem at all. In other words, it would be unusual for those kind of names not to be taken and are left unused.
    

    
      However, as the avatar integrated into the VRMMO is fully your own, I couldn't help feeling that they were quite courageous.
    

    
      Even so――. Their naming was a sign of their pride. In these worlds, they would try to live up to the names of the heroes. You could laugh that it was because of the «Mistakes of youth», but no one could do that now. That was because Orlando, Beowulf and Cu Chulainn these three people, at this time, were standing majestically just behind the front line raiding party in the death game of SAO. If we were to compare their distance to mine, there is a difference of two hundred meters.
    

    
      " … … Those people came to join the frontline player's raid meeting in Marome Village yesterday, and said that they wanted to do it together."
    

    
      Without waiting for me to ask, Asuna muttered.
    

    
      "Lind-san checked the status, their level and skill proficiency was below the average of most raid groups, but their equipment were strengthened quite well…… Although it was impossible to join the front line immediately, being in the reserve was enough. Since I wasn't participating, I did not ask for those people for their reasons of coming here."
    

    
      "……I see……. That is how it is……"
    

    
      While nodding slowly, I looked at the three heroes with a lot of mixed feelings.
    

    
      I still haven't told Asuna yet, that he is the blacksmith Nezuha's comrade…… In other words, based on the situation I saw at the tavern, Nezuha might be a part of the «Legend Braves». Although «Nezuha» isn't the name of a knight or a hero, that was because he wasn't a combat specialist but a producer class.
    

    
      Furthermore, I could deduce something else from that.
    

    
      Neither Asuna nor I recognized that name, in other words this three did not participate in the first floor's boss raid, but the reason they were able to catch up to the front line players…… That is……――.
    

    
      "Bullllomo-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-U!!"
    

    
      Suddenly, a very loud roar resounded, and my sights went within the basin. Soon, a second "Oy oy" came out from my mouth.
    

    
      The reason was, both the blue and green subtly different teams of Lind and Kibaou, had clumped together in the middle of the basin. Somehow, the cow boss Bullbous Bow did not know which party was the target, and the Wagyu beef began charging left and right, colliding with everything in its path. The shield bearing tank's stance was off―― Heavily Armed warriors took a longer time to recover from Tumble―― so they were not yet in a defensive stance.
    

    
      "It's dangerous……!"
    

    
      Asuna whispered sharply,
    

    
      "Dash to avoid the attack!"
    

    
      My voice shouldn't have been heard, but Kibaou and Lind finally waved their right hands, the light and middle armored members, eight of them, scattered in various directions.
    

    
      However, they just did not make it in time――.
    

    
      The rampaging bull passed through the gap between the shield wielding warriors that had just got up, and targeted the two people up ahead with its four horns. As it's head moved up vertically, the two people were sent flying high upwards.
    

    
      "…………!!"
    

    
      Asuna and I held our breaths at the same time. When they fell down from the middle of the sky, I was expecting the two avatars to fragment into shards, but―― it seemed fortunate that the pasture below did not give any further damage, and the two people got up after a few bounds. However, the mental impact was considerable, as they couldn't get to their feet steadily.
    

    
      Lind quickly waved his hand―― Probably an instruction for them to retreat and use a recovery pot―― At the same time Kibaou looked at the back of the battlefield and brandished the sword in his right hand.
    

    
      At the time the cow started its dash back towards the depths of the basin, the names of the two were dropped, and the same number from the reserve players moved to the front to replace them.
    

    
      The bassinet wearing paladin Orlando, and the two handed sword armed Beowulf. They ran a few meters, then hesitantly stopped. But right after that, Asuna and I heard the war cry from the top of the summit where we were hiding in, as they began running forward.
    

    
      Orlando took a round shield that was hidden up till now from the left side of his waist with his right hand and extended it outward. The black steel one handed sword that he vigorously pulled out, was definitely the same type as the sword strapped to my back―― The semi rare quest reward available only on the first floor, the «Anneal Blade».
    

    
      Chapter 16
    

    
      Twenty five minutes had passed since the start of the battle against Aincrad's second floor's only field boss, the small mountain-like huge body of the «Bullbous Bow» had scattered.
    

    
      The scale, level and equipment of the raid, caused the raid to be a bit slow paced, you could say that it was because it was literally a high view worth seeing. That being said, in this world, there was one fundamental principle that didn't exist during the beta test that had to be prioritized. No matter what happened, a single person must absolutely not be allowed to die―― that fact.
    

    
      Because of this, I wouldn't say that the Guild……no, at the moment there were only three members in the team «Legend Braves» were admirable. Being a pinch hitter for the front line member due to taking unplanned #danger zone# (Yellow) damage, their movements were somewhat clumsy, but they performed their duties splendidly.
    

    
      "……That made me nervous…… But, well, I'm thankful. It ended safely."
    

    
      Asuna who was beside me muttered as well, two steps away from the cliff of the table mountain, sitting on a nearby rock. Lightly crossing her legs, she looked up at me with upturned eyes――
    

    
      "Then? Kirito-kun, why are you so curious about the hero-san?"
    

    
      "U,uuuuum……"
    

    
      I let my eyes freely flow to look at the field down below again. Within the depths of the long and narrow basin, fifteen raiding players gathered in one place, giving off shouts of triumph. However, the one who could be seen to be more joyous was the royal blue vested Lind's team, and the Braves that were yet to be given a team color, while there seemed to be a subtle tension among the moss green, Kibaou's team. The reason for this was probably because the pierce that stopped the boss…… in other words, the last attack was taken by Lind's scimitar, with the inherent name «Pale Edge». It was too far away to see the number of times it has been strengthened, but it appeared to be forged quite a lot.
    

    
      As I looked near Lind, and saw the Paladin Orlando who had raised his sword without any hesitation, I faced Asuna.
    

    
      At the moment, in the back of the hood's wool cap, light brown eyes were shining brilliantly. Looking at me as though her gaze could penetrate through my avatar and into my consciousness, it seemed that deception would no longer work. I told her meaningfully in a low voice.
    

    
      "……The blacksmith Nezuha, is a member of the «Raging Braves»."
    

    
      "Eh……! That means……Then……"
    

    
      I gave a small nod, affirming the question that she had omitted.
    

    
      "Nezuha who did the strengthening scam, the group's…… In other words, I think he was following the leader Orlando's instructions. ……Do you know the accurate time when «Nezuha's smith shop» first appeared in the streets of Urbas?"
    

    
      "Uum…… I think it was on the day when the second floor was opened."
    

    
      "This means, that it has not even been a week. ――But, Wind Fleuret and Anneal Blade class of……and strengthened swords furthermore, getting one or two such swords in one day would be extremely profitable. The amount earned compared to hunting normally would be ten…… no, twenty times faster……. Asuna, you said this just now. Orlando's group's stats are low, but he compensated for it with strengthened weapons. Although he does not have the weapon skill proficiency for combat, strengthened……"
    

    
      "……if you have the money, anything is possible. That's what you're trying to say."
    

    
      Saying that in a tense voice, Asuna forcefully stood up. Her eyes glaring at the battlefield below, at the bottom of the slope of the rocky mountain we were facing, and immediately stopped.
    

    
      "W, Wait wait! I understand your feelings, but we don't have solid proof yet"
    

    
      "Which is why, for now……"
    

    
      "At the very least, we don't know the trick behind the strengthening scam, so we would be considered to be defaming them. This world doesn't have any GM, so it would be dangerous to go against many people here. It is too late for me so I don't mind, but there's no need for Asuna to be treated like a beater-"
    

    
      	Bish*.
      

    

    
      My mouth was suddenly confronted by an index finger, stopping me in my speech.
    

    
      "I'm going into a dungeon in a party with you, so it's too late for me to be concerned here too. ――But, I understand what you're trying to say. It's true that if there is no evidence to disclose how it works, we are merely accusing them……"
    

    
      She retracted her right hand and placed it at her own chin. Eyelashes looking downcast, she continued speaking in a restrained tone.
    

    
      "I'll try to think of something too. Not only to expose the trick behind the weapon switching, but to hold clear evidence in our hands."
    

    
      At those words the piercing eyes of the fencer seemed to carry a flame different from the one she had earlier, so I nodded while saying "Y,Yes, that's it".
    

    
      

    

    
      

      At the time the successful Bullbous Bow subjugation group of two party +3 people returned to Marome village for supplies and maintenance, Asuna and I descended from the rocky mountain.
    

    
      After the narrow basin had lost it's guardian, we hastily ran through it in a low stance. In actuality, the rights of the first people to walk through the southern field of the second floor should belong to Lind or Kibaou, but we did not have the patience to wait for them to come again. Anyway those two, not only the last attack on the boss, they would definitely have a dispute over who should be the first to enter the southern area.
    

    
      At the back of the basin was a narrow, winding valley. The cliffs to the left and right were really vertical, and the smooth rock of the mountain made it impossible to climb, since there wasn't a single hold.
    

    
      Asuna and I took a deep breath when we walked to the end of the valley where there were no mobs, as we stopped at the exit, the first ―― although to be more precise, it was my second time―― our eyes gazed at the sight before us.
    

    
      The continuous terrain of the two to three story table mountains did not change, but unlike the atmosphere of a relaxed pasture of the northern fields, the ground was covered by a dense jungle. The mountain sides were all covered with Climbing plants as well, and a heavy fog seemed to linger here and there, making visibility very poor.
    

    
      Despite that, beyond the jungle a towering silhouette was clearly visible. It extended vertically from the next floor, hundreds of meters in the sky, to the bottom, the second floor's dungeon tower. Although it was more slender than the first floor, it should still be about two hundred and fifty meters in diameter. In other words, it was more like a colosseum than a tower.
    

    
      Like me, Asuna was watching the distant large tower silently, then she suddenly muttered.
    

    
      "……What is that?"
    

    
      At her indication, I guessed that she was indicating the two curved protrusions that extended from the frontal upper part of the tower, and gave a short answer.
    

    
      "The cow's horn."
    

    
      "C,Cow?"
    

    
      "If you go nearby, you can see a gigantic relief of a cow. It's the second floor's main theme"
    

    
      "……I, Earlier, wasn't a large cow already defeated……"
    

    
      "You're too naive, the real part of the second floor's moo-moo heaven starts here. …… although, it's unlikely that they will come up with a lot of horses in the future"
    

    
      Aside from 'cows', I had narrowly avoided giving additional information and coughed a bit to gloss it over, then clapped my hands together.
    

    
      "Well, lets get going. The last village should be around a kilometer to the southeast, and there is a dungeon before that. The village quest can be received in one of the streets, we should reach the tower by noon. On the front road leading into the forest, there is a shortcut to the left which is quick and safe."
    

    
      Just before starting to walk, I noticed Asuna's face having a delicate look, and tilted my neck.
    

    
      "……Is something wrong?"
    

    
      "No……"
    

    
      The fencer cleared her throat, her expression remaining serious.
    

    
      "I'm not trying to be sarcastic or insinuating, so this is my honest thoughts."
    

    
      "……Y,Yes"
    

    
      "You, really know a lot of useful things. I feel like I want one in my family."
    

    
      While I could not determine how to read that comment, Asuna briskly walked in front of me, looking at my face as she said.
    

    
      "Well, let's get going. I want to enter the tower before Lind-san's group catches up to us."
    

    
      Chapter 17
    

    
      "No…… Don't come……! Don't get any closer……!!"
    

    
      Both eyes filled with fear, the trembling voice dripped from the pretty girl, as a sturdy silhouette approached.
    

    
      It could be mistaken for a scene from a suspense or horror movie, from here it was a bit like a previously deployed scenario from Hollywood…… but it deviated considerably.
    

    
      "Don't come…… I told you didn't I!!"
    

    
      The girl cried in a voice that was filled with anger, who dashed forward instead of backward. The big framed assailant reacted to that movement by brandishing the hammer in his clumsy hands, but faster than the trajectory of it reaching the highest point, the girl's right hand flashed like lightning.
    

    
      The thrusting skill which was accompanied by a silent fighting spirit explosively peeled off the assailant's chest. A pure white glow scattered, as the speed of the hammer was somewhat weakened. Although in normal cases one would jump back to avoid the attack, the girl went in closer, and the rapier in her right hand retracted decisively for a final blow. Now the two stroke attack had pierced both the top and bottom of the bulky chest, the half naked body of the assailant shook violently.
    

    
      "Bu……Mo-o-o-o-o-o!!"
    

    
      As the head with short horns and a metallic nose ring bent backwards, an agony filled scream of death resounded. The bulky body that continued to bend backward stopped in mid air. The smooth muscle changed into hard glass and started cracking, while from the cracks blue light began emitting brightly ―― and explosively disappeared.
    

    
      The rapier user, who used the one hit skill «Linear»'s two hit skill combo «Duplex», which had defeated the cow headed human bodied «Lesser Taurus Striker», stood in place to catch her breath for a while ―― Then looked up, giving a glare as she said.
    

    
      "……That thing isn't a cow!"
    

    
      

    

    
      

      Asuna and I were probably the first of all the players to set foot in Aincrad's second floor dungeon, and two hours had passed since then.
    

    
      By now, Kibaou's or Lind's groups would probably have found an open chest and are grinding their teeth, since as the evil Black Beater I did not have a mind compromising enough to ignore the boxes that I passed. 80 percent of the location of the POP of the treasure boxes did not change from the Beta period, so I went on to open them freely from one to the next between battles, all the way until we got to the second floor, and finally encountered our first of this tower's main inhabitant, the taurus family ―― This is the case.
    

    
      "……W,Well, if we were to ask whether it is a human or a cow, its full body is still eighty percent human, so……"
    

    
      Having no idea how to respond to Asuna-san's fretful reasoning plainly, I scratched my head.
    

    
      "But, the minotauros in a net game gives you this feeling, the minotauros type mob is definitely called a «Cow»."
    

    
      "……Minotauros? As in, from Greek mythology?"
    

    
      The dangerous glint in her eyes finally softened. It looks like the rapier user had a scent, although weak, of having studied the topic a little. Although I wasn't very familiar with lores and myths, my sister likes those kind of books, so I had read it often as a kid. I nodded. At this time I managed to obtain the knowledge.
    

    
      "Y,Yeah. The Minotauros in the myth, in a dungeon on Crete island…… is a monster that inhibits in an actual «Labyrinth», or should I say an underground maze, and was exterminated by the hero Theseus, right? The element is in the game probably because of that, the minotaurus is a monster staple even in classic RPGs. Well, in this game I wonder why reading it in English Mino is added to «Tauros», but it is from the «Taurus type» though."
    

    
      "It is appropriate. After all the Mino in Minotauros comes from King Minos"
    

    
      "Eh……Then, wouldn't the abbreviation for Minotauros, «Mino» be inappropriate?"
    

    
      "Of course it is, it is said that after death, King Minos became a judge of the underworld, calling them Mino would probably offend him."
    

    
      With this story, it seemed that Asuna's rage had finally subsided. Seeing an opportunity, I fearfully put forth a question.
    

    
      "Then, Asuna-san, the mino……I mean Taurus earlier, what didn't you like about it……?"
    

    
      The rapier user glanced at me with a sideways glare and answered.
    

    
      "It's because he, that…… he's wearing practically nothing! He just has some cloth wrapped around his waist, it's like sexual harassment. I really want to send it to the Black Iron Castle for breaking the Harassment code."
    

    
      "…………I, I see."
    

    
      It's true that the lower Taurus types were dressed a lot lighter, compared to the kobold types and goblin types that appeared on the first floor, the cow headed men were «Nearly naked Macho men». For an Ojousama from a girls school (probably), this type of appearance was certainly not acceptable.
    

    
      However, when it came down to it, there was one problem. The treasure chest we opened a moment ago, contained the armor «Mighty Strap of Leather». While it gave decent defensive strength on top of a great strength bonus, it is for equipping the upper body and is fixed with «half naked leather belt coiled around various places», excluding undergarments or armor from being worn on top of it. Well, it was fine inside the dungeon, and I was going to change into it in the next safe zone―― But, after seeing Asuna's reaction it would be better not to. But it was also true that this would be a waste of a rare item. I guess it would be better to pass it to her, purely from the point of view of the party's combat ability.
    

    
      "……Hey, Asuna, the box a moment ago had a strap type armor with magic effects come out, but"
    

    
      In a moment, the rapier user's eyes flashed with a light three times colder than when she had slaughtered the taurus.
    

    
      "Come out but what?"
    

    
      "………………Uum…… this, it would suit that guy well. Ah, that's it, how about that person. The first floor boss's raid's tank group leader……"
    

    
      "Agil-san? ……Well, there's no need to call that person 'sama'. Yesterday, I met him during the scouting of the «Bullbous Bow»"
    

    
      While I was secretly relieved that I had narrowly avoided stepping on a landmine, I used my poker face to express surprise.
    

    
      "H, Heh. But, he didn't take part in the main show just now?"
    

    
      "That person, in the end, both Lind-san and Kibaou-san didn't mix well with him. Even so, because he said he would take part in the raid against the floor boss, Kirito-kun can meet him there. Couldn't you give it to him at that time?"
    

    
      "T,That's right. ―― then, how do we deal with Mino…… I mean Taurus's «Numbing Impact»?"
    

    
      "Mino is fine, really. I think I can handle it after seeing it two or three more times"
    

    
      "I see. Although the boss's «Numbing» is a wide ranged version, the timing should be the same as the small fry Mino. That said, let's get to the next block."
    

    
      At my words, Asuna nodded without showing signs of tiredness, and started to leave the room we were standing in earlier.
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      After defeating four more of the taurus types (Because of the mob spawn time, hunting more of them would be difficult), from its drops and the treasure chests in various locations, Asuna's and my item storage was overflowing, fortunately we didn't come across any other front line players in the dungeon.
    

    
      Opening the Map Tab of the menu, the first and second floor's blank areas had nearly been completely filled. Although we could get a tidy profit if we turned it into a scroll and sold it, as the Black Beater I don't have a merchant's soul. I'll pass this information to the information seller «Argo the Rat» free of charge, closing the tab.
    

    
      It's natural, Argo is an original tester like me and puts information from it in the «Strategy guide», and tomorrow it would be out in the nearest village, but it feels unreasonable because I have to buy it for 500 coll. However, according to her, the front liners have paid for the middle zone players who get the free reprinted version, so I can't really complain.
    

    
      Changing the tab, I sent Argo an instant message containing the gist of the map data before closing the window, then stretched out wide while looking at the sky.
    

    
      Above the dense jungle, it isn't really the sky but actually the bottom of the third floor that covers this floor. However, it seems like the outside circumference covered by a sunset with an orange glow, quite a beautiful sight as it is.
    

    
      "Today is, the ninth of December……Friday. It should be winter on the other side."
    

    
      Asuna who was beside me muttered, I gave it some thought before saying.
    

    
      "In some net article, I read that Aincrad's floors reproduces the real world's seasons. So, perhaps if we went up higher it would be winter"
    

    
      "……Stories that are happy and unhappy. Ah, but……"
    

    
      Because my words were interrupted, I tilted my head and looked over. For some reason Asuna seemed both angry and embarrassed as she pouted her lips, and soon softly said.
    

    
      "It's nothing, I just had a little thought. If we could reach a floor which has a season setting during Christmas, perhaps it might snow."
    

    
      "……I see, that is true, we're already in December……. Christmas is…… in fifteen days. I hope this floor will be cleared by then……"
    

    
      "What's with that, such weak determination. I want to leave in a week's time……No, five days. I'm sick of the cows."
    

    
      "They're just cows."
    

    
      Asuna looked blankly at my face that said I could patiently withstand it, and after a few seconds her cheeks became a bright red, stepped hard on my right foot with force enough to nearly cause damage to me. Facing the back of the rapier user who was walking in the direction of the nearest village, I hurriedly rushed to catch up to her.
    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      The stone paved road through the jungle, took about twenty minutes to reach the nearest village if we avoided battle as much as possible ―― we went into the boss raid base «Talan», and I breathed out.
    

    
      Although I had expected it, the village's main street was already filled with quite a number of players walking around. By mid morning the Mid-Boss «Bullbous Bull» was defeated, so the entire front of the players based in Marome Village would have moved here together. I immediately removed my black leather long coat on the spot, while hiding the upper half of my face with the usual bandanna which Asuna extremely disliked.
    

    
      That girl, had removed her hooded cape during battle, but now pulled it over her eyes, similar to me. The reason for her to hide her face was almost opposite mine, so it was a little sad.
    

    
      "Erm……I, have a promise to meet with that Argo here after this……"
    

    
      I said in a quiet voice while walking along the side of the road, and Asuna nodded slightly within the back of her hood.
    

    
      "That's good. I have something to do with her too…… Since there is another request, let's go together"
    

    
      "H, Heh"
    

    
      It was fine with me, but for some reason it felt that the reason for Asuna and Argo to be in the same place made me nervous. With my back secretly trembling, I nodded, in that case we should meet together at the tavern ――
    

    
      Just when I was about to say that.
    

    
      I could hear, a certain faint sound passing by. Although I was going to pay no attention to it, I caught it in a hurry.
    

    
      It was a regularly continuous metallic sound. It wasn't the sound of a light musical instrument, the tool involved in making this tenacious sound is ――
    

    
      "――――――!!"
    

    
      Asuna and I looked at each other at the same time, then turned toward the source of the sound at the same time…… facing the eastern square in the village of Talan.
    

    
      Chapter 18
    

    
      I endured the urge to throttle forward with a dash, but even then we walked quite briskly and arrived at the square shortly, and I stood for a moment as I saw the sight that I had expected.
    

    
      A two tatami sized carpet overlaid with neatly arranged steel weapons, and a simple wooden signboard. A portable forge and anvil. Sitting on a folding chair, the profile of a small framed male player was swinging his hammer intently, it was definitely the blacksmith Nezuha. A member of Team «Raging Braves», Aincrad's first «Strengthening Scammer».
    

    
      "……How bold of him. Yesterday, we had just spotted his scam, but he has still opened his shop on the front lines like normal."
    

    
      As soon as we moved to hide in the shadows of a pillar at the edge of the square, Asuna whispered angrily. I tried to nod in reply, but midway doubtfully changed the angle of my movement.
    

    
      "No……. Isn't coming to Taran Village the result of him being wary? If he continued on the other side, we would wonder why he didn't come together with us here. He is probably avoiding the possibility of the scam being found out in Urbas, while temporarily doing business here."
    

    
      "Even so, it does not change the fact that he's shameless. After all, he set up shop after moving to this city…… that would mean he intends to continue, right? The switching of weapons."
    

    
      As the last of her words came out of her mouth quietly, Asuna bit her lips lightly.
    

    
      Her face was obviously filled with anger, but there seemed to be another emotion mixed in there as well. My facial expression reading skills' skill level was equivalent to zero, so there was no way for me to find out what the girl was thinking. However, for some reason, I saw a colour similar to grief from the faint shine from the eyes from within the hood, which took my breath away.
    

    
      My vision went back to face where Nezuha was, twenty meters away, and said.
    

    
      "Let's…… Do it. Although we will have to choose our opponent……"
    

    
      "……? What do you mean?"
    

    
      "The purpose of Nezuha being a part of the «Raging Braves», is to join the frontline players in one swoop, so he shouldn't be targeting people from the front lines for scamming. The team's trustworthiness would drop, it's like getting their priorities backwards."
    

    
      The stuff that came out from my mouth, was a possibility that was in my brain that I murmured.
    

    
      ――Orlando's group, Nezuha's friends are a different story altogether.
    

    
      This was because even though they were close comrades the system did not yet allow the creation of guilds, so the color cursor of the shared emblem could not be displayed. There is no evidence that Orlando and Beowulf are comrades of Nezuha's, the enemy could be frontline players who do not care about the weapon scamming, and by the time the trust has been completely tarnished it was possible that the team would cast him away.
    

    
      "……No, That's impossible……"
    

    
      At my gloomy conjuncture, I sighed and denied it.
    

    
      The atmosphere of the six people at the bar of the I had followed Nezuha to yesterday, was unbelievably close for a net game's population. I felt that it was possible that they were close friends even in the real world.
    

    
      Which was why it was impossible…… no, such a thing wouldn't happen. 　 Feeling my cheeks was being looked at, I turned to look, and saw Asuna in the thick hood watching me with a stare. She might have overheard my previous muttering, and wanted to know more without removing eye contact.
    

    
      "……Then, you don't consider me in their midst, as a front line raiding player. Because my sword was almost deceptively taken from me"
    

    
      At those words, I realised that they were a response to my words two lines ago, and quickly shook my head.
    

    
      "N,Not that, When I said front line players earlier, I was referring to those people in blue and green. I can't claim to know information I do not see with my own eyes…… Which is why even if it was me, Nezuha's team wouldn't recognize as a member of the front line raid. Well, I guess it's a reality of being a solo……"
    

    
      "What do you mean, you participated in taking down the Floor boss, right?"
    

    
      Under her glare, I nodded in reflex ―― but, I said in an inevitably ambiguous tone
    

    
      "W,Well, There's that…… But Lind or Kibaou will probably say "There is no need". Frankly speaking, there's a very high possiblilty……"
    

    
      In a moment, Asuna's eyebrows raised to a dangerous angle, but fortunately it returned to the normal line. With a somewhat discontent filled calm voice,
    

    
      "Anyway, besides Lind-san, Kibaou should understand. In a boss raid, your strength and knowledge is absolutely necessary"
    

    
      "Eh, you think so?"
    

    
      "Those people specifically sent me a message after we defeated the kobold king after all. "Thanks for your help today"."
    

    
      As she unexpectedly managed to repeat the words in the Kansai dialect with her mouth, I endured it too.
    

    
      "But, the words should be this. "You should care only about yourself. My way is mine……"
    

    
      "'The aim is to clear'. If that is his final aim, isn't the floor boss battle a boring dragged out one due to pride?"
    

    
      "……If that is so, isn't it fine?"
    

    
      In my mind, the image of the noisy «Bullbous Bull» raid that I had seen this afternoon came up, and I nodded.
    

    
      I had talked with the scimitar user who lead the green team Lind-san once, during the Kobold King raid ―― although I could consider it was a one way condemnation, even so, I imagine his aim to be quite clear. To raise himself and the players who are comrades of the knight Diavel, to become the strongest raid group. Even though they failed to get the LA bonus on the middle boss, their will remains strong. Surely on the third floor he will immediately challenge the quest to be a guild leader, making a guild wearing the Diabel-like image of silver and green.
    

    
      It would be rather complicated, a topic he would have discussed with Kibaou since the first floor.
    

    
      There was no doubt that there exists a hatred for original beta testers in him. Therefore, he was hostile towards me as an original tester from the beginning, as he believed that Diabel who lead the raid group was a non-tester. If that was the case, I think I would have joined his group during the first floor raid.
    

    
      However, even if Diabel was still alive, that dream could never be fulfilled. This was because, Diabel was also an original tester. On the other hand, Kibaou probably noticed Diabel's actions such as his forceful attempt to get the first floor boss's LA. Furthermore, even though I say it myself, during the turn-around of the battle that nearly wiped us out, he knew about Kirito's «Dirty Information», my status as an original tester.
    

    
      Which was why Kibaou, with his own belief of «Don't rely on original testers», did not join Diabel's old group ―― which was now Lind's group, and instead started his own. And thus, the moss green vested party. They must have worked hard, as in the battle seen earlier, there was not much difference in strength compared to Lind's group. However, while that was true, those two groups were in conflict.
    

    
      The top two groups, no, perhaps they should be called guilds, two large guilds opposing and competing against each other would cause all the raid players' battle strength to rise quickly, but at the same time it would prevent cooperation when a raid group is formed. This development can be both both good luck and bad luck. Then there is a third group, «Raging Braves»lead by the Paladin Orlando, what role will they play on the front lines……
    

    
      "Ah, speaking of which……"
    

    
      Suddenly curious, I asked Asuna who was was looking at the blacksmith's stall.
    

    
      "Of Lind and Kibaou's party, do they have any names yet?"
    

    
      "Umm……I don't know about Lind-san's. But I've heard about Kibaou-san's."
    

    
      Giving off a very small smile, the rapier user told the name.
    

    
      "It's pretty good. It's «Aincrad Liberation Front»."
    

    
      "He, Heeh……"
    

    
      "Somehow, it seems like he has a great plan."
    

    
      "I-Is that so?"
    

    
      "He aggressively recruited members while on the base of the first floor «Town of Beginnings», from the few thousand players who stayed behind. Supplying them with Armor and Weapons, and also training them in group combat, to increase the number of players on the front lines……"
    

    
      "…… I see. 'My way is mine' huh……"
    

    
      I nodded, and continued thinking once more.
    

    
      It was true that his «way» did exist. The number of front liners continuously increasing would theoretically increase the pace of a raid. However, at the same time a large dilemma could appear. If the number of people increased, the probability of the increased death toll would definitely increase as well…….
    

    
      "Still, That's not all there is to it."
    

    
      Asuna suddenly said that, causing me to blink.
    

    
      "Eh? What is?"
    

    
      "It's the name. Whether it is «Foremost Raid Players» or «Front Line Group» or «Raiding Team», they can call themselves whatever they like. the name should be conveyed appropriately too. Some of the people from Lind's Group are calling themselves «Top Players»."
    

    
      "A-Ah…… that's true. That Argo's «Front Liner» or whatever she calls it……oh crap"
    

    
      I quickly opened the window, to check the time. I'm supposed to meet the informant, Argo the rat in less than two and a half minutes.
    

    
      "Eh, Umm … … Even Asuna, you're going, right?"
    

    
      "……I'm going. What about it?"
    

    
      She asked in return calmly, compelling me to nod.
    

    
      I gave a final look at the small built blacksmith continuously swinging his smith hammer, and said.
    

    
      "Make the meeting with Argo as short as possible, I want to observe Nezuha a little more. I think I've understood the trick used for the scam."
    

    
      

    

    
      Sound of Water, Sound of Hammer
    

    
      Aincrad 48th Floor
    

    
    
      
    


    
      August 2024
    

    
      "Please reinforce it."
    

    
      I stared hard at the face of my client, who placed a long sword in a white scabbard onto the counter while calmly uttering that line, for roughly two seconds.
    

    
      "...Wh-What is it?"
    

    
      Upper body leaning away, the other party finally responded with a single cough.
    

    
      "It-It's nothing. ...It's just that, I was wondering how long you're intending to drag this sword along with you."
    

    
      It was a line meant as a light jab at that display of bashfulness, but with a—
    

    
      "It-It's fine, isn't it, me dragging it about. I like it, after all."
    

    
      I was rendered once again speechless at that reply. If we were to continue looking at each other face to face like this, that near unnoticeable reddish tinge on my cheeks would be exposed, so I hastily averted my face and spoke.
    

    
      "Well, it's just like you to not even update your equipment though. Well then, please come along to the workshop."
    

    
      Reaching my hands towards the counter, I lifted the long sword with my fighting spirit, going "Yoisho!".
    

    
      The reason my face turned red was simple.
    

    
      It was because three months ago, this slender long sword in my arms right now, «Dark Repulser», was what I— Lisbeth the smith, forged by swinging my smith hammer: a player-made weapon; also, the black-haired, black-clothed one-handed sword user -Kirito, who just made the "I like it" comment, was the person I am in love with. Ever since the day we met, without ceasing.
    

    
      * * *
    
    
      My shop, «Lisbeth's Equipment Shop» stood in the southern district of the main town area on Aincrad's 48th floor. It was somewhat average among the manufacturing-class player shops, with the sales area and workshop situated on the first floor, and the second organized into four rooms for the kitchen and bedrooms.
    

    
      As for the reason it was valued highly despite that house plan, it was due to the fact that it was furnished with a large water wheel at the back of the house, connected to a waterway. Various large-scale devices could be connected to the power transmitting axle that pierced through the wall, reaching into the workshop. For a bakery, a flour mill; for a tailor, a weaving loom; and as such, for a smith, bellows or a sharpening wheel. Considering the merit of automating these tools that would originally require a player to push and turn them by hand, the thumping sound of its rotation that rang out regardless of day or night could be said to be rather pleasant.
    

    
      Kirito appeared at the shop early in the afternoon, in the second summer of Aincrad. As it was a time when steadfast players secluded themselves in the hunting grounds or labyrinth areas, while the converse sipped away at iced drinks after a meal at bars or restaurants, there were no other customers within the shop.
    

    
      I left the NPC, Hanna (female, estimated to be fifteen years old, surname, Heinemann) to tend to the shop, and moved towards the workshop while carrying the heavy sword. After Kirito, who came along, opened the door without requiring any additional prompting, the sound of the water wheel's rotation became remarkably louder.
    

    
      "...It's such a relief that Aincrad's summers aren't that hot, really."
    

    
      His impression was probably due to spotting the furnace burning red hot in a corner of the room, I thought, as I heard him speak behind me. I lowered myself onto the chair beside the anvil and unintentionally broke into a wry smile.
    

    
      "If you care about the heat, you should just take that off when you're within the area, at least."
    

    
      The trademark of Kirito, who possessed the cool second title of «The Black Swordsman», was that black leather coat of his that extended below his knees; if one were to take up that sort of appearance in the real world during August, it would probably eventually result in heatstroke. Leaving the sheathed Dark Repulser on the anvil for the moment, I shifted my view to Kirito, who was leaning against the wall, and he had a bitter smile on while scratching his head.
    

    
      "It's like, well, aside from sleeping, I just can't calm down without this on nowadays, you know..."
    

    
      "That said, don't tell me you actually had the same one equipped since the first floor?"
    

    
      Previously, when I was chatting with my close friend, Asuna, at this very spot, the topic ended up being Kirito's only set of clothes. According to her, it seemed that he had the same appearance ever since he got his hands on a unique rare, «Coat of Midnight», from the floor boss on the first floor.
    

    
      At my question, Kirito smiled once again and shook his head.
    

    
      "I do have to update my armor every now and then. This «Blackwyrm Coat» is the... fourth generation, I guess?"
    

    
      "Oh... That's a monster drop too?"
    

    
      "Nope, it's player-made..."
    

    
      That somewhat complicated expression that flashed past Kirito's face as he replied did not escape my gaze. Maintaining my smile, I pressed on without a moment's delay.
    

    
      "Oh. Which shop is it from?"
    

    
      "Well, that's... it's just something from A-«Ashley's»..."
    

    
      "Ohh. Hehh. Is that so."
    

    
      As I dragged my words out, Kirito made the truly conspicuous motion of averting his eyes.
    

    
      Ashley was a charismatic seamstress, widely said to be Aincrad's number one. Although it wasn't like she was a business rival to me, a smith, she set up shop in Lindas like me, in the northern section and it was thrice the size of mine (with two water wheels), not to mention the shop's name, «Ashley's», was one most could not help but notice. In addition, the person in question was a considerable beauty in her early twenties.
    

    
      Likely due to being aware that the defensive line-up in my -Lisbeth Equipment Shop- included lightweight armor for swordsmen using one-handed swords as well, Kirito babbled on with an expression on the verge of letting out a cold sweat effect.
    

    
      "Nah, it's just that my build is based on leather armor and all, and the only tailor I knew that could handle a high grade raw material like black dragon leather was Ashley-san, so I really had no choice at all, you see..."
    

    
      "I didn't even say anything, did I. But still, if I'm not wrong, wasn't it Ashley-san's policy on custom-made items to only take up requests that interested her?"
    

    
      "Re-Really? I was, you know, referred there by Asuna, her regular customer... oh right, that's just like the first time I came to Lis's shop, isn't it. That time was a real disaster, eh, smashing that sword you were selling when I tried swinging it and..."
    

    
      Upon getting to that point, he froze up with an expression that said "Oh-crap-I-stepped-on-a-land-mine", and I ended up bursting out in laughter, unable to suppress it any further.
    

    
      "Ahaha... there's no need to make a face like that, that's nothing more than a good lesson to me now. Back then, I did make swords only focused on Accuracy and Quickness, without much care for their durability, after all. Swords that are strong with the system assistance are popular, but I realized that the swords that'll protect my customers' lives in a pinch are the durable ones..."
    

    
      After my laughter settled down and I turned back to the anvil, I lifted Dark Repulser up once again. I gently pulled the sword out from its sheath, it was heavy enough for me to have no proper way of swinging it in actual combat even if I could carry it around with my STR.
    

    
      The blade that was fairly slender for a one-handed long sword was silver, with a faint bluish tint. Asuna's beloved sword, «Lambent Light», was of translucent silver much like a crystal, but in contrast the appearance of this was exactly like that which often appears in fantasy works, «Mithril Silver».
    

    
      "If I'm not mistaken, this is +39 at the moment, right?"
    

    
      "Yep. In short, I'm challenging for that +40 today."
    

    
      Kirito assented to my question without hesitation, but having a number of +40 as a reinforcement value wasn't quite common.
    

    
      Every piece of equipment that existed in Aincrad possessed a property named «Reinforcement Attempts Count». As its name implied, it was the number of times one could challenge for a reinforcement on it, and that number fell by one each time, regardless of success or failure.
    

    
      The value of the attempts count for «Dark Repulser» was 50, far more than the rest, among the swords I forged. And now, the remaining count was 8. In other words, the results of reinforcement thus far was 39 successes, compared to a mere 3 failures. Putting it into a success rate, it was at, erm... approximately 93 percent. This was a figure that could already be said to be a miracle, and if the information brokers were to get wind of it, they would likely come here straight away, sniffing for the trick to it. But still, even if they were to come, it's not like I knew the reason for it.
    

    
      In any case, the reason why this sword that was forged three months ago could still be used by Kirito on the frontlines (currently the seventieth floor), was mainly due to this terrifying reinforcement value. Players uninterested in weapon reinforcement mostly updated the arms they mainly used with each floor, but Kirito equipping the sword that I made for this long was a cause for happiness, and conversely, concern, as well.
    

    
      As for why that was so, if one planned to boost the success rate of reinforcement to its maximum value, the quality and quantity of the raw materials required simply became outrageous. Even if he was a solo player, laying claim to all of the drop items, it was not difficult to guess that an immense amount of time was needed to gather all those raw materials.
    

    
      —How about abandoning this sword, and advancing to a rare weapon dropped on the frontlines?
    

    
      I wonder if I should be giving such advice, as a smith myself.
    

    
      Probably, if it's a rare weapon at the class of the 70th floor's, by getting to around +20, its cumulative properties should be able to match this Dark Repulser +39. And considerably fewer raw materials would be required for reinforcement compared to the present.
    

    
      As I stared at the sword, I took in a breath of air, and opened my mouth.
    

    
      However, the words that came out were—
    

    
      "...The raw materials, you made sure to get all of them, right? If you're challenging for +40, I have no desire to do it without the probability fully boosted."
    

    
      Stifling my inner thoughts, I spoke with my lips pouted, and Kirito nodded with a broad grin.
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      The right hand fitted into a fingerless glove (of course, made from black leather) nimbly manipulated a window. What materialized was an excessively large leather bag. Laying the sword down and peeking into the bag I received, metal plates that appeared undoubtedly high grade, along with fangs and horns of monsters, various types of jewels and such were tightly packed within.
    

    
      Spreading those onto the floor to confirm their quantity would require a dreadful amount of time, so I tapped the bag with my finger, displaying a small window indicating its content. Tapping the sword atop the anvil next and hitting once again, on the reinforcement value shown on the small window, a sub-window with the information on the raw material items needed for reinforcement floated out.
    

