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      “KIRITO, YOU’RE RUNNING YOUR TONGUE OVER THEM again.”


      At my temporary partner Asuna’s observation, I removed my tongue from my upper right canine and let it rest on the bottom of my mouth again.


      But in no more than three seconds, my upper left canine was getting itchy. My avatar’s teeth were supposed to have no sensation, in the same way that I couldn’t feel my actual biological teeth right now, but I still had an irresistible urge to slide my tongue over them and clench them to satisfy the itch.


      This was all happening because my canines—particularly the top two—had abruptly grown by a bit less than a quarter of an inch. Strangely, this change in tooth size caused no issues with the stability of my bite, but my nerves were a little too sensitive for me to completely ignore the fact that I was now sporting something closer to fangs than teeth.


      “Yeah, but… look,” I replied, opening my mouth to expose the offending chompers. Asuna leaned in to get a better peek. I was taken by a sudden urge to play a prank and pretend to bite her slender neck, but I didn’t need her screaming at me. Yes, we were in a safe room, but it was deep in a dungeon—a labyrinth tower, to be exact.


      “Wow… I know I asked this before, but are you really not biting your tongue and lips when you talk?” Asuna asked, her hazel-brown eyes wide with concern. I suddenly felt glad I hadn’t given in to my childish urge to prank her.


      “Yeah, somehow. Not sure what’ll happen when I eat, though.”


      “Oh, right… Since you turned into a vamp—into a Civis Nocte—you’ve only had that fruit punch on the beach of Volupta.”


      “It’s fine, you can just say ‘vampire.’ Lady Nirr’s not around,” I said with a little smirk. Asuna grinned and said, “Oh, right.” I was certain the note of sadness in her eyes wasn’t just a trick of the mind.


      Three hours ago, Asuna, the dark elf knight Kizmel, and I left the casino town of Volupta on the seventh floor of the floating castle Aincrad. It had been just before midnight, as the date became January 9.


      We had reached the seventh floor at ten o’clock on the morning of the fifth, so the length of our stay was less than four days in total. But they had been four very eventful and impactful days for me—and for Asuna and Kizmel, I was sure.


      Nirrnir Nachtoy, the de facto ruler of the Volupta Grand Casino, and her bodyguard-slash-maid Kio had been very kind and generous to us, wanderers without a place to stay. When Nirrnir had offered to let us remain in Volupta as permanent residents in lieu of us moving on to the eighth floor, I was briefly but seriously tempted.


      She hadn’t made the offer purely out of fondness for us. Through a series of unavoidable events, I gave blood to Nirrnir, who was a Dominus Nocte—a “Lord of the Night”—thus turning me into a Civis Nocte, or a “Citizen of the Night.” In other words, a vampire.


      This event hadn’t occurred in the beta test. In fact, I had never even met Nirrnir or Kio then. I couldn’t recall a single player sharing rumors about being turned into a vampire, so it was probably new content for the finished game—which meant even Argo the Rat wouldn’t have any information on what this change in status might mean.


      Of course, Nirrnir told me everything she knew, but she had spent nearly all of her three centuries of existence within the walls of the casino, and she couldn’t tell me anything useful about how vampirism might change my ability to fight different kinds of monsters or how it might affect my stats.


      At the moment, the only features I was aware of were that vampires were vulnerable to silver, did not age, had to drink blood regularly to keep their strength up, and died instantly when exposed to sunlight—in short, traits that were common among depictions of vampires in fiction. If anything was unique, it was the revelation that dragon blood was more effective than human blood, and thanks to that, I wouldn’t need to drink the blood of another person for a while. This was because Nirrnir had brewed some dragon’s blood potions, a Nachtoy clan secret concoction, out of the huge amount of dragon blood we’d obtained from Aghyellr the Igneous Wyrm, boss of the seventh floor.


      By diluting the dragon blood with strong alcohol and adding a few herbs, you could stave off weakness by drinking just one dose a week. I had thirty potions, which meant I was good for over half a year, and in the event I somehow used them all up, I could just return to Volupta for a refill.


      So I didn’t need to use my own fangs to feed, and if I was careful, I could avoid contact with silver. But the sun was still a major issue. According to Nirrnir, if I stood in direct sunlight, I would burn to ash in less than ten seconds.


      Aside from the very top floor of Aincrad, every castle floor’s ceiling was just the bottom of the floor above it, just a hundred yards overhead. So theoretically, the only times that sunlight could get through were dawn and dusk, when the sun was close to the horizon. But thanks to either the magic of video games or perhaps some kind of in-game spell, it certainly seemed like the sun was shining directly through all the floors of Aincrad on clear days.


      So I had to be prepared before I went out in the daylight, lest I die instantly. Even if I wore a thick hooded cloak to block the light and kept to the shadows, just the reflection of the sunlight off the ground would be enough to put me in a “sun-poisoned” state, which would decrease all my stats and inflict continuous damage.


      In short, I would be limited to working at night until we found some way to undo the effects of my vampirism. I wanted to believe I would be safe inside dungeons, but some of them did have limited spots where sunlight shone through, so I couldn’t guarantee my safety there, either. Both Nirrnir and Kio, along with Asuna and Kizmel, had told me to avoid going outside during the day entirely. I understood my safety should be the top priority—after all, if I got turned into a pile of ash, the NerveGear on my head in the real world would fry my brain until I was dead—but being trapped in a room of an inn with the curtains blocking the windows from morning until night every single day was going to be torture.


      On the other hand, being turned into a vampire wasn’t all bad. I got a bonus to strength, agility, and skill proficiency, plus a consistent boost to my night vision in darkness, so I wouldn’t need a light source in dungeons. On top of that, I could use the legendary longsword I’d earned in Volupta, Doleful Nocturne, without any of the drawbacks.


      The sword had been displayed as the top prize at the Grand Casino as the Sword of Volupta and was now slung over my back. It was worth the astronomical cost of a hundred thousand casino chips, or one million col. The weapon nullified poison, regenerated my HP, increased my critical hit rate, and had very high base stats to boot.


      The two main guilds on the front line, the Dragon Knights Brigade (DKB) and the Aincrad Liberation Squad (ALS), had tried their hand at the blade, but in the end, I wound up with it. In all honesty, I was more worried about how to mollify the uber-competitive guilds than I was excited about getting a powerful new weapon, but in the end, I felt like this was the most desirable outcome.


      Why? Because if a human equipped the Sword of Volupta/Doleful Nocturne, it would gradually siphon the experience points they fought so hard to earn. But if a vampire equipped it, this penalty wouldn’t apply to them, and on top of that, they would gain the ability to shoot glowing red blades out of the sword if they swung it with both hands.


      The only reason that Asuna, Argo, Kizmel, and I had been able to reach the resting room at the top of the seventh-floor labyrinth tower just two hours after leaving Volupta was the incredible power of the Doleful Nocturne. I hadn’t ended up needing its poison-nullifying power during that time, but the HP regeneration had been helpful, and virtually every clean hit I landed had been a crit. When we encountered multiple monsters at once, a single use of Horizontal Square was enough to at least knock them back or off their feet, if not kill them altogether. It was the kind of raw power that I couldn’t have imagined using to push through the game before today.


      If there was anything that hadn’t turned out quite like I expected, it was the glowing blades of the Doleful Nocturne, which were supposed to be its ultimate ability. I found them to work like literal throwing weapons, so they were somewhat awkward to use.


      Their range was over ten yards, and their power was greater than a single-blow sword skill. It was a guaranteed kill on most monsters, but in cases where I didn’t want to cause one—say, if an ally was standing behind the enemy—it meant that I couldn’t use a full-force swing with both hands. I used one-handed swords, and technically speaking, Doleful Nocturne was classified as a one-handed longsword, but the handle was on the longer side, which made me want to use both hands when I was trying to inflict a particularly strong blow. On the way here, I had accidentally activated slashes with a two-handed swing on three separate occasions. Fortunately, I hadn’t hit my friends, but if I kept shooting out blades like that without getting it under control, there was going to be an accident sooner or later.


      It was almost making me consider a change to my steadfast weapons-only policy and equipping a shield in my off hand, just to ensure I wouldn’t accidentally grab the sword with both.


      Just then, I felt an extra weight on my left shoulder. Asuna’s cheek had landed softly against me. She had peacefully dozed off.


      The angle of her head tilt made her hood crease in such a way that it revealed a slice of bare, pale neck, and the vulnerability of this sight startled me. Unconsciously, I licked my fangs, but I didn’t feel an urge to bite her neck and suck her blood—yet, at least. But I felt that continuing to stare would be a bad thing, so I straightened my head. It caused a slight shift in my posture, but Asuna didn’t wake up.


      I couldn’t blame her for being tired. We’d beaten the seventh-floor boss before noon yesterday, and we stayed in the labyrinth tower until dusk so that we could safely return to Volupta, say good-bye to Nirrnir and Kio, then go back the way we came after midnight and climb all the way back up the tower. It was an insane schedule.


      Right now, it was 2:15 in the morning. Asuna and I had been sticking to a daytime schedule, so we would normally be asleep by now. I wanted to let her keep sleeping, but that wasn’t an option.


      Still, fifteen minutes of shut-eye—or thirty—couldn’t hurt. But that wasn’t going to happen; soft footsteps approached from the right.


      A dark elf clad in black armor and a grayish-purple cloak entered the safe room: Kizmel, member of the Pagoda Knights Brigade of Lyusula.


      We had met her at the start of the “Elf War” campaign questline on the third floor, which meant we’d been around her for almost a month now. Despite this, there were times her regal posture reminded me of what a strange and mysterious thing her existence was.


      Kizmel was a character in the Sword Art Online MMORPG. In other words, an NPC. But the way that she smiled gently when she noticed Asuna sleeping against my shoulder didn’t look like any preset emotion I’d ever seen in a game.


      Her eyes fell on me. She whispered, “Let’s allow her to sleep a bit longer.”


      “Agreed. Thanks for doing the scouting,” I replied in kind. We’d reached this room fifteen minutes ago, at which point Kizmel set down her belongings and went ahead to check out the situation. Of course, we both wanted to go with her, but she refused, because it wouldn’t count as scouting anymore. Despite her status as a knight, Kizmel was skilled at stealth operations—hence her solo mission. Her cloak also had a powerful Hiding boost, and she had better night vision than most, except for me. On her own, she could slip past the vast majority of monsters in a dungeon.


      The real problem was running across hostile players or NPCs; I’d made Kizmel promise she would withdraw and not push her luck. But based on her expression, it didn’t seem likely that it would come to that.


      Kizmel gave me a little nod and silently sat on my right. Her pleasant, smoky whisper hit my ear. “I only saw three armored lizards wandering about the passage between here and the secret chamber. The spider that Lady Nirrnir set up during the day was undisturbed, so it doesn’t seem the Fallen have returned.”


      “I see,” I murmured.


      The spider, in this case, referred to a monster known as the Tiny Lurking Spider that Nirrnir had used her powers to tame. It was just a black spider about two inches in size, which was large enough that it would have provoked a scream from my sister Suguha in the real world (or me) but was absolutely minuscule by the standards of this fantasy world’s monsters. Nirrnir had given the spider a simple order to flee if it sensed danger, then hid it in the darkness near the door to the secret room. If the door had opened, the spider would’ve reacted and fled, so the fact it was still in place suggested the door had been shut all day.


      I had thought of a simpler method of just leaving a tiny scrap of paper in the crack of the door, but then I realized that in this world, objects left behind in the game environment slowly lost durability until they vanished. A piece of paper wouldn’t stick around for half a day, and if we used a stronger material like a bit of metal, it would have stood out to the Fallen Elves.


      On that front, a tamed monster wouldn’t lose HP on its own. Apparently, if you didn’t feed it regularly, its loyalty would drop until it eventually broke free of its servitude, but Nirrnir’s taming ability was extremely powerful, so the spider could be left on standby for over a day without needing any attention. That was what Kio had said, at least, and he seemed extremely proud about that.


      At any rate… 


      “…So if the door hasn’t opened, then I guess the key on this floor was stolen within the last day,” I murmured.


      Kizmel sighed and said, “So it seems… I don’t know if it was the Sandalwood Knights or the Trifoliate Knights who recovered it, but we just have to pray there were no casualties.”


      “It was just after the Fallen lost nearly thirty warriors at Castle Galey on the sixth floor. I don’t think they were ready to take a head-on attack from a brigade of knights. They probably used their usual poisons and smoke screens to confuse their target, then made off with the key.”


      “True… In the wake of that assault, the Fallen sent their adjutant after a nobody like me to get our keys,” she said with more than a hint of self-deprecation. I reached out on instinct and let my fingers brush her hand where it rested on the cold stone.


      “Kizmel, out of all the knights we’ve met in Aincrad, you’re the greatest… Uh, one of the two greatest. There’s no need to put yourself down just because you lost a single fight.”


      “…Ha-ha…”


      She chuckled to herself.


      “Forgive me, Kirito. I’m just surprised to see you’ve learned how to come up with such wise words of consolation off the top of your head.”


      “I—I say things like this all the time,” I protested. She grinned again.


      “So who’s the other knight, then? Lavik Fen Cortassios?”


      “Ah…”


      I blinked, confused, until I recalled the hairy dark elf knight I’d met at Harin Tree Palace.


      He’d been imprisoned there for thirty years. For the first few minutes, he refused to give us the time of day, but once he realized that the blacksmith who powered up Asuna’s rapier was his own brother, he easily escaped his cell and helped Kizmel get out of there, too.


      His incredible fighting skill, intelligence, and capabilities made him the ideal knight in my mind—but it was a different face I had thought of earlier.


      “Oh, he’s a great knight, too, and was very helpful, but I don’t know if I’d put him on your level when he was only around us for half a day…”


      Kizmel was truly curious now and demanded, “Who, then?”


      “Um… He’s not actually a knight but another adventurer like me. His name is Diavel.”


      “Diavel… I have never met this Diavel.”


      “Yeah. Before Asuna and I met you, we were fighting the floor boss… er, the guardian of the first floor. He died in that fight.”


      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a look of surprise on Kizmel’s face.


      “It was Diavel who brought together all the adventurers working separately into a coordinated force,” I continued. “If not for him, Asuna and I might still be down on the first floor at this moment.”


      “I see… He sounds like a great man, indeed. I shall pray that Diavel the knight’s soul finds rest at the root of the Holy Tree.”


      She closed her eyes in concentration, so I briefly did the same.


      Most likely, the player I knew as Diavel had died somewhere in Japan, his brain microwaved by the NerveGear. But if there was such a thing as a soul, then perhaps it remained somewhere here in SAO, waiting and watching to see what happened to this virtual world.


      At the moment of his death, he’d said, “You have to take it from here, Kirito.” There were parts of him that were flawed and human—his trying to purchase my Anneal Blade without revealing his identity and his making a wild attempt to score the Last Attack bonus on the floor boss—but I believed his desire to beat the game and free the ten thousand players trapped inside had been genuine. Lind and Kibaou, the leaders of the DKB and ALS guilds, were chasing the memory of his leadership because they felt the same way. Though it would be nice if they would stop clashing over every little thing.


      Distracted by this thought during a moment of prayer, I opened my eyes and glanced down to the right. AM, and we had agreed to move at the half hour, so I needed to wake up Asuna now.


      I reached out to my partner, who was fast asleep against my left shoulder, and after some careful consideration, I poked her gently on the cheek. For a moment, I was shocked at how smooth and soft the sensation was. But it was too late to stop now.


      Again, and then a third time, I jabbed her with my index finger, until Asuna’s eyebrow began to twitch. I hastily pulled back my hand and said, “Asuna, it’s time.”


      “Nm… Mweesu…” she murmured nonsensically and opened her eyes. Three seconds later, she realized what she was leaning against and bolted upright with the speed you would attribute to an intensely alert person, not one who was just waking up. She tucked her legs beneath her in a formal sitting position, then said primly, “You could have woken me up as soon as you noticed.”


      “I couldn’t do that when you were zonked out so peacefully.”


      “I was not ‘zonked out.’ If anything, I was only nodding off.”


      “Nah, that was definitely some honk-shoo type sleep.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped, raising an eyebrow. I quickly replied, “Nothing,” and looked away. I could sense the grinning Kizmel was about to say something, so I hastily noted, “Should we get going, then?”
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      “That’s a good idea,” said Kizmel, rising to her feet. We shot upright to make sure we didn’t get left behind. In reality, that kind of rapid rise might get you lightheaded, but even SAO wasn’t that realistic in simulating bodily experiences.


      Kizmel brushed some dust off her cloak and turned to us gravely. “Kirito. Asuna.”


      This time, it was Asuna who spoke up hastily. “Kizmel, our answers aren’t going to change, no matter how many times you ask. No matter what danger lies ahead—in fact, especially if there’s danger ahead—we refuse to let you face it alone. I mean, we’re… we’re, um…”


      I gave Asuna a sidelong glance and realized that it was indeed trickier than I expected to find the right words to describe our relationship.


      In the forest on the third floor, Asuna and I had spotted a forest elven knight and dark elven knight locked in fierce combat, and we cast our lot in with the latter—Kizmel, of course. I’d made the same choice in the beta test, but there, the forest elf’s powerful sword had carved me up, and just when I thought I was doomed, the dark elf launched a suicide attack that caused both NPCs to perish.


      But rather than seeing the same thing play out in the full game, Asuna’s divine swordplay turned the unwinnable event on its head, and we defeated the forest elf knight before Kizmel could use the ace up her sleeve. I would never forget the dumbfounded look on Kizmel’s face.


      At any rate, Asuna and I ended up helping Kizmel out on her mission to recover all the sacred keys. Objectively, that made us employer and employees, but I didn’t want to think of it in those crass terms. Even I, a clinically addicted gamer prior to SAO, felt that way, so I knew it was even more true for Asuna, who treated every NPC like a real person.


      While we hemmed and hawed, Kizmel grinned and said, “I think of you two as lifelong friends. Even Tilnel wouldn’t have believed that the day would come that I’d feel that way about humans,” referencing her late sister.


      Asuna rushed up and wrapped Kizmel in a big, tight hug. Into her ear, she whispered, “You’re my friend for life, too, Kizmel. So don’t ever say you’re going to go alone again.”


      “…All right. I won’t.”


      Kizmel reached up and patted Asuna gently on the back, then reached out toward me with her right hand and offered a look encouraging me to join the embrace.


      Before, I would have been rooted to the spot, shaking my head, but Kizmel had already hugged me several times, and in the heat of the moment after overcoming a struggle, I had hugged or been hugged by Asuna, too. I steeled myself and strode over to them, putting my arms around both.


      Asuna immediately twitched in surprise, but to my good fortune, she did not physically or verbally resist the gesture. Kizmel put her arm around my back and pressed as hard as she could.


      The knight pushed us as close together as we could get with her considerable strength. Despite the metal armor on my upper body, I could feel warmth and softness pressing all over me. Belatedly, I started to panic, but it was impossible to get away.


      It’s just an avatar, it’s just an avatar, I repeated to myself, as five interminable seconds of embrace continued. When Kizmel released me from her grip at last, I quickly stepped back. Asuna continued hugging Kizmel for one extended moment, then stepped back and looked at me.


      I tried to read the emotion contained in her hazel-brown eyes, but she looked away promptly. Instead, I glanced down to the right: It was two thirty on the dot.


      “O-okay… let’s get going!” I announced awkwardly. Kizmel said, “Mm-hmm,” and Asuna just nodded.
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      THE MOMENT WE LEFT THE SAFE ROOM, A COLD, DRY breeze brushed the nape of my neck.


      The seventh floor was eternally summery, and I felt like I’d complained about it being hot at some point every hour we spent there, but the interior of the labyrinth tower was chilly. I didn’t remember it feeling that way when we’d climbed here yesterday, so maybe the absence of Aghyellr the Igneous Worm had dropped the temperature a couple degrees. That thought made me feel an odd bit of loss, despite the fact it was I who had delivered the fatal blow. This was no time for dwelling on plaintive emotional notes, however.


      Plenty of weaker monsters still popped up after the boss was gone, and other parties could be hanging around to grind out levels. But the biggest danger to watch out for was NPCs: the Fallen Elves.


      Kysarah the Ransacker, their powerful adjutant, wouldn’t show up in a place like this, but their standard fighters like the Fallen Warrior and Fallen Scout were considerable threats on their own. I wanted to avoid any contact with them if possible. Kizmel offered to scout ahead for that purpose, but the problem with SAO was that creating any kind of weakness like that was a surefire way for it to get exposed.