    
      If I were to drag the bag's window with my fingertip, the moment it got into contact with the sword's, it would automatically go into comparison mode, informing whether both contents are the same. If the items' names and quantities all turned blue, it was a complete match.
    

    
      "Looks okay. But really now, it's amazing how you manage to gather this much every single time!"
    

    
      After I voiced out a line that went against my actual thoughts again, Kirito casually shrugged his shoulders.
    

    
      "Most of the items drop even at the frontlines, so they naturally pile up while mapping. There's only a small portion that I have to gather over at the lower floors, you know."
    

    
      I knew just how difficult it was to gather the required amount of that «small portion», with me doing the same for my one-handed mace on occasions. But as expected, words opposing that left my mouth.
    

    
      "Don't let the news that the clearers are rampaging about the lower floors get tattled on to the information brokers. I'm totally against getting onto the newspaper as «That Mr. Big Shot Bastard's favorite shop» or anything like that!"
    

    
      "Hahaha, I limit myself to only hunt at the lower floors late at night, so it's fine."
    

    
      "...Is that so. Well, that's fine, then."
    

    
      Mapping the frontlines' dangerous labyrinth areas in the day, and after taking a mere short nap, switching to the tiresome work of gathering materials. That meant Kirito had kept up that sort of lifestyle for these three months. I checked his complexion with a sidelong glance on reflex, but that smoothness on his avatar was just like that of a girl's, without any sign of the fatigue that must have accumulated within him.
    

    
      Chewing over the silent discord in my mind, I cleared away all of the windows with a single wave of my right hand.
    

    
      "Well then, let's get started right away. What's the property you want?"
    

    
      "Sharpness, please!"
    

    
      My perpetually positive client gave a slight nod in return, and after I reached my hands out to the large forge, what could be said to be the main fixture of the room, I changed the menu from «Production» to «Reinforcement». Setting the details to Sharpness, I poured the raw materials for reinforcement, stuffed in the bag, into it.
    

    
      Actually, there was a need to operate the bellows until the furnace burns bright red, but thanks to the water wheel, that process was currently automated. The small hand-carried furnace meant for street stalls used fuel, so bellows were unnecessary, but it did not have the capacity to take in this large quantity of raw materials.
    

    
      The large furnace that easily swallowed down the objects, which numbered over a hundred, somehow appeared delighted as it burned ever stronger, and the mass of raw materials was liquefied in mere seconds. The blaze, which was orangey-red in color, turned into the silver used to represent the Sharpness reinforcement mode.
    

    
      Without further delay, I thrust Dark Repulser, extracted from its scabbard, into the furnace. The silver-tinted light wrapped around the blade, and right as it started gleaming brilliantly, I moved the sword to the anvil.
    

    
      All that was left was to hit it with the smith hammer for the required number of times.
    

    
      Although I really had no choice but to swing the hammer for close to two hundred and fifty times back when this sword was meticulously forged from the ingot, for reinforcement, whether challenging for +1 or +40, the number of hits needed was fixed at ten.
    

    
      I unfastened my beloved «Zoringen Hammer +22» from the belt on my waist, and firmly held the grip, wound up with red leather.
    

    
      Smith hammers were classified as tool items while being blunt-type weapons at the same time, so they naturally could be reinforced. That said, it was impossible to hit it with itself, so I had a sub-hammer exclusively for the sake of reinforcing it.
    

    
      I matched my breathing with the lifting of my beloved hammer, the so-called beloved sword of my own, that though not at the level of Kirito's tenacity, still took a good two months to reinforce. I held it still for a moment at its peak then brought it down in one go.
    

    
      *Kaan!*, a clear hammer sound. The sound I loved. Silver and orange mingled in the scattered sparks, springing onto the floor and vanishing.
    

    
      Two times. Three times. When producing my goods for sale, or reinforcing the weapons of other customers, I was able to achieve a state of nothingness on the very first hit—or rather, I became entirely absorbed in the sounds and lights, but only when working on Kirito's sword did I end up getting my personal feelings involved.
    

    
      Do protect that person; be sure to come back to this workshop with him; I would swing my hammer as I speak.
    

    
      Four times, five times. As long as this sword stayed on Kirito's back, we were connected by a unique bond. I was unable to guard his back during the boss clearing battles like Asuna, but I could assist him by repairing his sword's durability, and increasing its reinforcement value.
    

    
      Six times, seven times.
    

    
      ...However.
    

    
      This bond would not last forever. Dark Repulser's reinforcement attempts count would decrease by one yet again today, with 7 left. If it were to continue being reinforced at this pace, there would be two months left... it would wear out before the arrival of winter. If that happened, there would be no choice but to switch over to a new sword to continue fighting at the frontlines.
    

    
      When that time came, it was not certain that Kirito would request for me to produce a new sword once again. No, that possibility was unlikely. To forge a sword with high specifications, overwhelmingly rare... in other words, extremely highly priced ingots were necessary, but a monster drop wouldn't cost even a single col. To Kirito who was always fighting at the frontlines, participating in all of the boss battles, not to mention having a rather high chance at obtaining the last attack bonus, there should be plenty of opportunities for him to get his hands on a rare one-handed sword.
    

    
      Eight times. And the right hand of mine that caused the ninth hammering sound to echo out—stopped in midair.
    

    
      I felt Kirito's confused gaze on my left cheek. But I could not bear to look in that direction.
    

    
      Instead of swinging the hammer down, I embraced it close to my chest. «Dark Repulser», engulfed in a silver brilliance atop the anvil, was waiting for that final hit in silence. The duration of the reinforcement effect was three minutes. If that time passed by, the glow wrapping up the blade will extinguish, and the reinforcement would result in a failure automatically.
    

    
      "...I..."
    

    
      What escaped from my lips was a quivering voice unfitting of the ever cheerful smith, Lisbeth.
    

    
      "...I-I won't hit it anymore... Because... be-because when the attempts count runs out, this sword's role will... it will then..."
    

    
      End.
    

    
      Honestly— Honestly, if I really were thinking for Kirito's sake, I would have thought it better for that day to hurry up and arrive. If he were to advance to a new sword, reinforcing from +1 again, gathering materials will get much easier. My mind understood this, but my arm refused to move. With the hammer clutched to my chest, I could only tremble softly.
    

    
      Then, I felt Kirito parting from the wall. Step by step, I could hear his muted footsteps stopped right beside me. The hem of that black coat fluttered as it spread out, the swordsman went down on his knees at my side.
    

    
      "...Hey, Lisbeth. I... have a hunch."
    

    
      It was a situation where it would have been perfectly fine for him to go, "Hurry up and hit it!" with anger as the client, but Kirito's voice was gentle. Since that night of the day we met, when he recounted various stories to me at the bottom of that dragon's nest; nothing has changed.
    

    
      "...A hunch?"
    

    
      I turned apprehensively, and those black pupils shyly blinked once, right in front of my own.
    

    
      "Yeah. The frontlines are still on the seventieth floor, and there's still thirty left above... but I wonder why. I have a hunch-no, a belief that when I fight the last boss of this castle, what I will be holding, is this Dark Repulser."
    

    
      "...Why exactly, do you think so...?"
    

    
      "Well, you see, the Cardinal System's the one who decided the title for this sword, right? «Dark Repulser», that which will repel darkness... there's no way such a name will be labeled onto anything aside from «end equipment»."
    

    
      —Having said all that, he looked on at me with that impish grinning face for a bit, without any further words.
    

    
      Normally, this would have been the point when I took a deep, looong breath, or jab in with a "Why are you running your mouth off like that". But for just this time alone, my lips too, twisted into a meek smile. I answered in a voice that was soft, but trembling no more.
    

    
      "...That might be right. No... it will, definitely happen..."
    

    
      "That's right. ...So, come on, that one last hit, finish it off with a klang."
    

    
      "Yeah. I have a hunch too. This time too, will be a success."
    

    
      I gently lifted the hammer that I was embracing up once again.
    

    
      I inhaled a deep breath, stopped, shut my eyelids, and whispered to the sword.
    

    
      —Sorry for the suspense. You, with your master, have always driven away the darkness from around me, haven't you? I'll believe too... that one day, a time when that light of yours shines upon all of the people imprisoned in this castle will arrive.
    

    
      Tenderly, and thus, strongly, the hammer swung down.
    

    
      Ten times.
    

    
      * * *
    
    
      The right hand clothed in a black leather glove firmly gripped the hilt of the «Dark Repulser +40» I held out.
    

    
      *Swish, swish* the blade flashed with nearly no hint of its weight, dispersing a prismatic display of radiance into the air. Finally, the sword blade slid into its scabbard with a fluid sound, and its owner smiled, seemingly pleased.
    

    
      "Yeah, with this, the 70th floor boss can just come at me."
    

    
      "If you're going to say that, don't you dare go tumbling over accidentally right in front of the boss, like on the 69th floor. That report got on the front page of the newspaper, and even I got ashamed over it, you know."
    

    
      "Y-Yes... Sorry about that..."
    

    
      Before the smith, Lisbeth, with her arms folded, was the swordsman, Kirito, scratching his head. We had completely returned to how the two of us usually were; it felt somehow comforting, yet just a little lonesome.
    

    
      Stifling those feelings, I stretched out vigorously.
    

    
      "O-Oof... Haah, well, anyway, I'm glad it succeeded. Even if the probability was fully boosted, there are still times when it fails. No way will I be accepting another reinforcement attempt this stressful for a while."
    

    
      I mentioned those lines casually, but upon hearing it, an awkward expression surfaced onto Kirito's features for some reason.
    

    
      "...What's the matter?"
    

    
      "N-Nah, that's... actually, just how should I say this, the timing just happened to cross over today..."
    

    
      "...The timing?"
    

    
      With that, the swordsman opened his storage window and stored Dark Repulser. Following that, with some swift manipulation, what materialized above the window was wrapped in a scabbard of black leather, a long sword that gave off an intense presence that I could feel, even from where I stood.
    

    
      "...I was thinking that it would be nice if I could entrust the +40 for this guy to you as well..."
    

    
      Those words, along with the sword which was brought before me, «Elucidator», another one that was precious to Kirito, made me gaze at him in silence for several seconds.
    

    
      Haa—— And I let out a deep, long sigh.
    

    
      

    

    
      The Fourteenth Autumn
    

    
      Aincrad Floor 35, October 4th, 2024
    

    
      Kunori Fumio
    

    
      

      "Kirito-san, congratulations on clearing Floor 73!" announced Silica, holding up her wine glass. The black-haired swordsman touched his glass to hers looking slightly embarrassed as he did so.
    

    
      Clink, a crisp echo rang out and a small, blue dragon gave a high-pitched cry, "Kyuru!" from her place on the table. The sound caused by the glasses may have triggered the response, but Pina somehow looked happy, too.
    

    
      Taking a sip of the light-pink wine, Kirito carefully raised his glass again. "Thank you, Silica. Though...I barely had any action this time."
    

    
      "...Really? Is that true?"
    

    
      "Yeah. The boss was one of those «Giant and Solid» types. In theory, something like that takes a coordinated attack by a lot of people, so the major guilds like KoB or DDA went up against the boss while I cleaned up the underlings the entire time," said Kirito, who laughed like he couldn't care less about it, but Silica pursed her lips in his stead.
    

    
      "I don't quite get it. Shouldn't the whole party handle the boss and the minions while rotating players?"
    

    
      "Nah, that would've made the operation more complicated... But I do feel kinda bad that I didn't have a chance to take the LA." Kirito chuckled lightly and blinked a few times, then stared straight at Silica. She subconsciously hid her mouth behind her wine glass and peered back up at him.
    

    
      "W-What is it?"
    

    
      "Nothing... I was just thinking how time flies and you're even using words like «minions» and «rotating» now..."
    

    
      "T-That's normal! How many years do you think we've been here?!" Silica shot back and gulped down her drink to conceal her burning cheeks.
    

    
      No matter how many liters of alcohol were consumed in this world, the player's real body would never ingest a single drop. The player could still get a little light in the head though when the wine-flavored liquid was downed in one shot, like it was more sour than sweet.
    

    
      This day was October 4th, 2024. It had been one year and eleven months since the start of the Death Game «Sword Art Online», so the "how many years" line from Silica was a slight exaggeration, but it really did feel like many years had passed. She was completely used to life in the steel floating castle with its day-to-day adventures―even mastering various MMORPG terminologies―but her level still fell short of Kirito's and the clearers'.
    

    
      So opportunities for Silica to see Kirito were typically scarce. The reason they were meeting in the NPC restaurant on the first floor of the inn «Weathercock Pavilion» in the town square of Mieche on Floor 35 was because she had summoned him under the pretext of treating him to a celebration for clearing Floor 73.
    

    
      Silica had used the same «ruse» several times before, but the feelings hidden in her heart were just a little more special today. Of course, she didn't plan on confessing this or anything at all. Far from it, Silica had no intention of telling him why today was special to her. She was content with being able to spend just a few hours together with Kirito during the early evening.
    

    
      Kirito set his glass down on the table. He lifted the bottle and refilled it with the pink liquid. Even a gesture as simple as that made Silica's virtual heart skip a beat. Convincing herself to act normally, just normally, she returned to conversation.
    

    
      "...If the Floor 73 boss was the «Giant and Solid» type, then the Floor 74 boss has gotta be the «Tiny and Cuddly» type. You're going to get lots of action next time!"
    

    
      "Hmm, those bosses are a massive pain in the butt to fight...so I don't really want to take them on." Kirito gave a faint, wry smile at Silica's words, then poked at the nut tart on the table with his fork. The cake tart with a fluffy crust, that was loaded with a cheese mousse and tons of nuts, seemed like it would've been all but impossible to eat neatly in the real world. In this world however, it was sliced into perfect proportions with just a light stab of his fork. The crust didn't fall apart, nor did any nuts fall out. Kirito started to bring a bite-sized piece of the tart to his mouth when―
    

    
      Pina, who had been quiet the entire time on the table, stretched her long neck toward Kirito and crooned, "Kyuru?" She looked as if she was begging for cake...and she wasn't making any other motion.
    

    
      "H-Hey, Pina, that's bad manners!" Silica hurriedly reached toward her pet dragon, not unlike a pet dog. However, Pina slipped freely through her hands and kept looking straight up at Kirito's face with her beady eyes.
    

    
      By principle, pets in SAO―officially, Tamed Monsters―would only eat when personally fed by their owners. Even when they found their favorite nuts or bugs while in the Field, they would ignore them. Since pets didn't complain directly when they were hungry, the hidden parameter for affinity would fall if the owner forgot to feed a pet for a prolonged period of time, leading to the abrupt termination of the Tamed status and the ex-pet would flee. In the worst case scenario, they would even attack their former owners.
    

    
      Silica always kept Pina's favorite nuts in her waist pouch and even wore a timer earring on her right ear, so she never forgot to feed Pina regularly. She had even faithfully fed Pina before entering the restaurant, so she shouldn't have gotten hungry for another hour and half... No, even in this case, Pina absolutely shouldn't show interest in the human cuisine that another player was eating, even if it was a nut tart chock-full of her beloved nuts.
    

    
      Thinking of something along those lines in a corner of her mind, Silica tried to pick up Pina. "Geez, I said no..."
    

    
      However, she was held back by Kirito's hand inches away from Pina. The black-haired swordsman smiled faintly and moved his fork in front of Pina. The small dragon instantly sank her teeth into a piece of the nut tart and blissfully munched on it.
    

    
      "Ohh... Pina, you..." Silica bowed her head and apologized for her pet. "I'm sorry, Kirito-san. Her manners usually aren't this bad..."
    

    
      "You don't need to apologize. In the real world, I'd get chewed out instead for giving treats to someone else's pet without permission."
    

    
      "Hahah, that's true...but that's not the problem. I'll ban her from the table from now on!" Silica declared firmly, reaching out again to put Pina down on the floor before she could ask for seconds.
    

    
      But what nerve. The small, blue dragon nimbly dodged her master's hands and took flight from the table, flying a small circuit before landing on a head.
    

    
      Not Silica's but Kirito's.
    

    
      "Ah, augh! I-I'm so sorry..." Silica bolted upright and threw out her hands, but the table was too wide and she couldn't reach.
    

    
      In the meantime, Pina folded her wings, beneath which she tucked her head after wrapping her neck around herself, and assumed a sleeping position. Before the speechless Silica's very eyes, she was fast asleep, breathing peacefully with a "kyururu...spee..."
    

    
      "~~~~~~!!" Uttering a muted growl at her pet for the terrible misbehavior, Silica tried to circle around the table, but Kirito stopped her again with a single raised hand.
    

    
      "It's okay. Let her sleep."
    

    
      "B-But that's not..."
    

    
      "I'm fine with it. She's not heavy at all, and my head's all warm."
    

    
      "...I'm really sorry..."
    

    
      Silica hesitated about plucking Pina regardless from Kirito's head despite being told otherwise, but she forced herself to sit back down. She quickly glanced around the eatery. Luckily, there weren't any other players. It was still a little early for dinner; «The Bewildering Woods» on Floor 35 that had once been popular with mid-level players half a year ago had become deserted as of late with the successive discoveries of more efficient leveling grounds.
    

    
      When Silica looked forward again, Kirito was nonchalantly stuffing his face with the nut tart while Pina rested atop his head. Spurred on by him, Silica also lightly jabbed into the cheesecake that had been placed in front of her. It responded with a plop as a light-yellow piece was sliced off, which Silica then brought to her mouth as mannerly as she could. A sweet, rich, and refreshing taste radiated through her.
    

    
      Silica was especially fond of «Weathercock Pavilion»'s baked cheesecake and while she was leveling regularly in The Bewildering Woods she had it almost daily, but now she was ordering it only when there was something special, because―
    

    
      "...This sure brings back memories," Kirito mumbled quietly, across from her. He continued to gaze out the window steeped in sunset hues. "I think we toasted with the wine that I had brought back then, didn't we? ...Has it been half a year already...?"
    

    
      "It really has been... Your wine was delicious. It raised my AGI as well."
    

    
      Hearing those words, Kirito looked back at her and grinned. "The drop rate for that wine has been patched and you really can't get it anymore. If you're thinking of having some now, a single glass of it is like 1,000,000[17] col."
    

    
      "Wha..." Silica reflexively covered her mouth with a hand. If she had 1,000,000 col, she could afford a fairly spacious place in the neighborhood of «Mieche». For a moment, she almost imagined 100,000 col in gold jingling in her stomach, but she promptly perished the thought. "...To me, what happened on that day is a precious memory that not even all of the col in Aincrad can buy. One mega col can't shake me!"
    

    
      "Hahah, really? ...Yeah, I guess so... To me as well..."
    

    
      The swordsman paused and looked out the window again. No matter how much his head bobbed, Pina showed no sign of waking up. She appeared as relaxed as when she slept by Silica's side at night, still snoozing with a "kyururu...kyururu..."
    

    
      "Maybe..." whispered Silica, but only Kirito's gaze shifted to her briefly. Staring into his pitch-black eyes, she repeated, "Maybe Pina remembers that you're the one who brought her back to life, Kirito-san."
    

    
      "Really...?"
    

    
      "I'm sure she does. That's why I love you."
    

    
      The words tumbled out naturally. In the three whole seconds it took for Silica to recognize what she had said, her hands thrust out in front of her and waved wildly as she cried, "Oh, n-no! For Pina! Pina! I didn't mean anything else!"
    

    
      "...Uh, okay."
    

    
      Seeing how speechless Kirito looked, Silica realized that her reaction had been over the top. She flailed again, screaming shrilly―
    

    
      "Oh, f-forget what I just said! Forget it!"
    

    
      ―But was that the best idea? By retracting the statement that it was Pina who loved Kirito, the subject inevitably had to be someone else and the only candidates in this place were Silica and the NPC waiter. If only it was a waitress, then there might've been some room to construe it...
    

    
      Silica was incredibly flustered, her embarrassment magnified. She was ruining this «Special Day» and she felt so miserable that tears started to pool in her eyes, when―
    

    
      Kirito suddenly raised his right hand and flicked down. A menu window opened, accompanied by a ringing sound. As Silica watched, caught off-guard her thinking abruptly halted, his slender fingertip fluidly navigated the screen and a single object materialized in no time flat.
    

    
      A small, white box fell into Kirito's palm from the closed window with a soft fwump. A blue ribbon criss-crossed its opaque exterior.
    

    
      With the box in his right hand, Kirito smiled, "It's late, but here's the answer to your quiz."
    

    
      "...It is...? I gave you...a quiz...?" she asked, stunned.
    

    
      The swordsman looked somewhat taken back and answered, "You did. The last time we met, when I asked about where your character name came from..."
    

    
      "Huh... Oh...!" Silica's hands flew to her mouth and her eyes opened wide. She recalled that they did have such a conversation when she had a meal with him last month under the excuse of a celebratory party for clearing Floor 70.
    

    
      The name 'Silica' was based on her name in the real world, so its origin wasn't quite something to keep secret. Rather, she felt strangely embarrassed about its lack of substance, so she turned the answer into a riddle: "My real name comes after Arumi but before Rin."
    

    
      At the time, Kirito looked baffled, like "what was that?" but apparently he had arrived at some sort of an answer after a month. However, why didn't he say it but present a box? Could the answer have been written on a slip of paper inside it?
    

    
      With Pina still sound asleep on his head, Kirito skillfully spun the box on a fingertip. "Well, actually, I should've caught on when I heard Arumi and Rin. I was thinking that Rin was a girls' name...and Arumi could be spelled like 有美-chan or 亜瑠魅-chan... So I put a lot of thought into what name would come between the two."
    

    
      Silica burst out laughing at the unexpected reply. "Hahahah... I did have a real friend named Rin-chan, but I've never, ever, had anyone named Arumi-chan."
    

    
      "I wouldn't know that. My dad really liked that name... But that's not the point." He returned the small box atop his finger to his hand and heaved a sigh. "It took me a week to realize that Rin and Arumi weren't girls' names. Arumi was short for aluminum and Rin was the phosphorus used in matches[18]...and what comes between them, to put it simply, is on the periodic table."
    

    
      "Yes, you're on the right track!" Silica clapped lightly. She clasped her hands together and brought them up to her mouth. "...So, do you know what comes between them?"
    

    
      "Of course. ...Or that's what I want to say, but all I could remember was «Happy Henry Likes Beer But Can Not Obtain Four Newts»...so I asked an acquaintance about what comes after that: sodium, magnesium, aluminum, silicon, phosphorus. So what comes between them is silicon. In Japanese, it's called keiso. When bonded with two oxygen atoms, it becomes oxidized, which is...silica."
    

    
      "Oh yes, that's right!" Silica clapped again, but she still didn't understand why Kirito produced a small box from storage. As if she was the one being quizzed now, she waited for Kirito to continue.
    

    
      "So I think your real name has something to do with silicon, possibly by containing the character for «kei»... Though I won't follow up on that," smiling broadly, he leaned his head as forward as he could without dropping Pina. "By the way, why is your character name «Silica», and not something like «Silico»?"
    

    
      "Oh, that's just because...Silico doesn't sound too cute..." She giggled and tugged at the red ribbons tying her hair to the sides of her head. "And now I get to have oxygen...two O atoms bonded right here."
    

    
      "Whoa... I see, so those ring baubles are supposed to be O2. They make SiO2 with silicon... I see why you're called Silica. ...Anyhow, I've solved the quiz you gave me. Now I'm curious why your parents used the character «kei» in their kid's name..."
    

    
      "Oh... Normally, you'd use the «kei» without a radical or the «kei» with the person radical," remarked Silica, thinking that he didn't know why, just as she expected. However, since it was Kirito who she was talking to― No, because it was Kirito, that was the only thing she couldn't tell him. It was directly linked to the secret lying in her heart today.
    

    
      However, Kirito placed the small box on the table and grinned knowingly again. "I started to wonder about it when I got the message from you. It's rare for you to specify a meeting date, isn't it? You wrote, "on October 4th," but before this, you've always written "tomorrow" or "the day after tomorrow."
    

    
      "Huh... O-Oh, really?"
    

    
      "Really. That's when I wondered... ―So anyways, umm...Happy Birthday, Silica." With those words, Kirito slid the small, blue-ribboned box right in front of Silica.
    

    
      She stiffened for a full five seconds, then―
    

    
      "Whaaaaaa?!" Silica jumped up from her seat while screaming at the top of her lungs.
    

    
      Immediately, Pina perked up from Kirito's head and hastily scanned around. Confirming the absence of monsters, she let out a great, lazy yawn, took off from Kirito's head, and settled at her usual spot, Silica's left shoulder.
    

    
      As if squashed by the weight of the small dragon, Silica slumped back into her chair and whispered, stupefied, "U-Um, why...?"
    

    
      "Oh, am I right, given that reaction?
    

    
      "Uh, y-yes, you are... But how...?" she asked again, forgetting to even thank him. The «special» reason that she'd planned to keep secret forever was thwarted just like that.
    

    
      Relieved, Kirito unclenched his jaw and ruffled his flattened black hair. "Thank goodness, I was wondering what I'd do if I got it wrong. The reason why that character «kei» is used in your name is because your birthday's on October 4th...right? Because together, they make 14...the atomic number of silicon. Maybe your mom or dad is a chemist?"
    

    
      Still in a state of shock, Silica answered reflexively, "Oh... Um, my grandfather is the chemist. And he named his child...my dad; he was born on February 6th, so he named him «Tetsuhiko» after iron[19], which has the atomic number of 26... My dad is really into arts and literature, but I think he wanted to carry on the naming trend, so when I was born on October 4th, he tried to name me after atomic number 104."
    

    
      "Erk, 104...? What element is that...?"
    

    
      "It's «Rutherfordium». But no matter what he tried, he couldn't get a girls' name out of it...so he resorted to adding 10 and 4 together to make 14 and came up with the name «Keiko» from silicon..." She knew she had revealed her real name after going into so much detail, but with her birthday disclosed as well, she no longer thought of it as a big deal. Silica withdrew herself, as if hiding behind the wings of Pina on her shoulder, and she continued, "...So, um...I'm sorry, Kirito-san, for calling you here without telling you it's my birthday..."
    

    
      "N-No, please, don't apologize." Seeing Silica getting further depressed, Kirito hurriedly waved it off. "Uh, um, there's like a taboo around bringing up the topic of the real world here in Aincrad... So I understand how you felt like you couldn't say it's your birthday...and I should be the one apologizing, for prying into your real name and birthday..."
    

    
      "N-Not at all! I'm actually glad!" Now Silica was waving. If she was the one who had summoned him for her birthday, then she should be the one to reveal her real name. There was nothing for Kirito to apologize about.
    

    
      Her downcast eyes caught the sight of the small, white box. She glanced at it for a moment, then looked up with a jerk. "Er...um...s-so, is this box...is it, uh, f-for m-...?!"
    

    
      As if rattled by Silica's outburst, Kirito pulled back somewhat and nodded with a wry smile. "It'd be cruel of me to say that it wasn't a birthday present for you now. ...Though I didn't have any time to prepare something big, so please don't get your hopes up too much."
    

    
      "W-W-W-Why would I? I'd be happy with anything from you. Um, may I please open it?"
    

    
      Kirito had barely nodded his approval before Silica picked up the box from the table with both of her hands.
    

    
      If this was the real world, then she'd be eagerly untying the ribbon, but unfortunately she couldn't experience the process in this world. She tapped the box with her fingertip and selected «Open» on the displayed pop-up screen, after which the box auto-unlocked and disappeared.
    

    
      Into Silica's palm, down fell―
    

    
      A thin ring shining in gold.
    

    
      So startled that she couldn't even cry, "Whaaaaaa―?!" Silica was completely frozen.
    

    
      There were four types of accessory items in SAO: earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and rings. Kirito could've picked any one of them, but he dared to pick a ring because it meant that...it meant that―?
    

    
      With the beautiful ring designed like an angel's wings in her hand, Silica looked up nervously.
    

    
      Their eyes met. The black-haired swordsman gave a small smile as he slowly nodded, "That's the reward item for the «Angel's Ring» quest, which showed up recently. Its proper name is «Ring of Angel's Whisper». It doesn't really raise stats, but it does have a pretty powerful magic ability..."
    

    
      "...Magic...ability?"
    

    
      "Yep. It can send voice messages to registered players once a month. You know, Silica, don't you send me messages about that often? It must be tough for you to think of what to write each time, so you can use that ring like a cellphone from now on."
    

    
      "...Like a...cellphone?" She eyed the ring in her hand again.
    

    
      ―In other words, this ring had never had an underlying meaning... It was only meant to be a convenient way to communicate...
    

    
      "...Umm..." Lost for a moment on how to react, Silica took a deep breath, then broke into a smile. "...Thank you very much, Kirito-san. I'm so happy!" She gently held the ring with her right hand and equipped it on her left hand's ring... ―nope, index finger.
    

    
      No matter the connotations, it didn't change the fact that she was able to receive a ring from someone whom she loves on her birthday. It'd be too greedy to ask for anything more.
    

    
      The current front line was Floor 74. The clearing of the floating castle was no more than three-quarters complete. The estimated time for reaching the highest floor was another year and Silica's secret goal was to join the clearers there.
    

    
      ―I'll never miss a month contacting him with this ring until that day. Making up her mind, a pure joy, after some time lag, spread through Silica's body from the depths of her heart. A wide grin lit up her face once more and she uttered, "Daddy said that my fourteenth October 4th would be a special birthday. And it's true!"
    

    
      On her shoulder, perhaps Pina sensed her master's emotions, as she also spread her wings wide and happily cooed, "Kyururururu!"
    

    
      

      However, in the end, Silica never sent her voice to Kirito with «Angel's Ring».
    

    
      Approximately one month after her birthday, on November 7th, Sword Art Online was cleared with 25 floors remaining.
    

    
      The steel floating castle collapsed and resurfaced about half a year later in the skies of another world. With the new Aincrad as the setting, this time Silica took on the challenge to obtain «Angel's Ring» through her own power―
    

    
      But that's another story.
    

    
      

      «Fin»
    

    
      

    

    
      The Day Before
    

    
      
        
    
      
    


      

    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      Aincrad Standard Time, Year 2024, 23rd October, 9 PM.
    

    
      I, the level 96 swordsman, Kirito, have proposed to the level 94 fencer, Asuna, and she has accepted.
    

    
      

      Of course, this happened in a VRMMO known as Sword Art Online—a scene within a RPG. In the real world, Asuna and I have not even seen each other's faces, and in the first place, I'm not even at an age that can legally marry. —Asuna might be just about there in terms of that, though.
    

    
      I do not know what was the game that first adopted the «Marriage System», but marriage between fellow characters has always been popular in the world of MMOs, even back since twenty years ago. Some sort of advantage is provided to «spouses» characters in most series, so there are many cases where marriage was done for that purpose alone, and of course, with there being players who marry as a part of their earnest roleplaying, it seems there were also some among those where the in-game marriage ended up being an impetus for marriage in the real world. This is merely my own assumption, but I believe that even if all of the MMO players in the entire world were to be asked the question «Do you have any experience of marrying in a game?», it's possible that more than half of them would give an affirmative reply.
    

    
      However, even if it's regrettable (though I'm not quite sure if I should describe it as so), I have never ever married anyone, within all of the MMORPGs I have played thus far.
    

    
      The reason is—well, it's probably due to my weak interpersonal communication skills, but alongside that, I had absolutely no idea on what to make of the concept of an «in-game marriage». If the male character, Kirito, controlled by me, Kirigaya Kazuto, were to marry a female character, Somegirl[20] (fictional), controlled by a female, or perhaps a male (this is easily possible as well) who exists somewhere in this world, is it okay for me to simply interpret it as a permanently fixed party with this Somegirl-san? Or would I have to go to the extent of roleplaying my love for that Somegirl-san? Or perhaps—I would even have to be wary of that certain living being behind Somegirl-san...?
    

    
      To be honest, it's not like I had no experience of receiving the offer, "Wanna get married （〃＾▽＾〃）", from female characters who were registered as friends or guild members in the games I played before SAO. However, in every single one of those cases, I would freeze in front of the monitor while breaking out in cold sweat and end up giving a reply like "（´ノω；｀）".
    

    
      I was too cautious, too analytical, too nervous; even I think so myself.
    

    
      However, to begin with, the reason why I indulged in MMO games was because they were temporary worlds. Behind each and every character, there exist unfamiliar players with unrevealed genders and ages. As a result, it can't be helped but to wonder "Who exactly is this person?". Everyone isn't quite themselves, myself included.
    

    
      Despite that, to me, the system, «Marriage», is to collide head-on into that recognition. Even if the marriage was within a game, one can't help but to be self-conscious when linked to a certain someone through a special relationship. Of that «certain person» moving the mouse and typing on the keyboard in the real world.
    

    
      As such, I shirked away from becoming permanent partners with people in net games and of course, that shouldn't have changed even in this unnatural death game, Sword Art Online. No, with their avatars and actual appearances being the same, it might provide all the more reason to keep a distance from others.
    

    
      However, the one who slowly dispersed, shrunk and finally erased my discomfort—or perhaps anxiety, was certainly Asuna.
    

    
      In the slightly less than two years since the start of the death game, though the situation differed at times, that girl did not ever disappear from my sight. She was first a casual party member of mine, and shortly after that, a comrade within the clearing group even after she joined the guild, Knights of the Blood. There was that time we investigated the strange murder case in the area together and that other time I got her to cook an S-grade food item for me. Through those exchanges with Asuna, I realized it.
    

    
      That in this world—and definitely in the real world as well, and just maybe in the non-fulldive MMO games I played before SAO as well, what determined whether the people before my eyes really are themselves, was my own self. If I were to leave those doubts and distance aside, they would become lies. If I were to put my trust into them and compromise, they would become real.
    

    
      Now, right before my eyes, there is a swordswoman named Asuna.
    

    
      I enjoy the time I spend with her. Asuna fighting, Asuna laughing, even Asuna getting angry, watching each and every one of those moments brings forth strong emotions in my heart. She was always within reach and it seems clear that she was interested too. When I look at Asuna now, I don't ponder upon what exactly her true self is like anymore, not even in the slightest.
    

    
      Hence, I proposed to Asuna.
    

    
      Honestly speaking, it's not that my various doubts are gone. I still do not have the conviction to claim that this emotion of mine that seeks for Asuna to be that so-called «love». I've always kept a distance from my family in the real world and ever since I've come to this world, I've relentlessly persisted on in my solo playing, making me wonder if I really did have the heart to love someone else.
    

    
      However, I figured I might be able to find the answer to that final doubt if I'm together with Asuna.
    

    
      —And, all of that was the «comprehension of marriage in SAO» I had arrived at thus far.
    

    
      On another topic, as it really is marriage, even if it happened in the world of a game, there are still the customary material aspects to it. To be specific, what to do about getting a new home, so to speak.
    

    
      We will naturally live together after marriage, but in that case, before even considering my refuge in the back alleys of the main city of Algade on the fiftieth floor, Asuna's mansionette in Salemburg, on the sixty-first floor was already slightly too cramped. Not to mention, putting the issue about the physical area aside, there are circumstances that forces us to be unable to live where we've resided in until now.
    

    
      The sub-leader of the guild, «Knights of the Blood», Asuna the «Flash», could be said to be the player most highly idolized in Aincrad at present.
    

    
      She was almost always first in the player popularity polls in the newspapers published by the information brokers, even having several fan clubs, with a major general store chain offering not a CD debut, but a RC (recording crystal) debut, though it seems that she drove them off with thrusts from her rapier.
    

    
      It feels like ages since her «Little Red Riding Hood» phase at the start of the death game when she kept her hooded cape on the entire time, but anyway, if the public were to know of the marriage of an idol like that, there's no doubt it would get picked up by each and every one of the newspapers, all at once.
    

    
      Her many fans will lament and moan, and energy might just be formed by that, eventually converting into a curse property attack, causing her partner in marriage, me, to suffer a drop in my real luck—even if you were to leave that aside, being interrogated and the like is no way to spend a newlywed life, so I would like to keep as much of the truth behind the marriage under wraps as I could.
    

    
      Of course, we did send messages to that girl's many friends, and my few ones, so we didn't expect it to stay a secret for long, but nevertheless, we weren't in any position to stay immersed in our honeymoon mood for too long. It has only been four days since the floor boss of the seventy-fourth floor, «The Gleameyes», has been defeated and it should take some time before the boss room on the seventy-fifth floor, the current front lines, is found, but both Asuna and I have no choice but to participate in that boss battle, even if we can desert the labyrinth tower's mapping.
    

    
      As such, if we could have ten days... no, two weeks... until that happens, we would have to search for a home where we could pass our time slightly more peacefully.
    

    
      If we list the items we have accumulated through our gameplay on the newspapers' classified section, converting most of those we have no pressing need for into col, we might just be able to afford a detached house in the area... or in other words, one within the city walls. However, if we were to set up a new home in a place like that, it would end up being found out by the information brokers on that very day. One that's on a cleared floor unfrequented by players, not to mention built on its edge and having a reasonable amount of space while not being eye-catching—such a house would be ideal.
    

    
      Those were rather harsh conditions, but in actual fact, I have already had an inkling of a fitting unit before I proposed.
    

    
      It has already been more than a year and a half since the front lines was stationed at the twenty-second floor of Aincrad. It was a low floor while being spacious, but nearly all of it was covered in deep forests, grass plains and lakes, possessing a beautiful, yet smooth topography, and furthermore, neither important quests, nor field bosses exist there. The players of the clearing group took a straight route to the labyrinth from the main town, Coral Village, scrambled up the tower with its mild degree of difficulty, defeating its boss in a number of days quite below the average back then. At the present moment, the only players who visit the twenty-second floor would probably be fishermen heading to the assorted sized lakes and woodcrafters gathering wood materials in the forests.
    

    
      Hence, it would be a place I haven't visited for over a year either, but for some reason, a certain spectacular view it had was fixed in my memory.
    

    
      It was on the day the twenty-second floor's boss was crushed, when I ran about alone, trying to clear as much of the quests I've left undone ever since I accepted them.
    

    
      I found a narrow, small path on the bank of the clear, blue lake, one that wouldn't be noticed unless close by. It seemed unrelated to the quests, but when I tried following the path and climbed the hill, I found a deserted detached log house erected there at the end, surrounded by a thick forest of coniferous trees.
    

    
      Its log walls were covered in moss here and there, while two or three saplings poked out from the roof, but it didn't give off the sense of rotting away at all. Rather, it blended in with the nature surrounding it, giving off a sense of beauty, as if it was a home owned by one of the Elven race.
    

    
      I quietly opened the wooden gate (as that was possible, it couldn't have belonged to another player), checked the interior with my Search skill (as it was empty, it wasn't a NPC's home either), and after I approached the terrace at its front, I finally found it. A «FOR SALE» wooden tag that hung from the door knob.
    

    
      Not having made it to even level 40, I could only point at the price listed on the wooden tag while I counted the number of digits, let out a sigh, and left the place behind while stubbornly glancing back over and over again. Whilst holding on the dream that someday, I will get my item storage bursting with enough col to buy this house.
    

    
      In actual fact, when my level was in its seventies while the fiftieth floor was conquered, there was nothing I couldn't afford if I really wanted it. But as one of the clearing group, I couldn't have a place that requires a twenty minute trip to get to the nearest teleport gate as my base of operation. In the end, I set up a refuge in the main city of the fiftieth floor, Algade, and ended up spending my sleeping time there up till several days ago.
    

    
      It has actually been a year and a half since I found that house in the forest on the twenty-second floor—
    

    
      I decided to propose to Asuna and when I thought about what to do about a new home, what immediately came to mind was that log house. I believed there was no better choice.
    

    
      As my proposal speech, I first revealed information on the aforementioned log house, suggested to move there and finally, I said, "Let's get married".
    

    
      I do believe that at least a tiny part of the reason behind why Asuna replied "Yes" without even a trace of hesitation was thanks to the divine protection of that house.
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      And, so.
    

    
      It's been a night since the proposal, it's the twenty-fourth of October, sometime after 2 PM. Asuna and I visited the twenty-second floor together.
    

    
      We called upon the Knights of the Blood headquarters in Grandum, on the fifty-fifth floor yesterday and have already settled the request for both of us to temporarily withdraw. Even if it's temporary, we properly left the guild system-wise, with the guild emblem, the red cross, not existing on our color cursors any longer.
    

    
      We exited the teleport gate at the main town, Coral Village, and as we walked towards the large lake to the southwest, I casually asked Asuna at my side.
    

    
      "Hey, how long has it been since you joined the KoB, Asuna?"
    

    
      "Let's see..."
    

    
      Shaking her chestnut-colored hair, the fencer lightly tilted her head.
    

    
      "I think the leader invited me in February last year, so... it would be close to a year and a half, I guess. It was right after the boss battle on the twenty-fifth floor ended, so..."
    

    
      "I see... The KoB was made right after half of the «Force» got annihilated, wasn't it..."
    

    
      I glanced up at the underside of the floor above.
    

    
      Three floors above this peaceful one was the twenty-fifth floor of Aincrad that ended up being the next true trial for the players of the clearing group, ever since the first floor.
    

    
      Abnormally strong mobs, compared to those on the twenty-fourth floor, obstructed our progress immediately after we left the main city and the field's topography was as complex as a maze; its difficulty created multiple casualties even while we were en route towards the next town. There were barely any NPCs we could obtain information from, while on the other hand, there were plenty of pitfall terrain traps which led to poisonous swamps and by the time we somehow managed to reach the labyrinth tower on foot, the clearing group players were at the end of their rope.
    

    
      We roused ourselves with all the spirit we could muster, and the one who motivated everyone was the player who led the guild, «Aincrad Liberation Corps»—that's right, it wasn't a «Liberation Force» yet, back then—who was named Kibaou. His wanton cursing of everyone in that Kansai dialect got them into the mood through those "You bastard!" lines, empowering them to get back onto their feet.
    

    
      However. That was how Kibaou, who was unmistakably regarded as the leader of the entire clearing group back then, got hooked onto false information spread by someone with the twenty-fifth floor's boss battle right before him. With only forty or so guild members that couldn't even make up an entire raid group, they rushed into the boss room first. As a result, over half of the Liberation Corps died... and the main force of the clearing group, inclusive of Asuna and me, finally caught up to them at that point, and although we didn't escape without quite a number of casualties as well, we managed to take the monstrous boss down somehow.
    

    
      But the joy from crossing Aincrad's quarter point was lacking in everyone. The boss room was permeated in the cries of resentment from Kibaou, echoing throughout the place.
    

    
      That was where he parted from the clearing group, bringing along the comrades who were still alive, he left for the first floor on the distant bottom. And thus, they merged with the mutual aid organization, «MMO Today», active in the Starting City—it was from that huge congregation, that the «Force» was eventually formed.
    

    
      "...The entire clearing group certainly was in a state of despair at that point... The ones fighting on the front lines were suddenly reduced to two-thirds of what they were and no one even found out who was to blame for setting up that trap, so I guess that was only to be expected. ...Everyone had sullen expressions even on the first field boss strategy meeting on the twenty-sixth floor... but, that was when the newly-formed guild, KoB, proudly marched in. All of the members were fortified in customized white and red equipment; that really had an impact, huh..."
    

    
      As we walked on the lake's bank, I recollected what had happened back then and spoke about them in halting sentences. However, the one at my side kept awfully quiet, so I turned to take a glance and strangely enough, Asuna was growing red at her cheeks and subtly looking elsewhere. I snickered in my mind and continued on, pretending not to notice.
    

    
      "...Especially that sub-leader who stood at the head of the group; all of us... putting Klein and I aside, even Agil was mesmerized, you know. An outfit that was the exact opposite of all of those plain ones till then, that pure white sleeveless bodice with that deep red miniskirt and those white knee highs to top things off... in that single moment, how should I say this, the hearts of those clearing group that were becoming divided all came together and..."
    

    
      Smack! And a blunt-type attack came flying at my left shoulder, stopping just short of causing damage and interrupted my words. When I took a look, that particular sub-leader had her face in a shade of deep red and her right hand clenched into a fist.
    

    
      "Geez! Honestly, that time was incredibly embarrassing, you know! I thought that the leader would naturally be at the front, but then with his usual composure, he went, 'I believe we could achieve a much greater effect if Asuna-kun were to stand at the front', having that serious look on, so I went out there in despair!"
    

    
      "Ha-Hah... —That reminds me, that equipment really was custom-tailored, right? Who came up with the design?"
    

    
      "......All of the other guild members held meetings for the design countless times while keeping it a secret from me. When they first showed it to me, I rejected it with a 'I can't wear something like this!' and was told, 'The cost of even a single set of this was colossal!' by Daizen-san with tears in his eyes, so I had no choice but to..."
    

    
      "...I-I see."
    

    
      It seems that even the guild, Knights of the Blood, said to be truly the strongest with their ironclad rules, were up to pretty humorous antics at the start. That said, there was no mistaking how the debut of the KoB increased the morale of the entire clearing group at that time and have always stood at the front lines of this death game ever since then. —Even at this very moment, parties with figures clad in red and white must be carrying out fierce battles on the seventy-fifth floor, opened not so long ago...
    

    
      I glanced up at the underside of the upper floor once more. It seems Asuna had read my inner thoughts from merely that. While gently holding onto my left hand with her now unclenched right hand, she spoke.
    

    
      "You defeated the seventy-fourth floor's boss mostly by yourself, Kirito-kun. You barely had even two or three pixels left in your HP bar. Even if you get away from the clearing for a little while, no one would complain."
    

    
      "...If the reason for my break were to be exposed, I'll probably get complaints from everyone around, though."
    

    
      I gave that retort sprinkled with laughter and returned Asuna's gesture. The sub-leader showed an expression unsure of whether to get angry or embarrassed and I gave a short chuckle.
    

    
      

      After going about halfway round a large lake, with a diameter of likely one kilometer, noticeably imposing Japanese cedar—or at least, coniferous trees that looked like them, were sprouting up high. When stared at closely from somewhere near those grand roots, the wide path of the lake shore could be seen splitting into a thin, narrow path heading southwest.
    

    
      "...You found this path? You sure are just as observant of these sorts of hidden routes as always."
    

    
      I took those thoughts as a compliment and puffed out my chest.
    

    
      "Back then, I didn't even have «Detection» Mob from the Searching skill, so I found it with only my eyes and instincts. You can see the house right after climbing that hill."
    

    
      With that, Asuna's face beamed with joy in an instant as well, this time.
    

    
      "I wonder what the house is like, I'm really looking forward to it! Let's hurry!"
    

    
      "......Hey, Asuna-san, it's really a log house with nothing unusual, so even if you anticipate it that much, nothing will..."
    

    
      "Well, it has always been my dream to live in a log house ever since I was small. I would be totally, completely and absolutely satisfied if it just has a Russian stove[21] and a rocking chair!"
    

    
      Asuna quickly climbed the hill as she spoke, making me chase after her in a hurry. A rocking chair can just be bought from a furniture store, but really now, I can't possibly be expected to recall if there was a Russian stove. No, it's not definite that there wasn't one. The reason why I found the log house just ahead a year and a half before was for the sake of this very day. If this is the guidance of fate, there must be a Russian stove there as well.
    

    
      While praying for the existence of a chimney atop the log house's roof, I ascended the hill several seconds after Asuna. I moved beside Asuna, who was standing still in silence and searched for a chimney with my eyes opened wide.
    

    
      ——However.
    

    
      It wasn't there.
    

    
      Not the chimney.
    

    
      What spanned out before our eyes was a round space covered in verdant undergrowth, without even a single man-made object of any sort... in other words, the house itself did not exist.
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      This is the wrong place.
    

    
      That was the most reasonable explanation, so I apologized to Asuna and descended the hill, searching the fields nearby for two hours.
    

    
      However, not only was there no log house, I wasn't even able to find any other forks leading to a new small path. Climbing up the first hill another time in melancholy, I gazed through the surrounding landscape yet again.
    

    
      "......It was here, definitely..."
    

    
      My voice unthinkingly escaped from my mouth.
    

    
      A broad, lawny garden (merely empty land without a house though), within which a dense forest of coniferous trees stretches out; the towering pillars that support the outer circumference of Aincrad were visible beyond the grove of trees and at the very end was the infinite sky extending forever. This view remained fresh in my memory despite the gap of one and a half year.
    

    
      But that particular crucial log house did not exist. I doubt it would have any effect, but even after I tried stepping into that blank space and walking to its absolute middle, the house showed no sign of spawning.
    

    
      As I stood there frozen in a daze, the crunching sound of someone stepping over the undergrowth closed in, stopping right behind me.
    

    
      I couldn't bear to turn around. Let's move to a log house on the twenty-second floor, just the two of us; those were the words of my proposal. If that house did not exist, wouldn't the marriage proposal itself seem like a sham?
    

    
      "Asuna... —It's true. That house really was here."
    

    
      It happened when I feebly spoke that line out, with my eyes lowered.
    

    
      Cutting in right before me, Asuna slapped down onto my shoulders before she held my face within her palms, raising it up. Those hazel eyes were no different from usual, shimmering with a gentle light.
    

    
      "I do believe you, isn't that obvious?"
    

    
      She gave that simple declaration, released her hands, took a few steps back and continued.
    

    
      "It must have been demolished due to some sort of circumstances with the system. It's a pity, but still, it's a very lovely place even without the house, so I'm glad that I got you to bring me here, really."
    

    
      She spun around atop the emerald grass, her skirt fluttering. The scene of the afternoon rays of sunlight shining upon her long hair and silver bosom, reflecting off what hung at her waist, the glittering sheath of the rapier, «Lambent Light», was practically beautiful enough to be used for a promotional video for the game without requiring any editing.
    

    
      —And I doubt she read that thought of mine, but after Asuna stopped to face me, she knocked on the belt pouch at the right side of her waist and spoke.
    

    
      "Hey, we came all this way, so let's take some photos to commemorate it. I brought a photo crystal along."
    

    
      "Ah, aah... That's right..."
    

    
      I responded with a smile, but perhaps sensing something from my voice and expression, there appears to be traces of concern on Asuna's face.
    

    
      "Was it that much of a shock? That the house disappeared..."
    

    
      "Eh, no, not really, it wasn't really..."
    

    
      I kept my face and hands as composed as still water, but the anxiety did not leave Asuna's expression. If this is how things are, it wouldn't be possible to simply smooth over my inner thoughts anymore, so I gave up and nodded.
    

    
      "Well... I thought of various things for today in my own way. But it wouldn't work out without the house here, so..."
    

    
      "Oh? Like what?"
    

    
      It was difficult explaining with those large eyes staring at me so intently, but there was no use in getting embarrassed now after I've even proposed to her. After lightly clearing my throat, I tried to first enter the explanation system-wise.
    

    
      "Let's see. «Marriage» in SAO is rather simple if you just consider the method. Switching to the Communication tab from the Main Menu, pressing the Marriage button at the bottom of the various invitation options and then target the other party... with that, it's finished if the other party presses the OK button. There's no need to even send any documents to the government office..."
    

    
      "You wouldn't even have to give your greetings at my home, going, 'Please let me have your daughter!', huh."
    

    
      As Asuna abruptly interjected with those words, I inadvertently imagined that forced event (not to mention the one who played the father role was somehow the leader of KoB, Heathcliff), making jolts run down my spine, causing me to shiver. Seeing that, the daughter... no, Asuna giggled, so after audibly clearing my throat, I returned to the main topic.
    

    
      "An-Anyway! It's because the process of marrying takes only around five seconds that, well, how should I say this, I want to make it so that it'll remain in Asuna's memories forever; that's what I was thinking of. But unfortunately, we are unable to hold a grand marriage ceremony, so at the very least, I hoped to properly buy a new home and figured that it would be best getting married in front of that house, so..."
    

    
      The latter half more or less ended up as murmurs while I looked downwards, but I somehow managed to finish speaking and exhaled a breath of air.
    

    
      Immediately following that, I received a high-speed tackle which made me unsteady on my feet. The unexpected impact sent me falling onto my back, onto the grass, but it seemed like Asuna wasn't planning on delivering knuckle attacks after getting in a mounted position on me; she laid on my chest and gave a succinct whisper.
    

    
      "......I'm happy."
    

    
      "Eh, no, well, that's just what I was thinking of."
    

    
      "Like I said, I'm happy. After all, Kirito-kun thought that far and tried so very hard to search for that house for me."
    

    
      When I took a proper look, misty tears were running down Asuna's eyes as she grinned right before me. In response to this, I pressed my chest against her as well, wrapping her slender frame within my two arms.
    

    
      We stayed that way, embracing each other for over two minutes on the grassy plains as a gentle breeze blew through, before Asuna's soft voice reverberated next to my ear.
    

    
      "This is enough."
    

    
      "Eh...?"
    

    
      "I already feel like I'm blessed right now. So, shall we have the marriage here and head back for today? We can look for a house another time."
    

    
      It's true that the afternoon rays bathing the upper floor's underside have been gaining quite the yellow tint to it. Nightfall will likely approach in another hour or two.
    

    
      "I guess... you're right."
    

    
      I rose gently while still hugging onto Asuna and inspected the verdant garden that grew out, as if to encircle the coniferous forest.
    

    
      If we persist, we would definitely be able to find another player home that fulfils the condition of being «a detached house without monster spawns despite being outside the area, in a place with barely any visitors». It wasn't like we couldn't put a request to Argo the information broker either. Even if she's the «Rat», she wouldn't sell the coordinates to our new dwelling, probably.
    

    
      Hence, like what Asuna mentioned, there was no need to get all hung up on that phantasmal log house. This lawny garden was memorable enough by itself; even if SAO were to be cleared, it should remain in Asuna's—and thus, my memory for a long time to come.
    

    
      ......However.
    

    
      That is that, and this is this. Something remained stirring in a corner of my mind, completely unrelated to the marriage. If I have to describe it, I would say it was similar to an uncleared quest, with its solution unfound despite effort put in, festering under the log window.
    

    
      "......Kirito-kun?"
    

    
      My gaze recoiled with a start when my name was called out all of a sudden. Before I knew it, the thought, «I can tell exactly what you're thinking», showed itself on Asuna's expression right before my sight and my body stiffened up once again.
    

    
      "Y-Yes?"
    

    
      "...You were probably thinking, that is that and this is this, or something like that, weren't you."
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      A face that suited that particular emotion seemed likely to form, hence I seized the initiative of making a poker face.
    

    
      "Eh, ju-just what would you be talking about?"
    

    
      "I understand, you know. About your desire to find out the reason behind the disappearance of the house that was supposed to be here, at least."
    

    
      —And so, it appears that I possessed no talent for poker. Denying it any further in this situation would simply deepen the humiliation as I have already learnt, so I acknowledged it with a nod as well.
    

    
      "Well, that is to say, yes... Y-You see, it's way too strange, having a player home vanish by itself and all. You said that it was due to circumstances in the system earlier, but there aren't any GMs in SAO, so it's impossible for it to have been demolished through the management's instructions. Even if it's said to be the result of a program performing a cleanup, it's not like a house with unlimited durability could rot and neither earthquakes nor volcanoes occur in Aincrad... also, as for any of the other possible causes... let's~see..."
    

    
      I was about to enter my usual conjecture mode as I spoke, but Asuna's index finger shot forward onto my mouth.
    

    
      "Alright, pause! ...Well, we've been together for a long time. I understand that you aren't one to leave something like that alone, at least..."
    

    
      Before she could finish her light sigh, I cancelled our poses.
    

    
      "Th-Then, I know this is our precious break time, but could I... have just a little time to investigate?
    

    
      Asuna softly went on about how she knew it would turn out like this and how it would just change the whole point of us coming, before taking in a deep breath of air and announcing thus.
    

    
      "You'll only get until the end of tonight to investigate!"
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      Among the countless terrain objects distributed over each floor of Aincrad, over ninety-nine percent of them possess the «immortal» attribute. It's applied over those from nature, such as rocks and trees, as well as those man-made, like houses and castle walls, shielding them from purposeful destruction by players.
    

    
      Depending on the dungeon's design, there could be «destructible walls» inside them every now and then, while «smashable rocks» and «fellable trees» could be found in the field, even if they're rare, but I have never even heard of stories involving «breakable houses». In the first place, on the very day a person were to buy a house that could be broken, a huge hole would be suddenly created while that person sleeps, with those from orange guilds flocking in through there... even such a scenario could occur. It's not like we're in the "Three Little Pigs" here.
    

    
      And thus, I could hardly imagine that the disappearance of that personal home, that log house I have once found and dreamt of, was due to destruction caused by players.
    

    
      "...Well, that's what I believe too."
    

    
      Upon hearing what I had conjectured so far, Asuna nodded once and continued.
    

    
      "Unless someone discovered an extra skill like «Land Speculation», that is."
    

    
      "Th-There's no point in doing any of that in a place like this, is there? The lake shore at Salemburg is another story, though."
    

    
      "Aah, it's true that the lakeside's expensive there. It's going for three times the cost of my room. ...But that's right, if we can't find the house here, having a detached house there as our new home might be nice."
    

    
      "Th-That's kind of... that might be tough with my income..."
    

    
      It's a joke, a joke, Asuna told me as she laughed at me, who had turned pale, for a short while before her expression tensed up. Half of it switched over to the clearing group's commander mode as she stared at the empty land fixedly.
    

    
      "In that case, let's eliminate the possibility that someone demolished it. ...Just to confirm, but the exterior and roof of player homes are outside of the range of customization, right?"
    

    
      "Eh... what do you mean?"
    

    
      "Look, when you buy a house, you gain control over the Customize Menu exclusive to its owner, don't you? You can install and remove furniture from there, can't you?"
    

    
      Finally understanding what Asuna was getting at, I nodded.
    

    
      "I see... the possibility that some other player might have bought the house, then removed the walls, roof and flooring through Customize to make it into an empty lot, huh. Hmm... I haven't lived in anything except those similar to apartments, so I haven't really seen the Customize Menu for a detached house..."
    

    
      "Actually, I'm the same. ...That's right, I'll try asking Liz."
    

    
      Asuna opened her Main Menu straight away and skillfully typed out a message to her bosom friend, the blacksmith, Lisbeth.
    

    
      Liz was my friend, as well as the benefactor who crafted me my beloved sword, Dark Repulser, so she's in the list of those who'll be informed about the marriage between Asuna and I, one among those few players. We planned to send messages to ten or so people, including Liz, right after we're done with buying a house here and the marriage procedures—but to think it would become a discussion over residential issues instead.
    

    
      It appears that she received a reply immediately and after Asuna's eyes raced through the words on the window only she could see, she gave a curt nod.
    

    
      "It looks like that the exterior and roof can't be removed or moved. Changing the colors or adding objects like bay windows or flower beds seems possible if you fork out a large sum of money, though..."
    

    
      "...I guess even if you can change its colors, it's not like you can make the entire house transparent."
    

    
      Both Asuna and I have walked all over this empty land since earlier, so it's confirmed that there weren't even any sort of traces. If there was a transparent house built here, we should have already knocked our noses into it.
    

    
      "So... what about the options? Like... some device to hide it underground?"
    

    
      As Asuna mentioned something like that and poked the ground with the grass at her feet with the tips of her boots, I unintentionally broke into a wry smile.
    

    
      "Haha, it's not like it's the secret base of some evil organization. In the first place, if you were to dig out a hole large enough to bury a house, you'll fall right into the floor below."
    

    
      "Eeh, doesn't it sound lovely. Like a home belonging to the Hobbits."
    

    
      "I do recall that being digging tunnels through hills... Won't the underground be dwarfs instead? See, there was that humongous underground Dwarven castle stretching tens of storeys, wasn't there."
    

    
      "I hate that place. It's damp in there and there were so many bug-type monsters appearing... in the first place, wasn't that really just the insides of a mountain in the field?"
    

    
      "That's the problem with Aincrad's structure, there's a limit to the thickness of the ground, so a true to form, gigantic, RPG underground labyrinth can't be made."
    

    
      "It's fine not having something like that! ...Rather, are you fine with this? Chatting and all. I'm enjoying myself, so I don't mind, though."
    

    
      Having it pointed out by Asuna, I turned to look towards the outer circumference with a start. Scattered, wispy clouds gently flowed through a sky of deepening orange. It'll probably get dark if you give it another two hours.
    

    
      "Th-That's right, let me see, if it's not transparent or some secret base, next would be... a mobile base? Nah, if there was an object like that, it would be a piece of cake to reach the labyrinth from the main town... so I guess an aerial fortress's out too, huh..."
    

    
      At my words that drifted from guesses to delusions, Asuna looked up at the skies with a stumped look. On the other hand, I gazed downwards profoundly and continued earnestly pondering over the matter with my arms crossed.
    

    
      "It doesn't look like it vanished through the Customize function. To begin with, that would mean that some other player had already bought it... So I guess it's really a phenomenon unrelated to players..."
    

    
      "......Hey."
    

    
      "That means... a field boss capable of breaking apart terrain objects...? Nah, even the fifty-sixth floor's «GeoCrawler» couldn't break through the village's gates. If such a ridiculous boss appears on the twenty-second floor, there would have been a rapid call to arms for a subjugation raid..."
    

    
      "Hey, c'mon, Kirito-kun."
    

    
      With Asuna tugging away at my cloak's sleeve, I broke off my conjectures and looked at her.
    

    
      "...What is it?"
    

    
      "......That."
    

    
      Asuna had her right hand, fitted in a long, white glove, raised up, so I trailed the direction her index finger pointed towards with my sight.
    

    
      It was there, in the space right above a conspicuously large Japanese cedar tree, north of the empty area.
    

    
      Hovering unsteadily at a height almost touching the underside of the next floor, there was a single detached house— Although nearly nothing but its underside could be seen from the ground due to the angle, there was no mistake that it was the log house I was seeking, judging by its structure that was formed by a number of splendid logs.
    

    
      Despite the joy in finding the house without much difficulty, the surprise from it floating ninety meters above my head overshadowed that, leaving me muttering in bewilderment.
    

    
      "......Wh-Why is... the house flying......"
    

    
      "......Like what you said earlier, Kirito-kun, an option for an aerial fortress... guess that's not it, huh..."
    

    
      Following what Asuna mentioned, I concentrated on looking through each section of the house, appearing as small as specks from here, but there doesn't seem to be any wings, balloons or propellers attached to it.
    

    
      On the other hand, I noticed two other new things with my sight enhanced through a skill.
    

    
      Firstly, there was a shimmering swirl of air much like heat haze underneath the house. That log house was likely airborne by being on something similar to a «tornado fixed in position».
    

    
      And the other issue.
    

    
      A face timidly poking out from one of the house's windows facing south and a hand frantically waving at us, who were far away on the distant bottom; there was someone there.
    

    
      "Th-There's a person there."
    

    
      After I pointed it out, Asuna went "Eh" before she leaned her body forward.
    

    
      "Y-You're right. ...We really can't tell whether it's a NPC or a player from this distance..."
    

    
      The only definite difference between a player and a NPC in terms of outward appearance was limited to the color of the «Color Cursor». However, with this much distance in between, the color cursor wouldn't even show up.
    

    
      I still had no idea whatsoever as to why the house was flying, but if that figure was not a NPC, but a player, there was no way we could leave that alone. After all, even if it's a one in a million chance, anyone's HP would definitely turn to zero if they were to fall from that height.
    

    
      "Wh-Which is it..."
    

    
      It happened as Asuna and I held our breaths while gazing upwards—
    

    
      Suddenly, the hand that the figure was waving about withdrew, before thrusting out once more. The hand released something it held, gleaming as it reflected the rays of the yellow sunlight. It drew a slow arc in the air as it fell towards the empty land we stood on.
    

    
      "Wo.... wo-woah..."
    

    
      After I got to its endpoint with four strides to the right and three quick steps forward, I caught the small object with my hands. As Asuna immediately rushed after me, both of us examined it in closer detail.
    

    
      "A bottle of recovery potion... that has already been used...?"
    

    
      I nodded at Asuna's remark before turning up to look at the log house floating in the sky once more, and shouted.
    

    
      "—It's a player!"
    

    
      An empty potion bottle drained dry of its content will break apart in ten seconds if left alone and vanish. To prevent that and store it as an «Empty Bottle» item, it has to be put away into any sort of bag, or perhaps the item storage at least once. That's not an action taken by NPCs, so the possession of an empty bottle would mean that the one trapped in that flying house is a player.
    

    
      "W-We have to help..."
    

    
      I spoke with the small bottle held in my right hand and Asuna instantly pointed out.
    

    
      "H-How do we!?"
    

    
      "........."
    

    
      That was a truly natural question. In Aincrad, no, in SAO, the means for players to take flight generally do not exist. If there were such a thing, one could ignore the labyrinth tower and head for the next floor... no, they could reach the final goal, the hundredth floor, in just a single flight, after all.
    

    
      Several months ago, I did go through the experience of grabbing onto a white dragon's tail and flying alongside Lisbeth, the smith that Asuna sent a message to earlier, but we couldn't choose where to go, there aren't any dragons on this floor, and above all, I have no desire to go through that a second time.
    

    
      "......F-For now, let's try going directly below the house."
    

    
      Asuna flashed a doubtful look at my thoughtless suggestion, but soon nodded.
    

    
      

      As we stepped into the forest from the empty space, the forever overlapping branches above blocked the flying house from our view, but I walked straight ahead with a skill not part of the system, «Intuitively Walking Straight». In the forest with no landmarks for my eyes to latch onto, it was unexpectedly difficult. The trick to it is to move your legs as though they're executing an autorun... which was how I explained to Asuna the other time, although she just gave a look wondering what the heck was I going on about.
    

    
      Our aim was true and after merely two or three minutes since we started moving, a remarkably gigantic Japanese cedar tree came into our sight. This was unmistakably that tree growing directly under the house. Scanning upwards as I approached, I looked through the many overlapping branches, allowing me to confirm the silhouette of a lazily hovering speck.
    

    
      "...So, what can we do? Even if we climb this cedar, it doesn't look like we can reach the house at all, you know?"
    

    
      A question from Asuna while she walked with her view in the skies and a reply from me in the same posture.
    

    
      "I thought a shout might reach if we were to get right below it, but... that doesn't seem possible either..."
    

    
      "I see, if we could talk, we could receive an explanation for what happened, huh. Maybe we should really climb the tree? Shouting from the treetop might provide enough range."
    

    
      "But you see, it's tough climbing coniferous trees like this... Without the «Acrobatics» skill, it might be pretty precarious..."
    

    
      It happened then, when we got within five meters or so from the huge cedar with our faces pointed upwards.
    

    
      A mob's howl roared out at point-blank range, catching us unaware and we sprang up.
    

    
      "Woof, woof woof woof!!"
    

    
      I instinctively held on to the grip of my beloved sword, Elucidator, hanging on my back, but ceased that motion there. The reason for that was because the originator of that howl was a quadrupedal beast, with a length of approximately forty centimeters... or to be specific, a «dog».
    

    
      Its relatively long coat was of a pale tawny color, its eyes big and round, with a blue ribbon on its fluffy tail to boot. The color cursor showed yellow—a color for NPCs, the pets of beast tamers, or perhaps a non-active monster that hasn't been aggro-ed.
    

    
      "Wah, how cute!"
    

    
      As Asuna showed a reaction befitting a girl of her age, she squatted and tried to reach out with her hand, causing me to restrain her in a panic.
    

    
      "Ho-Hold on, hold on!"
    

    
      "Why should I, it's so cute."
    

    
      "I-It might be some sort of trap, you know! In the first place, it's strange having a dog in the field. What will you do if it morphs into a Dire Wolf or something the moment you touch it."
    

    
      "Geez, it's fine, look, even its tail is wagging so much."
    

    
      —And during our exchange, the small dog continued its din, insisting "Hug me, hug me!" as it bounced about and barked in front of Asuna. While I grabbed and held onto Asuna's sword belt when she was about to squat down again, I checked the whelp's cursor once more. The name displayed was «Toto».
    

    
      "...Toto? That shouldn't be a species name... is it a name unique to this dog...?"
    

    
      "Wah, the name's cute too! C'mon, come here, Toto!"
    

    
      "Like I said, you shouldn't..."
    

    
      While I frantically tried to bring back Asuna, who was at a level of tension as if she was already afflicted with a Charmed negative status, I attempted to see through the whelp's, no, Toto's full, round eyes, searching for any fiendish schemes it might be concealing.
    

    
      Then, I noticed that, though belated. Floating around two centimeters atop the dog's round head, a small «?» mark.
    

    
      "Hey... a quest mark!? But why is it in progress...?"
    

    
      It seems that Asuna noticed the mark too, after my shout, and the vigor she showed earlier dwindled.
    

    
      "You're right, there's a question mark on it, huh..."
    

    
      The number of quests given out in each of Aincrad's floors was practically endless. They can generally be received from NPCs with «!» marks floating above them, while NPCs related to a quest in progress have that mark changed to a «?».
    

    
      In other words, that would mean that this pup was a key person, or rather, a key animal for a quest in progress. But the problem is... I have absolutely no recollection of receiving a quest related to dogs and it's likely the same for Asuna, so...
    

    
      "Th-That's it!"
    

    
      I ended up releasing Asuna's belt due to her sudden cry. The rapier-user spun around and continued with an intense gaze on me.
    

    
      "We always end up having to deal with the clearing of the labyrinth and floor bosses normally, so we don't take up many sub-quests, right? That's why it ended up as a blind spot in our thoughts. If some sort of unexplainable, strange phenomenon happens, the cause is usually a quest. Like... a house flying in the sky, for example!"
    

    
      "......I see."
    

    
      I nodded as it was a plausible deduction and Asuna twirled about once again, facing the tyke that was still making a din.
    

    
      "That is to say, if we want to find out what's behind the flying house... we would definitely have no other path than to go into contact with Toto-chan here! I know you'll understand, Kirito-kun!"
    

    
      And, with that speech that wasn't exactly completely devoid of adventurous spirit and willingness for self-sacrifice depending on how it's interpreted, Asuna squatted down without giving me a chance to seize her and reached her two hands out to the runt.
    

    
      "Woof woof woof!"
    

    
      The small, tawny dog leapt into Asuna's chest with a delighted yap, licking her face while it rapidly wagged its tail.
    

    
      "Ahaha, that tickles! Haah, it's so cute! I've always dreamed of keeping a puppy like this!"
    

    
      —Fortunately, it doesn't seem that Toto will be transforming into a huge, man-eating wolf all of a sudden.
    

    
      However, the phenomenon that occurred several seconds later was beyond my expectations by approximately three light years.
    

    
      Without any warning, a gale blew at our feet as it spiraled around us into a swirl. The tremendous speed the wind travelled at left no opportunity for us to right our stances. Staggering, our feet left the ground—and frighteningly enough, could not reach the ground regardless of how hard we tried.
    

    
      "Ki-Kirito-kun!"
    

    
      I instinctively caught onto Asuna's extended left hand while she was holding onto Toto with her right. And that was how we, two persons and one animal, were whisked away in a constrained tornado. The surrounding scenery swung by us in dizzying circles while my coat's hem fluttered about prominently along with Asuna's miniskirt (a phenomenon that would never happen with the usual amount of wind in the fields), but the situation certainly didn't allow me the composure to focus on that.
    

    
      "Wa-Waa-Waaah~", I screamed;
    

    
      "Kyaaaa—", Asuna shrieked;
    

    
      "Woof woof woof!!", the whelp happily barked, and that was when it happened.
    

    
      We soared upwards, making a beeline for the log house that was suspended up in the air far above.
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      "...I-It's completely pointless if you come here toO![22]"
    

    
      And that was the first line from the player who asked for help in the log house.
    

    
      Approximately ninety seconds ago—
    

    
      Asuna, the dog and me were swallowed into the small tornado and flew above the roof of the flying log house, then sucked into an open chimney at its corner, one after another. Beyond the dark, narrow tunnel was a spacious living room with a plain wood finishing and an astounded female player stood alone before us, who landed on our bums.
    

    
      To re-activate her head that was frozen by the stunning turn of events, I stared intently at the prior visitor while sitting on the floor. Surprisingly, her face was one I was extremely acquainted with, but as I didn't have the energy to express my shock yet again, I tried saying some greetings.
    

    
      "Good day. Long time no see."
    

    
      And that was how the exclamation from earlier came about.
    

    
      

      One way or another, we should first exchange our information.
    

    
      And that female player agreed and loosened the tension in her shoulders at my suggestion, pointing at the round table set up on the living room's floor with her right hand. After Asuna, still clutching onto the dog, and I sat down side-by-side, the girl took a seat as well, a large distance away, on the opposite side.
    

    
      It seems Asuna had finally returned to her usual mode by this time and greeted the female player who was a mutual acquaintance of ours.
    

    
      "It's been a while, Argo-san."
    

    
      "...Hello, Aa-chan. And you too, Ki-bou."
    

    
      Patterns of three whiskers were distinctly painted onto each of the cheeks of this female player who waved her hand nimbly with a delicate expression on. The name of this girl who stuck to this face paint for roughly the two years since the start of the death game, no, adding one month on when including the beta period, was «Argo the Rat». Aincrad's most resourceful information broker.
    

    
      She was an associate of Asuna and I since the starting of the game, selling and buying information from us countless times. Aside from that, we have saved and gotten saved by each other on several occasions, but there were clearly no feelings of antagonism between us. Hence, it doesn't make sense for Argo to display caution towards us like what she was doing now of all times, but let's just put that aside and get to the main topic.
    

    
      "——So. Argo, what exactly happened?"
    

    
      This was a question asked as I waved my right hand around, indicating the entire log house which was radically flying, even now, and the information broker's two eyes blinked incessantly deep within her golden auburn curly hair.
    

    
      "What you ask, Ki-bou, if you've gotten in 't this far, you should've gotten 't too, righT? It's a quesT, a quesT!"
    

    
      "Ah, aah... well..."
    

    
      When I glanced at the tyke dozing off while held at Asuna's chest, the? mark above its head was lit up. In other words, it meant that some sort of quest was in progress, but—
    

    
      "But rather than receiving a quest, it clearly feels like we've been dragged into one, you know..."
    

    
      I said that and Asuna gave a curt nod as well.
    

    
      "That's right. We got blown here merely by me picking up this kid, after all. How should I say this... it's like I picked up a quest that someone left behind halfway, that's what it feels... like..."
    

    
      Her mouth suddenly shut close after saying that and she met my glance. I instantly realized what the girl had figured out.
    

    
      If «a quest that someone left behind halfway» was what brought around this situation, the one responsible could be no one other than this Argo the Rat right before our eyes.
    

    
      Argo lowered her head as though she understood what was up when Asuna's and my sight flicked towards her simultaneously, and spoke.
    

    
      "......I'll start from the beginninG."
    

    
      —Recently, I got the information that several strange new quests have been occurring on the lower floors of AincraD. Like a masked ogre that revives over and over again even when defeated, or a jump spinning, fire-breathing tortoise, or a white-clothed female undead creeping out from a cursed message windoW.
    

    
      

      —'Twouldn't be possible to publish the «Complete Quest Walkthrough Guide Book» if I didn't get information on the new quests immediately. That's why, the day before yesterday, I came to investigate this southwestern area of the twenty-second floor, where there were rumors of a new quest and 'twas fine until I succeeded in finding the quest's starting point, but there was a slight complication with the quest's descriptioN. When I leapt into this house without bringing along the key character required to proceed with the story, the house was suddenly engulfed in a tornado, totally surprising mE!
    

    
      And that's why for the two days after that, I was stuck inside this flying house, waiting for someone to reset this quesT.
    

    
      

      When her explanation reached that point, Argo spread her arms out in exasperation.
    

    
      «Resetting a quest» was the action of returning a partially-finished quest that has been left alone for a long time to its initial state, through a menu operation. There were quests that couldn't be taken up by other players at the same time in SAO, though few, so such a mechanism was prepared. Of course, you would have to first get close to the NPC who was the starting point, though.
    

    
      In other words, if we opened the Quest tab in the Main Menu when we noticed that? mark above the head of that pup, «Toto», below that cedar tree, the reset button—might have been there. However, now that we got on the quest, neither Asuna nor I would be able to reset.
    

    
      "...Well, I more or less understand the situation now, but... there are still parts I don't get. Argo, what did you mean by the 'complication with the quest's description' earlier?"
    

    
      When I voiced out the doubt that naturally came to me, the information broker made the aforementioned delicate expression and sneaked glances at Asuna... or to be specific, the small, moving object sleeping in Asuna's arms.
    

    
      "W-Well, that'S... even I have things I'm good at and those that I'm not reallY..."
    

    
      "Aah, so that's it. Argo-san, so you're bad with dogs!"
    

    
      And in that moment, Asuna completely saw through her with a smile on which caused the three whiskers on the information broker's cheeks to narrow.
    

    
      "I-I can't help 'T, that's just how my base stats werE! And Aa-chan, I heard the news that you're bad with Astral-type mobs toO!"
    

    
      "Th-That's because those are ghosts! It's only natural to be scared of ghosts. But puppies are cute, you know? Here, how about you try hugging it?"
    

    
      "St-Stop 't! Just let 't continue sleeping therE!"
    

    
      —And leaving aside Argo and Asuna, who were showing their intimacy through their actions, I took some time to ponder.
    

    
      If Argo (despite being a «Rat») was bad with dogs, the fact that the quest in progress mark atop the dog's head was lit up means...
    

    
      "Hahah, I get it. Argo, you managed to start the quest, but with the key character being a dog, you dashed away with all your AGI and after you jumped into this house, the quest continued making you fly up, but got stuck because the dog couldn't enter the house, getting you trapped here in the sky for two whole days... that's it, huh. Hahaha, looks like you've been through a pretty fun experience, huh. If you put stories of your experiences in a book like, "Argo's Great Adventures", in the future, it'll sell."
    

    
      Upon hearing my talk while laughing, the Rat momentarily made a face that said, "Will it really selL?" before she shouted.
    

    
      "'Tis no laughing matter, Ki-bou! With things this way, both Aa-chan and you are stuck now too, you know!"
    

    
      "Don't make such a fuss about it, at the most, we'll just have to use a teleport crystal to travel to some other city, right?"
    

    
      It happened just as I was about to start laughing again after replying so—an odd expression appeared on Argo's and Asuna's faces at the same time. They exchanged a quick glance and Asuna took the initiative to open her mouth.
    

    
      "...Hey, Kirito-kun. I don't think there's any chance that Argo-san hasn't tried that out yet."
    

    
      "Heh?"
    

    
      "It depends on the quest, but during these compulsory events, most of them prevent teleporting, don't they? Right, Argo-san?
    

    
      "Of course 't does!"
    

    
      "......Seriously?"
    