      So I marshaled all of my vampirically enhanced senses to feel out the area, and once I was confident there were no players or NPCs around, I nodded to the other two. I drew Doleful Nocturne from my sheath and took the lead, with Asuna and Kizmel forming the rear two spots of a triangle formation.


      As Kizmel warned, we ran into a trio of armored lizards—officially named Armor-Plated Monitors—about fifty yards away. Their scales, which shone like metal, resisted anything but a good strong clubbing, but my first slash from the shining Doleful Nocturne instantly killed one of them and stunned the other two. Asuna and Kizmel closed the gap and quickly handled them by attacking the spot beneath the armored lizards’ heads, which was their weak point.


      Defeating the strongest common monster on the seventh floor in such a decisive manner tempted me to hang around and grind out a level or two, but performing a glowing slash as a first strike was a tactic that only worked if you spotted your enemy from a distance, so I told myself it was better not to get greedy and focused on moving forward.


      We didn’t run into any monsters after that, and we made our way straight to the dead end that was our destination. The stone wall looked no different from the walls to its left and right, and I would never have realized a hidden door was there had Nirrnir not pointed it out the last time I was in the tower. I stopped right in front of the wall and looked upward.


      In the darkness near the ceiling was a black spider about the size of a child’s fist. This was the Tiny Lurking Spider that Nirrnir had placed here as an alarm system. They were one of the premier creepy-crawlies of SAO, as they liked to hide on the ceilings of caverns and drop down silently to bite people on the back of the neck.


      However, knowing that it was following the orders of a master it would likely never meet again, waiting in place for half a day here just to see if something would happen, I couldn’t help but feel a bit of sympathy for the thing. Now I understood why she had whispered “sorry” when she gave the spider its orders.


      “I don’t sense anyone on the other side,” Kizmel noted, snapping me back to attention.


      “I don’t hear anything, either,” I agreed, “but let’s hide at the sides of the door when we open it, all the same.”


      “I’ll take the left side, then. You and Asuna stay on the right.”


      That was a logical choice. When we opened the secret door, it was only going to leave us about a foot and a half of space to the sides, and given Kizmel’s bulkier armor, there wasn’t room for another person to hide next to her.


      On the other hand, that meant Asuna and I, dressed in nothing more than cloth and no longer the size of children, pressed against each other as we tried to fit into the eighteen-inch-wide space. I turned back to my partner to ask, “You want to be in front or back?”


      Asuna tore her gaze away from the black spider, taking two seconds to digest the meaning of my question, and scowled.


      “Behind… No, front… No, behind.”


      “Okay.”


      I had no objections, so I agreed at once, sheathed my sword, guided Asuna into the rear right corner of the dead end, then stood before her. Once Kizmel was hidden on the other side of the corridor, I reached out and traced with my hand the wall that was our destination.


      I was relieved when my finger caught on the spot I remembered from before. It was a tiny hole, less than an inch in diameter, that one needed to interface with to open the door. I reached down for the throwing picks on my leather belt holder. Four of the five were the store-bought steel picks I’d been using, but the last one on the left was different.


      Very carefully, I pulled out an object less than four inches long and maybe a quarter inch around—it was more like a nail than a throwing pick. It had a hexagonal cross section, with the sides twisting in a slow spiral. The object was almost entirely black but with a strangely shiny, wet-looking surface that gave it a stronger resemblance to an insect shell than metal.


      The official name of this throwing pick was the Spine of Shmargor. It was an extremely rare item used only by Fallen Elves. The pick constantly exuded a level-2 paralyzing poison that never dried up, allowing you to use it repeatedly—a real nasty piece of work.


      The dark elf queen had given Kizmel a poison-curing ring, and Asuna and I could apply a poison resistance buff from the Meditation skill, but if I were to accidentally prick my finger with the pick, the results would be more than just an annoying joke. Very carefully, I stuck the poison needle into the hole in the wall.


      Like the pick, the hole was also hexagonal, so I turned the tool as I pushed it in. Eventually, it hit something hard. I’d just done the same thing less than a day before, yet my nerves were still on edge. Asuna gripped the back of my coat. I gave the poison pick another push.


      With a faint click, the center of the stone wall rumbled heavily and descended into the floor. In keeping with Nirrnir’s orders to escape if it sensed danger, the spider fled to the ceiling in response to the vibration.


      Once the taming effect wore off, whenever that was, the spider would go back to its natural tendencies of landing on players’ necks. I watched the creature go with conflicting thoughts in my head: Thanks for your help and Please don’t bite us.


      The secret doorway, a little more than two feet across, had just finished sinking into the floor. It made an especially loud thunk that I felt in my feet, and then silence returned.


      We waited on either side of the opening, listening for any signs of life. With my sharpened sense of hearing, I would catch any stray breath or rustle of cloth, but I heard nothing. I pulled the pick out of the hole in the wall and felt for the spot on my belt to put it back, then gave Kizmel a look across the way and promptly rushed into the secret room.


      As soon as the three of us had passed through, the stone wall began to rise up from the floor again. I suspected the door couldn’t actually sense our presence; it was just on a timer to return to its original position a certain number of seconds after the tool used to open it was removed. There would be a similar hole in the wall on this side of the hidden door, but I didn’t need to look for it right now.


      We were in a tiny room less than ten feet across. Sure enough, there was neither human nor elf nor monster inside. Instead, there was a massive object resting in the center of the chamber.


      A circle about three feet across and four inches thick was fixed to the floor. Four narrow pillars around the edge of the circle held up another circle a little over six feet off the ground. Both circles and pillars were made of a golden-green material with a metallic shine, but it was impossible to tell if it was actual gold or polished wood. Both circles were carved with delicate, concentric patterns crossed by two zigzagged intersecting lines. That was the Fallen Elves’ symbol of ice and lightning.


      According to Nirrnir, this was an ancient teleporter. When she mentioned that yesterday, I had been shocked to learn SAO had such a sci-fi concept in it, but then I realized that though they looked different, the teleport gates in the main city of each floor were the exact same thing. On top of that, the dark elves and forest elves used spirit trees to travel between floors, so the concept of a teleportation device was actually quite common.


      The problem was there was no way to know where this teleporter would take us.


      Yesterday, the Fallen Elves who stole the keys from the dark elf knights used this device to go somewhere else. When talking with Kizmel in the safe room earlier, I had needed to speak in hypothetical terms, but the truth was, I knew this to be true—because the story log to the fifth chapter of the “Elf War” questline, “The Ruby Key,” had updated, telling us as much.


      The Fallen Elves have stolen the Ruby Key that the dark elves recovered. Pursue them and take it back.


      The Fallen Elves who took the key vanished into the labyrinth. Find out where they went.


      You discovered the teleporter used by the Fallen Elves who stole the key. Follow them and get it back.


      The game system wouldn’t openly lie to us, so I knew this disk was a teleporter and the Fallen Elf with the key had used it. The quest log said, Follow them and get it back, like it was a little errand, but there was no guarantee the destination would be safe.


      “…Do we teleport just by stepping onto it?” Asuna whispered.


      Kizmel nodded. “I don’t see anything like a control panel, so I would assume so. Though I have a suggestion…”


      Asuna and I already knew what was coming, and we spoke as one.


      ““We’re going with you!””


      “…But there’s no way to know where the teleporter will send us or what will be happening on the other side.”


      “Yes, and that’s why we’re tagging along.” I took a step closer to Kizmel, my voice low but firm. “It’s clearly going to be safer with three of us rather than one, no matter what the situation is. It might be a one-way teleporter or require a long cooldown between uses, plus…”


      In stories like this, it’s a classic scenario for a character to go into a teleporter by themselves and never rejoin the group.


      I had to keep that one to myself and find a more convincing argument for Kizmel.


      “Plus, if I said I was going ahead on my own, you’d be against it, wouldn’t you?”


      “…I suppose I would,” Kizmel admitted with a little sigh. She stretched. “But if there’s danger ahead, I want you to follow my orders. If I tell you to run, you must run. Is that understood?”


      “……”


      I shared a momentary look with Asuna. In unison, we said, ““Yes, ma’am.””


      Kizmel’s expression softened immediately. “When we were children,” she said wistfully, “and Tilnel and I replied like that, our mother would roll her eyes and say, ‘You know how to respond but not how to behave in the first place.’”


      “Oh… I think my mom said that to me, too,” I said.


      “For me, it was my grandma,” Asuna added.


      “I see,” Kizmel murmured. Then her smile was gone, and she turned toward the teleportation device. “Here we go, then.”


      “Okay.”


      “Ready.”


      With everyone on the same page, I took the position on Kizmel’s left, while Asuna went to her right. There was just enough space on the disk for three people to fit, but the distance between the support pillars was only two feet wide, so we couldn’t walk in with three abreast. Kizmel had to get in first, with the two of us following her. I felt like I should draw my sword, in case we were instantly thrust into combat, but I worried that it might only make things worse. Instead, I prepped myself to unsheathe my blade as soon as we got there.


      In the beta test, accidents had frequently arisen when people stepped onto a teleporter in an unconventional manner; if they went through a teleporter with their weapons drawn, they would end up clipping into other players, and if they ran through a teleportation gate at top speed, they would end up slamming into someone. So players developed the habit of stowing their weapons and walking calmly through gates, which carried over to the full release. Of course, this wasn’t a situation that really required etiquette, but given that Kizmel wasn’t drawing her saber, either, there was probably a similar practice among elves.


      These thoughts occupied my mind as I turned my back toward the other two in preparation for the big moment. Suddenly, the symbols on the disks at my feet and overhead began to glow blue on the outside. As the patterns filled inward, we were wreathed in sparkling dust of the same color. A low, humming vibration pulsed in sync with the glowing light.


      I looked down and noticed that the symbol of the Fallen was the only thing that didn’t light up. Then the blue light abruptly flashed so brightly that it was the only thing I could see. For an instant, I felt weightlessness, and then my soles were resting on hard ground once again.


      Before the light could fade, I had already ducked and moved my right hand toward my back, in case I needed to draw my sword.


      The blue glow slowly, tediously faded from my vision, replaced by color. The first thing I saw was a rough-hewn stone wall. It looked just like the walls of the secret room seconds earlier. I almost wondered if we had just ended up in the same place we had left, but the coloring seemed slightly different.


      “This looks… familiar,” Asuna murmured. “Agreed,” Kizmel added. As they said, the construction and size of this chamber, along with the circular disks overhead and underfoot, were identical to the room we’d just been in, but I could tell the rock it was constructed from was subtly different. Wherever we had been teleported, however, there were no enemies in here.


      I stepped off the circle, waited for Asuna and Kizmel to do the same, then stepped back onto it.


      “Hey, Kirito!” Asuna shouted with alarm, though I signaled that it was fine. I glanced down to see that the outer symbols on the platform were starting to glow again, then hopped off.


      She realized what I was doing. Once the light had faded, she continued, at a lower volume, “At least warn me before you do something like that.”


      “Sorry, sorry. Just wanted to check if we could get back to the same place from here.”


      She huffed and gave me a nasty look, then moved on to survey the little room.


      “There’s no door in this chamber, either…”


      “There must be another secret door, just like with the other room.”


      “That means it’ll make a big noise when we open it. Hopefully there are no enemies nearby… And what floor are we on anyway?” Asuna wondered aloud.


      I was taken aback. “What, we aren’t on the eighth floor?”


      “Not necessarily. Teleport gates can take you to far-off floors, can’t they?”


      “That’s true… I just don’t know if they would move us off the eighth floor, story-wise,” I mumbled.


      Kizmel seemed mystified by our response. “If you’re unsure, why don’t you just find out?”


      “Uh… how would we do that?”


      Asuna and I turned to the knight, who shrugged and held up a finger. “With your book of Mystic Scribing, of course,” she said. “Doesn’t it tell you what floor you’re on, even if you’ve never been there before?”


      “……”


      The two of us shared a glance again. Kizmel was absolutely right. The map in the game menu would display a totally grayed-out screen if you were on a brand-new floor and had never explored it—but at the very least, it did display the floor number.


      Asuna gave me a pointed look. I cleared my throat and lifted my right hand, and swiping with my index and middle finger, I brought up the menu window and switched over to the map tab.


      ““Huh…?!””


      Both Asuna and I were stunned by what appeared there.


      I had been expecting, nay, resigned to a map blanked out with gray, but instead, it was shining blue. Outside of this room was a dungeon, with a complex series of hallways and chambers mapped out in detail. Less than 20 percent of it was uncharted. There was a gray space between our secret room and the nearest hallway, but it was only ten feet of space or so. In other words, we had traveled down the hallway just outside this secret room before.


      Within a second, I glanced at the upper right of the map to check the floor number. And… 


      ““The fourth floor?!”” we cried in unison again. Kizmel murmured, “Ahh,” with great interest. She walked over as I repeatedly pinched and adjusted the map with my fingers, until I had zoomed out enough to show the entire floor.


      We were at the southern tip of the floor, which meant this dungeon was probably the labyrinth tower. To the northwest of this tower was a mountain range, and to the northeast was a large lake. The river emptying into the lake wound back and forth across the entire area, starting at the main town at the northern tip. We had many vivid memories of the fourth floor, and its terrain was a big part of that.


      “So there was a secret room hidden here,” I murmured before realizing something else. “Wait, does this mean that if we’d found this chamber the first time through, we could have skipped the fifth and sixth floors and gone straight to the seventh…?”


      “There’s no way it would be that easy. Either the door wouldn’t open, or the device wouldn’t have been active, most likely,” Asuna pointed out. That made sense to me. Plus, if we had our fourth-floor equipment, not only would we be unable to beat Aghyellr, the boss of the seventh-floor labyrinth, we probably would have lost to the regular monsters, too.”


      I pinched with my fingers to zoom the map in until it showed the dungeon again, then used them to rotate the display. The map tilted and turned three-dimensional, so I could see the layers of the tower stacked on one another.


      “Looks like… this is on the eighteenth out of twenty stories. How long will it take us to get to the bottom…?” I wondered.


      This time, Asuna sounded concerned. “Oh, right. There’s only about three more hours until dawn. There’s no way we can get down this tower and all the way to the town of Rovia by then…”


      “True. It didn’t take us even thirty minutes to reach the top of this tower when we were tackling it, but that was with Argo and the viscount.”


      “And he was so powerful,” Asuna agreed.


      “Just to be sure,” Kizmel said, sounding a bit petulant, “you’re not forgetting that I was there, too, are you?”


      “N-no, of course not!” I insisted vehemently.


      Asuna added, “He was just comparing our party now to the party then. We would never forget how much help you gave us, Kizmel.”


      “…Ha-ha! I’m only joking,” she chuckled. “It’s true that His Lordship’s skill is remarkable, and Argo’s stealth techniques were impressive, too. But both Asuna and I have gotten stronger since then, and today, I believe you could do the work of all three of us back then, Kirito.”


      “Nah, two and a half, at best.”


      I gave Asuna a look, waiting for her to tell me off, but she sent the silent signal that she would not be giving me the satisfaction, so I awkwardly cleared my throat and continued, “Anyway, we know the route, and there weren’t any particularly tricky monsters in this dungeon, so at the latest, we should be outside within an hour. The problem is that, like Asuna said, it’s going to be more than two hours to reach Rovia, so what if we head for Usko instead? It’s closer.”


      “No!” Asuna snapped at once. Before I could even respond, she continued, “It’s still two and a half miles to Usko. And you haven’t forgotten that we have to travel by boat on the river here, have you? I’m sure there are a few boats left behind at the dock below by the clearers, but Usko requires going upriver, so there’s no guarantee we’ll get there in two hours, either.”


      “…Good point.”


      There was no arguing with her logic. But sunset was nearly fourteen hours away. It would be dangerous to hang around in a hidden room used by the Fallen, so I was considering either returning to the seventh-floor safe room to nap or using the stairs in the boss chamber here to climb up to the fifth floor and visit the town of Karluin.


      Instead, Kizmel said, “Oh. After all that talk about the viscount, I just figured that was your plan.”


      The two of us gave her a befuddled look.


      “What… plan?”


      “Why go all the way to visit your human towns when you can simply go to Yofel Castle? You’ll need to go a short distance back up the river, but over half of the trip is simply riding the current.”


      “……”


      Asuna and I exchanged glances yet again. It was just like when Kizmel had reminded us to simply open up our maps.


      Yofel Castle was a dark elf fortress in the lake to the northeast of the labyrinth, and it was the home of Viscount Leyshren Zed Yofilis, the very man we’d just been discussing. His swordfighting ability was the best of any NPC we’d met thus far, and he also ranked in my Top Five Nice Guys list, too. But was he so forgiving that he would be happy to be roused at four or five in the morning to come greet us?


      “Well… the viscount seemed like a night owl to me, so it’s probably fine, right?” Asuna offered, reading my mind, though her tone of voice suggested something less than a 100 percent confidence. The “night owl” thing was just a figment of her imagination.


      But Kizmel took the suggestion in stride—she even appeared to smile.


      “There is no problem. You were heroes in the laketop battle with the forest elves. You will be heartily welcomed, whether morning or night.”


      “Surely it won’t be hearty,” I said, chuckling awkwardly. One last look at the floor map helped me memorize the terrain of the southern part of the fourth floor. I closed the window and stretched. It was a few minutes after three o’clock in the morning. “Okay, let’s get down to the bottom in an hour and reach Yofel Castle in another thirty minutes.”


      It was a difficult pace. Asuna and Kizmel agreed to my suggestion, if not enthusiastically.
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      IT TOOK LESS THAN THIRTY SECONDS TO FIND THE keyhole to open the secret door.


      After stopping to listen for sounds on the other side, I stuck the Spine of Shmargor into the hole and operated the mechanism. Part of the stone wall sank into the floor, just like the hidden door in the seventh-floor labyrinth.


      That meant this door would also begin retracting within five seconds of someone removing the pick from the keyhole, so I let Asuna and Kizmel go through first, then swiftly took out the pick and hurried through. The stone rumbled behind me as I glanced around us.


      The damp surface of the walls was exactly as I remembered the texture in the fourth-floor labyrinth. The half-horse, half-fish boss Wythege the Hippocampus was already defeated, and it was a pain needing to take the waterway to get here, so I assumed no players would choose this tower as a grinding place—but caution was always necessary. There could very likely be Fallen Elves around, either leaving or traveling to the teleporter.


      Once I was satisfied it was safe, I signaled to the others, and we started down the hallway.


      In just five or six steps, we were in a wider passage. From what I could see on the map, we had been here before, but I didn’t remember it. We hadn’t stepped down the hallway connected to the secret room because it was clearly a dead end, and we were in a rush to get to the boss chamber.


      At any rate, we knew the way to get back down, so it was as simple as making our way as quickly as possible without sacrificing caution. We ran into weakling monsters here, of course, but fourth-floor enemies were no trouble anymore, and we quickly dispatched them all.


      We made pace at three minutes per story of the tower and reached the tenth story in no time flat. There was a safe room at the center of this map, so we decided to take a momentary break. I checked the shortest route to the safe room on the map; there was just one more corner to turn, and we would be there.


      “…!”


      At that very moment, I snapped my left hand upward, signaling for the pair behind me to stop. I took two careful steps forward, sniffing at the air.


      The labyrinth tower of the fourth floor featured dripping walls and ceilings (and the puddles that resulted), so the air was always damp and mossy. When something else mingled with that distinctive odor, I knew that a monster encounter was imminent.


      But the odor, no, the scent I was picking up now was clearly man-made. It almost smelled like roasting meat and herbs… In fact, that was exactly what it was. I turned back to Asuna and Kizmel and whispered, “Does it smell… good to you, too? Like cooking meat…?”


      “Huh…? Umm, if you say so…”


      “I think I might sense something burning, now that you mention it…”


      The other two wrinkled their noses and sniffed. They didn’t look tired. I could still fight, too, so we had the option of continuing to the next set of stairs without a break, but now I wanted to find out if this smell was just my hunger playing tricks on me or if someone really was around here, cooking meat.


      “…Mind if I just peer into the safe room from as far a distance as I can?” I asked.


      Asuna seemed hesitant. “Well… maybe? It’s not going to be monsters in there, and I can’t imagine the Fallen Elves cooking up meat inside a dungeon.”


      For that matter, I couldn’t imagine NPCs or even other players doing that, either, but there was no use thinking about it. I called up my mental map of the area and said, ”If we turn right up ahead, then take the hallway for about twenty yards, the entrance to the safe room should be on the left. I’ll go sneak up from the corner and see what I can find.”


      When the two women nodded, I resumed my forward motion. Once I was at the corner, I carefully peered around the edge. As I had recalled, there was a straight dimly lit corridor, with the left wall around the middle of its length opening in a smallish doorway. I didn’t even need to squint to see the pale orange light coming through the opening. It was coming from a spot low to the ground, too.


      There were no firepits in the dungeon safe rooms, which meant someone had started their own fire. Once I was reassured no monsters were around, I turned the corner and carefully snuck down the corridor.


      Within ten feet, I was already certain of the aroma of roasting meat. And it was a smell that I had almost certainly smelled before or very close to it.


      It took sheer strength of will to keep my legs from speeding up as I crossed the remaining seven yards, then pressed my back to the wall just before the opening. Glancing back to my right, I saw Asuna and Kizmel doing the same. Then I craned my next to the left… 


      “Why don’t you stop hiding over there and come inside?” came a man’s voice from within the room. I jumped with surprise.


      His voice was deep and raspy but carried well. It sounded like it belonged to someone who was capable and powerful. How had he noticed we were hiding here anyway? I’d been doing my utmost to dampen the sound of my footsteps and the rustling of my clothes, and if we were emitting any kind of scent, it was surely drowned out by the fragrance of the roasted meat.


      His means aside, the man in the safe room had clearly already noticed our presence. We had the option of backing away, then sprinting for the down staircase, but if this man was a Fallen Elf, he might be in possession of the stolen keys. The safe rooms in dungeons weren’t anti-criminal code zones; they were just places that monsters didn’t venture inside. If this was going to turn into a battle, there would be fewer uncertain variables inside the room than out here.


      “…S-so what should we do?”


      I turned back to see Asuna looking at me with concern. Behind her, Kizmel was making a suspicious face. I just said, “Let’s go,” tightening my grip on Doleful Nocturne, and stepped into the safe room.


      The first thing I saw was a flickering flame. It was a weak excuse for a campfire, consisting of just three branches an inch across and ten inches long. An extremely delicate cooking stand sat atop the flame and supported a small frying pan. Inside the pan was the source of the sizzling meat smell and sound.


      Only once I recognized all these details did I finally look at the seated figure behind the campfire. His face was hidden, as the frying pan was blocking the meager light of the fire, but I could make out a finely chiseled beard and a powerful neck. He was definitely a man, and the pointed ear tips flanking the face belonged to an elf.


      Was it a Fallen Elf? I tensed up.


      At the same time, Kizmel let out a cry of alarm.


      “Sir Lavik?!”


      “Huh?!”


      “What?!”


      Asuna and I were taken aback. In a moment, a yellow cursor appeared over the man’s head at last, but my eyes had already adjusted to the campfire’s brightness, revealing to me the face of the man in the gloom.


      Gazing calmly at us was indeed the dark elf prisoner we’d met at Harin Tree Palace, the former commander of the Sandalwood Knights Brigade, Lavik Fen Cortassios.
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      At Lavik’s invitation, we sat around his little campfire. The frying pan threatened to occupy all of my attention, so I tore my gaze from it and settled upon the former commander instead.


      Aside from his freshly cropped facial hair and a cleaner outfit, he was the same as the last I’d seen him on the seventh floor. That dramatic escape had occurred at seven o’clock in the morning on January 6, though, so not even three days had passed since. Not that you would expect a long-lived elf’s appearance to change in just a handful of days.


      More important was the question of why Lavik, who had left for an unknown destination three days ago, would be here in the labyrinth tower of the fourth floor, and cooking meat, no less.


      But to be precise, it was more than just meat. It was ground meat mixed with onions and spices, then formed into an oval shape. There was just one place I’d seen this prepared before in Aincrad: in Castle Galey on the sixth floor. The self-styled “great sage” Bouhroum had called it a fricatelle.


      There were so many questions to ask, and yet my hunger—for knowledge, of course—won out.


      I asked Lavik, “Is that a fricatelle?”


      “Ahh,” he murmured, taking his eyes off the pan to gaze at me. “You’re quite knowledgeable, Kirito. The name and method of cooking fricatelle is long lost, even in the city on the ninth floor. Who and where did you hear that from?”


      “Um… an old… er, wise man at Castle Galey named Bouhroum.”


      Lavik’s right eyebrow rose, and a smirk tugged at his lips. “Ah, indeed. So I suppose you took the old… sage’s trial, did you?”


      “Y-yes… So I’m guessing you did, too, Lavik…?”


      “Indeed.”


      That was all he said, but it was enough to tell me the former knight commander had also been given the hellish trial of maintaining peace of mind for three hours in the presence of a freshly cooked fricatelle.


      “And did you pass the trial, Kirito?” he asked. I hesitated but said yes. It took a feat of willpower not to let my gaze drift to Asuna, who sat on my left. I had completed the trial by thinking only of her for those three hours, but I didn’t have the courage to admit that in her presence.


      Lavik considered my answer thoughtfully. He announced, “Kirito the swordsman, you therefore have the right to partake in this fricatelle.” He turned to the others. “Kizmel the knight, Asuna the swordsman, I’m afraid I cannot share it with you. I say this not out of mean-spiritedness but to uphold an agreement with the great sage.”


      “Oh… well, that’s fine,” Kizmel said, looking for once like she didn’t understand what was going on. She cleared her throat. “But as a matter of fact, we don’t have much time to sit and relax.”


      In not even two minutes, she explained the current situation—our pursuit of the Fallen Elf who stole the sacred keys, my transformation into a Civis Nocte, and our need to reach Yofel Castle before the break of day.


      After hearing our story, Lavik put on his sternest expression yet and admonished me. “Why didn’t you say that earlier? You shouldn’t be wasting your time with talk of fricatelles.”


      “Y-yeah, but it just seemed like a good occasion…”


      “There’s not a moment to waste. We must be away within the minute. Prepare to move.”


      “Um, b-but you said I had the right to—” I pleaded. Lavik produced a fork from who knows where; stabbed the gleaming, glorious fricatelle with it; and lifted it, dripping, from the pan.


      “No… nooo!” I screamed, as he opened his mouth wide and took an enormous bite of it. Half of the sizable meat patty vanished, and just three seconds later, the rest followed it into the elf’s whiskered mouth. “Aaaaaah!”


      The former commander quickly and efficiently packed up the frying pan and cooking stand, then dumped water onto the fire, chewing vigorously. Mysteriously enough, despite having been aflame since before we reached the room, only the ends of the three branches had any charring on them. There wasn’t a speck of ash on the floor.


      Lavik carefully bundled up the branches and put them in a leather sack before rising to his feet. A large saber—it was called the Saber of Santalum Knights, as I recalled—rested against the wall. He put it on his left hip and turned back to me.


      “Thank you for waiting. I will join you.”


      Kizmel and Asuna were already standing and lowered their heads in a bow.


      “Many thanks, Sir Lavik.”


      “We really appreciate this, Mr. Lavik.”


      The three of them headed for the entrance to the room. Meanwhile, I rose wearily to my feet, longingly inhaling the tantalizing scent left hanging in the air.


      The kingdom of Lyusula was protected by three bands of knights—the Pagoda Knights, the Trifoliate Knights, and the Sandalwood Knights—and as the onetime leader of one of them, Lavik’s skill in combat was appropriately masterful.


      Unlike Kizmel, whose blade swooped and danced, Lavik’s strikes were overwhelming, each one crafted to deliver the maximum possible damage. The drawback was that he had a slight delay at the end of each swing, which, when facing multiple monsters at once, allowed some to close the gap, but he was not perturbed in the least by this. If he had time, he would react with his sword, and if not, he would use a kick or body blow to smash through his foes.


      I recalled that back in Harin Tree Palace, I had only seen Lavik swing his blade twice: once to break the lock and once with the back of the sword to incapacitate a guard. That alone was enough to convince me of his prowess, but there were some things you could only recognize in true battle.


      In our third monster encounter, Lavik obliterated a hard-shelled crab-type monster with a single thrust. Something about this stimulated my memory.


      Somewhere, somehow, I had seen a similar manner of swordplay. But I couldn’t remember who had used it. Kizmel also used a saber, but of course, she had a totally different style. The Fallen Elf commander who’d attacked Castle Galey also used a long saber, but he wasn’t skilled enough to make an impression on me. If I expanded my search to all types of Curved Blade, Kysarah the Fallen adjutant wielded a rare kind of katana, but she had only used it to execute the Tsumuji-guruma sword skill. I had no memory of Lavik using that skill, which was only for katanas, not sabers.


      I considered just asking him his school or master, but I felt bad about peppering him with personal questions when he was here to help us. In the end, we reached the ground floor of the tower without any answers to my curiosity. That took us just twenty minutes from the tenth story, which put us ahead of schedule, even with the detour at the safe room.


      Naturally, as it was still 3:50 in the morning, it was pitch-dark outside the labyrinth tower. In another hour, however, there would be a bluish tint to the eastern sky.


      “Do any of you need to rest?” Lavik asked. The three of us shook our heads. He was the oldest one here and had been fighting for much longer than us, so we weren’t going to plead for a break and make ourselves look bad. Of course, we couldn’t stretch ourselves thin, either, so I gave Asuna a quick peek, but she seemed steady on her feet.


      “Let’s go, then.”


      Lavik clinked the saber into its sheath and walked toward the exit. The moment we stepped outside, a cool breeze caressed my cheeks. Asuna and Kizmel took big breaths of fresh air, and I stretched.


      Though I hadn’t really thought about it inside the labyrinth tower, the temperature here was very different from the seventh floor. Up there, it felt like it was eighty degrees even at night, but at the same time period here, it was more like sixty. It wasn’t cold, but let’s just say I wanted to avoid dipping into the river, if possible.


      Praying that the ALS or DKB gondolas were still moored here, I headed down the steps carved out of the bedrock that supported the tower. There was a deep ravine ahead, and if we traveled back up the stream that had carved it out, we would reach the large river that spanned the entire fourth floor.


      There were no lights along the stairs; after thirty steps, we were in pure darkness. Even with my night vision, I could just barely make out my feet, so it seemed cruel to put Asuna and the elves through this. But just at that moment, a light silently appeared in Lavik’s hands, up at the lead point.


      I squinted and saw a small mushroom, glowing green inside a simple lamp. It was clearly one of the bonfire shrooms that grew in Looserock Forest on the seventh floor. They were very sensitive to change and would die out within thirty seconds of being picked; how was he keeping it alive in that lamp?


      But this was a question I’d asked before. There were bonfire shrooms in the lamps along the hidden passage that linked the central square of Volupta with Nirrnir’s home within the Grand Casino. When I’d asked Kio, the maid proudly said that she wouldn’t tell me until I’d sworn an oath of service to Nirrnir and House Nachtoy.


      I wasn’t a servant to Nirrnir, but maybe being vampiric kin was close enough. I should’ve inquired about how to make a mushroom lamp before leaving Volupta, I thought regretfully. The sound of splashing traveled up the stairs. Around the last corner, a large pier came into view.


      Asuna promptly spun around. “There, you see? I told you there would be boats!” she said smugly.


      “I didn’t say there wouldn’t be,” I argued under my breath, taking the last few stairs.


      The pier was simply a wall of stacked stone blocks that had been carved out of the canyon. Between this and the stairs behind us, it must have been an incredible amount of labor to fashion it all. Of course, if I started asking questions about that, I would have to start with whoever built the three-hundred-foot labyrinth towers, which the elves called Pillars of Heaven.


      As we continued through the “Elf War” questline, this information might become clear but only if we could take back the stolen keys. The Fallen Elves’ tracks ended at the hidden room in the labyrinth tower, but if they went to the fourth floor, not the eighth, then I could guess where they’d gone. And it wasn’t a place we could just walk right into. Because it was… 


      “Ahhh, now this is a proper boat,” said Lavik, distracting me.


      The former knight commander stood at the very edge of the rock wall, comparing the two gondolas as they bobbed on the waves.


      Moored on the right was the Leviathan, the DKB guild’s gondola in blue with white trim. On the left was the moss-green and dark gray Liberator, belonging to the ALS. They were both grand ten-seater boats that lived up to their ostentatious names. At least, as far as gondolas went.


      “Can we really just take one of these fine vessels?” asked Lavik with some concern. I nodded to set him at ease and said, “It’s fine. The owners won’t be using them for a good while… if they ever do again.”


      “That’s a shame. If they’re not going to use them, these boats could be sold for a tidy sum.”


      “The moment they reach the next floor, they forget all about what happened on the previous one.”


      “Why, they sound just like the pigheaded fools in the Trifoliate Knights,” Lavik said, laughing. Kizmel appeared to be holding back a chuckle of her own.


      Asuna poked me in the side. “Hey, Kirito.”


      “Hmm?”


      “I just remembered something. Aren’t boats attached with a rope or an anchor supposed to be impossible to move unless you’re the owner…?”


      “Ohh…”


      I glanced at the two large gondolas again. There was no mooring post at the stone wall, so both had their anchors dropped. I turned back to Asuna, her face full of concern, and said, “That’s true, but if they’re moored with a rope, the locked status lasts indefinitely, while there’s a limit to having your ship anchored. I think it’s seven days… or was it ten? Anyway, we finished the fourth floor on December 27, and today’s January 9, so we should be in the clear by now.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “That’s what it said in the manual for the Tilnel… if I recall correctly…”


      I was quickly losing confidence in my memory, so I approached the gondolas to make sure. They were identical except for the color, so either one would do, but I felt that Kibaou from the ALS was slightly more likely to have forgotten about the gondola than Lind from the DKB, so I picked out the Liberator on the left and hopped onto it.


      I grabbed the chain hanging from the anchor bracket and gave it a hearty tug. There was an initial resistance, but after that, the chain clanked and rattled as it pulled upward. I could feel the anchor rising off the river floor below.


      “I think it’ll work!” I shouted. The others hopped off the wall onto the boat. Once the three of them had chosen their spots to sit, I grabbed the chain again. This time, I yanked until the anchor popped out of the water. The pick-like hunk of metal rested against the side of the ship.


      We could pilot the gondola now, but it was still the property of Kibaou, as far as the game system was concerned. I thought of his familiar spiky hair, sent him a silent Just borrowing it for a bit, and headed for the stern.


      The long oars were drawn up onto the deck. I grabbed them and slid the blades into the water. Thankfully, I remembered the feel of steering the boats, so my arms did the rest without requiring any extra thought.


      I brought the gondola back a bit, then turned it away from the landing, using the flow of the river to point the prow upstream. Piloting a boat that was more than twice as large as the Tilnel was noticeably slower, but its size kept it steady even when taking harder turns.


      “Okay, here we go!” I called out.


      Up near the front, Asuna replied, “Readyyy.” Kizmel turned to me and said, “Take her away,” and Lavik just lifted a hand.


      “I got a firm grip on the oar and rowed for all I was worth. The Liberator jolted forward, fighting against the flow of the water.”


      It took about twenty minutes to get from the tributary through the mountains to the main river that wound its way through the flatlands. From there, we could ride the current all the way to the lake that was our destination in less than ten minutes. While that sounded fast, however, it was less than three miles of distance, which made it less than six miles per hour. We might’ve been faster running but only if there were no monster encounters, and more importantly, there were no actual roads to take on the fourth floor.


      Of course, the rivers had their own aquatic monsters like crabs, frogs, and crayfish, but when they hopped up onto the gondola, my fellow passengers were kind enough to handle them. The Liberator’s prow slid into the vast lake at four thirty, just about the time I expected. To my relief, it looked like we were going to make it to Yofel Castle with plenty of time before dawn.


      But then Lavik said, “I hate to take your valuable time, but would you let me off by the shore over there?”


      I stood the oars upward to slow down the gondola. We were about fifty yards into the lake—just before the boundary where it became an instanced map.


      “Why?” asked Kizmel with concern. “Were you not heading for the castle as well, Sir Lavik?”


      For once, the former commander sounded less than sure of himself. “Well, uh… yes, it’s true. But I have reasons to avoid going in the main entrance, you see…”


      “Ah,” Asuna exclaimed softly. She turned back to give me a look, then faced the elves. “Is it because… you broke out of the prison on the seventh floor?”


      “Ah…” I repeated, belatedly realizing what she meant.


      Nearly three days had passed since our escape from Harin Tree Palace. At the latest, messengers bearing wanted notices would have reached the castles and forts of other floors by yesterday. As the master of the castle, Viscount Yofilis wouldn’t be able to simply ignore such demands out of hand.


      Kizmel gave me a curious look, so I explained, “Well, um, because you and Lavik and Asuna and I escaped the cells in Harin Tree Palace, we’re wanted… so if the news has reached Yofel Castle, I’d be worried about potential trouble…”


      “Ah, that’s what you mean,” Kizmel said. She looked apologetic. “I suppose I should have told you earlier. Although nothing is guaranteed, it’s almost certain that we have nothing to worry about there.”


      “Huh…? Why not?” Asuna asked, taken aback.


      Lavik wore a wry smile. “The priests at the tree palace love to exaggerate any shortcomings of the knight brigades but will rush to hide any evidence of their own failures, no matter how small. I cannot see them admitting to four prisoners escaping at once,” he explained.


      “Ah… I see…”


      It seemed the dark elven priests occupied a position like the palace ministers from many fantasy stories. I’d only seen them in the dining hall at Yofel Castle when we were there the first time, and they hadn’t appeared that self-interested at the time… but then I remembered something else.


      It was at Castle Galey on the sixth floor, when we had encountered the foursome from the Qusack guild. They styled themselves as a quest-centered guild and were rushing through the dark elf faction of the “Elf War” questline like us. They’d visited the castle in order to get the quest to retrieve the next key.


      This put an existential question in my mind. Asuna, Kizmel, and I had already retrieved the Agate Key from the shrine on the sixth floor. But in the game, quest items were generated for as many players or parties as were undertaking that quest. In other words, if Qusack completed that quest, they, too, would have an Agate Key, thus creating multiple copies of a precious, one-of-a-kind artifact. How would Kizmel and the other elves interpret this paradox?


      But Kizmel already had an answer to my question. After the real keys were recovered from the shrine on each floor, she explained, the priests returned replicas to the shrines, at which point other dark elf soldiers and contracted adventurers would repeatedly claim them. This was done to confuse and mislead the forest elves, who would ambush dark elf soldiers carrying false keys. Some had even died because of this.


      When I heard that, I was focused on the meta aspect of the explanation, wondering if it was Argus’s staff who were sacrificing NPCs to explain the paradox of multiple unique keys or if it was the game system itself. I hadn’t given closer thought to what Kizmel had just told me. But thinking back on that now, I realized Kizmel had been explaining to me that it was the priests who were carrying out that underhanded, cruel false key plot.


      People like them would certainly attempt to cover up a prison escape that was entirely their own fault. But that made me wonder if they would attempt to “solve” their problem in other ways before it became common knowledge… 


      “Sir Lavik,” Kizmel said, breaking me out of my thoughts, “if you don’t think they’re aware of the breakout, then why do you hesitate to visit the castle?”


      He rubbed at his short beard, considering his answer, but ultimately shook his head.


      “I cannot tell you right now.”


      “Oh… I see,” she said unhappily. Lavik turned to me and Asuna and gave us an apologetic bow as well.


      “It pains me that I cannot explain… but will you do one thing for me all the same?”


      “…What is it?” I asked.


      The former commander lifted his head and said, “Please bring Lord Yofilis to the spot where you dropped me off, later tonight. Bring only him, without guards or servants, and do not tell him I’m here.”


    

  




  

    

      4


      WE MADE OUR WAY SOUTH ACROSS THE LAKE, wreathed in the night mist, or perhaps the morning fog, until a massive shape emerged ahead of us: Yofel Castle, the dark elves’ fourth-floor base of operations.


      There was no place to dock a ship on the north side, so we passed around the west face and approached from the south instead.


      The castle had four tall towers growing from its vast slate tile roof. The five-story castle manor was rich and elegant, and every inch of it exhibited the aesthetic taste of the dark elves.


      It rested upon a small natural island, the front face of which had been carved into granite blocks. A large pier jutted out into the water from there. On either side of it were two gondolas even larger than the Liberator. Lamps placed at the tip of the pier flickered against the ceaseless surface of the water.


      It was a sight from a beautiful painting. The last time we’d been here, however, there were eight of the black gondolas in total. Half of them had sunk in the battle with the forest elves on the lake. No player, not even me, would have complained if they had just magically come back the next day, but if this world was lax enough about that, it certainly wouldn’t care about the paradox of redundant unique quest keys.


      I brought the boat closer, following the pale lamplight. It felt like the eastern sky to starboard was just barely starting to lighten, but I couldn’t feel any effects yet. I would be in trouble if they wouldn’t let me into the castle, but if needed, I could brag about being an escaped prisoner and earn myself a trip to the safety of their dark underground cells.