    
      Seeing me finally breaking out in a cold sweat, Argo replied with a nod and an expression that seemed to show her disappointment.
    

    
      "Well, as a last resort, there's always still jumping out from the window and teleporting immediately before crashing into the grounD... I don't quite want to try that, reallY."
    

    
      "I-I don't want to do it either, reallY..."
    

    
      I took a peek out at the sky extending out beyond the window and realized something after all that side-tracking.
    

    
      In the first place, what exactly happened on this quest. If one were to receive the quest from the dog in the forest and enter the house together, the house will take flight through the tornado? The links between each part of the story make too little sense at this point. The ones in charge of the SAO game servers' administration should have already been separated from Argus, the developers, so it's not like the quest's scenario could have been written by staff from Argus. In that case, exactly who was one who thought up these illogical developments? And at the present moment when the GM Call does not function, how can we escape from this stuck status...?
    

    
      ".....Wait, hold on, now that I think about it."
    

    
      Asuna, who was stroking Toto's head, and Argo, who was looking in that direction with a wary glance, turned in unison at my words.
    

    
      "If the reason why this quest got stuck was because the dog... Toto was left behind on the ground, that should have been dealt with already... —So, doesn't that mean that the quest should have been back in motion...?"
    

    
      "Ah...!"
    

    
      Argo snapped her fingers and dashed right beside the window in a breakneck motion. She looked down towards the ground and instantly shouted.
    

    
      "W-We're movinG! Or rather, it looks we're nearly going to lanD!"
    

    
      "R-Really!? Thank goodness, looks like we'll be able to go back before it gets dark."
    

    
      Asuna spoke, relieved while looking towards the windows as well, but I couldn't be as optimistic. You could call it a hunch.
    

    
      Having an introduction of making an entire house take flight was rather major as a quest. A story that starts this flashy was unlikely to end so easily. In all likelihood, it would make us go this way to search for something, go that way to help someone out... I believe such a development would definitely happen. First of all, even if we work hard at clearing the quest, there was no guarantee that this log house will return to its previous status of being on sale. In that case, would Asuna and I really be able to marry...
    

    
      "Ugh."
    

    
      I gave a weak moan and took a look at Argo's meager frame from behind as she kept a subtle distance away from (the dog within the arms of) Asuna.
    

    
      She was an old friend of mine, but there was no way I could let her find out about my marriage with Asuna before it happened. If the cat gets out of the bag, an article will end up on the newspaper, «Weekly Argo», with a flourish and I will be cursed to death by everyone in Asuna's fan clubs.
    

    
      Hence, it's risky to have her stick around for too long to complete the quest. There's no choice, but to clear it in haste and say "Good work!" before the «Rat's» nose senses something.
    

    
      At roughly the same time as I got up while making up my mind, a dull sound rang out from the log house, announcing its arrival at a location unknown to us.
    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      "...Now that I think about it, what was the name of this quest?
    

    
      Argo opened a window at my question and answered.
    

    
      "«Witch of the West and the Three Treasures», 't sayS."
    

    
      "...How common. And the build-up was so surreal too..."
    

    
      It was the first time stepping onto the ground firmly for Argo in two days, whereas fifteen minutes for Asuna and me, and what stood before the three of us was the next key character shaking about as its body wobbled.
    

    
      However, once again, it wasn't a human. Its torso joined into a cross by wooden poles, it was a doll with a round, stuffed head of hemp fiber—namely, a scarecrow. Despite its humorous appearance, it was a splendid monster. These were often placed in horror-type floors, a mob of the «Scarecrow» type.
    

    
      What came to meet us wasn't merely the scarecrow. On the left was a hollow set of plate armor, a monster of the «Living Armor» type. And on the right was a lion head atop a human body, a monster of the «Werelion» type. None of the three showed any will to attack. The color cursor also remained as the non-active yellow status.
    

    
      Just as I wondered what would happen now, the scarecrow suddenly spoke.
    

    
      "Oh, we've certainly been awaiting you!"
    

    
      Those words prompted the «!» mark floating above the scarecrow's head to change into a «?», denoting a quest in progress. At the same time, the mark vanished from the pup's head.
    

    
      "Awaiting... you say?"
    

    
      I gave an appropriate reply in the meantime and the scarecrow launched into a tirade, accompanied by violent swaying of its head. To sum it up, the contents are as follows.
    

    
      

      —We, «Scarecrow», «Tin» and «Lion», were out on a journey to become humans, but on our way, a female girl who was our companion got kidnapped by the «Witch of the West». We want to help her out, but the witch stole away what was in Scarecrow's head, the gem that was a substitute for Tin's heart and the golden mane that fuelled Lion's courage, so we are unable to battle. Thus, to enlist a swordsman able to fight the witch with us, we cast a tornado spell onto the dog the girl kept, «Toto», and sent it beyond the wall.
    

    
      

      "Ha, hahah... I get it..."
    

    
      Nodding, I took a glance behind.
    

    
      According to the map, we were currently still on the twenty-second floor, in the northwest. An area sealed off by a steep cliff, unreachable by foot. The «wall» that Scarecrow referred to was likely that cliff.
    

    
      I somehow understood the setup of the quest, but that did not change my assessment of the entire story as being weird. In SAO, where magic did not exist, wouldn't the problem be whether a «witch» or a «tornado spell» was even possible in the first place? And besides, putting Scarecrow and Lion aside, why exactly would the Living Armor's name be «Tin»?
    

    
      —And just as I racked my brains over these, as most would agree, pointless doubts, Asuna murmured all of a sudden.
    

    
      "...I get it. What this quest is supposed to be."
    

    
      Continuing on, Argo nodded as well.
    

    
      "I get 't too. No wonder the house went flyinG."
    

    
      "Heh? What do you mean?"
    

    
      I asked as I looked right and left, and Asuna grinned as she voiced out something I didn't expect at all.
    

    
      "I think you should have read it when you were a child too, Kirito-kun. Bits and pieces are different if you look at it in detail, but this quest... originated from «The Wizard of Oz»!"
    

    
      "...Ah, aah, I see, so that's it!"
    

    
      And, that was what I shouted out, but to be honest, I couldn't recall a single thing about that tale. A girl and her pet dog were blown away by a tornado with their house and when they landed, they found themselves in a parallel world, went on adventures here and there alongside a scarecrow, a tin figure and a lion before finally returning to the real world—that was how the story went, probably.
    

    
      It was now clear why the Living Armor became «Tin», but I still felt anxious about what has yet to come.
    

    
      "...If that is the case, this quest is going to be horribly long, huh..."
    

    
      Asuna made a questioning, "Why?", expression when she heard me voice that out with a sigh, so I shrugged my shoulders and continued.
    

    
      "Well, you see, if you take a look at how it goes, we'll have to get Scarecrow's brain, Tin's heart and Lion's mane one after another, right? How long will even one of them take..."
    

    
      Asuna and Argo exchanged looks at my grumbling and for some reason, smiled complacently.
    

    
      "Ki-bou, you don't quite remember how the story went, do you?"
    

    
      "Ugh... no, well, that's exactly it though..."
    

    
      "Fufu, I doubt there's any need to collect the key items. Let's skip that and march right into the witch's castle straight away!"
    

    
      "E-Eeeh!?"
    

    
      I must have imagined those three faces that showed the same "Eeeh" emotion on Scarecrow, Tin and Lion, accompanying my yell.
    

    
      

      I checked the map once again and saw that golden «!» marks (the next objective) were displayed on three parts of the elliptical quest area, with a single grey «!» mark (the final objective, but with its flag yet to be triggered) aside from those. Thinking about it normally, it would be useless even if you go to the final destination before completing the golden marks at those three places, but there was no sign of hesitation in the steps Asuna and Argo took.
    

    
      The three monsters who wanted to become human and I chased, with uncertain strides, after those two who briskly proceeded through the road paved with yellow bricks. The tyke held in Asuna's arms was likely the the reason why Argo stayed a slight distance behind.
    

    
      Argo and I had suggested for Toto to be left behind in the log house since it had ceased its role as a key character when the quest mark atop its head vanished. However, Asuna kept hugging onto the dog firmly while uttering a "Uu~" with her eyes upturned, so I couldn't persist with much more than that. Personally, I don't care either way, but it seemed a little like a test of emotional strength for Argo who was apparently a dog-hating character.
    

    
      If she's keeping to it that thoroughly, it must be as the person herself mentioned earlier, not simply a roleplay limited to this world alone. The Argo of the real world was definitely bad with dogs as well. However, if I was in her shoes, I wonder if I could so frankly show off my inner self—my true self. Wouldn't I forcibly keep my feelings in check, putting on a composed appearance in order to retain the image that I had built up and assumed time after time in this world?
    

    
      Could those feelings for Asuna from a person like that really be called love......?
    

    
      "......What do you think?"
    

    
      I asked of one of the quest NPCs who walked at my side, the lion male who had his «courage» stolen from him, in an extremely soft voice.
    

    
      Most NPCs among the countless number set in Aincrad possess an algorithm that did no more than to cycle through pre-set patterns of replies, making it impossible for them to properly hold a conversation with a player. So I wasn't exactly hoping for an answer, but,
    

    
      "...Was something taken from you as well?"
    

    
      And the lion male gave a subdued response, so I was slightly... no, rather surprised.
    

    
      "Hmm... well, that might be the case, huh. After all, I don't remember ever loving anyone for real until I came here."
    

    
      When I got carried away and answered that way, the Werelion male, who looked significantly more dispirited in comparison to those it was based on, the Werelion race that appeared near the fortieth floor, nodded with a distinctively sorrowful expression.
    

    
      "I see. Honestly, I don't have confidence either. In whether I really had «courage» before the witch stole my mane from me."
    

    
      The lion male lowered his head with a sigh, exposing the sorry state that a portion of the mane behind his head was in, with much of it gone now as though someone went through it with a pair of clippers.
    

    
      When approaching it from that angle, there were stitches at the back of Scarecrow's head, as if there was once a tear in the crudely patched up cloth, while he bounced step after step at the lion male's side and a large hole closed up by an adhesive bandage could be seen on Tin's breastplate too, as he walked ahead. Each of those was probably a relic from the time that «Witch of the West» person stole the items important to the three of them.
    

    
      Of course, I have no recollection of my «heart to love others» being stolen by the witch. If I had lost that somewhere, it would be my own fault, keeping a distance away from those around me from young... even from my own family.
    

    
      In that case, I wonder where I would have to search to retrieve that heart. Would I find it if I marry Asuna and live together with her? But as the lion male had said, what if it was something I didn't have from the start as a human...?
    

    
      And, at that moment, as if she sensed my unease, Asuna turned back to face me from several meters in front. She tilted her head slightly to the side before showing me a smile, one no different from the usual ones she gave me. She pointed her raised right hand forward and shouted out cheerfully.
    

    
      "Look, Kirito-kun, you can see it now!"
    

    
      Argo clapped together the metal claws equipped on her hands without a moment's delay.
    

    
      "If I didn't know about this quest, 't has to be an unexplored dungeoN! There's going to be plenty of untouched treasure chestS!"
    

    
      "...Hey now, even if you say that, this is the twenty-second floor, so it's obvious there won't be anything amazing."
    

    
      Cutting off the observation that was unlike me, I sped up to chase after those two while gazing up at the castle that appeared beyond a grove of trees. It had an excessive number of long, narrow towers reaching up, with its walls in a shade of grey close to black. Its towering visage with the skies blotched in a deepening red as a backdrop gave off an atmosphere fit for a «witch's castle».
    

    
      This quest should be cleared if the witch who resides deep inside there was defeated, but we can't even get in the castle right now, can we? Ordinarily, if the sub-quests at each location weren't finished and Scarecrow, Tin and Lion have not gotten their mind, heart and spirit back yet, the door to the final dungeon wouldn't open or the boss wouldn't spawn. No, rather than all that, wouldn't it be a little pitiful to just ignore what those three are searching for...
    

    
      Even as I pondered that issue, Asuna and Argo continued walking rapidly with that delicate distance from each other maintained, and the eerie castle gate just minutes away on our route. The black cast iron gates reaching five meters high were cleanly closed, with no sign of opening as expected—
    

    
      Crack, crack, clank.
    

    
      And following that distinct unlocking sound, the gates automatically opened to the sides, causing my mouth to open as well. The tyke held by Asuna was woofing away, but I doubt that was the cause of it opening.
    

    
      The two female players nodded to each other as if they predicted it, but I personally didn't get it at all. Exchanging looks with Scarecrow and company, who got their brain, heart or mane stolen, I shrugged my shoulders and stepped through the gateway.
    

    
      At that moment, a ferocious howl rang out and four monsters spawned within the front yard of the castle. A black panther head atop a bulky torso, they were from the Werepanther race. Witches make use of black cats, so there was no need to say that it was an appropriate choice for guards... perhaps.
    

    
      "Gyaoooo!"
    

    
      The panthers roared once again and the moment they unsheathed their scimitars with jagged edges, Scarecrow and the other two screamed out a shameful "Eek" and cowered down. It wasn't certain whether they were afflicted with the «Fear» negative status, or simply truly scared; I didn't expect much battle potential out of them, but if they're going to be like this from the start, I worry for them when we get to the boss battle.
    

    
      I lightly shook my head and drew my beloved sword, Elucidator, from my back and concurrently targeted the two Werepanthers rushing in from my right. I activated the offensive single-hit, area of effect sword skill, «Serration Wave», of which not many exist for one-handed swords.
    

    
      The sword that was brought down onto the ground vibrated at a high frequency and a light effect similar to a saw blade spread out in a radial pattern. Two of the panther males were swallowed by that and stumbled forward. It was a technique meant to impede movement to begin with, dealing barely any damage, but they were monsters appearing in a quest on the twenty-second floor, after all. Before they could right their postures, their HP got shaved away and the panthers split apart before dissipating away in succession.
    

    
      The remaining two were killed by Asuna with her left hand still holding onto the tyke, and Argo who was actually pretty strong in an one-on-one situation, ending the battle in an instant. One of the panther males dropped a key with a quest item mark on it, so we used that to open a small door at the corner of the castle.
    

    
      I peered at the sky another time before passing through the door; violet had started to mingle into the scarlet. It was around an hour before nightfall, huh. The castle was of quite a formidable size, so it seemed like it would be hard to clear it before sunset.
    

    
      —As though reading my mind once again, Asuna pat my back and spoke.
    

    
      "Don't worry, I've brought plenty of food."
    

    
      No, I wasn't exactly worrying about dinner, but whether I would be able to marry you within today, Asuna.
    

    
      I couldn't answer with that, so I simply nodded in an odd angle and Argo flippantly spoke out.
    

    
      "I'm looking forward to thaT! I've totally caught those rumors that say Aa-chan succeeded in producing soy saucE!"
    

    
      

      It has been merely ten minutes since we've infiltrated the castle belonging to the «Witch of the West».
    

    
      Asuna, Argo, Scarecrow, Tin, Lion, that dog and me; our party of six people + one animal have reached a large door that presumably leads to the boss room in no time at all.
    

    
      It's due to our battle ability level being far higher than the one suitable for the quest, but what could be considered even more unreasonable was Argo's mobility. She jumped onto balconies that really should require a detour as it was too high, or onto footholds narrow enough for even me to hesitate, with ease, taking short-cuts throughout the route. Thanks to that, there were still tinges of red in the sky from what I could see through a small window.
    

    
      "...Shall we have the food after the boss battle?"
    

    
      Asuna asked, seemingly rather amazed, and Argo calmly nodded with a "Guess sO". The monster trio had the usual is-this-really-alright faces on, but their representative, Scarecrow, bounced forward and the single stitch on its cloth head that served as its mouth moved.
    

    
      "...The «Witch of the West» uses various terrifying spells. If only my head wasn't quite so empty, I could remember how those spells went..."
    

    
      ...As I thought, we really should have dealt with it in sequence through each sub-quest. That was what I thought, but Asuna pat Scarecrow's shoulder (or at least, the pole that served as it), showing no sign of worry.
    

    
      "It's alright, if the three of you put your strength together, we'll definitely be able to save Do... that girl who's your friend. Now, let's go."
    

    
      Finishing her speech, she turned a gallant arc towards the front and steadfastly pushed the large door open.
    

    
      Inside was a rectangular, spacious area that truly gave off the feel of a boss room. The moment we stepped in, creepy green candles on the chandelier attached to the high ceiling lit up. Our viewpoints gradually grew brighter, allowing us to spot a big cage placed near the wall on the other side.
    

    
      The captured young girl collapsed in the cage—beside her, a black-clothed hag stirred away at an enormous, simmering pot with a long ladle.
    

    
      "Ooh... that's a witchy witch..."
    

    
      My thoughts unintentionally escaped. Offensive magic generally do not exist in SAO, thus there was the belief that magicians do not exist as well, so that would make a monster with a design like that remarkably rare.
    

    
      Now then, what kind of attack would that granny use? Just as I was in the midst of wondering that—Scarecrow gave a sudden shout.
    

    
      "Oh, Dorothy-san! Dorothy-san will turn into soup at this rate!"
    

    
      Continuing on was the noise from each parts of Tin's clattery armor.
    

    
      "Dorothy, danger, let's help, hurry!"
    

    
      Finally, Lion tried his best to bristle a part of his closely-cropped mane.
    

    
      "Hold on, Dorothy! We'll immediately... we'll...."
    

    
      But at that point, Lion's mane shriveled, Tin's armor muted, and Scarecrow's shaft bent.
    

    
      Replacing the trio who sunk into silence, Asuna, Argo and I stepped forward. Looking at the witch who continued stirring the big pot from her side, we approached with caution.
    

    
      The black-robed witch raised her face and looked this way. Her eyes thinning into a complacent expression as they shone yellow, she muttered in a high-pitched voice.
    

    
      "Wouldn't the lot of you like to drink the soup this kid makess? One mouth will return your youth, two will endow you with power; it's such a delicious, delicious soup, you know? Yii-hi-hi-hi."
    

    
      If we were to carelessly answer "Yes" here, we might just proceed straight to a forced event where the girl who seems to be called Dorothy ends up simmering in the pot, so I yelled a reply back.
    

    
      "No! We're here to help that child!"
    

    
      "I seee, I seee, what a pityy. In that case..."
    

    
      That was when the witch scooped out some of what was in the pot with the ladle before vigorously exhaling.
    

    
      "...I'll make the whole lot of you soup too! Yiii~hi-hi~~~!"
    

    
      Along with that shriek, she splattered the contents of the pot towards us. That converted into a mist dyed a venomous-looking purple, enveloping all of us.
    

    
      At the moment, a green-framed debuff icon lit up below my HP bar at the top-left of my sight. Paralysis.
    

    
      "Geh..."
    

    
      Without even the time to moan, Asuna, Argo, Scarecrow and the rest collapsed onto the ground with me. For all three high levels to be unable to resist, this must be a forced paralysis event, but that doesn't change the peril of this situation. I rushed to retrieve a cure potion from my pouch, but somehow, even my right hand, which should normally be able to move when paralyzed, was numb.
    

    
      "Hi-hi-hi... no~ow then, who shall be the first one to be boiledd..."
    

    
      While waving around the ladle that served as a replacement for a magic wand, the witch approached in a dance-like motion. This might actually be pretty bad, I thought, desperately trying to stand, but my body was utterly incapable of movement.
    

    
      "Yihihi, it's no use, it's no use. Nothing can break this spell aside from a lion's roar."
    

    
      —Oh, I see.
    

    
      I shifted my vision at that terribly obvious hint, somehow managing to take a look behind. Scarecrow and Tin certainly were paralyzed like us, but Lion alone did not have a debuff icon. If he were to go "gao" and roar just once, the paralysis for all of us should be cured.
    

    
      It should, but.
    

    
      Great. Lion was cowering down and trembling with his arms hugging his head, his mane laid completely flat. Hey hey, I retorted in my mind before finally realizing.
    

    
      This was inevitable. His «courage» was still with the witch. This wouldn't have been acceptable if we've finished that sub-quest, reclaiming the golden mane that was the source of his courage, but there was no way he could rise up in the current circumstances. It was a predictable outcome, so why exactly did both Asuna and Argo think that there was no need to go about doing the three sub-quests—
    

    
      "Woof, woof woof woof!"
    

    
      And, the energetic tyke's barks rang out, interrupting my thoughts.
    

    
      That wasn't all that stopped. Lion's shivering made a sudden stop as well, and its mane that would lose to no other at shriveling up was gradually swelling up, wasn't it. Why. His courage should have been lost.
    

    
      Lying on the ground, I opened my eyes and watched as Lion picked himself up slowly. He had his usual droopy face, but a light definitely shone within those two eyes of his.
    

    
      "I... I am here to help Dorothy!"
    

    
      He strongly shouted that out and sucked in the air, inhaling his chest to a large extent—Lion went "garooo!", letting out a rousing roar. As though it was blown away by that lion's roar, my paralysis icon vanished.
    

    
      The witch tried her paralyzing attack for the second time, but Tin went next after Lion and even Scarecrow stood up after that, dispelling her charms. Perhaps having exhausted her supply of spells, the witch swung her ladle about as she ferociously charged towards us.
    

    
      The black-robed witch with a pointy hat on didn't look capable of weapon skills no matter how you looked at her, but the long ladle she brandished above her glowed red, slightly surprising me. As expected of a resident of this world, it seems she could command sword skills of the Poleax type.
    

    
      "Kukeeeee——!"
    

    
      She swung down the ladle with that shriek, but I easily took it on with my «Vertical Arc». I countered, driving her attack back, and Asuna turned towards the knocked back witch before switching in with a leap.
    

    
      I do wonder if she really had to continue holding onto that tyke with her left arm even in this situation, but still, as expected of her, she succeeded in invoking a sword skill. Receiving five merciless stabs, one after another, the witch got blasted away even further. It was now Argo's turn, charging in without even giving her the time to land. With a dash that would exceed even Asuna's, she went under the witch and burst straight in with skills of the Wild Dance type, using the metal claws on her two hands.
    

    
      As expected of a quest boss, the witch survived with barely any of her HP bar left over after suffering a skill combo from three high levels. She fell onto the floor with a thump, but stood straight up without getting stunned and ran back to the big pot deep within the hall. We were about to chase after her the moment our skill delay ended, in anticipation of her casting another spell with that mysterious soup—but it happened before we even could.
    

    
      The tyke, no, Toto suddenly jumped out of Asuna's arms and shot after the witch with the intensity of a bullet, biting onto her black high heels. Her leg snagged, the witch pitched forward and tumbled over with great force, plunging head first into the big, boiling pot with a splash.
    

    
      Seconds later, a grand monster death effect sprouted up from the inside of that soup.
    

    
      

      Having let out from the cage, the girl, Dorothy, expressed her gratitude to us repeatedly while embracing her pet dog, Toto. It seems that the girl will be continuing her travels with Scarecrow and the rest to search for «Emerald City» somewhere in this world.
    

    
      After seeing off Dorothy and her party at that log house from earlier, I clapped the backs of a reluctant Asuna (probably due to parting with the dog) and a relieved Argo (this was due to the dog too) at the same time. The final «!» mark of the quest was floating within the log house. We should definitely be able to return to our original position if we enter the house and close the door.
    

    
      "Now then, let's get back."
    

    
      I watched the sky to the west while saying that line; the setting sun was just about to sink below the sea of clouds.
    

    
      Part 7
    

    
      The scarecrow, tin figure and lion sought for a brain, a heart and courage, respectively, even in the original "The Wizard of Oz"—that was what Asuna taught me on the way back through the skies.
    

    
      However, they did not get them in the end. The Wizard of Oz said this at the end of the tale. That in saving Dorothy, who was kidnapped by the witch, Scarecrow used his wisdom, Tin expressed emotions, and Lion exhibited courage. Hence, all of you already have what you've wanted—
    

    
      "...So that's it, huh. That's why both Argo and you knew that Lion and the rest would stand up even without clearing the sub-quests?"
    

    
      I spoke with a bitter smile and just as the female team were about to nod in pride, the house landed with a scraping sound.
    

    
      Upon exiting, I confirmed that this was the empty land in the forest where I found the log house long ago. Without waiting for Asuna and me as we stood still, Argo briskly cut through the lawn and spoke with a satisfied smile on.
    

    
      "Thanks for todaY, both of yoU. In return, I'll keep that bit of information a secret and not sell 'T."
    

    
      "Hah? That bit of information... what are you referring to?"
    

    
      "You know, don't yoU!"
    

    
      She gave me a quick wink—
    

    
      "I wish both of you the best, Ki-bou, Aa-chan!"
    

    
      Leaving us both frozen in shock, Argo disappeared from our sight with the stealth of a ninja.
    

    
      Seconds later, Asuna started giggling, prompting me to follow along and loosen the tension in my face. As we laughed together, I felt that final thorn, that was embedded deep within my chest, vanish, leaving not a single trace behind.
    

    
      —What I wished for, was already within my grasp the moment I stepped forth, wanting it.
    

    
    
      
    


    
      I asked for Asuna to always be together with me and proposed. Hence, I have already found what I had lost then. The emotion of loving another.
    

    
      "......Asuna."
    

    
      Upon calling her name, Asuna stared at me with a smile still on her face.
    

    
      I looked straight into those hazel eyes, glistening beautifully in the afterglow visible beyond the roof of the log house, and opened the Main Menu. Moving through two tabs, I softly pressed my finger against the button I was looking for.
    

    
      I pressed down on the word, «Marriage», and touched the name, «Asuna», next.
    

    
      Asuna's eyes shifted, noticing the small window appearing before her. Raising her right hand, her slender finger gently caressed the window—
    

    
      "......Kirito-kun."
    

    
      Asuna whispered that single word with her eyes unwaveringly on mine and pressed down on the «YES» button.
    

    
      

      We found out the name of the autonomous control system that regulated this world, «Cardinal» a mere few days later.
    

    
      As for the extraordinary «Automatic Quest Generation Function» that Cardinal was installed with, we were informed about that much, much later in the future.
    

    
      (End)
    

    
      Notes
    

    
      	
        ↑ See: Z-score for more details. A z-score of 2 means you're in the top 2.3% of your year.
      

      	
        ↑ Kibaou, one translation of this name can be 'Fang King'
      

      	
        ↑ Game term, short for healing and various other potions
      

      	
        ↑ A tatami is Japanese floor mat made from the straw, in this case it was used to describe the size of the room big enough to fit 20 of them (approximately 330 square feet).
      

      	
        ↑ A Will saving throw is a Dungeons and Dragons Tabletop RPG term, for example if someone cast a death spell on you, and your dice roll is sufficient, you won't die.
      

      	
        ↑ Mountain bike
      

      	
        ↑ Computer display brightness: Gamma correction
      

      	
        ↑ A Heater Shield is a form of European medieval shield, developed from the early medieval Kite Shield.
      

      	
        ↑ A «Talwar» is a sword or saber with a curved blade. The word talwar literally means sword or dagger in the majority of the languages of the South Asian Subcontinent, where the «Talwar» is from.
      

      	
        ↑ GJ means Good Job
      

      	
        ↑ In this sentence Kirito is saying that, "for the bud (which refers to Asuna) to perish (ie: be killed) before it blooms (before Asuna grows to reach her full potential), would be an extremely unacceptable situation for any person (Kirito included) who is fascinated by VRMMOs (ie: takes VRMMOs seriously)."
      

      	
        ↑ Iaido is Japanese martial art associated with the smooth, controlled movements of drawing the sword from its scabbard, striking or cutting an opponent, removing blood from the blade, and then replacing the sword in the scabbard.
      

      	
        ↑ By body had to be intentionally moved, it means that the user him/her-self had to move his/her body without the use of the system assist.
      

      	
        ↑ Meaning that the chance of failure was 1 in 15 or 16.
      

      	
        ↑ Kirito's Engrish, probably no manners
      

      	
        ↑ Another skill that seems to expose Hiding skill users
      

      	
        ↑ Pronounced as 'one mega'
      

      	
        ↑ Rin is Japanese for phosphorus
      

      	
        ↑ Testu is Japanese for iron
      

      	
        ↑ Originally "Dareko", or when transliterated, "who-girl".
      

      	
        ↑ A unique type of oven/furnace used for both cooking and heating. Originally "pechika".
      

      	
        ↑ Argo has an odd speech quirk where she accents the last syllable in her sentences or sentence fragments. It is reflected in the translation by capitalizing the last letter at those positions.
      

    

    
      

    

    
      Translator's Note:
    

    
      The Caliber SS is an alternate end to the Caliber story found in Volume 8. It takes part after Part 3 and follows a "What if Klein didn't save Freyja" scenario. In order to fully enjoy the chapter, it is recommended that one finish reading the normal end first (the entire Caliber story line).
    

    
      The first half of this chapter is almost entirely the same as the first half of Part 4 (with minor changes such as removing all references to Freyja) and was translated by BeginnerXP. The story diverges about halfway through, in the middle of the battle with Þrym. To make it easier to navigate, I broke the chapter into sections, the third section being where the story path diverges.
    

    
      Note: Here SS means 少し失敗 (sukoshi shippai) which translates to Slight Failure. However since there are no synonyms for failure starting with the letter S, therefore the title has been left the same as it was in the original.
    

    
      

    

    
      Caliber SS
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      The katana user finished off the black Minotaur evil-god by stabbing it with his special skill, as if releasing the grudges he had kept up to this moment. Not paying any attention to the drop items on the spot the enemy avatar had burst apart, he turned around and yelled,
    

    
      "Oi Kiritard! What did ya do just now!?"
    

    
      That question obviously referred to my usage of one-handed sword skills while equipped with two swords, and explaining in detail would be very troublesome, so I obeyed my inner thoughts and said while giving my most troubled face,
    

    
      "......Do I have to say it?"
    

    
      "'Course! After seeing something like that!"
    

    
      It seemed I had pressed Klein's curiosity button, and since it was unavoidable, I answered briefly,
    

    
      "It was a skill outside the system, «Skill Connect»."
    

    
      Oo―, was the sound which flowed out of Liz, Silica, and Sinon mouth; suddenly Asuna pressed her fingertips to her right temple and growled,
    

    
      "Um......somehow, I got a strong feeling of Déjà vu......"
    

    
      "It's just your imagination."
    

    
      I shrugged my shoulders and clapped my hand on our healer-sama's back, whom despite her support duty in the back row, had sneaked in during the battle with the gold Minotaur to deliver the killing blow.
    

    
      "This is not the time for relaxed talk. Lyfa, how much time do we have left?"
    

    
      "Ah, right."
    

    
      After sheathing her long sword in its scabbard behind her waist, Lyfa held up the medallion hanging from her neck. From a few steps away, I could see that the light within the jewel was almost completely lost.
    

    
      "......At the current pace, we still have an hour or two."
    

    
      "I see. ――Yui, this dungeon structure has four floors right?"
    

    
      I continued asking, so the little fairy sitting on my head the whole time responded clearly,
    

    
      "Yes, the third floor is around seventy percent of the second floor size, the forth floor should be mostly the boss room."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      Stretching my right hand, my fingertips stroked my hair while I quickly considered the situation.
    

    
      At this moment, in the Jötunheimr field far below us, the players accepting the «Frost Giant Tribe» side's quest and the hunting of the beast type evil-gods had gained momentum. The number of quest participants would only increase and not decrease. The remaining time was estimated to be around an hour. The battle with the last boss ―― probably «King Þrym» himself ―― should take about thirty minutes, we wouldn't be able to move to the third and forth floor within thirty minutes.
    

    
      If there were a little more time, we could explain the situation to the players on the field, asking for their assistance in revoking the ongoing quest, but at this moment we didn't have enough time to go back to the ground. The other alternative was to message the fairy lord requesting reinforcements, but organizing a force in the capital city beyond the mountain range, moving it to the Aarun plateau, and reaching Jötunheimr from the dungeon stairs, by the time they did them the sun would have set.
    

    
      In other words, with just seven people, we were in a hopeless situation. ―― Or rather, factoring in the failure of «Queen Urðr»'side quest from the Cardinal's automatic quest generator function, Þrymheimr castle would surface on Alfheim, and trigger the start of a large-scale campaign quest «Ragnarök». The fault was obviously the character who inherited its function from its creator.
    

    
      Anyway――
    

    
      "......In that case, I don't care if it's the king of the evil-gods or not, we will just «Smash» him for good!"
    

    
      Lisbeth said that with a slap on my back, the rest of them altogether went "Oo!" in agreement. Where did they get that recklessness from? While thinking that, I strongly nodded.
    

    
      "――Alright, everyone's HP and MP have fully recovered right? Then let's clean up the third floor quickly!"
    

    
      The combined voice echoed once more, seven people then kicked the floor, and started running, aiming for the boss' room on the lowest floor, which was visible through the ice.
    

    
      

      Just as Yui said, the third floor was clearly narrower than the second floor. It was natural for the lower parts of an upside down pyramid, but this place was quite a narrow and also had a complicated passage. For a normal clearing, we would be confused by the gimmick of the paths, but we had, enshrined on my head, the Navigation Pixie-sama which could give the latest model of an intelligent car navigation system a run for its money.
    

    
      Our trump card accessed the map data, and with her instructions, we could run through the winding passage at full speed. Even the gimmick puzzles using levers, gears, or stepping switches were cleared without any time used to solve them. If this affair were to be observed from the outside, there would be no mistake for them to think that we were doing a time attack for the fastest clearing.
    

    
      We ran into the sub-boss twice, but we still reached the boss room of the third floor in only eighteen minutes. What awaited us there had twice the size of the Cyclops and Minotaur from the previous floors, both sides of its long lower body had ten pairs of centipede-like feet, it was clearly the creepy evil giant, but it didn't have much physical resistance. Of course its attack power was through the roof, so the HP gauge belonging to Klein and me were in the red so many times after being targeted by it. This battle, which made my stomach sore later, when I thought that either of us dying would lead to a wipe, went on for nine minutes.
    

    
      During that time; Liz, Silica, Sinon, and Pina tried their best to cut down the giant's feet one by one, I then finished it off with the «Skill Connect» which included multiple sword skills once it was unable to move. With our high spirits, we rushed into the fourth floor to beat King Þrym and his Niflheimr. Once we stepped into the passage leading to the boss room, we stopped, as in front of our eyes ―― a scene came into view.
    

    
      It was a cage made of elongated icicles on the wall's edge.
    

    
      Behind the fence caused by the stalactite growing sharply from both the ground and the ceiling, was a single figure. It was not of a giant's size. As it had collapsed on the ground, its accurate size was difficult to tell, but its body should be about the same height as the Undine Asuna's.
    

    
      The skin was as white as the powdery snow lying thick around. The long flowing hair was a deep brown gold. The volume of the chest covered by the clothing that could be seen from her sorry state, it would be best not to say this out loud, as it could easily overwhelm all of our girl members. Both her hands and feet were shackled in the rugged ice.
    

    
      The unexpected scene caused us to halt and feel worried, then the captive girl's shoulders made a sudden but subtle shake, as she lifted her face, with the blue chains ringing.
    

    
      Her pupils were also of the same tea gold, like her hair. Her face, if it was a player avatar, would surely be because of overwhelming luck when it was created, or the account was bought with the large sum of money. However, her face was sublimed with the western European beauty, which was quite rare in this game.
    

    
      Blinking once, her long eyelashes moved down then up, the girl said in a fine voice,
    

    
      "Please...... Help me......out of here......"
    

    
      The katana user was sucked aimlessly toward the ice cage, I grabbed and pulled the bandana tail which dangled from behind his head.
    

    
      "It's a trap."
    

    
      "Trap."
    

    
      "That's a trap."
    

    
      The last two were Sinon's and Liz's words.
    

    
      Klein straightened his back and turned around, as he made a subtle expression while scratching his head.
    

    
      "O-Oh......It's a trap. ......A trap, right?"
    

    
      For the katana user on his death bed's sake, I asked in a small voice, "Yui?". The pixie on my head promptly replied,
    

    
      "It's an NPC. Just like Urðr-san, there is connection to the language engine module. ――But, there is one difference. This person has the HP gauge enabled."
    

    
      Normally, the HP gauge of the quest giving NPCs would be disabled to prevent them from taking damage. The exceptions were, when the NPC was the escort quest's objective, or the NPC was actually――
    

    
      "A trap."
    

    
      "It's a trap."
    

    
      "I think it's a trap."
    

    
      Asuna, Silica, and Lyfa said at the same time.
    

    
      His eyebrows made a 八 shape, his eyes widened, and his mouth was pursed; I patted Klein's shoulder who was stiff in those complex expressions and quickly said,
    

    
      "Of course it could be possible that it isn't a trap, but now we don't have time for trial and error. We need to reach Þrym's place as early as possible, even if it is a second sooner."
    

    
      "O......Oo, hmm, well, that's right, yeah."
    

    
      Klein nodded slightly and moved his glance from the ice cage.
    

    
      When we ran until just a few steps before reaching the stairs, the voice came again from behind,
    

    
      "......Please...... anybody............"
    

    
      ――To be honest, I also had the urge to help her, as I didn't think that NPCs were merely the system's automatically generated moving objects, but dwellers living in this world. If this was in a normal quest progression, helping that girl, accompanying her, and as the story progressed until the end, hearing her laugh from behind, "Uhahahaha, you fool―", would still be amusing. However, we were not in the situation to take that unnecessary risk now.
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      The width of the descending stairs increased as we went down, and the decorative objects on the surrounding pillars and statues became more gorgeous at the same time. The «approaching boss room and resulting map data would be larger» tradition from Aincrad was also present here.
    

    
      Standing at the end of the path were two wolves carved into the massive ice gate. So this was the throne room of King Þrym. About 10 meters away from the gate, I cautioned everyone to slow down, as I turned to gaze at the medallion Lyfa was wearing. The delicate light orbs which once adorned the medallion were now 90% tainted black. We probably only had around 30 minutes left.
    

    
      I took a deep breath, and said:
    

    
      “Based on the dungeon design, the BOSS should be behind those doors. This BOSS will be harder than the previous ones, we'll need to do everything we can to defeat him. Before engaging, we'll first identify his attack pattern and focus on defense. I'll give the signal to counterattack. When the BOSS's HP bar drops to yellow or red, his attack patterns will likely change again, so please be careful everyone.
    

    
      I nodded and looked at the face of my companions, before adding:
    

    
      “— This is the last battle, let's give it all we have!!”
    

    
      “Yeah!”
    

    
      This was the third cheer we had given since the start of this quest. Even Yui who was sitting on my head and Pina who was perched on Silica's shoulders cheered.
    

    
      The gate began opening to both sides automatically once we were about five meters away. The cold air, along with a difficult to explain pressure, came from within. Asuna began re-applying supporting magics, and after confirming the numbers of buff icons below our HP/MP gauges, everyone made eye contact. We all nodded and rushed in at once.
    

    
      The interior was an extraordinarily huge space in both horizontal and vertical directions. The wall and floor were blue ice, like the rest of the dungeon. The purple fire swayed eerily on the ice candles. High up on the ceiling were chandeliers of the same color, lined up. But what grabbed our attention was the dazzling reflection from the left and right wall lined along the interior.
    

    
      Gold. Gold coins and ornaments, swords, armors, shields, sculptures and furniture, all kinds of golden objects were piled up to a scale where it was impossible to count. As the insides of the room sank into darkness, the full extent of the treasure was entirely unfathomable.
    

    
      "............How much Yurudo are all these worth......?"
    

    
      Inside the room; Lisbeth, the only person who managed a player shop here murmured in a trance. “I should have emptied my inventory!” I thought, but I never mentioned this to anyone.
    

    
      On the right side of the party, Klein slowly made his way towards the treasure mountain, as if motivated by his bushidō way of life. However, as he approached the treasure――
    

    
      

    

    
      "...... A bug flew in."
    

    
      

    

    
      The low frequency mutter could be heard from the dark open space deep within the room, causing the floor to tremble.
    

    
      "I hear an annoying buzz. Where is it? I'll crush the bad bug."
    

    
      Boom, the floor trembled. Boom, boom, the trembles approached, it sounded as if it were so heavy that it might break the ice floor.
    

    
      Once it reached the lighting range, a human shape appeared.
    

    
      Giant ―― wouldn't be a suitable word. The humanoid evil-god was huge even compared to the bosses we fought in this castle so far. Its height must be at least fifteen meters. Even if I jumped with full force, I wouldn't be able to reach the knee of those giant tree trunk sized legs.
    

    
      Its skin color was dull blue, like lead. Dark brown fur coiled around its arms and legs, and I wondered what kind of large animal the fur came from. A single part of the plate armor on its waist had the size of a small boat. While the upper part of the body was bare, the prosperous muscle looked as if it was able to repel any weapons directed at it.
    

    
      Its muscular chest had its blue beard hung over it. Its head above it sank into a silhouette and we could only see its outline. However, the gold crown on its forehead and the blue and bleak blinking eyes below shone brightly in the dark.
    

    
      In the old Aincrad, the system limit of the floor height was a hundred meters, the boss room inside the labyrinth zone was also under the same rule, it was unavoidable for all boss monsters to have vertical size in moderation. So up until now, I had no experience in fighting with an enemy which I had to look up to. As I couldn't fly, how could I fight like this? The best I could do was cutting no higher than its shins.
    

    
      While I was thinking about various things, the gigantic giant ―― the double expressions are necessary to describe its size ―― took another step closer, and laughed like a gong being hit,
    

    
      "Hu, hu...... the Alfheim bugs? Creeping into this place under Urðr's seduction? How about this, you small fry. Just tell me where that woman is hiding, and you can take the gold in this room with you, hmm?"
    

    
      With the enormous body and the crown on its forehead, along with the speech just now, this guy was the «Frost Giant King Þrym», no doubt about it.
    

    
      It was Klein who faced and replied to the great giant, who was an AI like Urðr.
    

    
      "......Heh, a warrior just needs to eat, sleep, and laugh! Don't bother trying to tame us with a cheap invitation like that!"
    

    
      While we made subtle expressions of relief from behind, as in front of us, Klein pulled his beloved katana from its scabbard.
    

    
      With that signal, the rest of us took out our weapons as well.
    

    
      They might not be legendary class equipment, but all of them either carried the name of ancient class weapons, or were carved to a satisfactory level by the master smith Lisbeth. However, the daring smile under the long moustache of the Giant King Þrym didn't fade due to the light from our weapons. Maybe it was natural, as our weapons to him were just slightly longer than toothpicks to him anyway.
    

    
      The shining phosphorescence from the dark eye sockets glared at us from a very high place, the glance stopped at the eight person who stood there unarmed.
    

    
      "......Ho, ho. I hear the buzzing of wings again. Very well then, I shall crush you beneath my feet, treat it as my gift, being turned into part of Jötunheimr!”
    

    
      Thump, the giant king suddenly stepped forward, its large HP gauge appeared on the upper right of my field of vision. Moreover, it was stacked three layers. Cutting that off would be very troublesome.
    

    
      As the HP gauge of those evil floor bosses in the new Aincrad were invisible in order to frustrate the player's mind, compared to those bosses, this battle's pace would be much easier to grasp.
    

    
      "――Here it comes! Listen to Yui's instructions and focus on avoiding at the start!"
    

    
      Immediately after my shout, Þrym raised his huge rock-like right fist high up near the ceiling ―― a blue frost storm wrapped its fist, then furiously swung down.
    

    
      

    

    
      The last battle in Þrymheimr castle ―― but probably ―― was as expected, a large and fierce battle I had never experienced.
    

    
      The King Þrym's early attack patterns were punches from both fists, three continuous stomping using the right foot, an ice breath in a straight line, and summoning twelve ice Dwarf minions from the ground.
    

    
      The creation of the Dwarves was the most troublesome, but they were swiftly taken care of from the back of the party by Sinon's bow, cleaning them up in the blink of an eye by piercing their weak points with marvelous accuracy. The rest of the attacks were avoidable after observing its timing once, the counts from Yui also helped the three front row attackers in avoiding direct hits.
    

    
      Once the defense was in place, it was finally the time to attack, however, this was certainly the hardest part. As I had feared, our swords could only reach Þrym's shins, and the thick fur protecting that area had high physical resistance, like the gold Minotaur. I took a small chance to attack it with a three hit sword skill, risking my HP to do so, but a low delay skill also had low attribute damage. The result was an unpleasant response, like hitting an indestructible object.
    

    
      We fought hard in the battle for ten minutes before the first HP gauge finally depleted, causing the giant king to make an overpowered roar.
    

    
      "Pattern changed! Be careful!"
    

    
      As I shouted, Lyfa who was next to me said in a nervous voice,
    

    
      "This is bad, Onii-chan. Only two lights remain in the medallion. We only have about ten minutes left."
    

    
      "............"
    

    
      Þrym had three HP gauges. However, we took more than ten minutes to deplete one gauge. It could be said that cutting the remaining two gauges within ten minutes would be very difficult.
    

    
      But, for this opponent, the «Skill Connect» wouldn't work like it did when we were fighting the gold Minotaur. During monster delay ―― or to say the delay occurring after its attack, «striking the weak point to create heavy concentrated damage» was needed. However, Þrym was weak to neither sword nor magic, so even if the sword skill connected four times, it wouldn't be able to make much change to that amount of HP.
    

    
      As if seeing the moment of my impatience――
    

    
      Þrym suddenly inhaled a large amount of the air, inflating his chest like a bellows.
    

    
      An overpowering wind occurred, sucking in the five people in the front and mid rows. It's bad, this is surely the harbinger of a full force wide area of effect attack. For evading, first of all, the sucking power of the wind magic must be neutralized. While I was thinking this, to my left, Lyfa started reciting a spell.
    

    
      But, there was probably not enough time once I noticed the enemy motion.
    

    
      "Lyfa, everyone, take defense!"
    

    
      At my call, Lyfa suspended the spell, crossed her arms in front and bent her body. All members took the same posture, in that moment,
    

    
      From Þrym's mouth, which had sent out a breath in a straight line many times up until this point, released a wide conal diamond dust.
    

    
      The shining pale wind wrapped around us. The cold which penetrated Asuna's buff made it feel like our skin was being torn off. Gin, gin, with a sharp sound, the avatars of five people froze at once. I tried to escape, but the thick shell of the ice completely locked my movements. Lyfa, Klein, Liz, Silica with Pina being hugged tightly to her chest, and I turned into blue ice sculptures.
    

    
      At the moment, our HP gauge still haven't decreased. But we couldn't feel at ease. As this kind of special skill would increase the damage taken in direct proportion to the time being suspended.
    

    
      Þrym approached, then lifted up his massive right leg. Bad, pinch, danger. ―― as I screamed in my mind, at almost the same time,
    

    
      "Nuuu―!"
    

    
      With a thick roar, Þrym stomped furiously on the floor. The violent shock wave from it swallowed us while we were still frozen――
    

    
      Gaching! the frightening sound of breaking echoed throughout the hall, those of us covered in ice shattered. My eyes went dark due to shock. My body slammed hard on the floor while the damage effect light continued on.
    

    
      At the edge of my vision, the top five of seven HP gauges suddenly turned to a deep red.
    

    
      

    

    
      While the five vanguards got caught in Þrym's large-scaled ranged attack, of course the two people in the back row weren't just watching.
    

    
      Our HP gauges were taken by nearly eighty percent when suddenly, a soft blue light rained down on us, healing our wounds. It was Asuna's high ranked full recovery spell. The timing was perfect, which would be impossible to achieve without anticipating the occurrence of the damage and pre-casting the spell in advance.
    

    
      However, in this game's large-scaled recovery magics, most of them were of the «Heal over Time» type, which didn't recovery all the lost HP instantly. So it'd be fatal if we were attacked again while our HP was still recovering.
    

    
      Þrym stepped forward in order to deliver the final blow to us who finally stood up. The long beard that hung over its throat ―― was suddenly pierced by a rapid succession of fire arrows blazing bright red, causing a big explosion. It was Sinon's two-handed long bow sword skill «Explode Arrow». With ten percent physical, and ninety percent flame damage property striking the frost giant tribe's weak point, his HP gauge clearly decreased.
    

    
      "Munuuuun!"
    

    
      Þrym raised an angry voice and changed his direction to target Sinon. Flashy attacks on the enemy's weak point from the back row's damage dealers caused a massive amount of hate, taking over the hate of the vanguards, resulting in the enemy switching targets. It was a mistake beginners always did, but of course, this wasn't the case this time. Sinon acted as a decoy, knowing it would likely lead to her death, to buy us time for recovery.
    

    
      "Sinon, give me thirty seconds!"
    

    
      While shouting, I gulped down a recovery potion from my pouch. Next to me, the others also poured similar red liquids down their mouths. Pina, Silica's partner, seemed to have narrowly survived because of its master's guard skill. In this world, unlike Aincrad, there was a pet resurrection spell, but taking time to do so during a battle would be very difficult.
    

    
      My vision switched between the irritatingly slowly increasing HP gauge, and the blue Cait Sith's continuing to avoid Þrym's fierce attacks. Even though Sinon had come to ALO not long ago, her body control was spectacular. In GGO, as a sniper who forfeited all defensive skills, running away was the only way if an attacker type approached, that experience was probably still with her now.
    

    
      "......Prepare the attack."
    

    
      Removing my eyes off the HP gauge, which had finally came back up to eighty percent, I called my companions. Re-gripping both of my swords, I began to start counting, in that instant――
    

    
      

    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      “Onii-chan!”
    

    
      Lyfa's trembling voice vibrated from my side.
    

    
      “It's too late... The lights in the medallion, are gone...”
    

    
      “What...?”
    

    
      I held my breath and turned towards the large jewel on her chest. The jewel that seemed to be made of intricate carvings was almost completely black, save a small shred of light that remained near the bottom. Even as I spoke, it was gradually turning black.
    

    
      That was to say, beneath the Ice Castle Þrymheimr, on the frozen fields of Jötunheimr, the beast-type evil gods, Tonkii and Urðr's brethren, were close to being completely slaughtered. In other words, we who had accepted the quest "Urðr's request" had failed, and the hundreds of players who took Þrym's quest had succeeded—
    

    
      Even though my brain registered this fact, I couldn't accept it no matter what, as I stood there with my mouth wide open. From the looks on their faces, everyone felt the same too. Even so, I managed to pull myself together, and prepared to yell at Sinon, who was dodging Þrym's fierce attacks alone far away from the party, to retreat. However——
    

    
      *DUUUN!* A huge shockwave shook the earth, and the wide floorboards started to vibrate.
    

    
      I lost my balance and fell to the floor. Far away, Sinon slipped too, and Þrym raised his ice-covered right fist to smite her delicate body.
    

    
      However, Þrym's movements seemed to have slowed down. Then, two things happened at once. First, Þrym's HP bar which had more than 60% HP remaining disappeared. Next, a string of red text messages flashed across my sight: “QUEST FAILED”.
    

    
      “Uwa... Uwahahaha...”
    

    
      Slowly lowering his fists, the king of Giants laughed out loud.
    

    
      “Uwahahahaha...... I can feel it... I can feel it! The one who has constantly been opposing me and my brethren, that hateful woman's aura is finally gone! Wahahaha......”
    

    
      Once again, the frozen ground—— No, the entire castle started to vibrate. The blue flames on the wall suddenly flared up, as if coming to life. The gleam in Þrym's eyes seemed to be magnified tenfold.
    

    
      The five vanguards finally found the energy to stand and reunite with Asuna and Sinon. However, their faces no longer held that determined look they usually had. Ignoring the pitiful ones on the ground who had to spread their legs to even stand straight, Þrym let out a loud roar:
    

    
      “Now! Now is the time my long-awaited wish will finally be fulfilled! Come forth... My brethren!”
    

    
      His brethren? Who?
    

    
      Just as I was lost in thought, huge crashes echoed throughout the throne room.
    

    
      *CRASH!*
    

    
      The mountain of treasure that was previously stacked high suddenly expanded, before crashing down towards the floor. And emerging from within were ——even though they weren't as tall as Þrym—— giants, with sick blue skin and sporting matching blue beards. These were undoubtedly Þrym's minions... The frost giants.
    

    
      There were more than 30 of them. Creating miniature earthquakes as they walked, the lined up in a row at the center of the room, and placed one of their arms on their chests. They looked like statues from afar.
    

    
      Seeing this scene full of muscle-bound males, most of us forgot about our failed quest and just stood there in shock. Even Yui, who was sitting on my head, didn't respond.
    

    
      Again ignoring the fairies on the ground, Þrym lifted his head sternly, planted his left hand on his waist, and lifted his right fist high. Everyone else looked at the direction he pointed - the huge crystal chandelier.
    

    
      No, that wasn't it. He was pointing to something beyond the chandelier, after penetrating the castle and the crust, the place he pointed to was——
    

    
      Our kingdom, The Fairy Kingdom Alfheim.
    

    
      My suspicions were affirmed as that large bearded mouth started moving.
    

    
      "Let us go! With our breaths let us bury that kingdom blessed by Yggdrasil in a sheet of ice!!"
    

    
      "ROAR!!!"
    

    
      *DUM*, *DUM DUM*. The thirty giants and Þrym marched, the vibrations throwing us off our feet.
    

    
      "Þrymheimr —— ATTACK!!"
    

    
      *GOWAAAAAAAN!!* A huge shockwave vibrated throughout the castle. I tried to stabilize myself before realizing I had been put into some sort of Gravity Bind - a huge force was being applied to me from above. No, that wasn't it — I was being suppressed by the force of the floor — the castle moving upwards.
    

    
      A huge crashed emanated from the castle's four walls, the loudest sound I had heard so far in ALO. This was undoubtedly the sound of the castle breaking through the boundary between Jötunheimr and Alfheim. Þrym's plan which Urðr spoke of, "To forever encase Alfheim in snow and make his way up Yggdrasil" had apparently been put into motion.
    

    
      "...... What's going to happen... next......"
    

    
      Hugging her war hammer near her chest, Lisbeth asked. Of course, no one had an answer. The only one who knew would probably be the "Cardinal System" who created this quest. No, maybe it could be said that this world had been devoured by darkness to the point that not even gods could tell what would happen next.
    

    
      The castle had been rising for about three minutes now. In the meantime, Þrym stood with his fist pointed towards the distance, like some warped representation of a legendary hero. The rest of the giants were going "OOR, OOAR!!" non-stop, while stamping their feet in unison.
    

    
      Soon, there came the final, loudest crash yet, and the castle, as well as the giants, went silent.
    

    
      I noticed that the throne, which had been dark until now, suddenly lit up. I watched as light trickled in from the north wall, like rays of gold. It was Sunlight, something the underground world of Jötunheimr shouldn't posses — the radiance of the sun.
    

    
      Þrym slowly retraced his right fist, coming into contact with sunlight briefly. His face contorted in displeasure, as he tightened his fists. A low sounds escaped his throat, unlike anything an NPC usually produced. It seemed as if he was speaking to himself.
    

    
      "... Look out, Æsir... I will reach the top of the world tree and overthrow Midgard, before taking over Asgard which all of you are cowardly hiding, and crush everything under my feet..."
    

    
      Lifting his right leg, he stomped his feet, as if trampling someone who wasn't there. Then, as if suddenly remembering our existence, the king of giants turned his blueish white eyes towards us and said, with a smile.
    

    
      "......Shouldn't you thank me, insects? Hurr~?"
    

    
      "W-Why should we thank you, you bastard?"
    

    
      Klein shouted, his red hair shot upright. Þrym looked at him in amusement and said while smiling:
    

    
      "Uwahaha, because I saved you the time to travel back here from Jötunheimr! Look around you and behold my castle's true form."
    

    
      The king of giants, snapped his fingers *SNAP!*, and—
    

    
      Suddenly, the floor we had been standing on slid open, revealing a huge gaping hole.
    

    
      "Waah!?"
    

    
      I shouted in surprise, and the wings on my back started flapping instinctively. However, even though the castle was no longer in Jötunheimr, I still couldn't fly. Just like that, the seven fairies plus one more (Yui) plus a dragon (Pina) fell into the newly formed hole. To be exact, only Silica's pet dragon was capable of flight, but because her owner was gripping her so tightly in front of her chest, she wasn't able to do anything.
    

    
      "AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!"
    

    
      The loudest scream was made by Asuna, who had a fear of falling from great heights. Lisbeth and Silica also made similar screams, while the cold Sinon actually shrugged and shook her head in midair. Even the speed freak Lyfa didn't scream "YAHOO" and instead clutched my left shoulder tightly.
    

    
      "I'LL GET YOU FOR THIS YOU OLD GEEZER AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!"
    

    
      Klein's curse trailed into a long scream, as the seven of us fell right down the hole.
    

    
      Thinking back about it, Þrym has no reason to spare our lives back there, instead of dealing the finishing blow. Though one could probably argue that falling from such heights would lead to our deaths anyway. Just as I was thinking to use magic like 'Feather Fall', the darkness in front of me began to curve, before finally becoming an icy slope. With our behinds planted on the icy surface, we had no choice but to slide down the frozen ramp. Before long, a white light appeared in front of us, and quickly began expanding. At the same time, there was a change in the air——
    

    
      "...... We're gonna fly! Get your wings ready!"
    

    
      I shouted out, just before the entire party plunged into the void.
    

    
      I spread my shoulders and commanded my wings to fly. This time, a very reliable flapping could be heard, and a propelling force wrapped around my body. Gently picking up Yui who was perched on my head with my right hand, I placed her in my front shirt pocket, and began flying upwards. I looked to my left and right, and soon everyone noticed me.
    

    
      The scenery before me that was tinted with white slowly regained its original palette. Right in front of me was a blue sky above green field, and numerous white mountains. This was, without a doubt, The Valey of Aarun, located in central Alfheim.
    

    
      From the looks of the earth, it seemed as if the castle was heading south of the valley. That is to say, the great World Tree should be behind me, along with the town of Aarun which rested near one of its roots.
    

    
      However, I hesitated to look back. What had happened to the beautiful scenery of Aarun, this was something I was afraid to find out. That said, I couldn't continue flying straight either, or I would end up in Salamander territory. I decelerated and gradually came to a halt, hovering in midair.
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, I turned around.
    

    
      "...Oh... Ohhh......"
    

    
      The stiffled cry came from Lyfa, who was to my right. It was followed by the surprised cries of the other six people.
    

    
      The Central City Aarun, the capital of Alfheim which was bustling with life throughout the year —— no longer existed.
    

    
      The world tree, even though it looked as grand as always, had something lodged near its roots. Numerous roots had been upturned, and just a few hours ago, a lively stonework city was supposed to be there. The stones that Aarun were built on were now scattered all over, like a mountain of rubble.
    

    
      Taking its place was a huge, eight-sided crystalline object that reflected off all the sun's rays.
    

    
      This was without a doubt the castle Þrymheimr. However, when observed from Jötunheimr, it was the shape of an inverted triangle. That was to say, what we had previously seen was only the bottom half of the castle. Perched on top of the inverted pyramid was another similar pyramid, and it was its sharp tip that had pierced through the earth's crust.
    

    
      The queen of the lake Urðr had used her powers to keep Þrymheimr sealed, but as her kind perished, so did her power. The castle had then broke free of its chains and revealed its true form. It was about 300 meters wide, and the height from the tip to the base was approximately 300 times √2, around 424 meters. Only about one tenth had pierced through the rubble, the tip pushing upwards lunging greedily for the world tree's core. The world tree still held strong with its remaining 10 or so roots, but even then it seemed it would eventually fall.
    

    
      I exhaled and glanced away from Þrymheimr, surveying my surroundings.
    

    
      The original inhabitants of Aarun were scattered around the valleys. Looking like ruin excavators, countless players stood there transfixed, their gaze upon the ice castle which had caused the city's ruin. If a player was running a shop in Aarun or simply taking a rest in their own house, the sudden emergence of a huge block of ice that laid waste to the entire city would certainly be quite a surprise. Because the city was a designated safe zone, none of the players had their HP reduced, though after going through such a shock it wouldn't be a surprise if their lives were shortened in the real world.
    

    
      A group of players were pointing at the ice castle, their mouths moving nonstop. Because fairies had enhanced hearing, I could faintly pick up what they were saying.
    

    
      "...This kinda event is too much no? Even my house is gone..."
    

    
      "That's right, and not even a word of warning! It's still quite some time away to the annual end of year event too..."
    

    
      "The appearance of Aincrad wasn't announced either, but this is beyond what you'd call a surprise event I think..."
    

    
      Even though they hadn't fully recovered from shock, but their emotions should be turning to rage soon enough. Just like the conversation I had heard early, the entire streets of Aarun——
    

    
      "...Players who had houses in Aarun or item storages, what's going to happen to them?"
    

    
      Lisbeth, who was to my left, said, taking the words out of my mouth. Klein answered, seemingly robbed of spirit.
    

    
      "Of course... Everything's gone, no matter how you look at it."
    

    
      "No, it seems that property has been converted to Yurudo while items have been converted into scrolls and stored in the players' inventories."
    

    
      This explanation came from Yui, who stuck her head out from my shirt pocket. Normally immovable objects could be converted into scrolls through the banker NPC. It seemed that even the Cardinal System wasn't cruel enough to remove players' items in an instant. It felt oddly heartwarming.
    

    
      "......Is that true? At least some things can still be salvaged then..."
    

    
      Just as Lisbeth was speaking.
    

    
      A huge shrill scream from behind us interrupted her.
    

    
      "Hey hey hey, is that true?! The scroll conversion I mean? Please please please tell me it's true!!!"
    

    
      I turned around in surprise. About two meters away, a small girl wearing a round hat was standing, no, levitating in the air. A cloak was draped around her, and her right arm clutched a staff almost as tall as herself. From the rims of her hat, a large amount of golden curls fell forward, covering her eyes. Her skin was milky white, and her wings were pale yellow.
    

    
      ...Who's that? No, before that, what race is she? Someone short enough for me to look downwards, she was either Cait Sith or a Leprechaun, but she didn't have the symbolic cat ears on her head of gold hair. Upon further pondering, I came to the conclusion that she was an NPC. If that was the case, her color cursor should be the same as Þrym.
    

    
      To affirm my point, I looked straight at her and locked my cursor upon her veiled face.
    

    
      However, a rectangular frame appeared at the top right corner of my vision, accompanied with a soft sound effect. This frame displayed the cursor information, and meant that the target was either a player or a monster. I nervously scanned her name. "Marinca", spelled entirely using alphabets. Wait, the ALO system shouldn't display names of unaccustomed players. No matter how much I racked my brains, I couldn't recall where had I met her before. If so, how was I able to see her name...?
    

    
      "Ahh..."
    

    
      Silica, who was hugging Pina tightly against her chest, let out a soft gasp from behind me. A moment later, I finally understood.
    

    
      There was a string of shining letters hovering above the mysterious girl — Marinca's cursor.
    

    
      "GAME MASTER"
    

    
      "W-Woah, aren't you a GM?! Wow, it's the first time I've seen one in ALO!"
    

    
      Klein muttered in amazement. I was similarly shocked. A Game Master was, as the name implied, the ones who managed to world of Alfheim Online. They were positioned higher than the Cardinal System, in other words they were employees of the company running ALO.
    

    
      As to how much influence a GM had in game, this differed among games. There were MMOs where GMs specially dived in to interact with players and announce of upcoming events, but I never heard of such things happening in ALO. To me, this was the first time I had seen a GM's Avatar in Alfheim.
    

    
      "E-Erm, I'm sorry, I haven't told you my name... You can call me Marinca from Ymir..."
    

    
      

    

    
    
      
    


    
      

      Ymir, this was the name of the company running ALO. After RECTO's dissolution, ALO was supposed to be shut down too. Ymir though decided to purchase the servers despite declining player population, just like gods descending to save a doomed planet. However this wasn't revealed to the players. Even I didn't know much about the company, save that one of the employers was an old friend of Agil's.
    

    
      Despite that, this GM, a supposed God in this world, gave me a feeling that she was unreliable. I shook my head, thinking of the current situation, and asked.
    

    
      "...Erm, Marinca, you previously asked if the scroll conversion was true... Does that mean even Ymir doesn't know what's going on in Alfheim right now...?"
    

    
      "Err——Erm... To be precise..."
    

    
      Marinca lifted her staff into the air, twirled it for a moment, before saying:
    

    
      "To be honest, this situation in Alfheim was just discovered not long ago."
    

    
      "......W-What...?"
    

    
      This low sound came from Asuna, who was standing on my right. Recognizing this voice full of agitation as the voice of "the sub-leader of the Knights of Blood" before going berserk, I hastily tried to stop her — but I was one step too late.
    

    
      "What irresponsible words!! How long do you think this quest has been going on? Haven't you had ample opportunities to stop the script using administrator privileges?! To think none of you noticed this before Aarun crumbled, what are the game managers doing?"
    

    
      "I'm s-s-sorry!!!"
    

    
      As Asuna berated Marinca, Klein and I both tucked our heads away in fear, a habit inherited from attending her strategy meetings in the past. It was fortunate that Asuna didn't notice our gestures, as she moved a step forward —her shoes made a sound as they scrapped against the ground, this might just be me imagining things— and yelled in an enraged voice:
    

    
      "Let's ignore the matter of how this happened in the first place — in a situation like this, wouldn't a simple Rollback be sufficient? How many hours can we rollback to?"
    

    
      A rollback was the final measure in an MMO. Because the server was reverted back to a state in the past, it would reset all progress players' made in this time frame, including Yurudo and Experience. Of course, these were extremely important.
    

    
      Even though we had took up "Urðr's request" to avoid complete destruction, we failed at the last moment. It should be dawning on the players who had taken "Þrym's quest" now, that they had indirectly caused Aarun's destruction, and the holy sword promised as a reward was nothing but the "Fake Sword Caliburn". Since things had progressed to such a level, a rollback was inevitable, and most players should be able to understand. Now to hope that the time lost was as minimal as possible. That was what I thought as I awaited Marinca's reply.
    

    
      How would she reply? This GM who didn't look at a GM at all would probably stutter and smile clumsily at us.
    

    
      "Well, about that... I checked the logs and it appears that the completion of the quest, in other words the beginning of this script, triggered a server backup..."
    

    
      "W-What????"
    

    
      This loud sound came from the seven of us. The GM's small stature quivered, as she continued nonchalantly.
    

    
      "But it's such a relief that all the items were converted into scrolls! This is like casting an anchor windward... No, a blessing in disguise... That's not right either..."
    

    
      "By the skin of your teeth"
    

    
      In a low voice, Sinon who was situated behind me replied. "True, True", the rest of us agreed. Taking out a strand of spear mint from her pocket and placing it in her mouth, the sniper coolly asked:
    

    
      "GM-kun, how did the situation get like this? Did the Cardinal System's 'automatic quest generation' feature malfunction?"
    

    
      Upon hearing this, Marinca pouted "Uuuu" and said.
    

    
      "Y-You sure know a lot! I've been working at Ymir for two weeks, and only known of Cardi-chan yesterday! No, I'm not joking!"
    

    
      In these three sentences, there was at least one I was tempted to take a jab at, to the point my mouth was twitching on its own. Marinca waved her arms and said in an innocent tone:
    

    
      "Wow, Cardi-chan sure is amazing! Not only can it identify bugs in quests, it can also fix dungeons with exploitable EXP mobs and even trace players with abnormal Yurudo and EXP stats!"
    

    
      I suppose by Cardi-chan she was referring to the Cardinal System. This was one of its main advantages, of which we were all familiar of by now. In the old SAO, the Cardinal System often found our 'EXP farming spots' and quickly patched them. My lively daughter Yui was also part of the Cardinal System's low level processes; I shudder to imagine how powerful the computing levels of the Cardinal System are.
    

    
      Marinca, who probably had no idea that the majority of us were SAO survivors, clasped her hands together.
    

    
      "I also wish to one day reach Cardi-chan's level of administration! During yesterday's maintenance, even though it wasn't required, I still dived in from a specialized VR Console to monitor the situation up close. I even discovered many unused functions and models in the Quest interfaces. I thought that since the server was shut down, messing around a little wouldn't do any harm..."
    

    
      "...Just like one of those movies, where the single press of a button would cause an explosion..."
    

    
      Lyfa mumbled. I felt the same way too, but Marinca seemed to have missed that and continued her astonishing story as a GM.
    

    
      "...But then, even when I turned the settings ON, nothing happened. So I continued watching the maintenance, and finally when it was time to reboot the server, I totally..."
    

    
      "Forgot to turn the settings OFF, right?"
    

    
      Asuna took another menacing step forward. Marinca immediately stopped talking and let out her third whimper.
    

    
      "I-I'm the kind of person who is great at turning things like television, lights and air conditioners on, but I'm really bad when it comes to turning them off. I've been telling myself that in order to not cause trouble for others, I need to erm, mind my own business... Ahh, that's not it..."
    

    
      This time Sinon didn't correct her. She continued staring straight ahead, with the spear mint still in her mouth. Maybe something about the Cath Sith's gaze caused Marinca to straighten up and finish her story.
    

    
      "So um... After confirming the maintenance was complete, I slept for a while in the office. In the afternoon I was awoken by the shouts of other employees... It seemed that something huge had happened in-game. Looking at the situation, I had no idea if Cardi-chan was going on a rampage or kicking up a fuss... Actually, I was the one who had activated the 'Speed up mission' option! Ahh, this is the dream of every MMO operator — even though it's freeware, it's still capable of such intricate and powerful operations, Cardi-chan sure is awesome!! O-Oh yeah, where was I? Ahh yes, after I woke up, I was ordered to assess the situation in Aarun. Hearing that the players' items have been converted into scrolls is such a relief, like a blessing in disguise... No I mean... Ahh how should I put it!"
    

    
      Taking our gazes off the GM who was frantically hugging her hat, we exchanged gazes.
    

    
      "...Anyway, at least we now know the reason why the Cardinal System's quest suddenly accelerated."
    

    
      Yui, who was resting in my front pocket, nodded after hearing my word.
    

    
      "This fits the saying 'You can't hate a crying GM'[1] pretty well"
    

    
      "Yeah... Even the Cardinal System wouldn't be able to sit idly in dummy mode forever.[2] Putting it in another perspective, it seems that the Cardinal System's finally shown its true potential..."
    

    
      "It must be a desire that's been accumulating for months, finally exploding all at once."
    

    
      We all agreed to Silica's words. If we treated the Cardinal system as a living being instead of a regulating program, it wouldn't be too hard for us to understand its feelings. The question was, just how much power did the Cardinal System have? Even though the world was supposedly based on the Norse Mythology of Ragnarök and the «Twilight of the Gods» seemed to be a fitting final battle, but...
    

    
      I looked at Lyfa, who was gazing up at the blue, frozen castle basked under the sun.
    

    
      "From Þrym's speech it seems that the Frost Giants aim to reach the top of the World Tree. If we just ignore this, not only Aarun, even the entire Yggdrasil City could be decimated..."
    

    
      "E-Ehh?!"
    

    
      This came from Lisbeth, who owned a smithing shop in the city of Yggdrasil. Even though the Yurudo used for purchasing the shop and the items within were safe, it was hard to accept a giant flattening her shop which she had painstakingly spent months to acquire and decorate.
    

    
      Asuna and I had previously rented a small house near Liz's shop in Yggdrasil City. After we moved to the 22nd floor of the floating castle Aincrad, I no longer had any reason to defend Yggdrasil City. However, there was one thing which made me uneasy.
    

    
      "Say, Lyfa."
    

    
      I said to the Slyph swordswoman, who turned towards me with her golden ponytail swishing in the wind. Searching my memory of the past ten or so minutes, I asked:
    

    
      "Before we were ejected from the castle, that old geezer Þrym said something about what he would do after climbing the World Tree... Something about overthrowing Midgard. What exactly is Midgard?"
    

    
      "Mmm, even though I've never heard about it in ALO, but according to Norse Mythology it's supposedly one of the nine realms. Just like how Jötunheimr is the world of Frost Giants, Alfheim is the world of elves and Asgard is the world of gods... Midgard is the world of humans. But there is no human race available for ALO players."
    

    
      Staring at my sister who was rapidly feeding us information, I muttered the only conclusion I came to.
    

    
      "Then Midgard... Should probably refer to Aincrad..."
    

    
      "W-WHAT??"
    

    
      This time it was Klein, who up until now had knitted his brows and crossed his arms, that screamed.
    

    
      "Overthrow from the sky... The entire Aincrad? If that's the case, shouldn't the final act be starting..."
    

    
      "Final act?"
    

    
      "Of course... The 'Legendary Samurai Klein' Act"
    

    
      Not even bothering to come up with a reply, I dragged the swordsman by his patterned bandana aside and looked at Asuna, asking her 'What do you think?' with my eyes.
    

    
      Upon hearing that Aincrad, or more specifically 'The house in the forest on the 22nd floor' was in jeopardy, she should be in a state of panic. However, the expression on Asuna's face was unbelievably calm, and after a quick moment of thinking, she nodded her head.
    

    
      "Yeah... I think that's possible. In the old SAO, all of the players were human. After being incorporated into ALO, it's possible that NPCs would designate that castle as the 'Human World Midgard'."
    

    
      "H-How can that..."
    

    
      With an expression that looked like she was about to cry, with her ears drooped down to the lowest, Silica said in a pained voice. In perfect contradiction, the other Cait Sith who was waving her tail around like a Metronome, concluded the situation in an icy voice even colder than Asuna's.
    

    
      "This means that if we don't stop the Frost Giants' imminent attack on Yggdrasil City and prevent them from obtaining the 'Golden Apple' on the tip of the World Tree, it might not only be Aarun and Yggdrasil City which lie in ruin, even Aincrad would be at danger of being destroyed. Let's stop thinking about what they plan to do next. What we need to do now is to stop them at all costs... But what can we do to prevent that..."
    

    
      Everyone nodded solemnly after listening to Sinon's report. True enough, we had failed the quest "Urðr's request", but the quest window didn't point us to a follow up quest. There was bound to be another opportunity to attack Þrymheimr castle in the future, but before that battle, King Þrym's HP bar was nonexistent. In this state he was no different from an unengageable NPC. This was what I was worried about the most, as even if we made preparations and stormed the throne room again, if we were unable to fight him it would be meaningless in the end.
    

    
      However, the one who gave us our next clue was unexpectedly the clumsy GM Marinca.
    

    
      "No worries, there's a way!"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      All of us looked at the administrator who didn't look like one at all. Her gaze unshifting, Marincase puffed out her chest and said:
    

    
      "I just checked Cardi-chan's quest generation status, it seems that an event will happen later at 3 in the afternoon! If you join that event, I'm sure you'll receive a follow up quest!"
    

    
      "......Erm, I think Ymir should be capable to doing something from the outside, is that not?"
    

    
      I asked casually. For the fourth time a whimper escaped Marinca. We could only hope that it was the last.
    

    
      "Ah, I just received a message from my superiors, it seems there are only two options — 'Rollback to two weeks ago' or 'Complete the Cardinal System's Quest!' Oh there's a postscript, 'Since you've been involved until now, take responsibility and join an in-game party in clearing the quest'! Ohh, this is like being paralyzed while you're poisoned![3]"
    

    
      "That's why, please accept me into your party! Ahh the numbers don't matter, as a GM I can join as a special 8th member!"
    

    
      Stunning silence.
    

    
      Being able to hear such words, I don't think such opportunities will ever present themselves again.
    

    
      

    

    
      I removed the AmuSphere from my head and continued lying down on my bed, stretching my rigid hands and feet.
    

    
      A minimal amount of Winter Sunlight poured through the window into the room, landing on the surface of my alarm clock next to my bed before warmly reflecting off. The time was one thirty. The second chapter in our quest would continue only at three, hence it was vital that we ate and did any other things in the meantime. Due to this, we checked in an inn situated in the Aarun valley and logged out.
    

    
      With all my might, I let out a deep sigh and said to myself.
    

    
      "...Things sure have gotten bad huh..."
    

    
      Cardin-chan — That is to say, the Cardinal System, even though it was a self sustaining, high level VRMMO management system, all this mess happened because it threw a ruckus. No, maybe the Cardinal System didn't think there was a problem. Instead of saying it 'managed' the world, a more appropriate term would be 'supported' it — that would be the reason for and proof of her (because of Marinca calling her affectionately, I couldn't help but visualize her as a female now) existence...
    

    
      As I was lost in thought, there was a light knock on my door. Even though there wasn't a voice, I could guess who it was. Because aside from me, there was only someone else in this house.
    

    
      "Please come in."
    

    
      I sat up as the door opened with a *Ka-chak*. I was confused for a moment — if it was the person I expected, the door should have opened with a *Ka-chak-Pong* sound.
    

    
      Slowly opening the door and peeking her head in, it was my sister Suguha after all. She wore the same green shirt as she did this morning, however her expression was different.
    

    
      "Onii-chan... Before we have lunch, can we talk for a moment?"
    

    
      Suguha looked very nervous, as if she was seeking assurance. I nodded and replied unsurely "Ahh... Okay, yeah". She quickly closed the door and hopped lightly across the floorboards, sitting on the other side of the bed.
    

    
      Her fringe was trimmed just before her eyebrows. Lowering her head, she said softly.
    

    
      "......Will it be alright?"
    

    
      At first I thought she meant Alfheim, but I quickly changed my mind. If she was worried about the Elven Kingdom, Suguha would definitely shout energetically "We'll try harder this time!" or something to that effect. She was worried not about the current situation, but about her precious comrade.
    

    
      I moved next to my sister and patted her back, saying:
    

    
      "Of course he'll be alright. Right now he's not a monster but an NPC, even if someone else attacks him, he'll have no HP Bar. The next time we want to descend into Jötunheimr, he'll definitely come flying over when he hears our call."
    

    
      Of course, the comrade in question was the Evil god-type monster Tonkii, which we had rode on plenty of times. Right now, in the underground world Jötunheimr, hundreds of players had accomplished "Þrym's quest", which meant all beast-type evil gods had been slain. Suguha was worried about whether or not Tonkii had been slain too.
    

    
      "...And that guy, he's always flying up high above ground. It's impossible for players to fly in Jötunheimr, so swords and magic definitely can't reach him."
    

    
      I added enthusiastically. Suguha finally looked up at me and smiled, saying:
    

    
      "Yeah... That's right. Thank you Onii-chan, now I can finally be at ease."
    

    
      Suguha tilted her body and rested her head on my right shoulder. My posture was already odd to begin with, with the added weight of Suguha's body, I lost my balance and fell onto the bed.
    

    
      Suguha came tumbling down moments later, her head landing on my chest.
    

    
      "Uwaa..."
    

    
      Upon hearing her, I immediately tried to move my body, but it was once again squashed by something warm, as I sank further into the bed.
    

    
      "Oi oi, Suguha..."
    