      With this thought in my mind, I brought the Liberator up to the right side of the pier. I could see guards to the sides of the main gate farther on, as well as atop the four towers, but no one was blowing their horns in alarm yet.


      I was just passing the two black gondolas moored on this side and turning the ship around when Asuna suddenly shouted, “Thank goodness!!”


      Stopping the boat with alarm, I replied, “Wh-what?”


      “Look over there!”


      She leaned over the port railing, pointing at the base of the pier. Through the morning fog, I could make out a fuzzy white shape.


      I pushed the oars forward and moved the ship slowly until it came into focus: a gondola painted white and jade green. It was much smaller than the Liberator but had an artful beauty to it that the larger boat lacked. This was our beloved Tilnel.


      This time, I turned the Liberator to the left and brought it to a stop just short of the dock.


      “Good job, Kirito!” said Asuna.


      “Excellent helming!” added Kizmel, hopping onto the pier. They trotted off toward the Tilnel. I would’ve loved to follow them, but first I had to hold the Liberator in place.


      If I tied the mooring rope around the pillar on a dock, it would never again come undone for another player aside from Kibaou, its owner. So the question was, what would happen if I dropped the anchor instead? Hopefully it would stay unlocked, but if it became immobile for another seven or ten days or however long, that meant it would take that much longer before it could be returned to its original place.


      …Eh, they won’t find out, I told myself and tossed the anchor into the lake. Then I hopped onto the pier and hurried over to the others.


      Asuna and Kizmel were standing next to the mooring post, gazing at the Tilnel’s beautiful white hull. I stood next to Kizmel and followed suit. Its durability was protected while it was moored, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was still remarkable to see not a single stain or spot on the brilliant paint job.


      “It might seem strange to say this, given the circumstances… but I’m glad to see this boat again,” Kizmel murmured.


      The reason we were visiting Yofel Castle again was because the hidden teleporter on the seventh floor led back to the fourth. In other words, if the Fallen Elves hadn’t stolen the keys, we wouldn’t have been reunited with the Tilnel. Yes, it wasn’t a situation to celebrate, but if we didn’t release our nerves to be happy every now and then, they would be so frayed as to be useless when we really needed them.


      “After you’ve gotten some sleep at the castle, you should take a ride with Asuna in the afternoon,” I suggested. Kizmel looked like she had something to say about that but kept it to herself and smiled instead.


      “Yes, I think I shall… assuming I can wake up for it.”


      The two of them sailing together on the Tilnel would make for quite an attractive picture, I assumed, but I wouldn’t even get to watch from the dock, much less be present on the boat. It occurred to me that going forward, I would have many opportunities to learn what it meant to be a resident of the night—a rare moment of self-pity.


      A faint metallic click sounded from the castle, drawing our attention.


      Through the darkness, a gate was opening—not the massive arched main gate but a simple access door to the right of it—revealing a slender figure. A lamp was in their left hand, but the light facing us prevented me from seeing anything more than the person’s outline.


      When the fully armed sentries at the main gate saw the individual at the door, they clanked into a formal dark elf salute. The figure said a few words to them, then walked up to us alone.


      If they were showing such deference, then this was probably Viscount Yofilis himself, master of the castle, I thought. But then I noticed they were too short and too slim in the shoulders to be the viscount. My eyes stayed on the figure long enough to finally bring up a cursor over the person’s head.


      Naturally, the cursor was yellow, the color for an NPC. ETRANN:HEOFOFEL in English. I understood that Cetrann was the person’s name, and Yofel was the castle, but I sadly didn’t have the English term heir in my mental dictionary.


      “Umm…” I murmured, nothing more, but that was enough for Asuna to step forward and whisper into my ear.


      “Heir means ‘successor.’ He’s the one who will inherit the castle.”


      “Thanks,” I said and meant it. With that in mind, I examined the yellow cursor again. This was Cetrann, the successor to Yofel Castle.


      Wait………what?


      At last, they spoke to us.


      “Lady Kizmel, Lady Asuna, and Sir Kirito.”


      It was a cool male voice… a boy’s voice, in fact. He lowered the lamp, and with its glow no longer interfering, the moonlight revealed his features.


      He was indeed a young man around my age. His curls and youthful face almost made me see him as a girl at first, but he had a male build beneath his simple cotton shirt and black trousers. Probably. And of course, since he was a dark elf, it was very hard to tell his age from appearance alone.


      The elves I’d seen depicted in other games and anime and manga from the real world tended to either mature slower than humans all the way from birth or grew at the same pace until adulthood, at which point their aging slowed way down. I’d asked Kizmel how old she was before, hoping to find out which category the elves in SAO belonged to, but she’d scolded me, saying, “In elvish culture, it is considered rude to ask another person their age.” If they belonged to the former category, that could mean that this boy who looked my age was considerably older than me.


      But while Nirrnir, a Dominus Nocte, carried herself with a dignity far beyond her years, there was no hint of haughtiness to this body’s manner. I wasn’t sure if I should speak to him with deference or address him how I would another guy my age. Thankfully, Kizmel showed the way by stepping forward and saluting.


      “I am Kizmel of the Pagoda Knights Brigade, and these human swordsmen are my companions, Kirito and Asuna. We have come to Yofel Castle seeking shelter for the night while we carry out our mission.”


      The boy raised his right fist to his left breast and straightened up. “I am Cetrann Zi Yofilis, son of Leyshren, the master of Yofel Castle. While preparing for my morning duties, I spotted a boat crossing the lake and took it upon myself to pay a visit in person.”


      His morning duties probably referred to combat training. There was a thin rapier resting on his left hip. In other words, after waking up before dawn to practice his swordplay like he did every day, the boy noticed the boat approaching the castle and left to find out who it was. He wore no armor and only had a practice sword, despite the fact we could have been forest elves or Fallen Elves in disguise.


      Was he just arrogant and careless for one who looked so innocent? Or did he have the skill to back up the risk he was taking? I couldn’t hold back my curiosity.


      “Um… my name is Kirito. What should I call you… uh, my lord?”


      “You may call me Cetrann, Sir Kirito,” the boy said, smiling. Of course, I had learned enough to know better than to promptly refer to him by name without any honorific.


      “Um, Lord Cetrann…”
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      “Please call me Cetrann.”


      “Uh… Sir Cetrann, then…”


      “Simply Cetrann will do.”


      “……”


      I gave Asuna and Kizmel a glance, pleading for help. Asuna was barely holding back her laughter, and Kizmel seemed to be smugly enjoying the situation—or at least, that was how I interpreted it, based on my personal experience with her.


      “…Well, uh… I’ll call you Cetrann, if you simply call me Kirito.”


      “It’s a deal!”


      Cetrann’s face lit up, and he extended his hand. I knew that elves had a custom of handshakes; perhaps the way he offered a handshake so readily to an unfamiliar human was a sign of a boy’s innocent confidence.


      I took the leather glove off my right hand and returned his gesture, being careful not to squeeze too hard.


      Instantly, I rethought my assumptions. The skin of the boy’s palm was tough, with firm calluses at the base of his fingers. They were the hands of one who engaged in fierce training, day after day. We players wouldn’t get calluses, no matter how many times we swung our swords, nor could we gain any muscle mass—and on top of that, no amount of gluttony or fasting would change our weight. For the first time since being trapped in this floating castle, I actually felt ashamed of the smoothness of my hand and pulled it away.


      When I stepped back and saw the look on Cetrann’s face, I regretted my choice. He was staring at me in surprise. Not because my hand was so smooth, I suspected, but because it was so cold.


      It would be better to explain the situation before he noticed the paleness of my skin and sharpness of my canines. But the surprise vanished from Cetrann’s face at once, and he turned to the other two, smiling, to shake their hands as well.


      “It brings us great honor to welcome the heroes of the Battle of Lake Yofel,” he said, bowing. “Please, do come inside.”


      Cetrann held a hand toward the castle, then raised his lamp and began to walk. As I followed, I had a new question to mull over. What Cetrann had referred to as the Battle of Lake Yofel was almost certainly the lake battle from two weeks ago. I was surprised to realize it was already several days into the past, but given the centuries-long war between elves, two weeks had to feel like the smallest possible unit of time. In light of this, the security outside the castle seemed quite lax.


      There was one other question on my mind. I couldn’t remember spotting Cetrann in the battle. Would a young man with such a bold temperament and confidence in his own skill really stay in a safe hiding spot during such a dire conflict? Unless his father, Viscount Yofilis, had commanded that he stay put, no matter the circumstances… 


      The mysteries continued to mount, but I could at least take comfort in the fact they hadn’t learned of the jailbreak and that I’d discovered this lake shared the castle’s name.


      I was prepared to show my ring of passage—the Sigil of Lyusula—but the two sentries let us through without any suspicion whatsoever.


      Cetrann guided us to the fanciest guest room on the fourth floor of the castle’s east wing. Just like the last time we were put up for the night here, it was a deluxe suite with a common room and two bedrooms with twin beds.


      Our host bade us to take our time and make full use of the castle’s amenities, then left. Asuna promptly leaped into the bedroom on the right without even doffing her weapon. I followed her in to see what the fuss was about, only to see her closing the outer shutters on the windows. Belatedly, I realized what she was doing, so I helped out.


      Yofel Castle was a major dark elf base of operations, so the shutters were reinforced with thick, heavy metal. There was no gap in the slide rails on either the top or bottom, and there was a fastening latch on the inside. It was after five o’clock in the morning, and the sun would be up in an hour, but with shutters this heavy, not a single ray of light would get inside.


      “Whew…”


      Once the shutters, windows, and inside curtains were closed, and she had confirmed there were no other avenues for light to get inside, Asuna let out a long breath.


      “I think this room should be safe now. We’re cutting it pretty close for the very first day, though… No matter what, we need to be back here by three o’clock in the morning at the latest tomorrow,” she said.


      From the doorway, Kizmel said gravely, “I was ready to wrap you up in the Greenleaf Cape and my cloak if need be, but I don’t think I could guarantee that it blocks the midday sun entirely. Like Asuna said, we should try to get indoors with plenty of time to spare going forward and prepare some kind of emergency means of protecting against sunlight to use when necessary.”


      They sounded like older sisters lecturing their little brother about his carelessness, but it was out of honest concern for me, so I behaved like a good boy and said, “Yes, ma’am!” Then I added to Kizmel, “It would be great to have something like that, but if it existed, wouldn’t Lady Nirr have found it already?”


      “That is a good point. However… while this isn’t a certified fact…” She trailed off, narrowing her eyes as though looking into the distance. “As I believe I told you in Nirrnir’s mansion, when I was young, I once spotted a Dominus Nocte from a distance at the palace on the ninth floor. They had skin as white as snow and hair like melted silver. My father explained to me what I had seen, telling me that Dominus Nocte lived even longer than elves. I was frightened and hid behind his legs, but as far as I can recall, it was not in the dark of night but the middle of the day.”


      “Huh…?” Asuna gasped. She glanced at the tightly closed curtains. “So was it in a room of the castle where light couldn’t get in…?”


      “As I hope you will see for yourself eventually, Asuna, the palace has an extremely open layout, and the only place where sunlight can be completely blocked is in the royal residence.”


      “Oh, right, right,” I very nearly said out loud. Thankfully, I held myself back. In the beta, there were many open-air portions of the palace, and I recalled plenty of dappled sunlight when I had been granted a meeting with the queen in the great hall. Obviously, I couldn’t bring that up here.


      Kizmel didn’t seem to notice that my mouth had opened and closed. She continued, “My father was a royal knight, too, and his superior officer worked as a sword instructor at the juvenile academy after retiring from the brigade. We were there at the palace that day to pay our respects to the instructor before I joined the school. So I would have been six or seven at the most… He wouldn’t be taking a young child to the castle in the middle of the night. So I must assume that the time I saw the Dominus Nocte was during the day or in the early evening at the latest…”


      “Huh?” Asuna said again, though with a grin this time, for some reason. “There’s a school in the castle?!”


      “Uh… no, it’s only adjacent to the castle grounds, not inside of it.”


      “Even still! How lovely! Could you see the castle from the window of the classroom?!”


      “Um, yes, I could… but since I was a kid, I only thought of it as a big building. Within the first year, it was just part of the background to me,” Kizmel replied, much to Asuna’s disappointment. Still, she recovered to put on a smile.


      “I suppose you’re right. My school had a great big chapel, too. Right after I started there, I found it to be a bit scary…” She paused there, gave me a momentary glance, then straightened up and said, flustered, “W-well, I can tell you about that later. Umm… so you were saying that you saw the Dominus Nocte at the palace while the sun was still up, back when you were six years old. Meaning, you think this person had gained some resistance to sunlight somehow…?”


      “Perhaps that’s all. But if the individual I saw back then was a guest of the queen’s, then… Remember what Lady Nirrnir said? Maybe the forest elf king or our queen knows a way of turning a Civis Nocte back into a human. If that is true, then maybe the residents of the night are aware of a means to resist the sun.”


      “…That’s a good point,” I noted. Another thing I remembered from the beta was that the dark elf queen was an unparalleled herbalist, and a miracle potion only she could concoct played a crucial role in the final chapter of the campaign. If that element of the narrative had made it to the final game, then as Kizmel pointed out, the queen might very well be able to create potions that gave denizens of the night resistance to sunlight or maybe even make them human again.


      Unfortunately, at the present moment, we had no means of reaching the ninth floor, and even if we did, we wouldn’t even get near the castle, much less an audience with the queen, until we retrieved those keys. Like it or not, we had to contend with the fact we were escaped prisoners.


      “Look, I’ll be fine as long as I’m careful. We should focus on getting back the keys first. Concocting a plan to deal with the sunlight can come after that,” I said to Kizmel. She gave me a look that was two parts concern, three parts apology.


      “…I am very sorry for this. You’ve been exposed to needless danger, and it wouldn’t have happened if I were stronger…”


      “We’re done rehashing this conversation!” Asuna snapped, taking Kizmel’s hands and squeezing them tightly. “We’re doing what we want to do—period. Now let’s get to the bath! I didn’t have the chance to wash off after the beach, so I’m dying over here…”


      “Ah… yes, of course. It should be empty at this hour.”


      I was racked by two seconds of indecision. In this world, you could jump into the sea fully dressed, only to be bone-dry as soon as you got back on land, with no hint of salty stickiness. So the sensation Asuna was complaining about was all in her head. On the other hand, however, there were things in SAO that you couldn’t explain away with logic, like the strange tension I was feeling now around my neck and back.


      “I’ll join you,” I chimed in. Asuna, who was already heading toward the door to the hallway, gave me a funny look. Kizmel, meanwhile, just smiled and nodded.


      “Yes, you should do that,” she said. “There’s still some time before daybreak.”


      One minute later, I understood the look Asuna had given me.


      The bath chamber of Yofel Castle was on the third floor of the west wing. A wooden arch carved with botanical details separated it from the rest of the castle; the red carpet turned to marble tile, and the faint sound of running water came from the back.


      The changing room had plenty of leafy plants and wicker chairs with footrests. A ewer of cold water and fresh fruit were available on a round table. On the far end of the room was another arch leading to the bath area… just a single arch.


      “Oh…”


      At last, I remembered this facility wasn’t separated into two baths for men and women. I glanced at my partner, right at the same moment she shot me a sidelong glare. I attempted the first excuse that came to mind.


      “L-listen… I didn’t even get to use the bath at the casino…”


      “I didn’t say anything,” she snapped.


      “While you two were taking your time enjoying the amenities, I was down in the monster stables, performing an investigation…” I continued.


      “I didn’t say anything.”


      Kizmel, meanwhile, had already removed most of her equipment and turned back to find us muttering under our breath at each other.


      “What are you doing?” she asked. “Get undressed. You’re losing valuable time.”


      “R-right. Got it,” I replied. As always, Kizmel was treating me like a younger brother. I averted my eyes and said quietly to Asuna, “So, uh, are we going in with bathing suits, again…?”


      “Ugh! Forget about the swimsuit—just go in first!” Asuna scolded me, tired of being forced to wait.


      “Y-yes, ma’am!” I said, hurrying over to the left-hand wall.


      The built-in shelves featured a row of wicker baskets for holding the bathers’ clothes, but as I had the book of Mystic Scribing—in other words, a virtual inventory I could place items into—I didn’t need them. REMOVE EQUIPMENT button until my metal and cloth armor were gone, then my inner wear. Finally, I hurried past Kizmel and into the bathing chamber.


      Beyond the white limestone flooring was an enormous bath lined with black basalt. A golden faucet was delivering a constant cascade of hot water. True to Kizmel’s prediction, there were no other bathers. Taking advantage, I sprinted across the floor and dove into the center of the vast tub. It caused an enormous splash, sending dozens of liters of water over the lip and onto the floor, and led to a great gust of steam that filled the room.


      With the extra obfuscation, we would only be able to see one another’s silhouettes now. I retreated to the corner of the bath and sank down to my neck. The water was on the hot side, and it gently massaged and numbed my aches after the long journey.


      “Jumping straight into the bath is bad for your body,” said Kizmel with a chuckle. I heard the sound of a basin of water being poured over her body. You couldn’t get heatstroke in this world, I assumed, but if paralysis was a negative status effect, then heart paralysis, or a heart attack, might be possible, I supposed. Still, even if we were in a death game, someone dying just because they jumped into a pool of hot or freezing water seemed like a bit much.


      I tried to recall if I’d heard of anyone dying from jumping into a bath during the beta, but the overwhelming pleasure of the water robbed me of my concentration. I rested my back and head against the smooth basalt and stretched out my arms and legs. A blissful “aaahhh” escaped my lips.


      This moment of relaxation did not last long. Two consecutive splashes and a faint vision of Asuna and Kizmel descending into the water interrupted my reverie. On top of that, despite the obscuring cloud of steam, my strengthened vision revealed that not only was Kizmel not wearing anything, naturally, but also Asuna had gone without her swimsuit.


      I quickly averted my gaze, telling myself that wearing a suit would make the bath a third less enjoyable. The tub was twenty-five feet across, so as long as the pair went to the other end, I really wouldn’t be able to see anything.


      And yet, for some reason, the sloshing was getting closer. Just as I realized I needed to warn them, a gust of especially thick steam rolled aside, allowing Asuna to notice my presence. She promptly sank down to her neck.


      “Hey… what are you doing there?!”


      “Y-you came over to me!”


      “You’re in the spot with the best view!”


      She was right, as it happened. I was in the back right corner of the elongated tub. Behind me was the corner where the south-facing and west-facing windows met, offering a grand vista of Lake Yofel’s shore, the forest, the imposing rocky mountains beyond, and even the labyrinth tower in the distance—during the day, at least.


      “It’s the middle of the night, so there’s nothing to see,” I argued, averting my eyes.


      “That’s not true!” she protested, turning to look south. I did the same, and all I saw was darkness, not to mention that the majority of the glass was steamed up, making it even harder to see out of.


      But Asuna stubbornly wiped at the window with her hand, creating a little portal she could peer through. I tried the same thing, but the best I could do was see a faint reflection of the moonlight on the lake surface.


      While we fiddled with the windows, Kizmel spoke up from the other side of Asuna.


      “Asuna, Kirito,” she said wisely, “you are both young and might not understand this yet, but if you are to continue your adventures together, you will need to get used to the idea of bathing together. Not every place you stay will have facilities like the castles at Yofel and Galey, or Lady Nirrnir’s mansi—”


      “Oh! There! See?” Asuna shouted, pointing at the window.


      I stared in the same direction and quickly exclaimed in a similar fashion. To the southwest of the castle, a small light was visible in a stretch of forest along the lakeshore. It was the flickering orange of a campfire.


      “…That must be Lavik,” she murmured. I agreed. It wasn’t far from where he had hopped off the boat. He was going to camp out for the night.


      “He wanted us to bring out Viscount Yofilis alone… and without using his name as a lure,” I said, repeating Lavik’s request.


      Asuna lowered her hand and mumbled, “Hmmm… I don’t think we can just walk up to the viscount and ask him to come with us without providing a reason…”


      “No, I don’t think so,” Kizmel agreed. “Only two weeks have passed since the forest elf attack. He won’t be suspicious of you after your great help in that fight, but he’ll be wary of a chance encounter with the enemy. Viscount Yofilis is a master of the blade, beyond even my ability, but he is also the lord sworn to protect this land. He cannot take needless risks that expose him to danger. On top of that…”


      She glanced over her shoulder at the lake.


      “Even if His Lordship were to agree, it would be quite difficult to take him to the shore without any in the castle noticing. The sentries at the gate cannot help but notice a boat leaving from the dock.”


      “That’s a good point,” murmured Asuna. Water trickled as she turned around and lay back in the water. My eyes traveled over her as my mind worked furiously on the quandary of Lavik’s challenge. Suddenly, she glared back at me.