    
      As I frantically moved my body, my brain searched for words to be used in this situation. My mind however failed me and I was unable to come up with anything to say. Suguha whispered into my ear:
    

    
      "...The next quest starts at 3, there's still some time left. So for a while... Just let me..."
    

    
      I had no idea what to do or what was going on. At the very least, I should stop moving. A nostalgic yet slightly different smell wafted through my nostrils, and from my chest I felt my heartbeat accelerate.
    

    
      "...Unbelievable."
    

    
      Suguha, who was lying on my right shoulder, squinted and looked at me straight in the eye.
    

    
      "After something so monumental happened over there in 'that world', it feels unbelievable to be back here again. It's just like, that's reality, and this is the illusionary world..."
    

    
      "Yeah... To an extent, I understand."
    

    
      I continued speaking, momentarily forgetting my nervousness.
    

    
      "It's surreal... Just like a dream. I've felt that before. It's like a dream I experience once I fall asleep in the inn over there..."
    

    
      "...Yeah, just like that. A dream... That could be the case maybe."
    

    
      "Heh heh." That familiar, innocent yet somehow appealing face let out a laugh, causing me to hold my breath.
    

    
      I closed my eyes, not due to tiredness but because I felt a wave of drowsiness wash over me in this situation. Suguha's voice was like the trickling of a stream, comforting my senses.
    

    
      "If this is a dream..."
    

    
      —If this is a dream?
    

    
      "...Then let's redo the failed mission."
    

    
      —So that's it.
    

    
      With my eyes closed, I let out a bitter laugh. Maybe because my concentration was waning due to being on the verge of sleep, but my gamer's instinct told me this.
    

    
      We failed the quest "Urðr's request"... Even though it was due to us being short-handed, I had this feeling that if we hadn't made a mistake or missed something somewhere, we might have been able to complete the quest.
    

    
      The only point where a choice was offered in the game— that would be......
    

    
      It was here that I stopped thinking further and fell asleep. It might be a short nap till our next adventure in a matter of minutes... Or an infinite sleep where I would never wake up.
    

    
      (End?)
    

    
      

    

    
      A Spot of Sunshine in the Winter
    

    
      New Aincrad 22nd Floor
    

    
    
      
    


    
      December 31st, 2025
    

    
      When fulldiving while wearing an AmuSphere, it seems that people feel either a falling or a floating sensation.
    

    
      Keiko belonged to the latter group. Lying down on her bed in comfortable attire, she would call out the «Link Start» voice command and her consciousness, now separated from her body, would be immersed in a sensation as though she was floating straight upwards. An image of infinitely rising through a pure, white expanse, with eternal prisms of rainbow light cascading downwards.
    

    
      Previously, when she considered a credible view she found on the net, that "the type of people who experience floating sensations feel that reality is harsh and wish to escape into the virtual world", she had ended up brooding over it, despite getting indignant over how baseless it was. She didn't feel that reality was bleak in the slightest—or so she had thought. After all, she had been imprisoned in a virtual world for a period of two years when she was twelve years of age, before finally being released slightly less than a year ago.
    

    
      In comparison to that heartless, severe place, where her remaining hit points had been connected with her real life, reality was such a tranquil place. From April, she had even started attending the school set up for SAO survivors who were still minors in terms of age and had made many friends there. It does get a little awkward back home, but she's welcomed by her reserved father, her mother who's skilled at cooking and loves to sing, and her Munchkin breed cat, Pina, that she keeps. Here, she could read the continuation of the manga she likes (not to mention the two years worth of back issues!) and even get to eat actual cheesecakes. Hence, she had no reason to feel that reality was harsh whatsoever.
    

    
      She shouldn't... but still.
    

    
      While entrusting her body to the transient floating sensation, Keiko recalled the argument she had with her parents tens of minutes ago. To be specific, this was the first quarrel she had, since returning from SAO.
    

    
      It was the thirty-first of December, 2025. New Year's Eve. The three members of the Ayano family, Keiko, along with her father and mother, had arranged to visit the home belonging to her father's parents in the Yamanashi prefecture, with the cat joining them as well. It was something that had been decided a month ago and at the time Keiko had obediently nodded as well when she first heard about it.
    

    
      However right before departing, in the garage at home, she had ended up saying it. That she didn't want to go no matter what.
    

    
      Her parents tried gently persuading her by saying how her grandfather, grandmother and her male cousins were all looking forward to meeting her, but as Keiko stuck to her obstinate behavior for tens of minutes, their words gradually grew harsher, resulting in her father uttering "Then just do as you like" before leaving in the car. Left alone at home, Keiko locked up the entranceway, returned to her room on the second floor and put on the AmuSphere after slumping onto her bed.
    

    
      That's why this one and only particular dive might be a form of escape. Even so, that didn't matter. At the very least, crying in the virtual world rather than the real world would end without the need to worry about swollen eyes later on.
    

    
      After turning into her Cait Sith character Silica, the place Keiko emerged was on a porch leading to a log house built on the shore of a large lake, on the twenty-second floor of the new Aincrad which orbited through the skies of Alfheim. It appears to be early in the afternoon in the abode of the fairies, with plentiful warm sunlight beaming down upon the garden's lawn.
    

    
      This wasn't a player home that belonged to her, but since she was able to get herself registered on the sub-owner list, she could freely log in and out anywhere within the premises of the homestead. That said, she takes the original two owners into consideration, making sure not to start off indoors, just in case.
    

    
      Shortly after Silica's dive, a light blue glimmer appeared in the space right beside her which coalesced, before changing into the shape of a small dragon.
    

    
      Though defined as small, that's only when compared to the larger versions of the dragon race mobs, with its wingspan stretching close to over a meter. However, with its entire body covered in downy fur in a shade of light blue that matched its two round, ruby eyes, there was no sign of ferocity in its outward appearance.
    

    
      "Here, Pina."
    

    
      The moment Silica reached out with her two hands, the small dragon, which had the same name as her pet cat, dove into her arms after letting out a single coo, "kururu!". She tightly hugged its fluffy body and it started licking her right cheek with its tiny tongue. Pina, with an AI at the level of familiars, or in other words, «tamed monsters», was not terribly smart, but at times, it reacted as though it could read Silica's mind. This was one such time, and while it licked Silica's face, it continuously let out a "kuru... ruru..." from its throat, as if it was showing its concern.
    

    
      "...Thank you, I'm alright now. I'm fine now, after meeting you, Pina."
    

    
      While whispering that, she placed Pina who was unexpectedly light for its size onto her head. Its feathery wings tickled those cat ears unique to the race of Cait Sith and its long tail wrapped around her neck, much like a muffler.
    

    
      Enveloped in a warmth that seemed impossible for a moving object in a virtual world, Silica felt herself slowly perking up from the chagrin of the dispute she had with her parents, as she strode to the door of the log house.
    

    
      Upon touching the doorknob, a crisp click rang out, representing the door unlocking. Gently pulling it open, she headed in and called out, "Good afternoon". As expected, there was no reply. She could open up the Friend List from her Main Menu to check on their login status, but she could believe that there wouldn't be anyone here without needing to resort to that. After all, it was New Year's Eve...
    

    
      However, just in case, Silica minded her manners and said her greetings for intruding before she entered. Closing the door, she headed for the main room on the left side of the hallway.
    

    
      The moment she stepped into the living room, with a breadth impossible for a detached house in reality, or at least, for an average one in Tokyo's special wards, Pina slowly flew off from her head. The reasons for a familiar to leave its master without orders should be either due to detecting monsters closing in, or having its intimacy value drop from not being fed enough and changing to a defiant status; that said, there was a possible third reason when considering this room in this house.
    

    
      Conscious of her virtual heart now beating harder, Silica chased Pina as it flew, flapping its wings. She went around a huge log that was used as a pillar and cast her eyes towards the south facing window.
    

    
      Placed in a spot with lemon-yellow sunshine falling onto it, was a solitary rocking chair. Atop that chair which was moving constantly and rather gently without making any noise lay a Spriggan with black hair, clothed in black, with his eyes closed. His sleeping expression was far from the one that he shows in battle, here showing signs of boyish innocence.
    

    
      Pina, who had flown off Silica's head, circled once above the Spriggan before it landed near his stomach. Folding its wings, it coiled up its head and tail before finally falling asleep. No, it's a familiar, so that ought to be merely «looking as though it's asleep», but the "kyururu, kyururu" sounds of it breathing in its sleep was no illusion.
    

    
      "...Geez, Pina."
    

    
      After muttering under her breath, Silica continued to stand as she gazed at the sleeping poses of that person and that animal. Her beating heart gently slowing down from the somewhat quick rate it had been and a calm tranquility soon spread within Silica as well. For a short while, the spice of remorse flowed around her while she took shelter in the warmth.
    

    
      This went on for close to thirty seconds before she regained her wits and looked around her. If he, the owner of this house, was logged in, it was likely that either the other owner, an Undine healer, or his real life little sister, a Sylphid magic swordswoman, was around as well, but she could find no traces of other players. Cait Sith were the race bestowed with the highest level of perception ability among the nine races, so she should know if there was anyone else in the house. Of course, it's different if hiding spells or skills were used, but there should be no reason to hide inside the house in that manner.
    

    
      —Having decided that, Silica was still at a loss for several seconds before carrying a single chair from the dining table to the side of the rocking chair. She softly sat down after aligning them.
    

    
      She sprawled her body towards the left and stared hard at the profile of the sleeping Spriggan's face right in front of her.
    

    
      In mere seconds, Silica could feel her eyelids weighing down as well. Having that boy sound asleep in this room releases a sort of magical power that causes sleepiness in the surrounding players—or at least, that was the accepted conclusion among her friends. However, she must not allow herself to succumb to this magic. Silica had the «Automatically Disconnect When Asleep Function» set to fifteen minutes, so if she fell asleep she would soon be logged out. Going through the connection sequence once again was certainly a bother, but her main reason was to not waste this precious time available. The chance she could be alone with that sleeping boy—generally were no longer possible, not since the night of the day that they met in a certain different floating castle.
    

    
      Come to think of it, that had happened nearly two years ago.
    

    
      She had lost her familiar, Pina, and even her own life had been like a candle flickering in the wind when Silica was saved by the black-clothed swordsman, Kirito.
    

    
      He didn't just protect Silica, but was even willing to help revive the once-killed Pina. She still remembers that single day of adventure, when they went to retrieve the item that could resurrect a familiar, down to its very last detail. The gigantic flower monsters with tentacles sprouting out from them and the orange players that assaulted them on the way back were extremely scary, but those memories were all important to her.
    

    
      —No, it wasn't just that day.
    

    
      With her hands raised to her chest while tightly grasping each other, Silica began to ponder while sitting on the chair.
    

    
      All the days they had adventured and played together since she first met Pina gave off a special sparkle within her memories. That radiance was so vivid that it could cause the entire time she spent in the real world to pale in comparison. Of course, she could meet up with Pina whenever she wanted if she dived into ALO, and she was conscious of the fact of that already being a blessing by itself—after all, Pina really should have disappeared when SAO was cleared—but at times, she wondered about something.
    

    
      About how it would be nice if this side was the true reality instead.
    

    
      A thought that couldn't be told to anyone, one that definitely couldn't be released from her lips. A thought that would betray her parents who were worried to death over her for those two years when she was trapped in that death game and enthusiastically celebrated her return. But. But still—
    

    
      The teardrops that gathered in her lower eyelashes without her noticing faintly pattered onto the chair's armrest.
    

    
      Perhaps due to that noise which could barely be called one, the black-haired Spriggan—Kirito languidly opened his eyes. Silica frantically turned back to face forward before blinking countless times to dissipate the remaining tears effect. She stayed frozen in that position for several seconds before she heard his voice.
    

    
      "...Huh, Silica? When did you get here?"
    

    
      She timidly turned to the left and was met with the sleepy-looking face of Kirito's right before her own.
    

    
      "Go-Good afternoon, Kirito-san. Erm, fift... five minutes earlier or so, I think."
    

    
      "Woah, you should have just woken me up."
    

    
      Getting up with a flustered expression, Kirito seemed to have finally noticed Pina on top of him. With a gentle smile, he lightly caressed the area near the base of its neck with his fingertips. The small dragon rolled over while still asleep, showing its belly that was of a shade slightly more pale than its back and shook its tail to plead for more rubbing.
    

    
      Silica exchanged another look with Kirito before they both broke into soft laughter.
    

    
      Upon settling down, words flowed from between her lips, almost as though it was only natural.
    

    
      "...Earlier, I had a fight with my parents."
    

    
      Kirito raised his eyebrows slightly before calmly asking.
    

    
      "Despite it being New Year's Eve? Or maybe because it's New Year's Eve?"
    

    
      "Because it's New Year's Eve... I believe. Actually, I was supposed to go over to my grandfather's place in Yamanashi today, but just when we were leaving, I went ahead and said that I didn't want to go... ah, i-it's not like I thought that the popular hunting areas in ALO might be empty on New Year's Eve, I didn't do it for anything like that."
    

    
      "Haha, you would be let down if that was your true reason. It seems that there were loads of players with the same thought, so it's practically no more empty than usual."
    

    
      "...So you've checked it out already, huh. Or rather, Kirito-san, that was what you were here for...?"
    

    
      Silica looked up at him for a brief moment and the Spriggan shook his head with a ruffled expression.
    

    
      "Th-That's totally not it. I could have been wanting to test out the sharpness of «Excaliber» that I got the other day, or maybe showing it off to Eugene, so that's definitely not-"
    

    
      "I didn't ask about all that, geez."
    

    
      "I-I see. Wait, that's not it, we were talking about your home visit, Silica."
    

    
      Kirito casually cleared his throat, returned to a serious expression and stared straight at Silica.
    

    
      His avatar was the only one among her friends from the past SAO period with a different face and figure. However, those jet black eyes deep enough to suck you in remained the same. She could not tear her eyes away and they continued looking at each other, before Kirito finally spoke in a whisper.
    

    
      "...You don't want to... meet with someone?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      She nodded at her innermost thoughts, hidden from even her parents, being seen through without any sign of surprise.
    

    
      "It's not just one person though, but multiple. I don't want to meet my male cousins. ...I went back for the Bon Festival the other time, that was when I met them for the first time in three years, but... that night, when all of us children were left alone, everyone wanted to hear about it..."
    

    
      "About what happened in SAO, huh..."
    

    
      "Yes. ...I understand they didn't have any bad intentions. If our positions were reversed, I might have asked about this and that as well. But... I didn't want to. I really didn't want to talk about that world."
    

    
      "That's because... those memories were awful? Or maybe..."
    

    
      He cut his words off then, and Silica looked back at his face, this time with a trifling amount of surprise.
    

    
      "Kirito-san, there are times when you're extremely dense, and times when you're extremely sharp, huh."
    

    
      "R-Really?"
    

    
      "Really. ...As you guessed, the reason why I didn't want to talk about it is because those memories are really important to me. But I didn't want my parents to know that was how I thought... so I told my cousins about how scary that world was and how glad I was when I escaped from it; those were all I talked about. But as I continued speaking, it was like I was sullying something precious to me... So, at that time, I decided that I wouldn't talk about SAO again. But if I go to my grandfather's place, I would definitely meet them again, so... I..."
    

    
      When Silica spoke no further, her lips trembling, Kirito took the action of extending his right hand in exchange for words. Poof, he placed his palm onto Silica's head, gently stroking the base of her cat ears akin to how he did earlier to Pina.
    

    
      The triangular ears and long tail unique to the Cait Sith race were able to feel through some sort of mechanism. Especially the tail which produces a jolting stimulus flowing down the spine alongside the utmost «sense of oddity» when strongly gripped; but on the other hand, caressing the ears definitely did not bring about an unpleasant feeling.
    

    
      It seems that her tension eased off little by little as she immersed herself in the strange sense of pleasure not found in reality. Faced with Silica who was loosening the stiffness in her shoulders with her eyes half-closed, Kirito asked about an unexpected matter.
    

    
      "Silica, you were twelve back when SAO started, weren't you?"
    

    
      "...Yes, that's right. I was in the second term of my sixth year in primary school."
    

    
      "I see. Did the Nerve Gear belong to you? Or perhaps, your father...?"
    

    
      "It was mine. That said, it's not like I bought it myself or got my parents to buy it for me; I got it as a prize from a magazine. Along with the software for SAO. It was the first and last time I won something that expensive."
    

    
      "Oh! Those must have been amazing odds... perhaps even more lucky than me when I was chosen for the beta test. Ah, no, I'm not sure if you could call that lucky, though..."
    

    
      Silica unintentionally giggled at those faltering words that he had added on.
    

    
      "If that was supposed to be unlucky, it would be the punishment for lying about my age when I applied. ...At least, that was what I often thought right after I got trapped in SAO. That it would be nice if I hadn't won the Nerve Gear; that it would be nice if it was some other software; things like that..."
    

    
      "I see... —But if that was the case, you sure were amazing, being able to leave the Beginning City. And almost all of the kids around your age lived together without leaving the city too."
    

    
      "No, that actually might... be the reason why I left the city. After all, while I was cursing my fate at an inn there, in the Beginning City, winning the Nerve Gear could become the worst misfortune I have had in my life... so I made the decision to definitely find something that would make me glad to have come to this world, and that's why I left the city. It was considerably much later than Kirito-san and Asuna-san though."
    

    
      Upon hearing that, Kirito returned his glance back to himself while rubbing Silica's cat ears. On top of his black shirt, the small, light blue dragon was sound asleep with its face up as always.
    

    
      "...I'm glad you found it."
    

    
      He murmured, and Silica nodded with a smile on her face.
    

    
      "Yes. Meeting Pina was... and that's not all. Meeting Kirito-san, Asuna-san, Liz-san and the rest, and becoming friends with all of you too. That's why, to me... those memories from that world are simply irreplaceable."
    

    
      The topic made a full circle back to the start, but she remained calm. Soaking in the sensation of those virtual appendages being stroked, Silica slowly contemplated the problem she faced and opened her mouth.
    

    
      "That said, it's not like I didn't want to return back to reality. It's all thanks to Kirito-san and everyone else trying their best to clear SAO that I am able to live in peace like this now, and I'm really glad about that. But... somehow... I feel like something is different. Something in this real world... feels just a little... different. My cousins who wanted to hear about SAO too... Papa and Mama who always look at me with worrying eyes... even my cat, Pina, is somehow different... from the past..."
    

    
      After expressing all of that, Silica became aware of what caused the biggest sense of discomfort for the first time. And that was herself. The one who had already turned fifteen this year, Ayano Keiko of the real world. Compared to the avatar that was taken verbatim from the SAO era, her real body had grown quite a bit and her figure had changed.
    

    
      I see, she thought. It's only natural to feel that something is different. After all, I must be afraid of these various changes deep down in my heart. Afraid of the time in reality constantly flowing past at such a forceful speed. Afraid of what is yet to come.
    

    
      "...I'm... scared. Of things changing, things disappearing... that someday, a time might come when I can't meet Kirito-san, everyone else, or Pina in this world anymore... If that's the case, I would rather just, once again......"
    

    
      Be trapped here. Forever. And for time to stop.
    

    
      But that wish was not one that could exit her mouth. The black-haired swordsman reflected in her eyes cleared SAO with his life on the line and freed over six thousand players, inclusive of Silica. There was no way she could say that she would like to be taken prisoner again by the virtual world in front of him.
    

    
      Silica cast her eyes downwards and bit her lips hard.
    

    
      The fingers rubbing her ears came to a sudden stop. His hand did not leave but rather, snugly enveloped her right ear with his palm. The core of her mind felt as if it went numb and the moment Silica loosened the tension in her entire body once more in response to that, she heard his voice.
    

    
      "...I'm happy that I was able to meet you here and now today, Silica. The next time too, and the time after that too; that's definitely what I'll believe. That's why... thank you, Silica. For staying alive until that time we met in the «Forest of Wandering», two years ago."
    

    
      "Eh......"
    

    
      As she glanced upwards at those unanticipated words, Kirito's smiling face was right before hers.
    

    
      The meaning behind that gratitude belatedly sank in.
    

    
      Though she hasn't even actually tried to think about it, Kirito should also be suffering from difficulties and hardships of his own in these days. Perhaps he might have recalled that memory during his bleak moments as well. Of that girl, who he met and saved the life of, deep in the forest consumed by night. That the girl was alive, living on peacefully in the real world.
    

    
      That time was still flowing for her, second after second—
    

    
      Silica raised both of her hands up, took Kirito's right hand which was covering her triangular ear and brought it before her face.
    

    
      The dark tone of his skin, characteristic to Spriggans, was different from that of the Kirito from the SAO era. However, the warmth remained exactly the same. The hand that covered Silica's shoulders as she cried at the end of the adventures on that day was exactly the same.
    

    
      In actual fact, many things will change, even in the virtual world. Thinking about it, it was because she left the Beginning City, demanding change, that Silica was able to meet Pina, and thus, Kirito. However, there certainly are things that don't change there. Important things will definitely not leave her behind.
    

    
      That probably applies to the real world as well. The way her male cousins and parents treated Silica was different from before. However, their feelings were... their feelings for Silica remain unchanged within all of them. And thus, an unchanging self inside of Ayano Keiko definitely exists, with time flowing through her one day at a time.
    

    
      With Kirito's right hand wrapped within her two palms, Silica took a long, deep breath. She brought them up to her sight and then asked of the slightly embarrassed-looking Spriggan.
    

    
      "Kirito-san, are you free today?"
    

    
      "Mo-More or less... I'm free enough to take a nap in a place like this, after all. Dad's coming back from America late at night, but I should be free until then..."
    

    
      "Then please have a New Year's Eve date with me."
    

    
      It was a line she would normally never manage to say, even if she were to try with all her might, but perhaps backed by the thought of "I'm not a kid anymore", it came out without any difficulty. Upon hearing that, Kirito let his sight wander for a moment, but soon nodded with a smile.
    

    
      "Sure, if someone like me will do. Well, shall we go to the main city of the twenty-fifth floor, then? Or the lower world? It should be right around the Undine territory at the moment..."
    

    
      "No, let's have it at Ikebukuro, one hour from now!"
    

    
      "Alright, then Ikebuku... eh, eeh!? In the real world!?"
    

    
      "I won't allow you to take those words back now."
    

    
      Silica tightly gripped Kirito's hand before letting it go and spoke while grinning.
    

    
      "I'll go to Yamanashi by train after that. Papa and the rest must be worried, after all."
    

    
      Against that, Kirito blinked countless times before he nodded with a smile as well.
    

    
      "I see. Then I'll send you off until the Shinjuku station."
    

    
      "Ah, you didn't actually think that would be enough, did you! That's only four stops on the Yamanote Line, isn't it!"
    

    
      "It's only one if you go by the Saikyou Line."
    

    
      "You're horrible! You can't call that a date!"
    

    
      Perhaps due to the intensifying commotion from the exchange, Pina awoke on top of Kirito and let out a big yawn. An iridescent bubble shot out from its mouth and flitted through the southern window, flying far, far away into the skies as it brilliantly shimmered in the sunlight.
    

    
      

    

    
      Versus
    

    
      (Roppongi, April 2026)
    

    
      

      “Heh…… So this is the «Fourth Generation FullDive Experimental Machine».”
    

    
      I muttered while looking up at the huge enshrined hexahedron in front of me.
    

    
      The bare aluminum surface was shining dully, with growling sounds from several of the large cooling fans that were lined up . One side of it was linked to the gel bed, the headrest was covered by a protruding crude helmet-based interface.
    

    
      “So huge, weren’t the machines used in the early days of the amusement parks smaller than this, Higa-san?”
    

    
      I turned around and said to the man at the control console. The operator raised his face, shrugged and replied,
    

    
      “Even so, Kirigaya-kun, this is already compact compared to the original estimate. Besides, the specs of the first generation at the olden days’ game centers weren’t much different from Mega Drive or Dream Cast.”
    

    
      “……I never saw either of the real machines though……”
    

    
      “Well, then let’s have life songs! This time at my apartment, it’ll be a strictly reggae camp……”
    

    
      And the man who blurted out strange things was —— Higa Takeru, the researcher responsible for the development of the world’s state-of-the-art VR machine. Looking at him from the outside, it would be hard to believe, as his hairstyle stuck out thinly like a pin holder, he wore big rounded glasses, and his T-shirt had a game character printed on it. It would be hundred times more matching for him to be in the vicinity of the shops in Akihabara than this gloomy hi-tech room.
    

    
      But even though I say that, I was still in uniform after school time too.
    

    
      Why was I —— Kirigaya Kazuto, here at the harbor ward in Roppongi, in the laboratory of a certain venture company? The reason was simple, it was just a part-time job.
    

    
      

      From the first-generation of the large scale amusement machine, to the second generation NerveGear or AmuSphere, then to the third generation medical equipment, the FullDive machines have evolved. Of course, anyone can use it, but there were some with a certain degree of adaptability. That is, their brains could connect to the machine with a high efficiency rate. And in addition to the innate aptitude, the experience could be improved during a long Dive.
    

    
      Then in Japan, no, the entire world, the group of people who held the longest Dive time was without a doubt, the «Survivors» from «SAO incident» which concluded one and a half years ago.
    

    
      This fourth generation machine has been developed under the leadership of Higa Takeru, the level of connection precision was overwhelming compared to the machines up until now. That high specs led to the unexpected problem. Because the amount of information that had to be exchanged with the brain was too great, even with all the staff including Higa-san himself, they were unable to collect data from the test Dive to a satisfactory level due to the «VR Sickness» —— was what he said.
    

    
      At that point, Higa-san used a certain connection to request one of the «Survivors», me, to be a test Diver as a part-time job, I came here to Roppongi after I confirmed the daily wages, and that was it.
    

    
      

      “——Anyway, I am to FullDive with this, then once in there I just move here and there, right?”
    

    
      I asked for affirmation while stroking the chilled aluminum exterior, Higa-san nodded in consent.
    

    
      “Oh, I need to warn you that I can see the graphics inside just as you do, like a voyeur. As I’m still developing the mechanism to adjust the connection depth in accordance to a Diver’s ability, someone has to dive, or else I can’t get the data, hahaha.”
    

    
      “…………Well, because I get paid, doing anything is fine……but before that, I need affirmation for one thing please.”
    

    
      I glanced at the strong headgear interface and continued,
    

    
      “Erm, there won’t be any danger during the Dive…… Is that right?”
    

    
      “Of course of course of course!”
    

    
      Higa-san nodded deeply after saying that three times.
    

    
      “Kirigaya-kun is an SAO survivor, I understand your feelings. It’s alright, danger from the machine developed by me, there’s only a little!”
    

    
      “Is that so, I’m relieved to hear tha…”
    

    
      Swallowing the words I was about to say, I looked at Higa-san again.
    

    
      “……«there’s only a little»?”
    

    
      “Nonono, It’s alright It’s alright It’s alright!”
    

    
      After saying that three times each, Higa-san continued in a rapid whisper.
    

    
      “……Just that, if the power dropped during the Dive, then ‘that’ for a moment……”
    

    
      “What is ‘that’……?”
    

    
      “Nono, no problem! We have two support power sources, and an emergency battery is already equipped too!”
    

    
      “Please explain ‘that’ instead……”
    

    
      “Nonono, no problem! There’s no real harm! It just, erm, a bit, how to say it……”
    

    
      Higa-san rolled his eyes behind the rounded glasses while stepped closer, my glance was fixed on him.
    

    
      “…………How to say it, well, it might appear, just that.”
    

    
      “…………What will appear?”
    

    
      “Hahaha, it’s not good Kirigaya-kun. There are things we must not talk about, like bonuses or toilets. In a place like this, the thing that will appear is of course ‘that’, hahaha.”
    

    
      After saying that, Higa-san hung both hands loosely in front of his chest. That behavior finally let my brain realize what ‘that’ means.
    

    
      “Hah……? G..Ghost……?”
    

    
      What is this person saying?, I thought while still staring at Higa-san, who shook his head again and said,
    

    
      “It’s real, very real, Kirigaya-kun! I actually saw it! ……Well, as you can see, this experimental unit is still the only machine in the world, so there is only a single person during the Dive. But…… the staff saw a silhouette of a person on the grass many times during the test field dive.”
    

    
      Higa-san said with an expression that should have the thin vertical lines over his forehead if this was a manga.
    

    
      I had a serious look for a moment, then it was replaced by a bitter smile. I shrugged my shoulders.
    

    
      “It must be because of the VR sickness, probably the illusions from light effect? Or it could be a bug in the shader program.”
    

    
      “No―! There is no way such a bug could appear in the program this genius Higa had participated in creating!”
    

    
      For some reason, his tone suddenly changed to be like a foreigner’s, but I ignored it and moved my shoulders again.
    

    
      “Still, the ghost didn’t even come out to this room…… About ghosts appearing in the VR world, while in Aincrad when I heard rumors and went to check, it was just an NPC anyway.”
    

    
      That of course, was about the existence of the top-down AI «Yui» who was my and Asuna’s «Daughter». She would get angry if I tell her that I was searching for a ghost at first.
    

    
      “……In other words, everything seen in the other side is all digital code, the existence must be written somewhere in the memory address. By examining the log of the corresponding test Diving time, you can see what the Diver saw……”
    

    
      After I said that, Higa-san made a pointed mouth like a child.
    

    
      “Of course I checked it, but there was nothing in the log. Which means, it was certainly not an object from the main program of the experimental machine. Then it was really a ghost, or……”
    

    
      “……Or?”
    

    
      “………..Err, this talk is at the level Kirigaya-kun is not supposed to know, so don’t let anyone know you heard it, alright?”
    

    
      With a strict preface, Higa-san continued,
    

    
      “At the heart of this experimental machine is «Quantum Operation Circuit», the so-called quantum computer.”
    

    
      “……That was also Higa-san’s creation?”
    

    
      “Oh yea, was what I wanted to say, but its basic foundation was actually what Kayaba-senpai left behind. Well anyway, it is possible that the quantum computer could interfere with a parallel world , well…… the Sci-Fi world.”
    

    
      “…………That..is really true?”
    

    
      The tone in my question had changed, Higa-san, half agreeing and half disagreeing, shook his head.
    

    
      “I hope I know that for certain too, but if it’s true, then it would explain the ghost phenomenon. That is, this experimental machine, for some reason……, interfered with the same kind of the machine in the past or the future from a different time flow, then it could be possible to see the shadow of another Diver……”
    

    
      “…………Somehow this is very different from a real ghost, isn’t it”
    

    
      I shrugged my shoulder again, then glanced at the clock at the wall.
    

    
      “Appearing or not, we will only know during the Dive anyway. ……Today my little sister will make something, I will be in trouble if I came back after dinner time. So let’s start……”
    

    
      “Heh, Kirigaya-kun has little sisters!? How many!?”
    

    
      Higa-san’s reaction made me feel a strange sense of déjà vu, I ignored the question and sat on the bed of the experimental machine. I lay my body to fit its recesses then slid my head inside the headgear.
    

    
      “OK, I’m ready.”
    

    
      I said to Higa-san, whose face still showed lingering disappointment. Closing my eyes, the sound of a motor could be heard, the final explanation reached my ears,
    

    
      “……Then, commencing connection. Avatar will be Kirigaya-kun’s «Self-image» that is automatically generated, so it won’t cause discomfort.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      I raised my left thumb in response. At the same time, a low growl could be heard from the back of the experimental machine.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      ————Again.
    

    
      Feeling strange fluctuations in his field of vision, Arita Haruyuki narrowed the eyes of his pink pig avatar.
    

    
      «Burst Link» command allows one to enter the world dyed in transparent blue, the basic accelerated space «Blue World».
    

    
      Equipped in Haruyuki’s neck was the quantum communication device «Neuro Linker». And installed even deeper inside was the mystery application «Brain Burst». When FullDiving in this transparent blue field, the BB program accelerates Haruyuki’s command reactions one thousand fold.
    

    
      The basic accelerated space was for searching the matching list to find opponents, or to start external applications to do various work, the reason for Haruyuki being «Accelerated» was for the latter. That was —— for the submission of today’s homework, to be more precise, the postponed time left was fifteen real life minutes. The Japanese history class during the fifth period had given out the report homework, and of course, the storage region of his brain had forgotten about it even after he registered it in the scheduler application.
    

    
      Because this was neither mathematics nor English homework, the last resort of asking Takumu or Chiyuri for their homework photograph in order to copy it wasn’t an option —— Even though the costly loan, without a doubt, would be collected later —— it was better than having to write the essay report.
    

    
      Therefore, consuming a precious one burst point to «Accelerate», he battered intently at the holographic keyboard. However,
    

    
      His thoughts shook and swayed when he lifted his face due to the odd observation reflected in his field of vision, in the middle of the empty blue classroom,
    

    
      “…………What……?”
    

    
      He muttered when his avatar dropped from the chair. He stared ahead a few steps between the rows of the desk, and part of the blackboard waved faintly again. It was —— like there was something transparent moving between Haruyuki and the blackboard.
    

    
      In fact, this wasn’t his first time coming in contact with such phenomenon. Recently, here —— about a month ago, sometimes during FullDive he could see the strange fluctuations as well. Moreover, it wasn’t in the normal VR world, only while «Accelerated».
    

    
      However, today’s clarity of the phenomenon was unusual. Haruyuki had forgotten about his homework, he stared intently.
    

    
      Then he immediately noticed something.
    

    
      “……A person?”
    

    
      Yes, a fluctuation at the spot in the classroom looked like the silhouette of a human, as if there was a completely transparent human standing there.
    

    
      But that shouldn’t be the case.
    

    
      The blue basic accelerated space was, as a general rule, the world only for a person who uttered the «Burst Link» command. For two or more to Dive at the same time, both sides must be using a direct connection on the Neuro Linker and use the accelerate command at the same time. But of course, at the moment, Haruyuki wasn’t directly connected to anyone.
    

    
      ……That means.
    

    
      “…………G..Ghost?”
    

    
      Scared by the word he inadvertently murmured. Haruyuki tried to retreat to the back of the classroom, but at that time.
    

    
      The clear shadow started approaching him at the same time!
    

    
      “Hi,hiiiii―!!”
    

    
      Screaming, while dashing back at a high speed, he unconsciously tried to shout the acceleration halt command.
    

    
      “B-B-B-B-Burst Ou……”
    

    
      But he stopped his steps at that point.
    

    
      This is not the real world, it is the polygon world created by the image of the Neuro Linkers from the social cameras. Everything reflected in the eyes are all the digital data which could be substituted with the code. Therefore, there must be a reason for the existence of that shadow too, there is no ghost, ghost is just a lie.
    

    
      Haruyuki thought recklessly while hiding behind the last row of the desk. Something that looks like human shadow —— what is it? There must be a way to verify it. Assuming it is just other human, this is not a normal VR space but the accelerated space, I didn’t Burst Link with that «Someone». Then if I connect to the network with the same Burst Linker——
    

    
      “T-That’s right…… T-T-The name will come up from the Matching List.”
    

    
      Haruyuki murmured with dry lips. He then quickly hit the «B» icon displayed at the top left of the virtual desktop, the Brain Burst Console screen expanded, he moved the tab to open the Matching List.
    

    
      On top of the list is my name, then it should be the classmates Takumu «Cyan Pile» and Chiyuri «Lime Bell». In addition, at the lounge of the school cafeteria, is KuroyukiHime «Black Lotus». These four are the only existing Burst Linkers in this Umesato middle school.
    

    
      Yet.
    

    
      Floating on the fifth row, the wriggled set of dots was blurred like it was written in ink.
    

    
      That spot of light, for some reason, didn’t take form of the characters immediately. Haruyuki held his breath and watched while trembling intensely, then, he blinked —— a few alphabets finally formed.
    

    
      There was a fixed form to the Duel Avatar’s name, but that name didn’t take the «Color Name» form, it was just a row of six characters.
    

    
      “K……I, R, I……, T…….O……?”
    

    
      ——Kirito?
    

    
      Who is he……?
    

    
      As if to trace his thoughts, Haruyuki’s right hand automatically moved.
    

    
      He hit the mysterious Burst Linker name, «KIRITO», causing the «DUEL» option to pop through the window, then touched the «YES» affirmation dialog.
    

    
      The blue classroom melted and disappeared as if it collapsed.
    

    
      While passing through the space of darkness, Haruyuki’s pig avatar was surrounded by the light and changed its shape, The big helmet with thin limbs, silvery white Duel Avatar «Silver Crow».
    

    
      On both sides of the upper part of his vision, green stamina gauges extended, and the «1800» time count was engraved in the middle.
    

    
      And finally the flaming text «FIGHT» shone brightly before exploding.
    

    
      Once his stiff feet touched the surface of the battlefield, Haruyuki quickly raised his face.
    

    
      ‘Someone’ stood in front, slightly away from him.
    

    
      Duel Avatar —— no, that isn’t it. He thought.
    

    
      As far as Haruyuki knew, the avatar of each Burst Linker had the appearance of a robot-like hardness. While some wore cloth, there were no flesh and blood faces across the board.
    

    
      But this ‘someone’ who stood in front of him clearly had a human’s appearance.
    

    
      A male, with slightly long hair, his sharp eyes were jet black. He seemed to be slightly older than Haruyuki, wearing a black leather longcoat, thimble gloves on his hands, and boots on his feet. Then —— suspended on his back were two long swords.
    

    
      “…………Swords!?”
    

    
      Murmuring in a hoarse voice, Haruyuki put some more distance between them.
    

    
      There was no mistake, it was familiar in the fantasy game genre, the so-called «Long Sword». The handles were black and silvery white respectively, although they were polygons, he could tell from the radiance of the texture that they would be very heavy. He felt that the presence of blades within those scabbards were genuine.
    

    
      That was not a Duel Avatar, but he didn’t think it was the harmless FullDive avatar either.
    

    
      While cautiously observing his opponent, Haruyuki took a deep breath and shouted,
    

    
      “Who are you……!? How exactly did you connect to the Umesato Local Network!?”
    

    
      The voice tinged with effect echoed throughout the field, but the black dressed swordsman was still motionless.
    

    
      Disregard that —— rather, it was as if the voice wasn’t received in the first place.
    

    
      Looking closely, the outline of the swordsman avatar was misted like smoke, was it disembodied? —— Was it just the image being sent from somewhere? Haruyuki thought that, and to verify it, he took a step closer.
    

    
      At the same moment, the swordsman made his move too. The black shiny boot made a step forward, it stepped on the small pebble on the stage ground, causing a sound.
    

    
      “————!!”
    

    
      Not the virtual image!
    

    
      Haruyuki jumped backwards in panic again, he raised both hands in a guarding stance.
    

    
      As if being induced by that movement, tension ran through the face of the swordsman, his right hand quickly grabbed the handle of the black sword behind his back.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      ——Where exactly is this place?
    

    
      ——And, who is that!?
    

    
      I earnestly kept repeating these two questions in my mind.
    

    
      The prior lecture from the operator, Higa-san, was that the Dive field would be a peaceful grassland, but the scenery spread around me was the complete opposite.
    

    
      The cracked ground, the concrete buildings that had partly collapsed, flames came out of their openings, And —— the starless night sky. It was just like the world after civilization had collapsed.
    

    
      If the only existence here was me, it would be just an error in the quantum circuit, which I suspected caused my consciousness to jump to the future Tokyo. But fortunately, there was a human shadow just a few meters in front of me.
    

    
      The silhouette was surely human’s, the head was like a big helmet, all of the body was covered in metal armor. The reflection from the bonfire sparkled on that silvery body, which was very slender compared to its big head. It was unthinkable that there would be a human inside it. Furthermore, its back was carrying something that looked like the radiating fins.
    

    
      “Robot……?”
    

    
      I murmured. As I stepped closer to verify it, the sole of my boots stepped on some rubble causing a sound.
    

    
      At that moment, the silvery robot quickly jumped backwards —— both hands moved forward into a guarding position.
    

    
      It had no weapons, but the tip of its sharp fingers glittered. It would be plausible that it had some strong weapons hidden. When I thought that, my right hand moved automatically over my shoulder, grabbing the grip of the sword hung on my back.
    

    
      ——Sword?
    

    
      Then I finally realized that I wasn’t Kirigaya Kazuto, the high school student in the real world, but Kirito, the swordsman from the nostalgic SAO period.
    

    
      Higa said that when I dive, the avatar would be created from my self-image. In other word, currently I wasn’t in my own flesh and blood body, but the «Black Swordsman» which shouldn’t exist anywhere anymore, I almost made a bitter smile at this thought. However, I wasn’t in the situation to do that. Why did the mysterious robot make that stance with both hands? Right, I also grabbed the handle of my sword. I was in a somewhat dangerous situation with this robot.
    

    
      If I pulled out the sword like this, the robot would attack without a doubt. But it would be hard to prevent that while I’m standing in this awkward form anyway. The fighting spirit is emitting from it and such things don’t exist in soulless NPC or monsters. In other word, there must be a real human moving it.
    

    
      Within the intense atmosphere, I decided to take a chance with words,
    

    
      “……Um, who are you? This place is my company’s closed network. Where are you from and for what purpose are you connecting here?”
    

    
      But there was no answer, Looks as if that thing can’t hear my voice, then how about gesturing? But to do that in this situation would be difficult. If I move my right hand even slightly, the robot in front of me might jump immediately. The tension of the atmosphere in the space between us is so tense.
    

    
      ——Yeah, I was in the wrong the moment I grabbed my sword, but you are a bit too aggressive too!
    

    
      That was what I complained in my mind. The silvery robot had penetrated the company’s protective firewall into the experimental machine, it was clearly illegal hacking. Then wouldn’t it be more appropriate to be a bit more sneaky……
    

    
      When I thought to this point.
    

    
      After a long time, I finally noticed the indicators fixed at the top of my field of vision.
    

    
      At the center was the digital figure, the current [1740] had been decreased by one second. Then on both sides, the green shining bars, lined up in parallel with the thin blue bars.
    

    
      Under the left side bar was the engraved character string [KIRITO]. No matter how I look at it, it was my name —— The Login ID I passed to Higa-san before the Dive.
    

    
      Then under the right bar was the brightly shining [SILVER CROW] name.
    

    
      “Silver……Crow……”
    

    
      I soundlessly murmured that, it was no doubt the name of the silvery robot in front of me.
    

    
      The components of this ‘screen’, and this situation.
    

    
      I widened my eyes to the revelation that I suddenly realized.
    

    
      This is —— this world is clearly not the peaceful test field at all.
    

    
      It was a «Battle Field». Currently I was in a nostalgic game, I Dived into the so-called fighting game!
    

    
      Higa-san said there was a certain degree of possibility that the quantum circuit mounted within the experimental machine could interfere with the world on a different time flow. If so, then this place may be the world in 1990’s era when fighting games were at its peak? No, it can’t be. For that era, the ‘F’ of the FullDive didn’t even exist yet. Then is this the future? I don’t know how many years into the future, but fighting games will be back in the spotlight in the future?
    

    
      “Hey, You……Silver Crow.”
    

    
      Forgetting the fact that my voice wouldn’t reach my opponent, I continued saying,
    

    
      “Is this place within a fighting game? What is the title……?”
    

    
      While I was asking,
    

    
      I carelessly stepped forward while my hand was still on the grip of my sword.
    

    
      The reaction was —— immediate.
    

    
      The left foot of the silvery robot avatar kicked the ground, and while I was surprised, the thin body closed in on my bosom like a streak of lightning.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      The left foot had decided due to its own reflexes, and a corner in Haruyuki’s head yelled Crap―.
    

    
      The approaching action of the opponent might not have been for attacking purposes, as the sword wasn’t pulled out, and he wasn’t even in a proper stance with his bosom wide open.
    

    
      But it was no longer possible to cancel the ultra high speed attack command set by Haruyuki’s consciousness. The Silver Crow avatar rushed in at full speed, and threw a preemptive right middle kick aimed towards the flank of the swordsman dressed in black.
    

    
      Originally, Haruyuki’s fighting style wasn’t this decisively aggressive. Looking at how he fought his early opponents, he seemed to be gradually changing based on attributes and techniques he gained over time.
    

    
      In addition, the one in front of him, the strange duel avatar without a color name and with his exposed flesh and blood face, his only feature was the black covering his entire body. If it were red or blue, he might have been controlled from somewhere close by, however, this wasn’t the case for black. He should have asked KuroyukiHime-senpai for the characteristics of «Black», but since he was already in the confrontation, it was too late now.
    

    
      Even against an opponent with unknown characteristics, Haruyuki’s preemptive attack with just an insignificant action was —— clearly, the swordsman in black, «KIRITO»’s tremendous pressure’s fault.
    

    
      If anything, his slender physique, the still developing face that could be called a boy’s, but just how he was standing with his hand on the sword grip made Haruyuki’s throat dry from the constant feeling of intense pressure. It was likely from a level 7 or 8 High Ranker —— no, higher than that, probably the tension of facing those «Kings» one-on-one.
    

    
      If the mysterious swordsman had opened a small chance, Haruyuki would rather retreat to hide and ascertain the situation in the narrow path of the «End of the Century» stage. But there was nothing that could be called an opening from the swordsman —— «Kirito». Haruyuki was afraid that his head might fly off from a sudden attack if he tried to retreat, however slightly.
    

    
      Therefore, as soon as Kirito had taken a casual step, Haruyuki charged ahead with all of his outburst energy.
    

    
      ——But, things have already reached this point, then there’s no other choice!
    

    
      Haruyuki swallowed the depressing thought the moment he drew up the kick.
    

    
      When facing a fellow Burst Linker, do not «Battle» earnestly. That was what his teacher, and at the same time his ‘parent’, Black Lotus had taught him. If the middle right kick strikes, it would disrupt the opponent’s stance, then the rest would be just to continue rushing at close range without giving any chance for him to pull the sword from his back. And finishing him off with an aerial dive attack when the special move gauge had accumulated to the halfway point.
    

    
      The first attack loaded with those kind of intentions passed through the opponent’s abdomen like a silvery arc in the dark night——
    

    
      With a light sound, only a button of the coat went flying into the sky.
    

    
      “Wh…………..”
    

    
      While adjusting his balance, Haruyuki forcibly exhaled.
    

    
      It’s impossible. Given the short interval, and that he wasn’t in a proper stance, blocking should be difficult enough, but he evaded it completely.
    

    
      Haruyuki eyes wide opened in confusion. At the same time, the boy’s right arm flashed, and with a bright metallic sound, he drew out his jet black long sword.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      It was at an amazing speed.
    

    
      The silvery white avatar «Silver Crow»’s rush with his middle right kick slipped past my abdomen, its movement was ultra smooth as if it had been repeatedly practiced thousands of times.
    

    
      However, due to its smoothness, I could feel where the first attack was aimed at.
    

    
      The one moving Silver Crow was a living human, there’s no mistake about it. Then, when the human operates the avatar, there will be the tiny bits of information exposed from its movement which didn’t exist in monsters. The significant ones are heart beats, toe direction, waist height, and gaze.
    

    
      For a duel in SAO, it would be fatal to get hit by a single strike, so it was very important to read the opponent’s movement in advance. Therefore when needing to fight with an evenly skilled person, any move fired from a long distance must be avoided at almost a hundred percent rate. Jumping moves need to be blocked, as evading might leave an opening, and a favorite special move is sure to be inserted in between the flow of continuous attacks that followed.
    

    
      From that perspective, the Silver Crow’s middle kick speed was, without a doubt, marvelous. But its movements gave out too much information at the initial moments, I could feel the intention to hit my left flank, so I dashed backwards with all my strength. Settling it with just a single coat button sent flying was already considered lucky.
    

    
      It seemed like Crow didn’t expect the attack to be evaded, the swing caused the upper part of the body to lose its balance. That was a good opportunity, because, even though I positively thought it wasn’t a situation I should fight in, my right hand automatically moved to pull out one of my beloved swords —— «Elucidator».
    

    
      “Shi……”
    

    
      While feeling the nostalgic weight in my hand, I quickly swung down the sword. With a thin band of blue light, the blade cut into Silver Crow’s right shoulder.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      “Ah……”
    

    
      Haruyuki let leak a weak sound, staring at the looming sharp edge.
    

    
      Unable to evade, and it couldn’t be blocked with an arm either. Kirito’s motion from drawing the sword until slashing didn’t look powerful at all, it looked so natural, yet the enormous amount of power that was put on the blade made Haruyuki feel like receiving an electric shock through his avatar.
    

    
      The metallic colors, like Silver Crow, had some resistance to slashing attacks. But he felt it was of no use against this sword, so in that case, he had to make sure to take minimal damage from it.
    

    
      Although the battle had just begun, Haruyuki’s consciousness had started to «Hyper Accelerate» as if he was already at the edge of the jaws of death. The closing blade seemed to slow down slightly, Haruyuki bent his knees, dropping his avatar down at the same time as the incoming slashing vector. The black shiny blade touched his right shoulder’s armor, causing pretty orange sparks to fly in all directions. As he had expected, the sword wouldn’t stop there, the crack ripped apart Haruyuki’s silver armor faster than the speed at which he descended, one centimeter, two centimeters was cut by the blade. At this rate even if he fell down to the ground, the sword wouldn’t stop and his right arm would surely be cut off. ——But,
    

    
      “……Now!!”
    

    
      The HP gauge was reduced by the damage to the shoulder, and a similar proportion of the special move gauge had filled up with a shiny glow. Haruyuki then converted it to flying force, the silver wings took shape in the form of commas on his back.
    

    
      At that time, the falling posture gained backwards thrust——
    

    
      Silver Crow body had only slid by fifty centimeters, but the sword had separated from the cut in the right shoulder.
    

    
      “……Ooooo!!”
    

    
      Roaring, Haruyuki kicked the ground with all his might, and jumped a large distance back.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      ——What happened!?
    

    
      Feeling the impact from the point of sword biting into empty ground, I held my breath.
    

    
      The black blade of the Elucidator had caught the shoulder of Silver Crow, there was no mistake about it. It hit the seams of the armor I aimed at, and I was sure just a breath more and it would have been cut off. But the silvery robot suddenly gained backwards momentum and fled away with a cut wound about two centimeters deep.
    

    
      Such behavior wouldn’t be possible in that situation. That completely different movement, it was as if it was being pulled from the back with some wires.
    

    
      I looked up quickly, staring at the more than ten meters in distance the avatar took in just the blink of an eye.
    

    
      Of course, there were no wires attached to its body, and I couldn’t see any opening Jet holes either.
    

    
      ——No.
    

    
      Folded on the back of Crow were thin metal fins. Did they tremble a split second before the back dash?
    

    
      If the secret behind the impossible maneuver was those fins, then my initial assumption that they were radiating fins was incorrect —— It must be some sort of propulsion system. But if that was the case, why didn’t it use them from the start?
    

    
      When I thought up to that point, I noticed a slight change from all sorts of information displayed in my field of vision.
    

    
      First, the Silver Crow’s stamina gauge on the upper right had decreased a little, around three percent.
    

    
      Then, my stamina gauge on the upper left was still full, and the thin blue gauge beneath it had slightly emitted light.
    

    
      So this field was in compliance with those antique fighting games like I expected, the meaning of the blue gauge was obvious. The «Special Move», no doubt about it. Then this gauge probably charges based on the amount of damage taken. In other word, when Silver Crow was damaged by my sword, the gauge began to accumulate at the same moment, I suspect consuming it created a driving force from the fins on its back. Conversely, if it couldn’t charge the special move gauge, Silver Crow wouldn’t be able to use those fins anymore.
    

    
      ——But, in that case, what was my «Special Move» when I didn’t have that kind of equipment on my back?
    

    
      Now that I was using the avatar of «Dual Blades» Kirito and with the two beloved swords, my self-image —— In other words, it was created from my memory. If they worked in this fighting game’s system, the special moves should be awakened from my memory as well. Then, asking what I will take as special move, I can promptly reply. It’s nothing other than «Sword Skill».
    

    
      I put my right foot forward, set the sword behind, and assumed a basic one-handed straight sword skill «Sonic Leap» stance. Doing so caused the sword to growl faintly, at the same time the shining part of the special move gauge blinked, and then abruptly stopped. This meant the gauge wasn’t enough to use the move.
    

    
      “……I get it now.”
    

    
      I murmured while looking again at the opponent in front of me.
    

    
      From the reaction of Silver Crow, and from the scene composition, I was apparently the trespasser in this situation……no, «Intruder» was a more suitable term. It seemed Crow played in this game stage daily, and I, no, the fourth generation experimental machine’s quantum circuit had interfered. I wanted to immediately log out and complain a great deal to Higa for making such a dangerous thing, but there was no log out button in the field of vision, and I didn’t know any commands for those purposes either.
    

    
      But since this was inside a fighting game, once the «Battle» had ended, the connection should be cut off.
    

    
      If that was the case, it wasn’t my hobby to stand still eating the attacks until my stamina gauge was completely depleted either.
    

    
      Why? I was the «Intruder». It is an appropriate manner to break through using my full power, isn’t it?
    

    
      Since I have been thrown out into this stage, my mouth made a faint smile for the first time.
    

    
      The switch inside my head made a ‘click’ changing sound.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      The moment the unknown identity Burst Linker «Kirito» made a little smile, Haruyuki felt goosebumps on his virtual skin. The pain from his right shoulder’s wound suddenly disappeared.
    

    
      Holding his ground against the intense pressure that blew by, the desire to retreat rose up within him.
    

    
      Kirito had intruded the Umesato Local Network, but it was Haruyuki who saw the name in the matching list and applied the duel mode. Picking the fight then retreating wasn’t an option for him, as a member of the legion «Nega Nebulas».
    

    
      ——This is not a situation to be scared of! If we can’t talk, then the only way to collect information from him is to use fists directly —— but since that side has a sword —— is there any other way?
    

    
      At the same time he heard himself saying that, he felt something burning deep inside him.
    

    
      Kirito’s reaction to avoid his full speed middle kick was the fastest he had ever seen fighting with duel avatars up until this point. Wanting to see that movement again, and then surpassing it.
    

    
      Clenching both his fists hard, Haruyuki decided to rush in again while lowering his body.
    

    
      The big moves from long distances absolutely wouldn’t hit. In addition, the sword had the advantage in reach. If he could slip into the zero distance, he could use small moves to disrupt the opponent’s stance.
    

    
      The sword which looked very heavy shouldn’t be able to be swung consecutively. There should be a chance to close in if he could avoid its attack and match it with a counter.
    

    
      ——Keep focusing. Prepare to evade the attack coming from the point of the sword.
    

    
      The gear in Haruyuki consciousness stepped up, at the same time, his field of vision narrowed down to focus on just the center. All his senses focused onto the tip of the shiny black long sword.
    

    
      “…………Nowww!!”
    

    
      Yelling, Haruyuki kicked the ground.
    

    
      Lowering his posture to the limit, he shortened the ten meters distance at once.
    

    
      Kirito’s sword slid down halfway from the beginning middle position.
    

    
      From the bottom. The point of the sword sent sparks flying over the ground while it slashed upwards to intercept Haruyuki, who was leaning forward. It was like the lethal fangs of the jet black snake——
    

    
      Haruyuki opened only his left wing, causing his body to rotate almost ninety degrees and avoiding the attack. Even without the gauge, he can still use it to control his posture.
    

    
      The sword groaned as it was raised, as it made a shallow cut on Silver Crow’s chest armor. Heat and light that were at the tip of the sword disappeared shortly. At that moment Haruyuki stepped using his right foot with all his strength, his body raised for a right uppercut, a silvery light covered fist went straight for Kirito’s abdomen——
    

    
      It was parried just before it could strike. The right fist flowed to the outside, only grazing the shoulder.
    

    
      But that was still within the calculations. Now both Kirito’s hands couldn’t return in time. The left short hook was thrown into the body that was left wide open. ‘Don’, he felt positive feedback. The body wrapped by the coat had stopped.
    

    
      ——It hit!
    

    
      Now rush!!
    

    
      “Oooo!!”
    

    
      Haruyuki shouted and at the same time attacked using his right knee, which also hit. The damage wasn’t good as the result of the distance which was too short, but it was good enough. Judging the conditions using consecutive moves while the opponent’s movement was sealed, then deciding with a blow.
    

    
      Pinning opponent’s left arm with his right, and aiming short strikes with his left. The long sword was useless at this close range, in other words, the opponent’s right arm was already considered dead.
    

    
      At least, that was how it was supposed to be.
    

    
      The smashing sensation that came from his left fist had dissipated because something pushed it from above. It was Kirito’s open right hand, with all his fingers spread.
    

    
      “Wha…………”
    

    
      W-Where is the sword!?
    

    
      When that question arose, the next phenomenon had already happened.
    

    
      The smooth, but terribly fast movement of Kirito’s right fist, now touched Haruyuki’s chest, suddenly emitting an orange light.
    

    
      S-Special……move!!
    

    
      But, without a weapon——!?
    

    
      The development was far beyond his expectations, his reaction was just a moment late. But it was too slow in the ultra speed battle.
    

    
      Don!! With a great impact against the chest, Haruyuki was repelled backward.
    

    
      However, there the damage was no big deal. It was probably just a move to create some distance. Just to use this, he chose to drop the sword? Then, I won’t give him a chance to pick it back up.
    

    
      To Haruyuki, who was hastily closing the distance back in, a further unexpected development happened in front of his eyes.
    

    
      The empty handed Kirito made a big jump forward. While in the air, Kirito’s right hand brandished over his head.
    

    
      He is trying to pull another sword from his back? No, there is not enough time for that. Then he’s going to attack using his hand to chop? Such an attack won’t be able to pierce my armor……
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The light which wrapped the right hand still didn’t disappear. It meant the special move was still ongoing——
    

    
      Both Haruyuki’s legs went stiff, stopping the retreat he succeeded in earlier. In front of Haruyuki’s eyes, Kirito’s right hand grabbed on to something.
    

    
      It was the sword grip. He didn’t drop the sword on the ground. He threw it up above.
    

    
      By the time Haruyuki realized it, the long sword was already wrapped in the color of blinding flame, and it cut down in a straight line.
    

    
      He couldn’t avoid or guard this time. A huge shock went through his chest from the attack on the left shoulder, Haruyuki was swallowed by a light effect and an explosion, then flew diagonally to the back and right.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      “Body-sword composite sword skill, «Meteor Fall». ……But even saying so, he wouldn’t hear it anyway.”
    

    
      I muttered while rubbing my abdomen which was hit earlier.
    

    
      While it wasn’t at the same level as if it happened in real world, the strength of the feedback from the pain should be enough to be considered illegal. Just from this pain alone proved this place wasn’t in any game operated in year 2026 Japan.
    

    
      But, with the big move finally making a clean hit, Silver Crow who was blown away in a flashy fashion and whose body was currently half buried under the rubble should have felt more pain. Of course, if a nervous system existed under that metal armor, that is.
    

    
      Confirming with a glance at the stamina gauge, eating the punch and the knee at that close range took about fifteen percent, and Crow’s was reduced by nearly thirty percent. Even though it looked like a metal robot, its defense wasn’t that high, just like how fighting games were supposed to be.
    

    
      Then for the fighting game, this difference in damage isn’t enough to decide the outcome of the battle. It is not the situation I can relax in just after I got an attack in. Once I decided that, I kicked the ground to follow up with a sneak attack.
    

    
      Suddenly the silvery body trembled——
    

    
      The round metal helmet quickly lifted.
    

    
      I could feel the strong light emitting from both eyes inside it.
    

    
      Immediately after that, the rubble which buried half the silvery avatar had scattered violently in all directions.
    

    
      Curling clouds of dust blown up by the wind covered the surroundings. I corrected my sword stance at this distance, waiting for my vision to clear up.
    

    
      The chilled wind from the bottom of the stage carried the dust away.
    

    
      Several seconds later, the trace of collapsed buildings appeared again —— but there was no trace of Silver Crow.
    

    
      “What……?”
    

    
      I quickly looked left and right, my sides and my back was a huge open space, in front of me was the wide three-storey building. If it wasn’t so tattered and decayed, this could be seen as a small scale school.
    

    
      All the windows and entrances of the building were blocked with the metal plates, there were no stairs at the outer walls, so I’d notice if Crow cut across my left or right side. In other words, there should be nowhere to go during the brief moment my vision was blocked by the dust. In that case, where exactly did that silvery robot hide?
    

    
      ——No.
    

    
      It isn’t hidden. The special move gauge below Silver Crow’s stamina gauge is around thirty percent charged, and even now it’s still slowly decreasing. It means he’s using the special move. I guess it was the reason he disappeared from my vision. Probably the power to go under the ground? Or the power of transparency?……
    

    
      I tensed up all my senses from below my feet, front, back, left, and right. Lowering my waist, softly setting up my sword, I readied my stance to intercept an attack from any direction, waiting for an action.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Where Silver Crow appeared from was beyond my expectations.
    

    
      Noticing something shining above my head, I quickly looked up
    

    
      Then I saw it, the protruding sharp right toe, swooping down as if it was a spear from the silvery white avatar, with the big metal fins expanded to the left and right, shining dazzlingly on its back.
    

    
      So that was really its propulsion equipment. But it shouldn’t have the high-speed mobility to move its body above the ground to that degree.
    

    
    
      
    


    
      Then those fins are —— wings!
    

    
      I kicked the ground with as much force as possible to jump to the right.
    

    
      But the Crow diving in a straight line used the stabilizers on both arms to change its angle, perfectly matching my movement.
    

    
      “Guh……”
    

    
      While I let leak the voice, the sword in my right hand tried to parry the sharp toe.
    

    
      But, defending against the attack with that degree of weight wasn’t possible. Just like when receiving a heavy rush from the Salamander in ALO —— No, with greater force than the sword at that time, the dive kick directly hit my right shoulder.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      For Silver Crow, who spent all of his level-up bonuses on expanding his flying ability, his greatest weapon is a swooping attack from high altitudes.
    

    
      Just that would allow it to hit? Over the long period of time, Haruyuki had earnestly researched the technique for the half a year since becoming a Burst Linker. Although it was still too soon to be considered complete, it had become a very important asset of his.
    

    
      Power, or descending speed, and accuracy, or homing capability, both present together.
    

    
      All the power of the wings was used for acceleration, while the arms and body did the orbit adjustment. To get the hang of it, he couldn’t count how many times he had bitten the ground in vain.
    

    
      However, the effort wasn’t fruitless. He was able to capture Kirito, despite his formidable reaction speed.
    

    
      ——No.
    

    
      Haruyuki shook the head in his mind. The dive kick directly hit the right shoulder, while on the ground, unable to escape, but his eyes could still follow Haruyuki’s action.
    

    
      Apparently, Kirito didn’t know Silver Crow was an aerial type Duel Avatar. For those Burst Linkers he fought on a daily basis, the moment they lost sight of Haruyuki in the cloud of dust, they would be cautious above their heads, rather than the surroundings. But Kirito did the opposite, which opened the opportunity for Haruyuki’s kick to hit. Thinking about it, the reaction ability to attempt to step and parry at that moment was really frightening.
    

    
      Glancing at the HP gauge to confirm, Kirito’s HP was just below fifty percent and had changed to yellow. Although the amount of damage had reversed the situation, but because the opponent already knows of his flying ability, it would be difficult for Haruyuki’s kick to get a clean hit again. If that was the case, then he couldn’t stop his hand now.
    

    
      Haruyuki spread his wings for the second time, he started a low altitude dash towards the shadow crouching on the ground.
    

    
      Kirito’s sword manipulating arm was hit with the big move. The shock reverberating in his nerves should remain for at least ten more seconds, he wouldn’t be able to swing the sword at full speed till then. Then, with this rush, the result of this battle will be decided!
    

    
      “U……oo!!”
    

    
      With a short roar, Haruyuki got close to Kirito, then swung a big roundhouse kick diagonally upwards.
    

    
      The method of using wings wasn’t just swooping from high altitudes. At short range melee, the three dimensional actions, ignoring the gravity and inertia, was possible. This kick was also impossible to deal with.
    

    
      The growl released from his right feet, which looked like a laser cutting across the space.
    

    
      Of course, Kirito’s right hand didn’t move.
    

    
      Sure hit——!!
    

    
      While Haruyuki felt confident, at that moment,
    

    
      Both of Kirito’s eyes behind his long bangs shone brightly.
    

    
      The left hand wrapped behind the black leather coat became hazy and disappeared.
    

    
      KIAaan!! The high-pitched crashing sound. The blinding spark. Then the searing heat sensation.
    

    
      The mid-air kick was repelled, then Haruyuki slapped down to the ground due to the returning momentum. He understood what had happened at that point.
    

    
      In Kirito’s left hand, which was still on his knee, raised high with the bright white shining like cat’s eye, was a second sword.
    

    
      The swordsman dressed in black stood up while still swaying, in both of his hands were the white and black long swords moving in an arc——
    

    
      With a JyaKiiin!, Both hands let out the clear sound.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      I must admit.
    

    
      I just had witnessed the opponent, Silver Crow’s, endless power.
    

    
      That name was so suitable with its meaning, the avatar’s potential was mostly based on its flying ability. In other word, in ALO, it was what allowed me to press my advantage over the air raid ability specialists, Sylphs, in the aerial combat.
    

    
      If that was the case, I would like to settle this battle with a mid-air combat. However, now my avatar isn’t the Spriggan Kirito in ALO, but the SAO’s Dual Blades Kirito. There were no wings on my back, and of course I couldn’t fly.
    

    
      In that case, if I don’t squeeze all I have to use in this fight, there would be no chance of winning.
    

    
      Thoughts about this battle being the result from the abnormality of the quantum circuit had disappeared from my mind. My whole body was wrapped around with the tension I’ve tasted dueling with truly formidable foes.
    

    
      It had been one and a half years since feeling the trustworthy weight of the Elucidator in my right hand, and the Dark Repulser in my left. I slowly stood and stared wordlessly to the silvery white avatar.
    

    
      The pale sparks scattered all over the deep wounds at its chest and left foot, around forty percent of its HP bar remained. Thin smoke smoldered from the right shoulder, my bar had a similar amount.
    

    
      However, there were still some tricks under the sleeves on both sides, the victor shall be decided by the following clash.
    

    
      The wings on the back of Silver Crow stretched wide.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      Watching the mild silhouette of «Kirito», who was carrying two swords in standing position, Haruyuki finally realized the true identity of the pressure he felt since the beginning of the battle.
    

    
      It was similar.
    

    
      To the pressure from the Black King, «Black Lotus».
    

    
      More than the form of both swords, or wearing color on the whole body, the most similarity was the «Immeasurable».
    

    
      Truthfully, Haruyuki almost never watched KuroyukiHime fighting at her full power. From his memories, once conducted in the unlimited neutral field, in the battle against the similarly level 9 Yellow King, that time had left him with the impression that both sides still had spare energy left.
    

    
      That feeling of bottomless strength. If this person had become seriously serious, just what kind of fury would be unleashed?
    

    
      The same thing could be felt here, what this Burst Linker Kirito had behind his back.
    

    
      ——What if this guy really is as strong as KuroyukiHime-senpai, I won’t have any chance to win.
    

    
      Haruyuki’s mind was so determined.
    

    
      But why was the inside of his chest armor full of wounds burning hot? It wouldn’t cool down at all. Far from that, it even blazed more and more, sending heat to the tip of his limbs.
    

    
      I want to fight. Burn all of Silver Crow and then all of Arita Haruyuki to the exhausting limit, I want to beat this strong foe.
    

    
      Recalling the moment when the slowly walking figure of the dual blades swordsman caused him to unintentionally shout Burst Out in fear, a subtle smile floated under the silver mask.
    

    
      It might seemed like the difference in numerical potential of avatars was big, but he was bad at manipulating his consciousness efficiently. Kirito was one step ahead in the ability to analyse situation and ability to react. Even though it was just their first meeting, Haruyuki had ended up behind on everything.
    

    
      In that case, the only way was to bet on the cornerstone of his humble self-confidence, his «Speed».
    

    
      Believe in the wings on the back, produced from the craving for speed. Concentrate.
    

    
      “……Cross it. Go beyond it.”
    

    
      Just as he murmured, the hue of his field of vision had shifted slightly.
    

    
      The background noise disappeared, and the movement of the sparks drifting in the air became gradually slower.
    

    
      However, he didn’t sense these changes, as all of Haruyuki’s spirit was focused on his dual bladed opponent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      «Silver Crow»’s spirit’s state had changed, I felt that fact.
    

    
      Probably, the opponent also determined this as the climax of the battle. The wings on the back opened wide, but he didn’t take off, just slowly lowering his waist and setting up both his hands, a natural posture to receive my attack.
    

    
      Betting everything on the line, where all hope was placed.
    

    
      I finally noticed I made a blurred thin smile on my mouth.
    

    
      I really longed for this kind of battle. I might have been in many serious battles in ALO or GGO, and even have trouble surviving in a few of those, but up until now there was never a time I tasted the pain from the sense of tension before.
    

    
      It was really strange. I wasn’t sure why Silver Crow and I were fighting in the first place. It was only the experimental machine’s troubles that had led to the accidental encounter with him but——
    

    
      ……No.
    

    
      That is why, how to say it? The battle wasn’t in the well known game, and everything was wrapped under mysterious circumstances, causing me to feel excited.
    

    
      It wasn’t just that. Carrying the [KIRITO] name tag, holding my beloved swords in both hands, being half hearted was not allowed.
    

    
      “……From here on, you’d better go all out.”
    

    
      I uttered in a low whisper——
    

    
      My right foot made a big step forward, readying the sword skill motion.
    

    
      Both swords were bathed in a vivid orange light.
    

    
      At the next moment, I started a long distance charge, aiming at Silver Crow like a bullet fired from a cannon.
    

    
      Dual blades rush sword skill, «Double Circular».
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

    

    
    
      
    


    
      The shape of Kirito, who was controlling the trajectory of the twin shining swords which penetrated the depth of the darkness, like a flame from a fire dragon.
    

    
      He kicked his fear of wanting to flee to the sky away, Haruyuki just waited.
    

    
      His consciousness had been geared up to the limit, but it all happened in just the blink of an eye.
    

    
      In front of Haruyuki, Kirito’s body rotated upward. The black sword in his right hand pulled the helix of the flame from below and slashed straight up furiously.
    

    
      The point of the sword split Haruyuki’s left hand’s armor open and bounced it upwards.
    

    
      Silver Crow’s wrist armor possessed the highest strength of the entire body. Despite that, the sword ripped the arm apart in the middle, the pretty sparks from the slash wound flowed into the night sky.
    

    
      “Ku……!”
    

    
      Haruyuki leaked a voice that came from his throat through his mouth, but the lethal attack would be the following strike.
    

    
      Following right behind the slashing trail remaining in mid-air, the white sword in Kirito’s left hand thrust in a straight line. The tip was aimed with fearful accuracy at his neck, it was much faster than the attacks from any previous confrontation with Burst Linkers —— be it bullets or laser.
    

    
      Haruyuki’s aim was to catch hold of that blade.
    

    
      However, he couldn’t see any possibility of success at all. Even avoiding it wasn’t allowed, it would be accurate to say it was an attack at the speed of god.
    

    
      Therefore, Haruyuki decided to spread his palm, at the risk of losing his right hand —— used the center of his palm to catch the tip of the sword.
    

    
      He felt all the resistance of the sword piercing his hand, but continued stretching. The speed of the thrust dropped just slightly, however, it gave Haruyuki a moment of opportunity to twist his neck away. The weak vibration transmitted from the right side of his neck, the blade deeply cut there and split out at the back.
    

    
      Stamina gauge is, ten percent remaining.
    

    
      This bet is——
    

    
      My win!!
    

    
      As his consciousness shouted, Haruyuki used his right palm which was penetrated by the sword to grab Kirito’s left hand.
    

    
      “U……oooo!!”
    

    
      Yelling, both feet kicked the ground, both wings slapped the air, Haruyuki’s fully charged special move gauge was burnt to exhaustion to let him fly into the night sky.
    

    
      In the midst of full acceleration, he turned his body around. The momentum of inertia was still positive, he then threw Kirito’s body above down with all his might.
    

    
      The sword was extracted from the palm, along with a thin line of sparks. Without the violently built up momentum, the dual blades swordsman without wings was no longer ascending.
    

    
      In that situation, what surprised him was, there was no sign of struggle from the swordsman at all. His limbs weren’t twirling, both hands and feet were spread out, trying to control his posture.
    

    
      However——
    

    
      Once this happened, there was nothing he could do.
    

    
      Most Burst Linkers might not be aware of the basic rule governing physical attacks, which was the reaction to the action.
    

    
      Be it a punch or kick, sword or blunt weapon, the foot must be firmly planted, without a ground of mass to place a foot onto, power wouldn’t arise. This was the reason melee attacks were weak in the «Ice and Snow» stage, where the ground under the feet was abnormally slippery.
    

    
      Then in mid-air, there was no ground.
    

    
      Even if Kirito swings the sword, the blade will not have that formidable power anymore.
    

    
      On the other hand, Haruyuki could use driving force from the wings to kick the air. So even if both strike each other, he should be able to do a lot more damage.
    

    
      “Now…………”
    

    
      Losing the ascending momentum, staring at Kirito’s silhouette once it reached the topmost point, Haruyuki yelled.
    

    
      “Is the endddddddddd!!”
    

    
      Douuu, the sound of air rang in the ears.
    

    
      He put his right foot as the pivot point for the rushing momentum, and shot off a long ranged roundhouse kick.
    

    
      Kirito tried to intercept it using his left sword, however his defence was abruptly bounced back with a high-pitched sound, the kicked pierced deeply into his flank.
    

    
      Haruyuki then dashed after the black dressed figure which flowed down through the air like a bullet. His next attack was deflected by the crossing hands, he then headbutt using his helmet. Along with a heavy impact, it violently hit the center of Kirito’s chest.
    

    
      At this point, the stamina gauge of both sides had ten percent remaining.
    

    
      The aerial gauge had less remaining. But it was just enough to spend on the next decisive attack.
    

    
      Exerting as much power as possible in his right fist, Haruyuki began the final rush.
    

    
      At that moment——
    

    
      Both Kirito’s eyes suddenly widened. Haruyuki noticed his longcoat which was streaming violently over the entire body, wrapped in a thin red aura.
    

    
      The black long sword in the right hand was enveloped in a blood-like crimson light.
    

    
      ——Special move!
    

    
      ——I don’t fear it!!
    

    
      Haruyuki clenched his teeth, and continued straight in. That was just a long range thrusting attack, but during mid-air with no ground to step on, with the body flowing backwards. That kind of move wouldn’t go through Silver Crow’s armor!
    

    
      “U……o……!”
    

    
      Haruyuki roared. In front of his vision,
    

    
      Kirito’s body turned around.
    

    
      Giiiin! With a loud jet engine-like sound, the tremendous power could be felt vividly from the straight thrusting move fired from the right hand, brightly penetrating the night sky.
    

    
      ——Approaching Haruyuki, in exactly the opposite direction.
    

    
      “Wh…………”
    

    
      Kirito’s body received reaction from the strong thrusting attack and retorted ferociously towards a gasping Haruyuki.
    

    
      The sword in his left hand glazed the glistening pallid crescent moon in Haruyuki’s vision——
    

    
      Cut into the center of the chest. Haruyuki could feel both hot and cold at the same time where the point of the sword touched.
    

    
      ————What’s with this guy.
    

    
      All the remaining special gauge was used not on the attack but to get the driving force for a single moment.
    

    
      Admiration crossed his mind. But at the same time, Haruyuki’s consciousness attempted a final counterattack.
    

    
      The right fist pushed straight across the sword trail. But the reach wasn’t enough. He then reflexively stretching his fingertips, making the shape of a hand-knife. The sharp fingers lined up, glistening white like a sword.
    

    
      ————Reach it!! At least, I’ll convey my final struggle until the end!!
    

    
      The white sword pierced through Silver Crow’s chest.
    

    
      Silvery fingertips touched Kirito’s coat.
    

    
      At that moment, Kirito’s avatar soundlessly changed into white light particles.
    

    
      The sword which lost its substance went past Haruyuki’s body, Haruyuki’s right hand also passed through Kirito’s body.
    

    
      Both of them made contact in mid-air, the bodies blended together.
    

    
      In the passing moment, Haruyuki felt a sound within his head. A soft, yet dignified, and comfortable voice resounded.
    

    
      『It was a good duel. Someday —— let’s fight again.』
    

    
      Then, the mysterious Burst Linker «Kirito» body vanished from the imagination field.
    

    
      In Haruyuki’s center of vision, for the first time he sees, the system message [DISCONNECTION] blinking.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      “……iichan. Onii-chan!”
    

    
      I raised my gaze to the source of the voice, on the other side of the table, from the sharp lips of Suguha.
    

    
      “Ah, s-sorry. What was it again?”
    

    
      “Since just now that your hand hasn’t moved much at all, isn’t the food good? That was what I asked!”
    

    
      To Suguha who made a sully look once more, I quickly shook my head.
    

    
      “T-That’s not it. It’s delicious, this oden.”
    

    
      I filled my large open mouth with a potato, and showed a nodding gesture, but Suguha’s mood wasn’t getting better.
    

    
      “……This isn’t oden though, it’s Pot-au-feu.”
    

    
      ——Pot-au-feu with whole eggs only, huh, of course that thought didn’t leave my mouth. I quickly emptied the plate and asked for a refill, trying to settle the mood.
    

    
      Our mother was late as usual, so today’s dinner was just me and Suguha. At that point I went back into silence, causing the table to be quiet again. But while eating seconds of the french-style oden, my thoughts were pulled back to the experience of the strange incident which occurred this afternoon once more.
    

    
      It was about four hours ago, at the mysterious battle game field, the serious battle with the unknown avatar «Silver Crow» had unfolded, but regrettably just before the result would be decided, my connection was cut off.
    

    
      I told Higa Takeru about what happened after jumping out of the experimental machine.
    

    
      However, Higa had a doubtful face about the fact, so I connected back into that game, this time for the exchanging of information rather than sword and fist.
    

    
      What I saw in the second Dive was —— as described in the beginning, just a scene of a lovely forest. There was no stamina gauge nor time count on the field of vision, the battle opponent also wasn’t present. After we took the data as planned, Higa and the other staff also Dived just in case, but no one saw the mysterious human shadow at all.
    

    
      So, the quantum circuit of the experimental machine was somehow «Fixed». It could be said that the machine was thoroughly satisfied from my battle with Crow……
    

    
      That battle was probably just a dream I had from FullDiving in the fourth generation machine for the first time. And for now, the part-time job was over, Higa told me that just as I was about to leave the laboratory.
    

    
      However, I couldn’t believe such explanation, from the Silver Crow’s splendid movements, the flame of fighting spirit burning at an ultra-high temperature, to the duel which was like to burn each other down, it couldn’t be just a dream.
    