      “Hey! Why are you staring at…?”


      “Huh…? N-no, I’m not looking. I’m not looking! Plus, I can only see your shoulders and up through the steam and reflection of the water.”


      “Then you are looking!”


      Her hand emerged from the water, and she made a flicking motion with her middle finger, as though it were my forehead. Thanks to either her excellent agility stat or perhaps a surprising acquisition of the Water Gun skill, a shotgun blast of high-speed water splattered against the space between my eyes.


      “Aaagh!” I screamed dramatically, just as another vision passed through the back of my mind, and I turned to my neighbor again. Quickly, I averted my eyes from Asuna as she readied her next shot and said, “Hey, do you remember Viscount Yofilis in the fourth-floor boss fight? How he ran across the top of the water?”


      “……I do… but what’s your point?”


      “Remember how his shoes had a kind of… undine… vi… vil…”


      Thankfully, Kizmel saved me from stumbling further over my words. “You mean villi?”


      “Yes! There was hair of villi woven into them, and that magical power helped him walk on the surface of the water.”


      “Right, we did hear that, but…” Asuna replied.


      “It is true,” Kizmel confirmed.


      “Then why don’t we ask him to wear those again, while we use Kizmel’s Droplets of Villi? Couldn’t we reach the shoreline without the sentries noticing?”


      It seemed like a slam dunk to me, but to my surprise, the knight sounded hesitant.


      “It’s certainly something that would work… but didn’t I tell you that the droplets were an extremely valuable item?”


      “…Y-yes, you did…”


      “So there are very few left, I presume. I would prefer if we saved them for a situation in which their use is the difference between life and death.”


      Of course, I couldn’t really argue with that logic. The tiny bottle of the Droplets of Villi had only six or seven drops left. Putting one drop each on our shoes would use up the rest of the bottle.


      “Hmmm. So the question is, how do we get across the lake…?” I contemplated. On the back of my neck, I felt Asuna’s gaze.


      “I mean, it’s already a long-shot request, so can’t we just ask if the viscount will go and visit Lavik on his own?” she wondered aloud.


      “I’m sure it’s possible, but…”


      I sank down to my mouth in the bath and looked up at the ceiling. It was made of the same limestone tiles as the floor. In the real world, mold would quickly fill in the grout between the tiles, but while these seemed to be rather aged, they retained their milky-white sheen.


      Far beyond that ceiling, on the fifth floor of the castle, was Viscount Yofilis’s study and quarters. Naturally, as a royal knight, Kizmel had a free pass throughout the castle, and the viscount himself had given Asuna and me Lyusulan sigil rings, so we shouldn’t have any trouble, either.


      But when I tried to envision waltzing into his study and saying, “’Sup! Here’s the thing—there’s an escaped convict named Lavik waiting for you on the shore of the lake, so would you walk across the water to go meet him all by yourself?” I couldn’t possibly imagine an answer in which he gladly agreed to do it. Plus… 


      “…Asuna.”


      “…What?”


      “Don’t you want to know what kind of history might exist between the former knight commander and the viscount?”


      I could sense she was taken aback. When she answered, her words bubbled and gurgled.


      “Well, of course I do. But we don’t have any way to get to the shore without using a boat, so he’ll just have to go on his own.”


      “…That may not be entirely accurate,” muttered Kizmel. I glanced at the knight in surprise, which inevitably gave me a view of Asuna, too, but she didn’t shoot another spray of water at me because she was distracted by Kizmel, as well.


      “Huh? How will we get across?” Asuna asked, leaning forward under the water.


      But Kizmel’s reply was an unexpected question. “Are you familiar with the fairy or magical beast known as a kelpie?”


      “A kelpie?! Well… I might have heard the name before,” Asuna answered. A moment later, I recalled the name of that animal or monster. They were carnivorous horses that lived in rivers. Depending on the story, they might have fins or scales, and their lower halves might be fishlike or regular horse legs. In other words, they were similar to the Hippocampus boss of the fourth floor, though I didn’t know the difference between those two.


      I’d never encountered a kelpie in Aincrad, as far as I could remember, but it was always possible that we would meet one later or that we simply hadn’t passed through the spot where they appeared. In fact, if Kizmel knew their name, that basically guaranteed that… 


      “Have you ever seen a kelpie, Kizmel?” Asuna asked, taking the question out of my mouth. I waited for her answer.


      Kizmel traced the surface of the water with her fingertips. Then she said, “Yes, I have… I think. And it was here at Yofel Castle…”


      “Huh? When?”


      “During the year that Tilnel and I graduated from the military academy… that would be nearly three years ago, I suppose. After graduation, young people taking military positions customarily enjoy a weeklong vacation in the spring before their work begins. In essence, it is a reward for twelve years of hard study and training, beginning in grade school.”


      Students in the real world had graduation trips, too, from what I understood, but I didn’t mention that, of course. I was sure Asuna was thinking the same thing, but we were hanging on Kizmel’s every word.


      “This is the first time that a young person is allowed to make use of the spirit trees. Even still, most choose a location elsewhere on the ninth floor, but Tilnel wanted to visit the fourth. She always loved swimming, even as a child. Whenever she saw the pleasure cruises circling the lake and waterways of the capital, she clamored about how much she wished to ride them… but I suppose I’ve told you this story before,” she said.


      Asuna and I nodded. Kizmel smiled and glanced into empty space.


      “Well, given that she was like this, she had always wanted to see the castle on the lake here after hearing and reading stories about it. But while there’s virtually no danger within the kingdom on the ninth floor, there is always the possibility of monsters in other areas. When using the spirit trees, we travel with others going to the same destination, alongside a number of knights for protection. I was more interested in Castle Galey on the sixth floor, actually, but Tilnel was so insistent that I ended up going with her…”


      She trailed off, reliving old memories. Neither of us prompted her to continue; we just waited for her to be ready.


      At the time that we started the “Elf War” questline, Kizmel’s twin sister Tilnel was already deceased. So we’d never talked to her or seen her. But for some reason, I could envision the twins together, Tilnel playing the part of the younger sister and looking up to Kizmel. Something about her smile even made me think of Asuna.


      “……We used the spirit tree to travel to the fourth floor, where we made it to Lake Yofel with the other graduates and knights without any issue,” Kizmel continued. I kept my face forward and concentrated on her voice. “It was spring, so there were many flowers blooming on the hillside, and it was a beautiful sight. Tilnel just stood there, staring at it as though she would etch the image into her mind for all time… Eventually, we took the gondola over to the castle, got a tour of the grounds, had a bath and a meal, then stayed in a two-person room for soldiers. We’d never slept in a bunk bed before, and it was stiffer than I expected, but I was tired, so I fell asleep at once… until Tilnel woke me up before dawn. I wanted to keep sleeping, but she insisted on seeing the lake, so I finally put my cloak on over my night garments and headed out of the castle with her. The fog was so thick, however, that I could barely see my hand at the end of my arm. We stayed safely back from the dock and walked along the outer wall instead, until we arrived at a bit of a sandy beach around the back of the castle.”


      She paused for a moment, and when she resumed, it was barely above a whisper.


      “At the time, there was no wind, and yet the area was free of fog. The surface of the water was like a mirror… and we saw a horse of pure blue standing upon it. Its mane and tail were crystal-clear fins, and fine scales were visible on its skin. Instead of hooves, it had webbed claws. We fought many different beasts in training, some of which looked very much like cattle, horses, or deer—but I had never seen anything like that and have not since. Both Tilnel and I were stunned into silence. The blue horse watched us carefully, then lost interest and turned away, walking toward the center of the lake. With each step, ripples expanded outward on the surface… until finally, it sank into the water without a sound. We went back to check during the day, but there were no rocks or trees hidden just under the surface. The blue horse was walking on the top of the water.”


      “And that… was a kelpie?” Asuna asked quietly.


      Kizmel shrugged. “It’s what I believe, but I don’t know the truth. Soldiers and servants who’d been living in the castle for decades said they had never seen such a creature… On the following morning, and again on the morning of the day we returned to the capital, we tried the same beach, but we did not see the blue horse. Once we went back, however, Tilnel went through all the books in the library until she discovered that on Lake Yofel, there is a legend of a beast called a kelpie. We swore an oath to return one day and find that kelpie again, but that will never happen now…”


      “……”


      Asuna lifted her hand and squeezed Kizmel’s, which hovered in the open air. I wanted to join in, but I didn’t have the guts to reach over Asuna’s body to do it.


      Instead, I rose slightly from the water and said, “Hey, why don’t we go to that beach right now? It’s still before dawn. Maybe we’ll see the kelpie!”


      It was quite unlikely, but if I managed to spot the blue horse, even from a distance, I would be able to tell if it was a kelpie or not. Asuna and I could see color cursors on all characters and monsters. ELPIE, we would know for a fact that it was the right creature. This, I thought, was a great idea.


      “No,” said Kizmel.


      “What…? But… why…?”


      “Have you forgotten? It’s almost dawn.”


      “Oh.”


      Out the south-facing window, the eastern sky was turning from dark navy blue to violet. It wouldn’t be long before crimson light hit the bottom edge of it. We had twenty minutes… maybe fifteen, until the castle was in direct sunlight.


      “Oh no, I forgot!” Asuna shouted. She half leaped out of the water, then plunged back under a moment later. “Kirito, get out now and get dressed!”


      In that case, the sight of my ass will be tainting their innocent eyes, I thought, but I couldn’t ask for her to go first. So I awkwardly made my way across the bath with only my head out of the water, then climbed over the lip as fast as I possibly could and sprinted for the changing room. I could already see the classic pratfall unfolding—me slipping on the wet tile—but thankfully, the limestone floor maintained its friction even when wet, and I made it to the changing room safely.


      I would dry in moments without lifting a finger, but since it was here, I used the bath towel to dry off the moisture. Immediately, I heard two sets of footsteps approaching the room, so I retreated behind the plants and made myself small. Without asking for it, my Hiding skill activated.


      If I turned around on the spot, I would be nothing but a Peeping Tom, but of course I wasn’t going to do that. I opened my player window and equipped my undergarments, shirt, and pants. Out of sheer habit, I went to the item tab and ensured that all of my other gear was still available to equip.


      OF+3. It was a treasured heirloom of Yofel Castle, gifted to me by the viscount himself, and it had served me well as my primary weapon from the start of the fifth floor through the boss of the seventh. Its specs were still quite high, and I had several upgrade attempts remaining, but I now considered it a backup weapon, thanks to the extreme power of the cursed Doleful Nocturne.


      If it was just going to gather dust in my inventory, there had to be a more practical use for it, I thought. I turned and stepped out from behind the potted plants.


      “Aaaaagh!” someone screamed, accompanied by the whistle of something slicing through the air. I looked up from my window just in time for an object to fly into my mouth at tremendous velocity.


      “Mmlp?!”


      I bit down out of sheer reflex and was greeted by a distinct texture and the taste of sour juice. It felt like a papaya but with the flavor of a kiwi or a lychee. I didn’t want to just spit the fruit out, so I chewed desperately until I heard a voice give me a tongue lashing.


      “Why were you hiding back there?! We didn’t see you in the changing room, so we naturally assumed you’d gone back to the room!”
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      Asuna was standing there, barely covering herself with a small white towel and reaching for another fruit. As quickly as possible, I chewed and swallowed the food in my mouth so that I could try to explain.


      “N-no, I wasn’t hiding, I was just staying out of the way so that I wouldn’t see you coming in from the bath…”


      “Then you should have stayed there and turned to the wall!”


      “W-well… Yes, that’s a good point.”


      Thoroughly defeated in our brief battle of wits, I turned to face the other direction. Over my shoulder, I heard Asuna huff in outrage and Kizmel sigh with exasperation.


      I got back to the guest room on the fourth floor of the east wing at 5:55, just before the time limit.


      Of course, it wasn’t like sunlight was going to flood through the windows at the exact second it turned six o’clock, and I was only basing this on a general sense of when the sun rose after spending two months in Aincrad. Plus, the actual time direct sunlight hit any particular spot was highly dependent on the floor you were on and its respective terrain. In that sense, because there were tall rocky mountains to the east along the outer aperture, the sunlight would likely show up later here, but I wouldn’t be able to confirm this for myself until I was cured.


      Kizmel followed me and Asuna into the room, closed the thick, heavy door tightly, and exhaled. We’d left the lamps lit, so there was still light to see by, even with all the curtains and shutters closed. In the flickering illumination, Kizmel stared me right in the eyes and said, “You are to stay put in the bedroom on the right for twelve whole hours, not coming out until the sun has set. Is that understood?”


      When she put it into words like that, my reaction was “That’s so long!” But that was the price for being made a Citizen of the Night. Until I was made human again—and it wasn’t clear if that was even possible—I would just have to deal with it.


      “I swear on the Holy Tree that I will not leave this room until night,” I replied.


      “Good,” said Kizmel with grave satisfaction, turning to Asuna. “And I assume you will share the room with him? Of course, you don’t need to stay there until sundown, but when you do leave, be careful not to open the windows in the living room, or—”


      “Um, actually… I would be fine staying in the other room with you, Kizmel,” Asuna interrupted.


      The dark elf shook her head. “I know the chances of this are slim, but if someone were to break through the shutters or walls during the day and flood the room with light, Kirito’s flesh would burn, and he would be immobilized with agony. Someone would need to take him to shade immediately, but if you’re resting in another room, you might not notice in time. Of course, if you would prefer, I could sleep in his room instead. Which arrangement would you prefer?”


      She directed that last question at me, but I couldn’t give her a yes or no answer on the spot. I blinked three times in a single second. Finally, Asuna stepped in with her answer.


      “Wellllllllll, in that case, I’ll sleep in this room, then…”


      She pointed to the right room, where I was going to be camping out until sundown. Since I was an eighth-grade teenage boy, her declaration gave me no small measure of excitement, but I was going to be in ninth grade in April, and this wasn’t the first time we had shared a room or tent. I nodded, keeping my face as solemn as possible.


      “Welp, thonks for the halp. Hope I don’t nerd it,” I said. It felt like I had maybe stumbled over some of the words, but she probably understood what I meant. I said good night to Kizmel and went into my room. The lamp wasn’t on, but the light from the living room coming through the doorway was enough to see by without needing my night vision.


      I slid into the bed farthest toward the back wall, pulled the blanket right up to my nose, and closed my eyes.


      A few seconds later, I heard the click of the door closing, followed by faint footsteps, and the rustling of cloth at the bed next to mine.


      Even as a soon-to-be ninth grader, I couldn’t fall asleep next to this, I thought. But in the very next moment, my mind started flickering. The tension drained out of me, replaced by the warmth of safety and security that spread outward from my chest. It wasn’t just because I was protected by tough stone walls and thick shutters. No, what really caused all my concerns to melt away was the knowledge that the partner—temporary or not—who’d been with me since the first floor was right next to me.


      I wondered if this was how Asuna had felt when she had rested her head against me while sleeping in the safe room of the seventh-floor labyrinth. And just like that, my mind turned off.
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      THE NEXT INSTANT, MY EYES POPPED OPEN.


      In subjective time, it felt like I had only been out a few seconds. I couldn’t have fallen asleep that quickly and entirely. But when my eyes traveled down to the lower right, they promptly bulged. The white digital readout, easily visible against the darkness, said 5:52. It was nearly six in the evening.


      I’d gotten into bed at almost the same time in the morning, so I had fallen asleep for almost twelve hours exactly. In a panic, I even checked the date to make sure I hadn’t slept for a whole thirty-six hours instead, but it was still January 9.


      It was true that for some reason, I slept much more soundly and deeply in Aincrad than in my soft and comfortable home in the real world, but it had been a very long time since I’d been dead asleep for such a considerable length.


      Of course, a lack of sleep was the main cause of being tired, but twelve hours was a worrisome amount. If Asuna was still in the other bed, then why hadn’t she woken me up? Perhaps she had gone to eat dinner with Kizmel. I tried to sit up and finally noticed something.


      Just to my right, no more than eight inches away, someone was sleeping, buried under the covers, head and all. There was only one person it could be.


      Carefully, I peeled back the blanket, and once my night vision revealed her face, I laid the sheet back down again. It was indeed my temporary partner.


      There was a four-inch gap between the beds, which were each four feet wide. How bad was her sleeping posture if she had traveled all this way toward me? Unless… 


      I glanced left and right and sighed with relief after confirming that I hadn’t snuck into Asuna’s bed in my sleep. I recalled a similar situation had happened at the Ambermoon Inn in Volupta. We’d paid for an expensive suite with separate bedrooms, but Asuna came over to my room in the middle of the night because she couldn’t sleep. She’d curled up at the edge of my bed and conked out. And even earlier than that, when we’d been at Yofel Castle on Christmas Eve, Asuna had come out of the bedroom because she couldn’t sleep, joined me on the sofa, and fallen asleep under an item called Argyro’s Sheet.


      Unlike me, I suspected, Asuna had trouble falling asleep in this world. It made sense; we were trapped in a game where death was real and everything we held dear in the real world had been taken away from us. It was natural she would be grappling with fear and anxiety late at night.


      If my presence somehow kept those feelings away for her, that was a very good thing. But obviously, I couldn’t suggest that we sleep together every night from now on, and even if I did, she would just roll her eyes at me and call me an idiot. All I could do, if I found myself in this situation again in the future, was help her to sleep as long as she wanted.


      Having reached this conclusion, I slowly, slowly shifted to the left, carefully getting out of bed without shaking Asuna. I snuck across the room barefoot and silently, patiently turned the doorknob until I heard a faint click, then pulled. Once the smallest possible gap was open, I slipped through it, closed the door, and exhaled at last.


      Immediately, a voice said, “Good morning,” and I bolted upright.


      Kizmel was sitting on the sofa with the bent wooden frame in the center of the living room, using just a single lamp for illumination. She was wearing a shiny gray nightgown, so she had clearly just woken up, too.


      “Oh… g-good morning, Kizmel,” I said, thinking, or evening.


      She gave me a funny look. “You’re five minutes early to six o’clock. Though the sun has already gone down.”


      “Oh… r-right. I just didn’t want to wake Asuna up, is the thing,” I explained, then panicked a little when I realized what I was implying. But even Kizmel, who was usually quite perceptive, didn’t seem to put two and two together and figure out I had been sleeping in the same bed with Asuna. She held out her hand toward the seat next to her.


      “Why don’t you sit down rather than just stand there?”


      “Um… okay.”


      Instead, I circled around the low table, which had the same curved wood frame, and sat one space apart from Kizmel. She raised her brow at me, but I needed at least three more years before I was mature enough to sit next to an older woman wearing nothing but a sheer gown.


      “You seem to have slept well,” she said, pouring me a cup of cold water from the pitcher on the table.


      “Yeah, I was surprised when I woke up. Did you sleep, too?” I asked.


      “Of course. Every knight must sleep and eat properly when they can. Or so I would like to say,” she cautioned, pausing to take a sip from her own cup. “But the fact is, sometimes it’s just not that easy. When I’m camping in a monster-infested area, or it’s the night before a big mission… or I’m thinking of my sister—those are the times when I have difficulty falling asleep.”


      “……I see.”


      For a moment, I wondered what sleep really meant to an NPC. Was it just a pattern meant to mimic human behavior, or did they perform optimizations to their data structure while unconscious? Or maybe… 


      But in truth, there was no point musing on it. Kizmel was both an NPC with her own artificial intelligence and a dark elf knight who lived in this world. She had her own thoughts and feelings and was every bit as real as us players. I needed to keep that idea firmly planted in my mind, or I would never beat this “Elf War” questline… or the death game as a whole.


      Then again, Kizmel and some other NPCs have talents that players lack. They can tell exactly what time it is, even when they don’t have a clock, I thought, picking up my glass of water and downing it all at once.


      The water, icy cold and with a pleasant citrus tang, washed down the feeling of lethargy that came after a long, deep sleep. It felt strange to be starting my day in the evening, but before I got trapped in SAO, I would rush straight home from school, clear out my chores and homework, then finish dinner before I could really enjoy my day.


      Plus, even as we sat here, Lavik was in the woods off the western shore of the lake, camping out by his lonesome. Somehow, we had to get Viscount Yofilis out there to meet with the man, preferably tonight.


      But first, we needed an audience with the viscount—scratch that, we needed to find a way across the lake without drawing attention. The viscount had his own magic shoes, but what about the three of us…?


      “…Ah,” I murmured. Kizmel glanced at me. Before she could inquire about what it was, I asked, “Why did you bring up the topic of the kelpie in the bath last night?”


      “Hmm…? Because you wanted to know a way to get across the lake, didn’t you?”


      “Yes, but what does that have to do with…?”


      Out of nowhere, I was interrupted by a hoarse voice off to the left of the sofa.


      “I figured it out.”


      I glanced over and saw that the door to the bedroom was now half-open, with Asuna hobbling into the living room. Her slender body was clad in a blue one-piece nightie, and her hair was loose where it was normally tied halfway up. If I stumbled across her in a dark dungeon, I would assume she was a wraith or a wight.


      Knowing that Asuna was terribly afraid of astral-type monsters like that, I was briefly—as in, for one-thousandth of a second—tempted to fall on the floor and scream, “It’s a ghoooost!” before my better senses took over. Yofel Castle wasn’t covered by the anti-criminal code, so once she realized I was teasing her, she would take out a good 90 percent of my HP.


      Of course, Kizmel wasn’t going to play a prank like that, either. She gestured for Asuna to sit in the middle seat. I scooted eight inches to my right, and Asuna made her way unsteadily around the table to plop down in the middle. She glanced at me momentarily and gave me a very strange look. At first, I thought she had sensed I was going to surprise her, but then I realized what it was.


      Asuna had woken up in the bedroom and realized she wasn’t in the bed she’d gone to sleep in. Since I had gotten up first, I had obviously noticed that, too, but since she wasn’t going to comment on this out loud, she could only give me a funny look instead. Even I wasn’t immature enough to tease her about it, so I gave her a split second of eye contact to suggest we should both stay quiet about it, and we proceeded to lean back against the sofa cushions.


      Once Asuna had finished the glass of water Kizmel poured for her, I finally asked, “What did you figure out?”


      “…Well, um…”


      Asuna’s voice was still a little hoarse. She glanced at Kizmel, then at me, and continued.


      “Kizmel is suggesting the three of us ride a kelpie across the water to the lakeshore.”


      “Huh?!” I yelped.


      Kizmel replied calmly, “Ahhh, very perceptive. That is indeed what I was getting at.”


      “Huhhhh?!” I shouted again. “W-wait a minute. Kelpies are monsters. I mean, sure, I bet you could grab one and climb on its back in battle, but you won’t know where it’s running, and it might just dive down into the lake with you still riding on it…”


      “We’re not going to do anything that reckless,” said Asuna with a frown, crisp and awake, thanks to the cold water and our conversation. “We’re going to tame the kelpie. Right, Kizmel?” she said, strangely proud of herself.


      “Yes, exactly.”


      “Huhhhhhhh?!” I screamed once more. Monster-tamers were a popular class that existed in countless RPGs, with many games completely built around the concept. But in SAO, no one had been able to acquire the Taming skill so far, and it was Argo the info dealer’s opinion that if such a thing existed, it had to be an Extra Skill with special requirements, like Martial Arts and Meditation.


      How was I going to explain all that to these two, however? That was when I realized that we had just encountered NPCs on the seventh floor who had a special skill in taming monsters: Bardun, head of the Korloys, and Nirrnir, head of the Nachtoys—the families who ruled over the Grand Casino in Volupta.


      Bardun had been a sworn enemy of ours, so there was no way he would help us out. Which left only… 


      “…Umm, are you suggesting that we need Lady Nirr to come all the way down here…?”


      “Nooo!” Asuna jabbed me in the shoulder with her finger. “Obviously, Kizmel isn’t thinking of bringing Lady Nirr all the way down here to tame a monster we don’t even know we can find!”


      “R-right, I didn’t think so. But then what are you expecting to…”


      “You really do get incredibly dense as soon as it’s something related to yourself, you know that?” Asuna complained, sighing dramatically. She jabbed the same finger against my shoulder, rotating it. “If we find a kelpie, you’re the one who’s going to tame it!”


      “…Huhhhhhhhhh?!”


      My fourth scream sent tiny ripples running across the surface of the water in the pitcher.


      My surprise was so great that it awakened me to the state of my stomach, and I put aside my present concerns to suggest we go down to the mess hall.


      Asuna and Kizmel had gone nearly an entire day without a proper meal, so they naturally had no objections to my idea. Once we were dressed and ready to go, we made our way to the dining hall on the second floor of the castle’s west wing.


      Fragrant smells and quiet chatter greeted us from the double doors of the room. Something was different from how I remembered it, though. I couldn’t tell what it was at first, but Asuna it figured out.


      “There’s no music,” she said.


      It was true. The last time we were here, there had been a group of four or five string musicians on the stage in the back of the spacious hall. I thought maybe it was too early for them this time, but in fact, the stage itself was now gone.


      In the spot where it had once stood was a counter along the wall shared with the kitchen, laden with large plates and containers with various foods in them. There were stacks of plates and sets of cutlery on the counter, too, indicating the mess hall had switched to a buffet-style service; last time, there had been waitresses here to bring over the food.


      Had the dining hall instituted some cost-cutting measures in the last two weeks? I wasn’t going to complain about a buffet, though. If anything, I preferred it this way.


      I get to eat all I want, I thought.


      At that moment, a passing waitress noticed us and favored us with a smile. “Oh, Lady Knight and human warriors. It’s good to see you again.”


      “Y-you remember us?” Asuna asked with surprise. Despite all the empty plates she was carrying, the waitress managed to shrug in an expressive way.


      “Of course I remember the heroes who protected the castle from the forest elves. Oh, dear, I don’t mean to hold you back. In another thirty minutes, the hall will be full of soldiers, so you should eat now, while you have the chance. I recommend the fried river crab and the cole soup. Enjoy!” she said rapidly and trotted off to the kitchen.


      Asuna and I shared a glance, nodded, and made a beeline for the buffet counter. I took the largest size plate they had and helped myself to some of that fried river crab, grilled chicken, roast venison, and a huge pile of potato purée. I set the plate down at a table by the window and went back in for more: every type of bread roll and some of the milky-white potage soup the maid had recommended.


      As I was sitting back down, Asuna also arrived and began waiting for Kizmel without a word. The sight of the steaming dishes of food right in front of me was turning my stomach into a pretzel. As I’d thought many times before this, it was completely impossible for me to believe these were merely virtual hunger pangs created by the NerveGear.


      Kizmel returned with a wine bottle and three glasses two minutes later, according to my special clock readout, but it felt like it had taken her ten times as long.


      “You could have started eating already,” Kizmel chided us, taking her seat. She set down the glasses for us and poured the dark crimson liquid from the bottle, which had already been opened.


      She continued, “Since you waited, I suppose we can do a toast. Let’s see,” she said, raising her glass. “It’s too late to celebrate the new year, and considering the price Kirito paid, it might not be right to celebrate defeating the guardian beast of the seventh floor. Hmm…”


      Asuna spoke up, her voice carefully controlled but with a slight hint of a tremor to it. “Then what if we made a wish, rather than a toast? A wish for our mission on this floor to end safely and successfully, perhaps…”


      “I see. That would do. In that case,” Kizmel said, brandishing her glass again, “to quickly and efficiently taking back what was stolen and to Kirito’s safe return to daylight hours.”


      “Cheers!”


      “Ch-cheers…”


      True, the sun was the thing I needed to be most careful of right now, but I couldn’t help noticing she’d said it like I was a member of the undead. Well, I supposed that was right, in a way. In the meantime, I raised my glass. Kizmel was only thinking of my safety; I just wanted to clear the distractions away and get back those sacred keys. I tilted the ruby-red wine into my mouth.


      I’d had occasions to taste all kinds of liquor in the last two months, but the kind I liked the best so far was a nice, frosty ale. Unfortunately, Aincrad didn’t have refrigerators or ice magic, so I had few opportunities to enjoy a cold beer, but even a reasonably chilled drink was especially good on the summery seventh floor.


      Wine, on the other hand—especially this red wine—had a grown-up flavor profile, and I was too young to understand what made it good. The fictional wines of Aincrad—like ficklewine, which changed flavors each time you poured it, and Tilnel’s favorite, moontear wine—were sweeter and lighter on the tongue, so I enjoyed them. But this red wine, which I suspected was modeled after the real thing, was tart and bitter, and it was hard not to scowl when it got into my mouth.


      But since Kizmel had gotten it for us, I didn’t want to let my displeasure show on my face. I swallowed, willing my facial muscles not to react, no matter how bitter it might be.


      “……Huh?”


      To my surprise, it was neither tart nor bitter… or to be more accurate, it was, but those aspects were mingled with sweetness and sourness, and the wine didn’t sting my taste buds like it usually did. The overall flavor was surprisingly rich and smooth, and it had a heady, tantalizing flavor that hung in my nostrils. I stared at the glass in a daze.


      “What do you think? Tasty, isn’t it?” said Kizmel proudly. “This is a ninety-year, maybe ninety-one-year bottle from the royal winery on the ninth floor. I spotted the bottle in the storage room the last time we were here, and I’ve been thinking about it ever since.”


      She was probably talking about the enormous wine cellar adjacent to the kitchen. You could walk in there from the dining hall, so presumably, it was meant for people to go in and select a wine to go with their meal. But if it were that valuable of a bottle, why wouldn’t the soldiers have drunk it before this?


      The question must have shown on my face, because Kizmel slid the bottle carefully over to where I could see it.


      “The label itself is too faded to read, but trace your finger over here,” she said, pointing at the bottom part of the label. I tenderly rubbed at it with my middle fingertip. There was a faint, bumpy texture to it.


      “That is the embossed sigil of the royal winery. If you look to the right of it, you can just barely see the year it was produced.”


      “Ahh…”


      I picked up the bottle and gazed at the faded label. The make and origin of the wine, which had presumably been written by hand, were almost completely faded away, with only the faintest traces of ink left. Asuna looked over at it, too, but had to shake her head.


      “I can’t read it at all,” she said.


      I gave up on trying to glean the information and stared at the spot to the right of the embossed sigil. If only I had a stronger source of light, I wished. This was apparently enough for my night vision to kick in and everything appeared brighter to me. Four Arabic numerals floated into view on the sepia-toned label.


      “Uh, it says… two-four-zero… seven, I think.”


      “Ahh, well done, Citizen of the—Oops!”


      Kizmel stopped herself and glanced around. The tables in our vicinity were empty, and I doubted anyone was listening in, but it did seem like a good idea to keep my vampiric status a secret from as many people as possible. She hunched her shoulders in embarrassment.


      I put the bottle back on the table. “I’m surprised you noticed these faded numbers, Kizmel. So this means the wine was fermented in twenty-f…”


      Now it was my turn to stop myself. Twenty-four-oh-seven?! It took all of my willpower not to scream it out loud. I looked over at Asuna, who was wide-eyed, too.


      Kizmel had said this bottle was ninety-one years old, which would mean that in the dark elf calendar, this was the year 2498. Kizmel took our silence to be shock at the age of the wine itself, and she put on a mischievous grin.


      “I believe that this was meant to be presented to the viscount himself but was mistakenly placed in the storage room instead and forgotten for many years. When wine has aged for too long, it becomes sour and bitter, which is why the soldiers must have passed on it.”


      Internally, I remarked on how Kizmel had grown so much more casual and informal around us, something I would never mention out loud.


      She put her glass on the table and picked up her knife and fork.


      “Come, let’s eat, before it gets cold.”


      “Oh… r-right.”


      I could think more about the length of the dark elf calendar later. The hunger I’d somehow forgotten about had come roaring back. I grabbed my utensils and said a brief prayer.


      Asuna started with her salad, as was proper, but I hadn’t even bothered to get one of those. I started with the fried river crab, which was covered with a thin layer of breading, and took a huge bite.


      I was expecting a tough crunchy texture, but all it took was one bite for the round shell to crack and juicy meat to flood out. The crab was spiced on the heavier side, and it wasn’t rank or smelly in the least. I chewed with bliss until it was time to swallow, then stuffed an entire medium-rare roast venison piece into my mouth. It was fairly lean but still very soft and a heavenly match for the rich gravy. The grilled chicken was only flavored with salt, but that just served to make the finely seared texture stand out.


      On the seventh floor, we’d had many exotic dishes like gapao rice, khao man gai, dolmas, moussaka, and pot stew. All of them were good, of course, but there was a certain kind of satisfaction you could only get from a classic, straightforward feast. Becoming a Civis Nocte hadn’t affected my sense of taste, texture, or chewing ability, either.


      After enjoying my fill of the meat and crab, I tried out the soup. The creamy white mixture was called cole soup, according to the waitress, but I didn’t know what cole was. I scooped a little with my spoon and tasted it. The soup had a clean sweetness and a peculiar aroma. It wasn’t potato, onion, or corn, but even after giving it a second, then a third taste, I still couldn’t identify it.


      Perhaps it was some kind of fantasy vegetable that didn’t exist in the real world, similar to the mystery fruit that Asuna had thrown at me in the bath.


      “Oh, I get it,” she murmured, after tasting it for herself.


      I leaned to my right and asked, “What’s cole?”


      “I’m pretty sure it’s cauliflower.”


      “Ohhh… That makes sense…”


      Now that she mentioned it, I did recognize the flavor of cauliflower. I’d had it fried or as a side with meat dishes, and I usually didn’t like the crumbly texture much, but in a blended soup like this, the scent and flavor were pleasant.


      “Why do they call it cole then?” I wondered.


      “I think it’s because cauliflower means cole flower, which is based on the Dutch word for cabbage. In other words, the flower of the cabbage plant.”


      “Oh, like coleslaw, then. But… does that mean it’s a cabbage soup, not cauliflower?”


      “The flavor’s completely different, isn’t it?”


      Is it really that different? I wondered, but I wasn’t going to get into an argument with Asuna about flavor. When it came to communicating with other people or anything outside of games, I was no match for her, and it was a sign of Asuna’s good personality that she never made it seem like it was a drag to her.


      Whether the soup was cauliflower or not, it was still tasty. I polished it off in no time with the freshly baked bread, then washed it down with the rest of my wine. I took a moment to savor the taste, then made another run at the buffet.


      Ultimately, I had two extra plates of food, and Asuna had one. Kizmel didn’t get extra, but she drank most of the ninety-one-year-old wine by herself. The dining hall was starting to fill up, so we thanked the waitress and quickly cleared out of there.


      The hallway was packed with hungry soldiers, but as soon as we got up to the fourth floor, there wasn’t a human being—er, elf—in sight.


      As we walked down the silent hall, it occurred to me that if we could eat at buffets like that every day, I would be okay using Yofel as a base. If only there were some way of smoothly and quickly going back and forth from the front line. Asuna was silent, too, so I wondered if she was thinking the same thing.


      She wasn’t. “Hey, Kizmel,” Asuna said hesitantly, waiting for the knight to turn back. “The waitresses brought out the food when we came last month, right? Why did it change to a self-serve system? I don’t mind, of course, and all the food was very good, but I can’t help but be curious…”


      I’d been wondering the same thing. Even if there was some underlying game system reason for it, SAO had a knack for papering over gaps with in-universe lore.


      But to my surprise, Kizmel said, “Ah… it was the holiday of Yole that day. Everyone in the castle was served a special meal. We were simply fortunate to have been there at the time.”


      “Oooh, I see!” Asuna squealed with delight. She seemed to understand the implication of it having been Yole. I had never heard of the holiday, of course, so I spoke up.


      “What’s Yole?”


      “It’s Christmas,” Asuna whispered back, and without waiting for me, she added, “In Scandinavia, they call it Yule. That was originally the festival for the winter solstice, so it got combined with Christmas, the birth of Jesus. Yole must be the ancient form of the word, I suppose.”


      “Ahhh, I see… So the snow that fell only on that one day, and the string musicians playing in the dining hall—that was all specially done for the Christmas holiday…”


      Kizmel waited for us to finish our conversation, then continued, “Do you recall that His Lordship the viscount and his children ate in the dining hall as well? Normally, the sons and daughters of nobility would not share tables with servants and soldiers—except on the night of Yole. Not everyone appreciates this tradition, however…”


      “You mean the priests who were there, too?” asked Asuna.


      Kizmel put on an uncomfortable smile. “The very same,” she whispered, “but you should lower your voice when you speak of them within Lyusula. You never know where they have ears.”


      “Understood,” Asuna said gravely. Then something occurred to her. “In that case, was Cetrann somewhere in the dining hall that night?”


      “No,” said Kizmel, shaking her head. “I reached the castle two days before you, and I do not recall seeing Cetrann while I was there. Of course, it is a large castle, so perhaps our paths simply did not cross…”


      “I see,” Asuna murmured, looking thoughtful.


      “Has something about Cetrann caught your eye?” I asked. “Er… I didn’t meant that, like, in a romantic way…”


      I immediately regretted that unnecessary last comment, but Asuna was nice enough to acknowledge it with only a single cold glance.


      “I was just thinking, what kind of reason would Cetrann have to be absent from a special holiday like Yole?” she asked.


      “Ah, a good point. It is said that on the night of Yole, monsters form lines and wander about the earth. So even the sentries at the palace are relieved from their patrols and spend the night indoors with their companions and families. It is unthinkable that a young man of Cetrann’s stature would be out and about…”


      “Like… what kind of monsters? Have you ever seen this, Kizmel?” I asked. If such monster trains were real, then it might be some kind of once-a-year event or a quest, and I wanted to find out.


      Kizmel just gave me a look of exasperation and shook her head. “Of course I haven’t. I spent the night at home until I had graduated from academy, and since becoming a knight, I haven’t gone outside on Yole, either. But there are many tales about hordes of dead spirits, witch covens, and hunters from the underworld riding black horses. I thought I told you about this before…”


      She stopped in the middle of her sentence. I gave her a look. “What did you tell me?”


      “Don’t go looking for this,” she warned me, then said, “As night falls on Yole, it is said that a wicked saint, shrouded in darkness, appears in a certain forest of Aincrad. Within the rucksack he carries over his back are all the children who wandered out alone that Yole night or perhaps pieces of the fruit of the Holy Tree that he once stole. And while he might be fallen, he is still divine. You cannot handle him, even with the power of a Civis Nocte.”


      “I-I’m not going looking… Divine, though, huh…?”


      It occurred to me I had never heard Kizmel mention anything about a god. The elf races deeply worshipped the black and white Holy Trees, and I had assumed those were their gods. Was there a god figure or figures that existed even above them or within a different framework? If this saint was divine—adjacent to a god—that suggested this world didn’t have a strictly monotheistic system.


      Before I could get further sidetracked by that thought, Asuna’s voice brought me back to the present. “Why wasn’t Cetrann in the castle, then? Plus… what about the mother of Cetrann and the others? We haven’t seen Viscount Yofilis’s wife, have we?”


      “Ah…”


      Now that she mentioned it, I hadn’t. I glanced up at the ceiling.


      If the viscount had children, there had to be a mother. Since she was a nobleman’s wife, there was a decent chance that she spent all her time on the top floor, which would keep people on the lower floors from seeing her. But it seemed almost unnatural to me that there would be so few signs of her.


      “As a matter of fact, I have had the same thought,” Kizmel whispered. “There are still many things about His Lordship that I do not know. It was only during my stay last month that I learned he had three young children and an heir. I have never seen or heard the name of his wife. And it is not as though I will interrogate him to find out.”


      “I see…”


      Asuna appeared to mull over this. In traditional RPGs, if you talked to all the NPCs in the castle one after the other, a couple would probably mention the lady of the castle. But in SAO, if you weren’t mindful of courtesy and common sense, you could get yourself in serious trouble with one wrong comment. The first thing Kizmel had ever said to us was, “Do not interfere! Begone from this place!”


      Cetrann’s absence on the night of Yole. The god or gods the elves worshipped. The unseen viscountess. Mysteries abounded, but the first thing for us to do was help out Lavik, who was camping on the lakeside in midwinter. We hadn’t yet found a way to get over the water without alerting the sentries outside, but before that, we needed to talk to Viscount Yofilis and get him to agree to accompany us to the far shore, without asking questions and without any guards—a tall order, by any stretch of the imagination.


      In the meantime, we had reached the big central staircase. If we proceeded down the hallway, we would reach our guest room in the east wing, but there wasn’t anything for us to do there.


      “So… shall we go to see the viscount, then?” I suggested, stopping in the middle of the hall. Both Asuna and Kizmel agreed, though they looked nervous about it.


      We ascended the red-carpeted stairs to the fifth floor, where we emerged into a hall much grander than any on the lower levels. A massive oil painting of the lake and castle was displayed on the wall ahead of us, and fanciful wooden arches opened on either side of the hall. The one on the right led to the viscount’s study, and the one on the left… I hadn’t been to.


      Maybe the left exit went to the living space for the viscount’s family, where the viscountess could be found. Of course, we couldn’t go barging in there without permission.