    
      “What are you thinking of for a while now?”
    

    
      I woke up from my thoughts after hearing Suguha’s voice.
    

    
      So as not to offend her again, and also to get her involved in what was in my mind, I used my fork to pick a Vienna into my mouth, and said,
    

    
      “Hmm…… Today, I dueled with an amazing opponent. But due to circuit irregularity, I can’t say I won……”
    

    
      “Heh? Onii-chan’s battle with an unknown player ended up in a draw? Does such a person exist?”
    

    
      Attracted to my story, Suguha’s body leaned forward. Apparently she thought it had happened in ALO, I left it that way in order to keep the contract I made to not disclose information about the experimental machine.
    

    
      “How to say it…… Amazing, naturally flying. It was like seeing a real voluntary flight.”
    

    
      “……? What do you mean?”
    

    
      Suguha tilted her head, while still holding her fork.
    

    
      “Well, for the voluntary flight in ALO, you really don’t just use thoughts to control the wings, it actually requires the use of shoulder blade movement too. During acceleration would be like this……”
    

    
      I pulled both arms backward, causing both shoulder blades to get closer.
    

    
      “Then, during deceleration.”
    

    
      This time the arms was stretched out in front, the gap between shoulder blades opened wider.
    

    
      “With experience, the actual movement can be minimized, but I don’t mean it can be completely eliminated. That’s why it interfered with the attack during the air raid.”
    

    
      Suguha gave a big nod at my words.
    

    
      “That’s right. When swinging the sword, stretching the arm cannot be avoided and at the same time, it acts as a brake command to the wings too. The attack which completely kills the momentum of a full speed flight, only the lance type weapon is an exception due to its stance being based on the waist. But that can’t be helped anyway, because humans don’t have real wings, so we have to substitute it with some part of the body.”
    

    
      “Yeah…… But that guy could move his limbs without causing any conflict with the wings at all. Even during the fierce full speed dash, he could still accelerate while throwing the fist forward.”
    

    
      “Ehh―, something like that can’t be possible.”
    

    
      I show a slight smile to Suguha who made the rounded eyes.
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s not possible. Maybe it was too fast to notice…… Or he wasn’t human but a birdman so he could operate the wings separately, something like that……”
    

    
      ————In that world, something exceeding my understanding of a man-machine interface existed.
    

    
      Yes…… Perhaps, unlike the AmuSphere which picked up the body’s movement commands from the medulla oblongata, it read the image directly from the brain, no, the consciousness.
    

    
      It couldn’t be possible. Consciousness, or rather, to access such things as the soul itself.
    

    
      But without thinking that way, Silver Crow’s movements couldn’t be understood.
    

    
      Changing the image power, that is the human mind, into data, which was the actual power in the real word. Yes, if we think about it, hadn’t that experimental machine read my «Self-image» and created the swordsman Kirito’s avatar? In other words, Higa’s fourth generation FullDive machine communicated with the soul rather than the brain cell…… It could be said that, in that world, there’s the possibility that the Diver can pull out and use the ultimate kind of power, which is the «Mind Power».
    

    
      I closed my eyes tightly once, then looked at Suguha and finally smiled.
    

    
      “……W-What are you smiling for, Onii-chan?”
    

    
      Towards the discomforted Sylph swordswoman, who acts like a possessed speed-holic in the sky, I said,
    

    
      “By some chance, one day……no, in the surprisingly near future, we might be able to really fly. Not a pseudo-voluntary flight……but flapping the wings created by the mind.”
    

    
      Suguha blinked in surprise——
    

    
      Her whole face smiled cheerfully.
    

    
      “Yeah, that would be great.”
    

    
      I nodded in return, and bit the Vienna, my mind returned to that figure once more.
    

    
      Flying across the dark night sky, the beautiful silvery white crow.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    
    
      

      “……yuki-kun. Oi, are you listening, Haruyuki-kun?”
    

    
      He lifted his face in a hurry at the call, as KuroyukiHime emitted a perilous glare on the opposite side of the round white table.
    

    
      “Ah, s-s-sorry! I was just thinking about something……”
    

    
      “Ho, I wonder what kind of important consideration has distracted you during this discussion with me.”
    

    
      Haruyuki gulped, and drank iced latte from his paper cup to stall for time.
    

    
      There were no other students in the quiet cafeteria lounge after school. But Haruyuki still looked around just in case, affirming the conversation wouldn’t be heard by anyone else, before mumbling the answer.
    

    
      “Erm, well, the truth is……I had fought with a strange Burst Linker……”
    

    
      Those words intentionally omitted the ‘during today’s lunch break’ part. Furthermore, the lunch break when the unidentified enemy showed up in the school’s local network, was comparable to the big «Dusk Taker Incident» which happened in spring. Actually, after that battle, all the members of Nega Nebulas must be warned immediately, but Haruyuki didn’t do so as he felt the enemy wasn’t real.
    

    
      Because he felt neither maliciousness nor hostility from that battle opponent. All he could feel from him was excitement and joy. Despite waging a fierce battle, Haruyuki was left with some sort of freshness in his mind.
    

    
      Maybe he won’t show up again.
    

    
      While he still didn’t know why he was so convinced about that, Haruyuki started speaking piece by piece.
    

    
      “…………It was weird, but he was amazing. His weapons were two swords……Which he could swing as if they were weightless, I was almost unable to track his special moves.”
    

    
      “Two……swords.”
    

    
      KuroyukiHime furrowed her small eyebrows while murmuring to herself. But she stared blankly at Haruyuki then immediately returned to her normal facial expression while encouraging him to continue.
    

    
      “No, there’s nothing. Then? Did you win?”
    

    
      “Ah, well……he was disconnected just before the conclusion……but, if it continued, I am sure I would lose. My final attack probably couldn’t reach him.”
    

    
      “Ho. Being able to defeat you in close combat. What’s the color and level of that person?”
    

    
      Haruyuki shook his head with a troubled face to KuroyukiHime’s question.
    

    
      “About that, either it was a system error or he used some kind of a filter…… color name and level were both not shown. Just the color of his appearance was, well……, really black.”
    

    
      Towards the «Black King» who narrowed her eyes again, Haruyuki didn’t think too deeply into her reaction, and threw the question he had thought of during the battle at her.
    

    
      “Oh, senpai. I wanted to ask this for a long time now, what are the characteristics of the «Black»?”
    

    
      KuroyukiHime blinked blankly then showed a big bitter smile.
    

    
      “Suddenly asking such a question…Haruyuki-kun.”
    

    
      “Eh? No, erm, s-sorry!”
    

    
      Haruyuki unintentionally shrank the upper part of his body, this time a smile which was like from an intelligent older sister towards her younger brother, floated on KuroyukiHime’s face.
    

    
      “No, there was no need to apologize. Because, to that question, «I also do not know».”
    

    
      “…………Heh?”
    

    
      “That said, there will be a certain degree I’ll have to guess.”
    

    
      The glass containing iced tea made a ringing sound, KuroyukiHime stared at the pale afternoon sunlight, then explained,
    

    
      “The three primary colors on the upper part of the color circle…… «Neighboring Blue», «Remote Red», and «Indirect Yellow». And then there are properties in the middle «Green» and «Purple». With the exception of metal colors, almost all of the Duel Avatars are classified somewhere between those links. As the purity of the color goes higher, the characteristic purity also increases.”
    

    
      Up until that point was what Haruyuki already understood. For example, his friend Cyan Pile had a fairly bright blue color which slightly tilted in the purple direction. So his initial equipment «Pile Driver» was combined with the ranged attack power.
    

    
      Seeing Haruyuki nod in response, KuroyukiHime continued,
    

    
      “Conversely, as the color purity lowers so does the characteristic purity. For your friend «Ash Roller», he is more like the green than the grey type. That is because he spent most of his potential into strengthening the exterior of his unique bike. At the same time the purity of his color had declined. But why an avatar’s color is darkened, while another is brightened, I still can’t give a proper explanation yet.”
    

    
      “Become darker……or brighter……”
    

    
      Repeatedly murmuring, Haruyuki finally understood. When an avatar’s color rapidly darkened, the destination was surely black —— the «Pure Black». And conversely, white existed, the «Pure White», when going brighter as well. It was probably very unique on both extreme ends, but he couldn’t understand clearly the reason behind the divide of both black and white being the exact opposite.
    

    
      While Haruyuki twisted his neck, KuroyukiHime suddenly murmured,
    

    
      “«Black» is the «Rejected Color» —— It’s what I’ve been aware of for a long time.”
    

    
      “Eh……, r-rejected……?”
    

    
      “Yes, refused to be dyed in any color, the color of possessing nothingness, it couldn’t go anywhere else other than that, the bottom of the deep well of color……”
    

    
      With those desolate words, KuroyukiHime shook her head before Haruyuki could speak. Then her light colored lips showed a faint smile.
    

    
      “But……, just but. Maybe it isn’t really that way, recently I started to think like that, thus……”
    

    
      Suddenly she moved her delicate right hand over the luxurious table, and grabbed hold of Haruyuki’s left hand, causing him to be taken aback.
    

    
      “……Because you had held my hand many times. This me who couldn’t interact with other people, always reminding me.”
    

    
      Haruyuki’s face was red to his ears from the unusually gentle pupils gazing at him, he gripped her cold hand in return and would not let go. His heart throbbing, but unable to say a decent line, he just grabbed her hand as if trying to pass his earnest feelings from his heart with the touch of the fingers.
    

    
      ——Black is absolutely not the rejected color. Because it was you, without a doubt, who stretched her hand to me who was alone in the bottom of the well, who gently wrapped and healed my wounds.
    

    
      ——That’s right, that guy was the same.
    

    
      ——That black swordsman was also had a similar tranquility. Receiving everything, both giving great support and strength.
    

    
      Haruyuki felt the «Kirito» inside his mind was pushing his back, he timidly lifted his face, and somehow managed to speak.
    

    
      “Erm……, well, black objects don’t reflect any light, causing it to looked black, it is what I learned in class. So……so, it surely isn’t the lonely color. I think it’s the warmest color, more than any other color.”
    

    
      KuroyukiHime widened her eyes for a moment—— then,
    

    
      A beautiful smile floated on her face like a blooming lotus bud.
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      Cradle of the Moon is set after the Alicization arc ends! In case you do not want to spoil yourself, please do not read it! Especially with the story elements that are coming out from the latest translation of Volume 12.
    

    
      Prologue
    

    
      In a corridor lined with white pillars, loud echoes of human and animal footsteps can be heard.
    

    
      A girl clad in grey light-armor with a slender sword hanging at her waist is running in front, her slightly-long black hair fluttering. Following her, a young dragon covered with light yellow fur swings its long tail. Even though the dragon is so young that it hasn't grown horns yet, the dragon is already taller than the girl.
    

    
      The girl's name is Ronye Arabel. The young dragon's name is Tsukigake.
    

    
      As though they are in a fairytale, the pair emerges to a beautiful and radiant scene. These two cannot imagine at all that they will be part of the «Integrity Knights»...which will become the largest fighting force in the Underworld, in just a few short years.
    

    
      In fact, at that point, there are at most a hundred people who are comparable to her of using sword and magic artes, in this world and in the Dark World combined.
    

    
      In that formidable «War of the East Gate», and subsequently, the «Rebellion of the Four Empires»....That girl was always at the frontlines. For the first time in history, through her great feats of valor in combat, she was appointed to be an Apprentice "Integrity Knight".
    

    
      That said—
    

    
      Even though the girl's gradually refined sword skills had blossomed on the battlefield, at this point her ability is starting to fade[4] because there will be no further opportunity for the girl's sword techniques to be used in the war.
    

    
      For Underworld finally got the peace that came after three hundred years of disorder.
    

    
      The people of the human world, the humans of the Dark Territory, goblins, orcs, ogres, and giants: these six tribes signed a permanent, united peace treaty. Four noble imperial families with high-ranking[5] privileges who had oppressed the common people were also abolished. Just after the collapse made by the «War of the East Gate», trading wagons came in and out constantly; in Centoria, the central city, tourists from the Dark World could be seen everywhere.
    

    
      Once, fear and a lack of understanding separated the two worlds, but exposure to the sun melted the remaining frost without a trace.
    

    
      The girl and young dragon ran past the pillars, which blocked the sun, Solus, to form slanted stripes of glorious light. Around her waist swung a sword which will never draw blood for a second time.
    

    
      *Katsu katsu...* *Pata pata...* Two sets of footsteps sounded, and soon faded away.
    

    
      Out of nowhere, a big butterfly appeared, returning to enjoy the silence; it happily danced in the corridor.
    

    
      Chapter 1
    

    
      "Ronye~! Over here! Over here!"
    

    
      A voice called. It was only when Ronye gazed beyond the crowd that she saw a fiery redhead shaking and hopping, standing on her tiptoes.
    

    
      Together, they went through the crowd, keeping their heads down and saying 'excuse me, excuse me'. People such as clerks and cooks packed closely together, while mages working at the Cathedral made space. For appearing to intrude, faces turned towards them. "Fu-n...fu-n..." Behind Ronye, a snort sounded the minute that Tsukigake noticed. Frightened, the crowd cleared the road. At that sight, the owner bowed even more.
    

    
      After managing to get as far as the front row, Ronye took a rest and breathed deeply.
    

    
      "Mo~! You're so slow! It's about to begin!"
    

    
      Her redheaded best friend puffed out her circular cheeks in front of her. *Pekori...* Quickly bowing her head, she made one last apology.
    

    
      "I'm sorry, I was confused in picking out my clothing..."
    

    
      "'Confused'...you just ended up looking exactly the same as usual..."
    

    
      The name of the girl that made the disgusted face was Tieze Shtolienen. Like Ronye, she was also an Integrity Knight Apprentice. Her hair, like her eyes, were the colour of autumn leaves; her eyes gave off bright light, and her disciplined body was dressed in a cute woolen tunic and skirt. A beautiful red leather scabbard was around her waist as of now; it appeared that even her clothing and accessories matched.
    

    
      As suspected, she was wearing the Southern shawl she bought last week; while Ronye regretted to, she changed her line of sight, seeing that beyond Tieze, Shimosaki, Tieze's reared dragonling, and Tsukigake, were facing each other and rubbing snouts; further inside, young man expressed a *niko-niko* face, smiling and smiling.
    

    
      Calling him the term 'young man' rather than 'boy' fitted better as he gave off an outward appearance of quietness— although he had a showy longsword and 'ku'-shaped[6] throwing knives hanging down from his belt. The sword radiated a considerable amount of "Priority"[7], the throwing knives were also extraordinary.
    

    
      The paper-thin armor was made of silver, and was of the "Sacred" Armor Class, not many of which were expected to be in the Human World.
    

    
      Quickly raising her right fist diagonally to the chest of her armour, Ronye bowed formally, a greeting befitting a Knight.
    

    
      "Good morning, Renri-sama."
    

    
      Then, on the other side of the dragons, Integrity Knight Renri Synthesis Forty-Nine answered with a wry smile.
    

    
      "Good morning, Ronye-san. ...You don't have to be so formal today, the festival is waiting."
    

    
      "Festival...what festival?"
    

    
      Her head turned on reflex. Today, the seventeenth day of the second month, was according to the calendar a completely non-holiday day. Even in last year's proclaimed <<Underworld Fundamental Law>>, or the current <<Taboo Index>> revision, it was not written in a single line of these documents that this is a day that must be celebrated.
    

    
      However, looking around the surroundings, at the vast Central Cathedral main plaza, all of the employees were packed inside because of a great number of what could be called 'excited' spectators flooding in. Everyone, with tea, wine, and snacks in one hand, seemed to be making an enormous commotion.
    

    
      Furthermore, within the Cathedral's surrounding white stone-walls, today the Central City citizens/middle-class citizens appeared to be set loose. To the left and right of the main gate, the number of the tightly packed onlookers probably slightly exceeded a thousand.
    

    
      "......Maa, with the exception of how many people there are, it is not like a usual festival, is it. It can't be helped, senpai......when Daihyokenshi-sama does things like this, a lot of spectators always come, even if he doesn't mean for them to."
    

    
      Tieze emitted a half-amazed expression at the words, even as Ronye suddenly nodded.
    

    
      "So...... . Today the Cathedral is not destroyed, although what was said......"
    

    
      Three people gazed towards the front together--
    

    
      It was hard to say the White Monster's corpse was enshrined in a dignified manner.
    

    
      Pure white stone covered the front of the center plaza; one side of the approximately hundred-mel square was split in half by black and yellow rope. *Hyuru-hyuru,* an especially strange sound, was coming from, simply speaking, a <<Metal Dragon Statue>>.
    

    
      But as proof that it was not a simple sculpture, the sharp pointed-head part was as transparent as glass. Evenly left and right of the body, short wings lunged violently; a strange expansion from the rump to the feet were two thick pipes which thrust outward.
    

    
      The overall length was said to be five mel, measuring vertically from beneath the pipes. And yet, a glimpse of flickering orange flames came again from the bottom because of an unknown reason.
    

    
      … ...Only one fact was certain to her: a greatly unpleasant premonition was beginning to occur.
    

    
      With such murmuring in her inner-most thoughts, Ronye looked away from the flying metal dragon, because next to that, three silhouettes were patiently watching.
    

    
      Immediately afterwards, Ronye, looking at them, became aware of a face turning toward her with expectation. One person -- with long chestnut hair that fluttered in the breeze, in a pearl-grey skirt, with a slender sword hanging from her hips, a young swordswoman, raised her right hand and beckoned a number of times with a smile.
    

    
      Conscious of the several hundred thousand people’s eyes gathering on her all at once, Ronye lowered her head as far as it could go, and half-ran along the stone paving.
    

    
      As she came up besides the swordswoman, her fingertips crisply extended in the manner of knights.
    

    
      “Good morning, Vice-Representative-sama.”
    

    
      “Good morning, Ronye-san. Today is a sudden festival day. You need to take it easier.”
    

    
      “You don’t need to always say that <<-sama>>.”
    

    
      Her lips twisted, but her body language showed that she accepted it.
    

    
      In front of Ronye’s eyes, was the woman who had been Ronye’s senior for a little while -- Human World Vice-Representative Swordsman Asuna.
    

    
      For the whole Underworld, this said Representative Swordsman was to be shown exceeding respect.
    

    
      Because, in fact, she was believed to be the reincarnation of <<Life Spirit Stacia>>, one of the three spirits that created the Underworld.
    

    
      Even though she obstinately continued to deny that she embodied Kami-sama, in the time of the Great War, Ronye had witnessed at close range Asuna producing an enormous rift in the earth with one swing of her sword.
    

    
      Having seen that, she could not omit the <<sama>> after her name.
    

    
      She put in all her firm will to continue to shake her head.
    

    
      Asuna shrugged her shoulders and changed the subject with a wry smile.
    

    
      “That is real, Ronye-san. You were the Holy Technique Phlogiston System’s first triumph, weren’t you?”
    

    
      “Y-yes.”
    

    
      She blinked in surprise, and nodded shyly. At that, Asuna continued in a low voice.
    

    
      “Then...please, I have a small request. When the Phlogiston in the Array recklessly breaks its containment, I want you to inform me.”
    

    
      “E-eh...? Phlogiston...containment?”
    

    
      Without understanding the meaning of those words at that particular moment, Ronye blinked her eyes.
    

    
      At that destination/previous place, next to the scene of the Metal Dragon Statue standing erect imposingly, two men vigorously shouted, arguing back and forth.
    

    
      “What I said, Kiri-bou[8], was that according to my calculations, your so-called God-blessed ‘airtight can’ would not be able to endure the birth of heat from even that little bit of Phlogiston inside - even if there is enough supply of raw cooling material for free! At the best of times, you are bad at working with the raw cooling material; in this situation, if even one basic generation factor was delayed for a while, your ‘airtight can’ would blow up in the blink of an eye!”
    

    
      A significant detail was that the quite indistinct shouting of the dangerous remarks, came from a man of about fifty years old, from whose jaw grew a magnificent beard. Ronye knew that person; properly known as “Mudai” , the blacksmith possessing the best ability in the Central City of Centoria. For a long time he used to live downtown, in retirement; during <<The Rebellion of the Four Empires>> he co-operated with the Liberation Army, and was inaugurated as the Chief Advisor for the Cathedral’s mechanical arsenal.
    

    
      That Mudai-shi, who is nagging and griping, formed a sulky look similar to that of a child’s --
    

    
      Possessing black hair and black eyes, the outward appearance of a person who was once an extremely ordinary young man.
    

    
      Underneath a jacket, long pants were precisely sewn together; all of it was exquisite, but strange, clothing in black leather.
    

    
      "Hey, hey, come on, I've heard this story so often it feels like there's an insect in my ear buzzing at me the same old thing. So, Mu-san, can you stop calling me 'Kiri-bou'? I'm not that young."
    

    
      

      Spoiler Warning This SS takes place after the conclusion of the Alicization arc, which will not be completed until around volume 15.
    

    
      There is but one ultimate way
    

    
      Sword Art Online: Gaiden X2 May 2010
    

    
      

      Caution
    

    
      This short story edition contains a lot of information that has not yet been published in Dengeki Bunko [Sword Art Online]. Be careful of spoilers.
    

    
      This day's event was completed in the predawn between 2 and 5 a.m (laughs). The contents are...as always, Kirito-shi and as always, Asuna-san and as always, Lyfa-san and as always Lisbeth-san and as always Silica-san and as always Sinon-san and as always Yui-san and as always Alice-san. Well, Alice is not always......
    

    
      In this SAO work, the heroines kept increasing as the story progressed, but the structure of the story didn't let protagonist Kirito-shi to come up with a clear answer, if I tried to find a conclusion to the situation, it'd only be in this form. Was what I thought as I wrote this short story.
    

    
      This time too, as I re-read the script...... I felt it was terrible in various ways. But, well, I can't stop thinking that it was, in a sense, the meaning of the SAO series (laugh).
    

    
      The Web version 『Alicization Arc』 introduced «Subjective time acceleration», and that idea was later used in the 『Accelerated World』 series. The protagonist Haruyuki-kun is also surrounded by an increasing number of girls, but Kirito-shi has a different personality, in different situations and draws different conclusions. I look forward to continuing this series in the future.
    

    
      
        
    
      
    


      

    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      As I woke up from the bed, the gentle sun shone in through the white lace curtains at the window. This itself is a very ordinary scene without any problems or drastic changes. Just as I was ready to continue my deep sleep, my eyes that were about to be closed suddenly opened like a boom. ―――― Hold on ... Hold on a minute!
    

    
      This... this... this is too weird.
    

    
      First of all, this bed is unusually large and soft.
    

    
      I ―― Kirigaya Kazuto should only be using a foam filled single bed in my bedroom.
    

    
      But now, my back felt like it was coated by the highest grade of soft feathers. Even as I moved my left hand, It did not touch the wall that should exist. What covered me was not my ordinary fluffy blanket, but a smooth and soft silk one.
    

    
      Also, the ceiling was inexplicably high, and I had no idea if the decorations were of the western style or Japanese style. In addition to that, a beautiful classical chandelier hung there in place of LED lights.
    

    
      Finally, coming in from the gaps of the window covered by heavy curtains at the other side of the room ―― It was so large, maybe it was a twin window ―― was the light of the winter sun at a low angle.
    

    
      Isn't this the middle of summer?
    

    
      At the end of August, the summer vacations will just end in a few days, so I was filled with anxiety and despair, giving up, when I faced the facts: just yesterday morning, I had to withstand being scorched by the violent sun, I recalled forcing myself to climb out of bed in that condition.
    

    
      However, at this moment, I was in this unfamiliar luxurious room, and it was incredibly cold, such that if I was not well covered by the blanket, I probably wouldn't stand the cold. No matter how I looked at it, this is winter, a winter morning... what on earth is this...
    

    
      At this time, I finally remembered.
    

    
      Yesterday morning, I woke up in the middle of the heat, drowsily brushed my teeth and changed my clothes. While considering doing my summer homework, and reluctantly walking to the table, I received a phone call from the person who was the one responsible for the RATH development department ―― Higa, and the content was an official statement. The blockade in UW had some problems, and he wanted me to help solve the problem. Thus, on that ridiculously hot day, complaints came out of my mouth. However my heart was lively enough, as I took my bike straight to RATH's branch in Roppongi, following the instructions on the screen to go into the STL. Without even bothering to find out the circumstances, I Dived in ―― and woke up in that room.
    

    
      In other words, this is probably a room in the building in UW's Among the Stars «Cardina», capital of Centoria. As long as I have used the STL, I was still a little afraid of the effects of the time acceleration function, as my memory before the Dive would be a little fuzzy. If I wanted to forget, why not simply forget even more things... for example in the real word, the fact that there were three days before summer vacation ends...
    

    
      ...While having these thoughts, I decided to get up before saying anything, then stretched my body wide.
    

    
      Then, as my hands and fingers reached out, they met a soft and warm object, causing me to be taken aback slightly.
    

    
      I slowly looked to my right.
    

    
      There, with her left cheek buried in the large pillow, having a peaceful expression, and making gentle sleeping sounds, lay a chestnut haired girl. It was possibly a face I had more memories of than myself, it was Asuna, Yuuki Asuna's.
    

    
      What on Earth happened?
    

    
      After being called by Higa, the only person Diving should have been me. Even if after that they encountered a problem and Asuna Dived in as well, why would we be sleeping on the same bed?
    

    
      But before going into that, I needed to confirm something else first.
    

    
      I carefully turned around gently, this time to my left.
    

    
      Suddenly, a radiant golden light pierced my eyes.
    

    
      Even though the sunlight in winter was weak, it still reflected the brilliant glorious hair of gold radiantly. With similar colored eyelashes and translucent white skin, the girl lying in a posture face to face with Asuna on the right ―― Alice, the Integrity Knight - Alice Synthesis Fifty.
    

    
      This situation was beyond my understanding. However, it was just the beginning of the shock that heaven delivered.
    

    
      On Alice's other side, there was yet another person's figure.
    

    
      I opened my eyes and mouth, and slowly moved my line of sight upwards.
    

    
      There, asleep and curled up like a cat, was a aqua-colored short haired girl, the ice sniper, Sinon, Asada Shino.
    

    
      If this is the case, maybe... ma-y-be――
    

    
      I turned the right to face Asuna's direction.
    

    
      Underneath the silk blanket, with her face facing upwards, in an upright sleeping posture was the yellow-green haired, pony tailed girl, the Green Swordsman, Lyfa... my little sister, no, actually my cousin sister, Kirigaya Suguha.
    

    
      .........How big IS this bed?! Was what I asked myself in my heart.
    

    
      Even if five people slept on top, there was still some extra space, so I wouldn't be surprised if the bed was about 8 tatami (or about 4 square feet). It would be really troublesome to change the sheets of a bed of this size.
    

    
      At this moment, something pressed against my right foot.
    

    
      Based on my angle of sight, it wasn’t Asuna ―― as I forced my brain to stop thinking, shifting my thinking pace to a slower gear, I raised my head again, to look at my feet.
    

    
      Using my foot as a pillow, with pink hair covering the freckled face of the girl, was the master blacksmith ―― Lisbeth, Shinozaki Rika.
    

    
      And beside her, with her tea colored hair falling to both sides, a delicate girl sleeping with a small feathery dragon clinging to her chest, the beast tamer ―― Silica, Ayano Keiko.
    

    
      It wasn't 8 tatami, it was more like 10 tatami. The Arabian royal family was probably the only people who would think of using this kind of bed in the real world.
    

    
      Despite being in a virtual world like UW, even those with administrative privileges would have no way to arbitrarily create items, so this bed would still require a woodcutter to cut the wood, then combined together by a carpenter, finally getting manufacturer to set it up before it could be called a bed. This should be extremely troublesome work.... just how much would this bed have cost?
    

    
      While I was engaged in thoughts escaping reality, this time, covered by the blanket between me and Asuna, in the one meter space there, something slowly moved.
    

    
      This source slowly climbed to my chest starting from my stomach, and from the edge of the blanket a head emerged.
    

    
      8 years old, a young girl with gorgeous flowing dark hair, with her sleepy eyes, moved closer to look at my face, then blinked, smiled and said,
    

    
      "Good morning, Papa!"
    

    
      "En... Good morning, Yui."
    

    
      

    

    
      If this bed was 10 tatami, then the room must exceed 30 tatami.
    

    
      An hour after I woke up, me, Asuna, Yui, Alice, Sinon, Lisbeth, Lyfa, Silica and Pina, a total of eight people plus one, sat together in a circle at the table in the southern part of the room.
    

    
      Now, the girls stayed in the kitchen together to prepare tea and Siral water. While drinking the citrus drink with a familiar taste, I asked aloud,
    

    
      "Hey, where are we?"
    

    
      It was Alice who replied,
    

    
      "Based on the visible scene outside the window, we should be in the north of Centoria's outskirts, in what used to be the private territory of the «Aristocrats» of this area."
    

    
      After talking in an unchanging resolute tone, she pulled her golden hair closer to one side, while moving her teacup closer to her lips.
    

    
      "Er... em... I've never came here before, moreover, we secretly crossed the border to this place, we will be locked in prison..."
    

    
      After I said this, Lyfa opened her eyes wide and said, "Whoa, really harsh, Onii-chan can live for a few years in a secure place."
    

    
      "Ahaha, it is indeed like this, but challenging the rules and making the GM angry is a special ability Kirito is proud of."
    

    
      After Asuna's comment, everyone laughed together.
    

    
      Although it is kind of late to say this after everyone woke up on the same bed, all seven girls were dressed in white pajamas of similar design, so the situation now was full of an immoral feeling. Even though the clothes texture looked very thin, because there was a strong heater, the room was quite warm. Even I merely wore my ordinary black cotton pajamas.
    

    
      If I was not at the table, it would have looked like a beautiful impressionist painting.
    

    
      But even so, I couldn’t say "Now everything is up to you" and then escape out of the windows.
    

    
      No... perhaps it was a situation that occurred by force... Even though I was afraid of my own foreboding, but something had to be clearly confirmed. I finished off the Siral water that was now lukewarm in one gulp, then put the cup on the table. Everyone's attention was drawn to me. After clearing my throat, I finally asked this question,
    

    
      "....That... this situation is really...? I totally did not know that everyone Dived in here together..."
    

    
      Suddenly, the girls began exchanging glances, thus I understood.
    

    
      They had already finished talking, and know why this happened.
    

    
      In my heart, the fear I had of the foreboding earlier worsened.
    

    
      Ahem, Lisbeth cleared her throat, then said,
    

    
      "Then... I shall explain everything clearly."
    

    
      "S-sorry to trouble you."
    

    
      "This all began because.... Summer vacation is nearing its end."
    

    
      "Aha?"
    

    
      In my surprise, I opened my eyes and thought ―― Indeed, to a student, it was a most dazzling summer holiday.
    

    
      Three days more till it ended.
    

    
      There's no need to mention the problem, no, the tragedy, as everyone would know it.
    

    
      I completely agree with these words, but what does this have to do with our situation?
    

    
      "...Ah, it's like this... because the summer vacation is about to end, so we should do our final activity together, so we visit the UW together?"
    

    
      I tilted my head, speculating in my mind.
    

    
      "This is a great idea, but couldn't you have just told it to me in the beginning?"
    

    
      The girls all shook their heads together, then Lisbeth opened her mouth and said,
    

    
      "That is, the problem is not as simple as you think, Asuna and I are in our third year, this could be our last summer holidays!"
    

    
      Indeed, of everyone here, the eldest would be the 20-year-old Alice, followed by the 18-year-old Asuna and Liz. Sinon and I are 17, Silica and Lyfa are 16, and the youngest is of course Yui. If I included the years I spent in UW, I would probably be at around Alice's age. But in the real world I was only high school second year student.
    

    
      Liz pointed at me with her finger, then continued.
    

    
      "Our third year's summer holidays are about to end, this means... emm... A stage in our life is coming to an end! If we use MMO terms, this means we are in the second round, which means we need to start on the long and difficult training period."
    

    
      ――University students or members of the community may have the right to talk about this ―― was what I wanted to say, but I could understand what the problem was now.
    

    
      "Oh, oh... maybe."
    

    
      Seeing me nod, Liz forcefully stared at me, and said in a calm voice,
    

    
      "You should understand during next year's summer holidays."
    

    
      In short, I looked at the calendar, while thinking "After this summer holidays ends are the exams."
    

    
      Suddenly a thought came to me.
    

    
      After that Liz blushed for no apparent reason, and looked down. Upon seeing this situation, Sinon used her cold tone, and continued to explain,
    

    
      "Even though I'm only in my second year, I can understand Liz and Asuna's feelings, after all, I intend to get a job. Even... even considering the real world, we need to start looking at reality. I'm not saying I hate or don't want to grow up, but if it went on like this, another problem will surface."
    

    
      "P-problem?"
    

    
      "Yes, it is, what to do with our «Alliance»?"
    

    
      "Ah? Alliance?"
    

    
      Hearing this unfamiliar word, once again my thoughts went astray.
    

    
      Is it an ALO association? But I've never heard of it...
    

    
      Sneaking a look at me while I was like that, Sinon said,
    

    
      "Abbreviation ―― KKA, the official name is Kirito Kataomoi Alliance."[9]
    

    
      "..........................................................."
    

    
      ――In this kind of situation, being able to respond appropriately was a skill I have never practiced, so I could only stand there frozen, but thinking about it, this may be one of the only solutions...
    

    
      On the other hand, for Sinon to say these things... I should say I'm not surprised that it was Sinon. With this level of willpower, it isn't surprising that she is GGO's strongest sniper.
    

    
      Sinon's face maintained her grim expression, she spread both hands wide and said,
    

    
      "Even though it is a little too late, but to be honest, me and Liz, Lyfa, Silica sneakily created the alliance together, protecting Asuna and you. After all, no one was confident they could fight against Asuna confidently."
    

    
      At this point in the speech, Asuna who sat on my right, suddenly became 80% shy, and the remaining 20% formed an expression I didn't know, as her head shrank down, and to my left, Alice, behaving like a knight, suppressed her feelings, so that other people could not read her expression as she drank her tea.
    

    
      The one who opened her mouth after Sinon was Lyfa. In contrast to Sinon, her face was red, and using a muzzled tone she said,
    

    
      "T-that... I'm satisfied just being by Onii-chan's side. But while we were in ALO, while I was with Liz and Sinon drinking tea, everyone had a pensive look. Even just staying by your side was difficult, and one day will come, where you have to go for further education or get a job. And slowly leave our small circle, then go less often onto ALO. The environment around us would gradually change... and finally... it is possible that even this feeling would disappear... right?"
    

    
      Suddenly, Lyfa's eyes had tears, and even I felt my chest tighten.
    

    
      Silica, next to her, faced downwards as she held Lyfa's hands, and started to say,
    

    
      "W... we also know that there is no easy way to solve this, but didn't want it to be like "we can't do anything about it" just before ending."
    

    
      At this time... sometime while we were crying together, Alice said,
    

    
      "There isn't only one real world."
    

    
      "Eh......."
    

    
      I looked at the knight's face once again, a faint smile seemed to emerge on her white cheeks. Her originally drooping eyelashes moved upwards, as her cobalt blue eyes looked at me.
    

    
      "――To me, the real world or UW, both are reality, and in reality we can't change the flow of time."
    

    
      "Th-this... this truly is........."
    

    
      "I directly went to see Asuna, bowed and begged to her, to give them... no, "us" a chance to live in another reality, so that even in the real world, dazzling memories that last a lifetime will remain with us. And, if possible, also give us something that can be solid proof."
    

    
      Alice's words were too difficult to understand, so I could only listen naturally, and finally faced Asuna, the girl I met the earliest, and the one I had many adventures with, who lifted her head, and used her hazelnut colored eyes to look at me.
    

    
      "......I'm quite worried, and have thought a lot, but... me and Kirito, Alice, Sinon, Lyfa, Liz, Silica, as well as Yui, if everyone can be happy... If this kind of thing really exists, then I would reach out my hands... and give it a try......"
    

    
      "Everyone... together."
    

    
      In front of me mumbling to myself, Lisbeth used the tone she started with to continue,
    

    
      "Because of this, everyone Dived together into UW using 6 units of STL."
    

    
      After she smiled vibrantly,
    

    
      "All of us can get married to you together because of this world!"
    

    
      And Yui who was still sitting in my lap, suddenly turned around and said to me,
    

    
      "Even though I'm a bit reluctant, since the ethics and rules in the real world do not apply to this place, this is not being unfaithful, Papa."
    

    
      For a few moments, all I could do was hold my mug as I sat slumped on the chair. I didn’t even think things this deep, and couldn't tell apart clearly if this was reality or a dream made up by the STL.
    

    
      But I can't sit like this forever, so I'd best raise my head, and say,
    

    
      "That... all in all, can you first start confirming beginning from the simplest facts......?"
    

    
      "Please ask," was what Sinon answered.
    

    
      "Based on what I know, the marriage system in UW... That, how do i say, shouldn't it be a one husband one wife system?"
    

    
      Alice was the one who answered.
    

    
      "That is correct, but third ranked knights and above are not subject to this restriction, in addition to your, what is it... «Account»? Your authority should be even higher than the emperors."
    

    
      "......I see."
    

    
      Nodding, even I discovered I had nowhere to run to.
    

    
      I clumsily looked at the seven girls sitting at the table one by one, then used my most serious expression and voice, and slowly said,
    

    
      "......Memories... eh, that... to tell you the truth, I really don't have that kind of qualification... but I am very happy for your feelings, even though this matter is too sudden, I still have no idea how to organize my feelings properly, but if it is good memories, that, marriage kind of thing, even needs, then there is not enough time... the problem is that Dive time should be past noon, if everyone wants to rush home at night, then about four or five hours still remain, should I hurry to get my clothes, or should I borrow the establishments?"
    

    
      As I made this remark, I finally felt my heart's consciousness.
    

    
      Marriage in UW, compared to the marriage between players in the ALO system, the weight of representation was completely different. But in another reality, the real marriage, if by doing this, the girls would get dazzling memories that would last their lifetime, then I――
    

    
      "...First of all, let's all go to the largest church in Centoria! I'll take..."
    

    
      As I said that halfway and was getting up, Asuna pulled at my sleeve.
    

    
      "........?"
    

    
      "That... Kirito, I think there is no need to hurry."
    

    
      "Eh, but we only have less than five hours left..."
    

    
      "That, That is... I forgot to tell you at the beginning... but..."
    

    
      Asuna continued,
    

    
      "Right now, UW has an acceleration of 10000 times, so we have the remaining time of fifty thousand hours left, so..."
    

    
      Yui finally said,
    

    
      "Two thousand and eighty three days, which is about five years and eight months."
    

    
      

    

    
      (End)
    

    
      References
    

    
      	
        ↑ Originally 'You can't hate a crying kid'
      

      	
        ↑ Referring to the current situation of perfect autonomous server management, without the need for GMs
      

      	
        ↑ A pun on a proverb which roughly translates to 'adding snow to frost'. An English equivalent would be adding insult to injury.
      

      	
        ↑ Lit: volatile/transient
      

      	
        ↑ Pretty sure these were the 'ancestor' families mentioned in Alicization.
      

      	
        ↑ kuく
      

      	
        ↑ lit. Priority in katakana
      

      	
        ↑ A suffix meant for a small, annoying boy.
      

      	
        ↑ Kataomoi means unrequited love.
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