      Kizmel headed straight for the arch on the right, so I followed her. A black set of double doors came into view, two fully armed guards standing before it. Despite being indoors, the pair had their helmet visors down, hiding their faces.


      It was an intimidating sight, but these two soldiers had fought hard in the battle to defend the castle against the forest elves and made for excellent tanks in the floor boss fight. Kizmel stopped in front of them and performed an abbreviated salute.


      “Is His Lordship present?” she asked.


      The guards returned her salute with perfect coordination, their armor clanking. The one on the left spoke. His voice was muffled by the helmet.


      “Yes. We were ordered to allow a knight and guests through, if they were to come calling.”


      “I see. Thank you.”


      The viscount was aware of our arrival already, then. I felt bad that we’d kept him waiting for half a day, but we had our reasons.


      Kizmel rapped on the right-hand door, waited a few seconds, then turned the knob and pushed it open. Asuna followed her through the doorway, and I closed the door behind me as the last one in.


      Naturally, the size of the study and its interior decoration hadn’t changed since the last time we were here, but something about it seemed very different—and I saw why at once. Of the three lattice-framed windows on the back wall, the center window had the curtains pulled aside, allowing pale moonlight to stream into the room. Our previous visit was at midday, and the curtains completely blocked out the sun, making it feel much darker than it was now.


      As usual, the only light source in the room was the lamp on the table. On the other side of its flickering flame, at the edge of the ancient wooden desk, stood the master of the room—and of the castle itself. Until yesterday, I would only have been able to see his silhouette, but thanks to my night vision, I could clearly make out his facial features.


      Long, flowing black hair, a pristine beauty that harbored a hint of menace behind gentle features, and a long, old scar that ran from forehead to left eye. It was Viscount Leyshren Zed Yofilis, master of Yofel Castle.


      Kizmel strode forward until she was six feet from his desk, raised her right fist across her chest, and bowed deeply. Asuna and I hastened to do the same.


      The three of us looked up to see the viscount’s heavy robe swaying as he returned our salute. He spoke.


      “I am glad to see you well, Kizmel, Kirito, and Asuna. But… if I’m not mistaken, you look a bit paler than before, Kirito.”


      “Oh, well, uh, I…”


      I scratched at the back of my head, stammering meaningless words. Despite the darkness, he had identified me as a citizen of the night at a single glance. His perception was astonishing.


      “It’s an unfortunate set of circumstances that led to this happening, but of course, I intend no harm to come to the people of the castle, so…”


      The viscount just smiled at my hasty explanation. “I am not suspecting you of foul behavior,” he reassured me. “If anything, I am worried that you might come into contact with sunlight while you are here.”


      “Thank you for your concern, Your Lordship. We were given a room with shutters on the windows, so I don’t think it will be an issue.”


      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said, then collected himself. “There is one thing I must ask you. What is the family name of the Dominus Nocte who has made you their kin?”


      I couldn’t help but wonder if the answer I gave the viscount was going to determine whether he drew his rapier and leaped over the desk to attack me. Nirrnir’s maid, Kio, said the Nachtoys and Korloys had captured the monsters they used for their monster coliseum at the Grand Casino from Looserock Forest, which was the territory of the dark elves. When the elves spotted the capturing teams, they would attack on sight, she claimed.


      But the center of the forest, Harin Tree Palace, was the base of the dark elf priests, and they were at odds with the knights. Plus, Nirrnir had stayed put in Volupta her entire life. How would she have some personal enmity with Viscount Yofilis, who lived on the distant fourth floor?


      “…The Nachtoys,” I admitted, preparing myself for whatever came next. The viscount just tilted his head, consulting his memory. Then his face lit up.


      “Ahh… the descendants of Falhari, the dragon hunter. In that case, there is no issue with you staying in this castle,” he said.


      That made it sound like some other families would be a problem for him, but I didn’t have the guts to ask him for more information on that.


      Nirrnir’s grandfather, Falhari, had died on the seventh floor over three centuries ago. Had he directly interacted with Viscount Yofilis? Had he gone hunting dragons on the fourth floor? I decided to stifle these questions for now.


      “Thank you very much,” I said, bowing. “Your generosity is greatly appreciated.”


      I heard Kizmel and Asuna exhale softly. They must have been nervous I was going to say something weird and completely ruin our chance at conversation. Well, that was rude, but I was also aware I still had plenty of chances to muck things up, so hopefully, they would handle the more important part of the dialogue here.


      “Now… I presume you did not come here simply to say hello?” said the viscount, giving us a perfect opening. I took a step back and said, “Yes. Asuna will explain the rest to you.”


      I thought I heard her say a muffled “Wha—?” but she recovered and took a brave step forward to stand next to Kizmel.


      “We have come to you on this day to make a request of you, Viscount Yofilis,” she said smoothly.


      “You were responsible for protecting my castle and family from a covert forest elf attack, and you saved the lives of many soldiers and servants as a result,” he replied in kind. “This feat would ordinarily earn a reward directly from Her Majesty, but due to my circumstances, that is not possible. I felt that assisting you in defeating the guardian beast was not a fair return, so if there is anything I can do to help you, please ask.”


      “Thank you for your generous offer,” Asuna said, bowing again. “We do have a request. At nine o’clock tonight, we would like you to accompany us alone to the western shore of Lake Yofel, where someone is waiting to meet with you.”


      “……Ah.”


      His expression did not change in the slightest. Was it that big of a surprise, or was it what he expected?


      “When you say ‘alone,’ I take it to mean without anyone else?”


      “Y-yes.”


      Of all the dark elves we’d met, the viscount was of the highest rank after Count Melan Gus Galeyon, master of Castle Galey, so we recognized this was far beyond the range of propriety to ask. Asuna’s voice had gotten very quiet.


      At this point, Kizmel spoke up to say, “We are well aware that this is a most discourteous request. However, the man who asked us for this favor is someone to whom I owe a great debt. I will give my life to protect your safety, my lord. Will you do us this favor, and come with us across the water?”


      She lowered her head, and we did the same.


      “Um, I’ll protect you with all of my might!” I cried.


      “I will, too!” added Asuna.


      A few moments later, I heard the viscount chuckle through his nose. “Please, raise your heads. I have not been in regular battle for many years, but I am not so rusty that I could not handle myself against the monsters that appear at the lakeside.”


      “P-pardon us! You finished off the guardian beast with such skill at the Pillars of Heaven; I should have known better than to imply that you needed—”


      Yofilis raised his hand, cutting Kizmel off. “I am not doubting your skill or intent. I would be happy to have your protection.”


      “S-so… you will come with us?”


      “Before I say yes, I have two questions of you,” the viscount said. The faint smile he’d been wearing was gone now. “Are you unable to give me the name of the person waiting for me?”


      “…That is correct,” Kizmel admitted painfully.


      Lavik’s request, to bring out the viscount without any guards and without revealing his own name, was quite frankly insane. I had been wondering if we should at least reveal Lavik’s name in the event the viscount refused.


      “And here is my final question,” Viscount Yofilis said softly. “Is this person a knight of Lyusula?”


      It was phrased as a question, but I could tell that the viscount was quite certain of this. Kizmel could tell as well. After a brief silence, she said, “Yes.”


      The viscount blinked his good eye, and to my shocked surprise, he said, “Very well. I will meet with this individual.”


      I was about to let out the breath I’d been holding, but the viscount wasn’t done.


      “However, just because you claim I will not need my guards does not mean they will accept that as an answer, particularly the ones standing outside the door, Zerra and Gotorra. I have a means of crossing the lake without attracting any attention on my own, but if you must travel across as well… Hmm…”


      He stopped to consider this quandary. Unable to hold back, I piped up, “Um, when you say you have a means of crossing, are you talking about the shoes that walk on water that you used in the fight against the floor bo—the guardian beast?”


      “Yes. If I leave from the rear of the castle and cross, none in the castle will spot me, I suspect.”


      “Um… and you wouldn’t happen to have three more pairs of…”


      I could feel the withering looks Asuna and Kizmel were giving me, so I quickly changed course.


      “No, no, of course you wouldn’t. Silly me.”


      “Unfortunately, no,” the viscount said, wearing a hint of a smirk. He glanced at the window behind him. “I suppose we have no choice, then. You should get into the boat at the dock by yourselves and circle around the castle, where you can pick me up. The guards might be a bit suspicious, but it seems to be our only choice.”


      “…Oh. Good point…”


      Asuna and Kizmel shared in my reaction. I hadn’t considered they weren’t going to protest if we got into our boat to sail. It might be considered unnatural for us to sail around the north side of the castle, but if we said we were going out to enjoy the night view, what could they say to that? At the very least, it was a much more realistic and practical plan than trying to find a kelpie, which might not even be tamable.


      Or so I thought.


      “Um, Your Lordship,” Asuna said, hesitating. “Have you ever seen a horse walking upon the surface of the lake?”


      “Ahhh.” Viscount Yofilis’s eye widened with surprise. He grinned. “The watery horse of Yofel Lake. I’m surprised you’ve heard the legend of the kelpie. I thought that no one in this castle remembered the story anymore.”


      “Umm…” she murmured.


      Kizmel stepped in to explain. “I once visited this castle with my sister on our travels after graduating the military academy. During that trip, we were walking around the outside of the castle when we happened to catch a brief glimpse of a blue horse atop the water. I suspected it might be a kelpie…”


      “My word… In that case, you were thrice lucky,” said the viscount, his smile deepening.


      Kizmel gave him a look. “Meaning, my lord…?”


      “That horse was indeed a kelpie. I saw it just once when I was younger myself. The kelpie normally stays beneath the lake and emerges in the late night and early morning… and only when the mist is as thick as milk.”


      “Yes… the morning fog was very thick that morning. I could barely see my hand at the end of my arm.”


      “I have no doubt. Fog that thick only forms around the lake four or five days out of the entire year.”


      In other words, while staying at Yofel Castle three years ago, Kizmel and Tilnel had chosen one of the few mornings each year in which the fog was thick to go on a walk outside. They had been lucky indeed. It seemed like the sort of coincidence that might only happen once every few years. There were probably other conditions required for the kelpie to surface, as the viscount had said Kizmel was thrice lucky—that meant there were two more.


      This unexpected little mystery was tickling my brain. I forgot my nerves and said to the viscount, “But you wouldn’t see a kelpie just because the fog was thick, right? Are there other conditions that need to be satisfied for it to come out?”


      “That’s very sharp of you, Kirito. You are correct… Can you guess what they are?”


      “Umm, umm…”


      In my mind, I replayed the story Kizmel told us. Tilnel had woken up Kizmel in the early morning. Kizmel had left the castle in only her sleeping clothes and a cloak and walked to the sandy beach around the back of the… 


      “Is it… that you cannot be carrying a weapon…?”


      “You’re close… but only half right,” said the viscount with a grin. He touched the silver clasp on his robe. “You must not be wearing any kind of metal at all, in fact. Not only does the kelpie have a very sensitive nose, it also hates the smell of any and all metal. It can even sniff out rings of gold and platinum, which are said to be scentless. Kizmel, when you and your sister saw the kelpie, were you wearing or holding anything made of metal?”


      “……No, nothing. Though it is an embarrassing oversight for one raised to be a knight, I was not carrying so much as a single dagger. As I recall, the buttons and clasps of my pajamas and cloak were fashioned from walnut shells,” she replied.


      The viscount nodded along to her answer. “The residents of the castle—not just guards but even servants—are required to have a weapon on them when they leave its walls. This fortress protects the lake, and we must remember the forest elves can attack at any time. Unfortunately, my long seclusion in the inner sanctum of this castle, shirking my duty as its master, has caused that custom to become a hollow shell of its former self…”


      I realized he was telling the truth. When we had arrived at the castle two weeks earlier, the atmosphere had felt quite relaxed and carefree, and I remembered Kizmel remarking that the troops stationed there were lax in their discipline.


      But now every guard I saw seemed to stand straighter than before. Maybe that was a matter of course, as they had experienced a big battle recently. However, I felt like the more influential factor was that Viscount Yofilis had taken the field before his soldiers for the first time in years, if not decades, and demonstrated how valiantly he could fight.


      In any case, the dark elves of Yofel Castle hadn’t forgotten the rule of carrying their weapons, even when they had taken a more relaxed view of things, which would explain why they’d never encountered the kelpie.


      That explained the second stroke of good fortune. I tried to rack my brain for the third condition. Was it that they had come as a pair? That they were women? That they hadn’t spoken? None of these seemed likely.


      Five seconds in, I finally gave up.


      “Um, Your Lordship, what was the final condition? You said Kizmel and her sister met all three…”


      “Three conditions…?” he repeated, frowning, then laughed. “Ah… because I said they were thrice lucky? The third bit of luck had nothing to do with them being able to see the kelpie.”


      “Huh…? Th-then what was the last way they were lucky?” I asked.


      “Why, they were lucky the kelpie didn’t attack, of course,” the viscount said simply. Kizmel leaned backward a little with surprise. Yofilis continued gently, “Kelpies ordinarily feed on fish, but they are known to come ashore and attack animals. That includes humans and elves. According to legend, kelpies will approach those they don’t see as a threat and beckon them to ride on its back, and anyone foolish enough to accept that offer will be dragged to a watery grave.”


      “So… there was a chance my sister and I could have been attacked by the kelpie we saw?” Kizmel asked, shocked.


      The viscount gave her another smile. “You were fortunate it didn’t happen, yes. With me… well, I can tell that story another time. Anyway,” he said, letting his gaze fall on Asuna, “you wanted to know about the kelpie to see if you could ride it across the lake, yes?”


      “R-right, that was my thought,” she said, hunching her neck in preparation for a scolding.


      But the viscount turned to address me instead. “I see. So you want to use the power of ‘Employment’ that the residents of the night possess against the kelpie.”


      “Th-that does sound reckless, now that you mention it. I’ve never even used this power,” I admitted.


      But to my surprise, he replied, “It may not be as reckless as you think. The Employment used by the residents of the night is a magical rule, fundamentally different from taming a wild beast with food… At least, that is what a wolf tamer I once knew told me.”


      “…A magical rule…” I repeated, considering what this might mean.


      Nirrnir used her power to capture a spider and ordered it to stay in the same place for half a day. Just taming a creature wouldn’t be enough to make it stay put for that long, and I didn’t think it would be possible to tame a grown spider with food anyway.


      The viscount was probably referring to one of the rarer elf units, the Dark Elven Wolfhandlers. I had seen them multiple times in the beta test and had been very impressed with the coordination each handler and wolf exhibited in battle. Coming from them, the Employment ability of Civis Nocte must be more of a special ability akin to charming or dominance.


      “…So you’re saying I might not need to be familiar with the tricks of the trade… that I could use it without practice for the first time, and it’ll still be successful, as long as I meet the requirements?”


      “Precisely,” the viscount said with satisfaction. “To add to that, the chances of successfully employing a monster are determined by the difference in ability between the user and the target. Put simply, it is more difficult to employ monsters stronger than you, and easier if they are weaker. Kelpies are extremely rare creatures but not especially powerful. If you were to fight one on land or the deck of a ship, it would be no match for you.”


      “So as long as Kirito lures it onto land or a ship, he has a very good chance of capturing it with the power of Employment?” Kizmel asked. The viscount nodded.


      Suddenly, our wild plan to tame a kelpie was looking much more realistic, but the biggest hurdle was yet to come. A kelpie only appeared four or five times a year, when the night fog was thickest. At best, our chances that today would be one of those days were 2 percent. I’d seen Asuna’s good luck on many occasions, but if I tried to factor that into my calculations, the gaming gods would surely punish me.


      I went on my tiptoes, peering down at the lake through the opened window behind the viscount. The dark water surface shone with the reflection of the moon. I didn’t see a single puff of mist, much less any thick, choking fog.


      “Doesn’t seem like tonight’s a kelpie night,” I said, lowering back onto my heels.


      The viscount looked over his shoulder at the water, nodding. “Certainly not for several hours, at the least. It’s possible the fog might emerge before dawn. Will you wait until then?”


      Asuna and Kizmel looked at me. Lavik had asked us to bring Viscount Yofilis to the lakeshore tonight, which if interpreted liberally, might include the hours before dawn. But even if Lavik waited that long, it would mean I might end up with a face full of morning sun.


      “No,” said Kizmel. “I would prefer to leave at nine, as scheduled. Our preferred method of travel, as you suggested, would be to circle a boat around the rear of the castle.”


      Yeah, that seems like the only real solution, I thought, sighing.


      But Asuna sidled up next to me and whispered, “Kirito, from what he says, the kelpie will appear as long as there’s enough mist. That means it wouldn’t need to show up at the shore, right?”


      “Well… I suppose so…”


      “Then why don’t we just move the ship to where the fog appears?”


      “How are we going to find—”


      I paused.


      If we sat around waiting at Yofel Castle, we weren’t likely to encounter heavy fog today, or tomorrow, or the day after. But if Asuna and I took the gondola straight across the lake, there was a place that was guaranteed to have some heavy mist: the instance barrier, a section of the water perpetually shrouded in fog so strong that you couldn’t see beyond your own arm.
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      EIGHT PM, JANUARY 9.


      Asuna and I were once again in the Tilnel, heading south across Lake Yofel. We had told the castle sentries at the entrance that we were going to enjoy the night views. There was a watchman in each of the four towers along the wall, and they were surely keeping an eye on us, but as long as we continued directly on our way, they wouldn’t be suspicious.


      The instance border was designated about a hundred yards off the shore of Lake Yofel, which measured about two thousand yards across. Within that line, every player or party had their own unique map, so if another party happened to be heading for the castle on their gondola, they would reach the Yofel Castle of a parallel world, distinct from the one where I was with Asuna and Kizmel.


      The boundary line wasn’t visible from the castle, but as the player approached, the mist would suddenly appear, letting you know it was there.


      The problem was whether that mist was simply a visual effect for player clarity or actual mist. But even in Sword Art Online, I couldn’t imagine the system was managing the millions if not billions of micro droplets that made up a cloud of mist. Therefore, all mist was just an incorporeal visual effect, I concluded, meaning the game probably didn’t make a distinction between “real” and “fake” mist.


      At least, that was what I prayed as I rowed, coming to a stop about five hundred yards from the castle.


      “Okay… now let’s take all of our metal off,” I said. Asuna, who was seated in the center of the gondola, looked down at herself.


      “When you say ‘all,’ you mean… everything?”


      “Well, yeah… everything,” I replied, giving the fencer a once-over.


      The only metal equipment I could recognize was her thin breastplate and her leather belt with back-armor attachment. The red hooded cape she wore over everything, the ash-pink tunic, and dark brown pleated skirt were all cloth or leather. She just had to take off the breastplate, belt, earrings, and rings on her index fingers, and she would be fine. Oh, and the Chivalric Rapier +7, too, of course.


      There was a chance aquatic monsters beside the kelpie could appear, so we had to be ready to equip our weapons at any time. I decided to check on mine, too.


      “…Hey, Kirito.”


      “Hmm?”


      “This skirt has something hard inside the material. Do you think it’s metal?”


      I hadn’t been expecting that question. I stared at Asuna’s leather skirt. At last, I recalled that its official item name was Pleated Leather Skirt. It had a leather front and cloth back with many thin metal plates sewn between the layers, offering both flexibility and defense.


      “…It’s metal,” I said, giving my partner’s equipment another good look. My night vision kicked in, and I saw more flashes of metal I’d missed the first time. “Ah. The fastener of your cape looks like silver. You’ve got tacks on your boots, and those tunic buttons look like brass…”


      “It’s almost everything!” she yelped, flashing me a dirty look.


      “N-no, your knee-high socks should be—” I said hastily, swallowing the word safe as Asuna’s glare sharpened. I cleared my throat. “Maybe you can wear some kind of cloth robe that will cover you down to your legs, then take off all the equipment underneath it?”


      “……”


      She silently opened her menu and quickly scrolled through her list of equipment. Eventually, she found what she was looking for and tapped a few times.


      Her red hooded cape vanished, replaced by a loose white dress. It had no sleeves, and the fabric hung down in folds over the chest and back, like a chiton from ancient Greece.


      “…When did you buy that?” I asked.


      Asuna continued to mess with her window. “I made it on the seventh floor, for wearing out of the bath.”


      “I see… I bet it’s nice and cool,” I said, playing it natural, while knowing that underneath the dress, Asuna’s equipment was vanishing, piece by piece. Her armor would disappear first, then her tunic and skirt, and lastly her boots and accessories. That would be all the metal on her person.


      Now clad in nothing but her dress, Asuna side-eyed me and said, “What about you? You seem like you have way more metal gear than me.”


      “I’ll put this on and remove all my stuff underneath it,” I said, lifting a pile of cloth I’d placed on the sideboard nearby. The neatly folded silvery piece of fabric was Argyro’s Sheet, a magic item that granted a powerful Hiding effect to whatever it covered.


      It didn’t actually work unless you were surrounded by water, which was rare, but on a boat, the conditions were met.


      “Ah, I see… Pah-choo!” Asuna sneezed. I quickly set down the sheet where it had been. Since I was in full gear, I didn’t feel the cold at all, but it was after sundown in midwinter. Maybe it wasn’t as cold as my hometown of Kawagoe in January, but wearing a dress with no sleeves out here had to make it feel like it was in the forties. And just because she spoke with a Tokyo accent—and was familiar with a certain theme park with Tokyo in the name—didn’t mean she necessarily had a Tokyoite’s resistance to cold.


      “Sorry, I’ll hurry,” I said, rowing again. The Tilnel headed straight for the shining reflection of moonlight on the lake until the silhouette of the forest loomed into view, dark and foreboding. Within moments, the mist began to surround us. It was the visual effect of the instance map boundary.


      There was nothing wrong with leaving the instance, but I would prefer to complete our mission within its boundary. The mist got thicker and thicker, and once I could no longer see the prow of the Tilnel through the mist, I let the oars rest.


      “Drop the anchor,” I said quietly. Asuna made her way to the prow in a crouch, lifted the anchor with both hands, and carefully placed it in the water. The chain clattered as it sank and came to a stop.


      She came back toward me, taking a glance at the tip of the boat behind her. “Um… we might not be wearing any metal, but the Tilnel has a metal anchor and ram and stuff like that. If the kelpie hates the smell of metal, won’t it stay away from the boat…?”


      “Yeah, I was worried about that, too,” I said, pausing to reflect on all the data I’d collected in my head. “But I think that technically, it’s not that the kelpie dislikes the smell of metal, but that it uses the smell as a means of detecting danger. When Kizmel and Tilnel saw the kelpie on the beach of the island, you would assume the stink of metal would be wafting down from the castle right behind them.”


      “Oh… good point. So you’re saying that it can tell the difference between metal in the environment and the kind of metal that humans and elves wear on their persons?” she asked, wide-eyed.


      I wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to that. This was a game world, so it wasn’t that the kelpie could actually smell metal or not, but that the system would consult the player’s equipment data and determine whether the monster would approach or not. But I put that logical answer aside and tried a different tack.


      “Kelpies can walk on water, so similarly, their ability to smell metal is probably a magic power.”


      “Oh, right… they’re kind of like fairies,” Asuna murmured, apparently satisfied. She suddenly shivered. There was no need to worry about catching a cold in this world—so far—but chill damage was a thing that existed.


      “All right, let’s get started,” I said. Asuna went back to the prow of the ship and stood upright.


      I crouched down at the stern, spread out Argyro’s Sheet, and placed it over me. A Hiding icon appeared next to my HP bar, and the Hide Rate indicator in the bottom portion of my view showed that it was at 100 percent. You didn’t see that number very often, but between my Hiding skill and a magic item of mine that enhanced it, I wasn’t surprised I’d hit the max value.


      From there, I opened my menu and removed all my weapons and armor. I left my underclothes on, of course, but I already knew they didn’t have any metal in them. Now we just had to wait for the kelpie to show up.


      I parted the sheet a tiny bit to watch Asuna. It took considerable balance to remain perfectly upright on a rocking gondola like this.


      The cold moonlight gave a blue tint to the white fabric of Asuna’s dress and her pale skin. The body of the Tilnel and the mist around us were the same color, so it felt like I was looking at a painting made of only a few different types of paint. Just sitting there made me feel like my mind was traveling to another plane. I tightened my grip on the sheet to stay focused.


      Out of nowhere, I was reminded of a documentary I’d watched with my sister, in which the cameraman waited inside camouflaged tents for a chance to get video of a rare species. They talked about how it took months to get the shot they wanted, but that was in the real world. In the world of video games, as long as you met the requirements, even notoriously rare and difficult-to-spot monsters could easily appear for you.


      There was a long and eerie stretch of silence—it felt like five minutes—until the thick fog surrounding the gondola parted, suddenly and without warning. In front of Asuna, on my left, a tunnel only ten feet wide opened in the mist.


      I heard faint splashing sounds. A pale creature was approaching through the tunnel. If it was the kelpie, then it was much larger than I expected. They said it was a fairy, so I had imagined something close to a pony, but this was at least as large as the camels I had seen in the village of Murutsuki on the sixth floor.


      I waited with my right hand hovering over the button, ready to quick change into my sword at a moment’s notice. The creature closed the gap with no hurry, one agonizing step at a time.


      The first part I saw clearly was its front right leg. Just as Kizmel had said, it ended not in a hoof but as a set of claws with webbing in between, like a platypus. With each step, it created a small splashing sound and a ripple effect.


      Splish, splish… and with the next step, I finally saw the whole thing.


      Even in the moonlight, it was clear to see that its body was a slightly greenish blue. Its skin was as smooth as velvet, and the faint scale patterns on its body, plus the mane being a fin as long and swishy as a Ryukin goldfish tail, were exactly as Kizmel had described.


      The kelpie was within five yards of Asuna now. While it was a rare monster, it was from the fourth floor, so even if it hit Asuna without any of her armor on, she wouldn’t lose many hit points. Despite this knowledge, my breath got quicker as I grew nervous.


      The blue horse took another step forward, and in doing so, crossed the threshold for me to see its color cursor.


      THEAKEELPIE.


      Inside my head, I screamed, It’s a damn boss!!


      But before I could open my window, Asuna raised her hand, warning me not to act.


      At last, I recognized that the red color of the cursor was not very dark, for a boss. It was a bit brighter than pure red, more like a coral pink. That indicated just how much lower its stats were than my own. Viscount Yofilis had said that it wouldn’t be a challenge for me… but he had specified that it was only if I fought on land or a boat.


      I had no idea how to pronounce its given name, but for now, I decided to wait until the kelpie showed obvious signs of hostility. Under the thin sheet, I let myself relax a little.


      The kelpie continued to advance at the pace of a step every two seconds, then came to a stop barely six feet from Asuna. It thrust its head forward and flared its large nostrils repeatedly. It seemed to be sniffing for any sign of metal beneath her dress.


      This action looked just like something a real horse would do, but the one eye of the kelpie’s I could see from my angle had no iris or pupil—it was just a glowing blue orb framed by fin-styled lashes. That definitely wasn’t from the real world… but there were plenty of monsters like it in SAO, especially the astral types.


      As I’d thought hours ago, Asuna was not built for astral-type monsters. And the kelpie was one of those creatures that was somewhere between living and ghost. Belatedly, I started to worry about her reaction, but she stayed absolutely still, staring back at the beast before her.


      Eventually, the kelpie seemed satisfied that Asuna had no weapons, strode two steps closer, and turned ninety degrees to the right. I worried it had spotted my hiding place at the back of the boat, but that wasn’t the case. It sidled up to the port side of the Tilnel, folded its legs, and whinnied softly at Asuna.


      “Fruh-huh-huh-huh…”


      I could sense that it was telling her to get on its back. If not for the viscount’s warning—that the kelpie of legend would offer a ride to people it deemed weak, and if they were foolish enough to accept, it dragged them under the waves—I would have given in to my curiosity and jumped on for a ride.


      At that moment, Asuna clenched her left fist. That was our signal to put our plan into motion.


      Here goes nothing!


      I ripped the sheet off and got into a crouch on one knee. Then a new thought occurred to me.


      How am I supposed to use the power of Employment anyway?


      When Nirrnir had “employed” the spider in the tower of the seventh floor, she just kind of stared at it. She hadn’t chanted a spell or touched it with her fingers or anything. The little spider near the ceiling of the corridor just walked up to her, and then the process was complete. Now I realized I should have asked her how she had done that, but it was too late to do so.


      The kelpie noticed my presence, snorted furiously, and started to stand up—either to run away or to attack. I only had seconds to act.


      Without any better options, I held out my hand toward the kelpie and tried to shoot an Employment beam at it. No such thing emerged, but it turned out I didn’t need it.


      The moment the glowing blue gaze of the kelpie met my eyes, my vision turned faintly red, and a new indicator replaced the Hiding bar.


      Intuitively, I understood this was telling me the progress rate of the Employment process. That meant this power, available only to the residents of the night and their descendants, activated automatically when you locked eyes with your target. What if it’s a monster without eyes? I wondered, which had nothing to do with the current situation.


      The kelpie was frozen in a leaning stance, seeming to be in the process of getting up. I was in a half stance myself, carefully keeping eye contact. The meter on the bottom of my vision was steadily filling, but I couldn’t break the kelpie’s gaze to look at it, or it would probably fail, and I doubted I would get another head-on look at the creature. The mysterious red light grew stronger and stronger, until I could barely see my HP bar, clock, and other UI elements.


      Much, much later, Asuna would tell me, “If I had looked into your eyes when they were glowing red like that, I might have been employed just like a monster,” with a little laugh.


      Of course, that didn’t happen. In the SAO game system, players couldn’t inflict mental-control effects like charm and hypnosis on other players. Nevertheless, out of the corner of my eye, I could still see Asuna shuffle back a step.


      Did that movement interfere with the kelpie’s resistance, or was it just a coincidence? The indicator, which had been struggling around 70 percent, suddenly shot all the way to the right edge. The redness in my vision gradually faded, as did the special bar.


      “Brr-hrr-hrr,” the kelpie whinnied. The ferocity from earlier was gone. It felt more like, Oh, great, here we go, to me, but that was probably my mind playing tricks on me.


      I stood up straight, glanced at Asuna to my right, then at the kelpie, then at Asuna again.


      “Um… does that mean… I’ve got it under my control…?” I asked quietly.


      The fencer would not meet my eyes. “Don’t ask me.”


      That made sense. When I glanced at the kelpie for a third time, the color cursor changed from that bright red shade to a more subdued yellow.


      The tamed Rusty Lykaon—actually the superior Storm Lykaon species—that I had seen in the Korloy stables at the Grand Casino had possessed a yellow cursor, too. That told me the process was a success. But given that this was a boss monster with a unique name, maybe it would break that status if I did anything that offended it.


      Unable to move, I waited there, frozen, until Asuna shot me a look and said, “Why don’t you give it some food?”


      “Oh… right, good idea.”


      Giving food was always the classic way of raising the affinity level of a tamed monster. I opened my inventory and limited it to food items, then pulled together a list of odds and ends.


      The kelpie’s diet was mostly fish, according to the viscount, but it would go up on land and attack animals, too. LAWOFIANTRAB item.


      Atop my window appeared a truly mammoth, two-foot-long crab claw. The exoskeleton was still present, reddish black, but the thick, muscular flesh that moved the claw was also exposed, allowing the white sinews to shine under the light of the moon.


      I’d gotten this item from a Scuttle Crab in the waterway dungeon on the northeast part of the fourth floor. When it stretched its arms out, the wingspan reached up to thirteen feet. It was hard to believe it was the same type of animal as the bite-sized river crabs that were served at the castle’s dining hall, but that was just classic gaming logic—if a monster was based on a real insect or plant or whatever, it would be a giant version of one.


      I lifted the hunk of crab. The window vanished, causing the weight of the item to press against my hand. I offered it to the kelpie.


      “Um, try this, if you’d like,” I said. I knew that I didn’t need to be deferential toward a monster under my own employ, but I couldn’t help it. Nirrnir would have either laughed or shaken her head at me. In the meantime, I waited for the boss monster’s reaction.


      The kelpie blinked suspiciously, then craned its neck forward and sniffed at the claw. “Brr-hrr…”


      Its nostrils flared as if to say, I suppose I could eat this, if you insist. It opened its mouth wide.


      The teeth that lined its jaws were sharp and carnivorous, so I was seized with the momentary impulse to withdraw my hand. The kelpie bit down on the hunk of crab meat, which was about the size of a rugby ball, ripped off a quarter of it with incredible force, then chewed it noisily.


      In just five seconds, it had swallowed the piece, then taken a second bite, followed by a third. The crab was vanishing at an alarming pace. By the fourth bite, the kelpie reached the base of the claw and snorted.


      I lifted the remaining bit of claw and asked, just to be sure, “Um, were you going to…?”


      “Brrh!”


      “No, no, I didn’t think so.”


      I withdrew the claw at once. Asuna started giggling, which made me worry she might anger the kelpie, but there were apparently no hard feelings from the beast.


      Relieved, I looked down at the remaining bit of claw. The sharp tips had a dark metallic sheen, and countless serrated teeth lined the interior curve. Yeah, that was an easy pass—eating this would tear a hole in your stomach. According to Asuna, the Scuttle Crab didn’t just get its name from how it walked but also from how it “scuttled” a ship, opening a hole in its bilge to let water in and cause the vessel to sink. The nasty glint on this claw certainly had me convinced.


      If honed and fashioned into a weapon, it might be quite deadly, so I put the leftover claw back into my inventory and faced the kelpie once more. I wished I could check on its affinity level after feeding it that crabmeat, but based on the way it stared smugly back at me and swung its finny tail back and forth, I had no idea if it was in a good or bad mood. Since the Employment attempt had worked, however, now it was my and Asuna’s job to get on the kelpie’s back and take it around the back of the castle.


      “…Hey, Kirito,” she said, sidling over to me and rubbing her exposed arms with her hands. “Do you think I can put on some armor now?”


      “Uhh…”


      The moment she said it, I was aware of the temperature, too. Asuna only had a thin dress on, and I was wearing only a shirt and underpants. No wonder my partner had studiously avoided looking in my direction.


      If the theory that the kelpie hated metal was in order to avoid danger, then it shouldn’t mind our swords and armor now that we were friends. Still, the thought of tossing on all my gear right away was a bit scary.


      “Hang on, I’ll test it out,” I told her and opened my menu again. First, I would start by selecting the Gold Ring I’d found somewhere along the way.


      I materialized the shiny object, causing it to appear over my menu, but the kelpie paid it no mind. Just in case, I placed it on my finger, with the same result.


      “…Seems like it’s safe.”


      At that, we both hurried to get our gear on. As soon as the cold was held at bay, we could finally exhale with relief. Our sighs created two white puffs of water vapor that made us laugh.


      Suddenly, for the first time since becoming a Civis Nocte, I felt a kind of anxiety that had nestled in my chest finally begin to melt away. It wasn’t my fear of being fried in the sun. No, it was my fear of losing Asuna’s companionship now that I was no longer human, according to the game system. Not that I could ever admit that to her.


      You always overthink these things, I scolded myself.


      “Kizmel is probably worried about us. We should go to the meeting spot.”


      “Good idea. Is it really safe to leave the Tilnel here, though?”


      “It’s on the inside of the instance border, so as long as the anchor’s down, we’re fine. Oops, better pick this up,” I said, grabbing the Argyro’s Sheet and returning it to my inventory. Once I was sure the boat was empty and the anchor was engaged, I returned to the kelpie.


      “Let’s see… What do we call this thing?” I muttered, looking at the HP bar again. The Lake Kelpie part of its name was fine, but I couldn’t even guess how to pronounce Morvarc’h.


      “I’m not sure, either… but I think it’s like ‘More-vark,’” Asuna guessed.


      “Aha… we’ll call it Mor, then.”


      True, it was a lazy suggestion, but Asuna’s grimace was a little over the top.


      “It almost sounds like you’re saying ‘moo.’ It’s not a cow.”


      “Well, their ancestors were the same. All right, your name is Mor!” I told the kelpie.


      It neighed vigorously. I didn’t detect a single ounce of happiness, but it didn’t feel like it was rejecting the moniker, either.


      “Well, uh, Mor… Asuna and I would like to ride on your back…”


      “Hmph.”


      Mor the kelpie knelt down again and approached the ship’s side with its back. It seemed to be offering it to us.


      “Wait, did you just snort? You snorted at us, didn’t you?”


      “……”


      Mor steadfastly refused to look at me. Asuna grabbed the collar of my coat and yanked it backward.
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      RIDING ON THE KELPIE’S BACK WAS ACTUALLY MUCH more comfortable than I expected.


      I anticipated the sensation to be nasty, like sitting on a wet bench, but instead its hide was as soft as velvet and just a bit warm to the touch. The “scales” weren’t real, just a hair growth pattern. We were riding bareback without a saddle or reins, but I didn’t feel any bones from its spine poking my pelvis.


      Of course, without reins, I had to give orders verbally, but Mor perfectly responded to even vague descriptions like “go left up ahead” and “just a little bit slower.” It wasn’t running at a full gallop, of course. Its feet hit the water surface with a light slapping sound. Based on the force of the breeze hitting my face, I estimated we were traveling at about six miles per hour.


      “Ahhh… this feels so nice,” exclaimed Asuna, who was sitting behind me. I’d wanted her to sit in front, but since I was technically the horse’s master, I was worried that it might not take orders from anyone but me, and I wasn’t about to test that hypothesis. On the inside, I swore that once our mission was over, I would let her ride it all she wanted.


      We made our way counterclockwise around the edge of the map instance, keeping the fires of Yofel Castle on our left. Once we had circled all the way around from south to north, we crossed directly toward the rear of the castle.


      The guards in the watchtowers were keeping their eyes peeled for ships crossing the water, but they wouldn’t be looking for any horses walking on the surface. Plus, when approaching from the north, the castle blocked the moonlight, which would make it nigh impossible for them to spot us, unless they had the same kind of vampiric eyesight that I did.


      We made our way carefully through the pitch-black shadow, slowing further. The northern side of the island on which the castle sat was a sheer cliff with a small beach at its foot. If I stared hard, I could just make out two figures standing in the sand.


      “Are they there?” Asuna asked, as she couldn’t see as well as me.


      “Yep. The cursors will show up any moment now.”


      Mor made its way toward the beach, feet sloshing on the water. This would be the exact same spot where Kizmel and Tilnel had seen the kelpie three years ago.


      For a brief moment, I imagined me and Asuna traveling back in time and coming through the fog to appear before the sisters on their graduation trip. Of course, this was not the case—the two cursors that appeared less than a minute later belonged to Kizmel and Yofilis. Asuna sighed with relief when she read them.


      “Kizmel can ride this horse, too, right?”


      “No sweat. This thing’s as huge as Matsukaze,” I said.


      “Huh? Uhm… you mean the famous horse belonging to Maeda Toshimasu? How would you know how big it was? You’ve never seen it! He died in the seventeenth century!”


      She jabbed me in the side through my coat. I mouthed the words, “True, but still… ”


      It turned out kelpies could walk on surfaces other than water after all. Mor strode right up onto the sand when it reached the edge of the water.


      Without stirrups, I had to carefully swing my leg over to get off, then help Asuna down after me. As for the dark elves, Kizmel was in her usual armor and cloak, while Viscount Yofilis wore a jacket with a raised collar and epaulets in what would be called a Napoleon jacket in the real world, plus riding trousers with extra room around the thighs. Naturally, they both had their swords on their belts.


      The viscount had probably been waiting more than thirty minutes, so I hastily apologized. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you—”


      But he promptly raised a hand to cut me off and said with wonder, “My word… what a creature…”


      He took a step forward and looked up at Mor, who towered over him, despite his height.


      “This is the very kelpie that I saw in my youth. I don’t suppose it remembers trying to eat me, however.”


      ““Huh?”” Asuna and I exclaimed in unison. Behind the viscount, Kizmel was wide-eyed.


      He turned around with a smile. “Don’t worry. I do not bear it any ill will. I was a fool for attempting to hop onto its back.”


      As though it understood exactly what he was saying, Mor craned its neck to look at the viscount and snorted as though to say, “That’s right.” Surely that was just my mind playing tricks on me, though.


      “I-I’m surprised you weren’t hurt. Did you have to swim for safety?” I asked.


      “No… someone was there to save me. Otherwise, I would probably have been breakfast for this creature.”


      “W-well, I’m glad it turned out that way,” I said, though I didn’t know if he even heard me. For once, the viscount’s gaze was hazy, wandering in the distance.


      He remained like this for several seconds, in fact, until Viscount Yofilis blinked his gray-green eye twice and focused on me. He smiled.


      “I did say it was possible, but to be honest, I did not think you would manage to lure out the kelpie and tame it in the same evening, Kirito. The Nachtoy master who made you a vassal has a good eye for talent. If I’d known this would happen, I would have gone out of my comfort zone to bring you and Asuna under my wing as vassals of Yofilis instead.”


      “N-no, my lord, you do us too much honor,” I said, stumbling into an old-timey saying, while wondering if I was, in fact, a vassal of Nirrnir’s. I hadn’t sworn loyalty to her, but she was definitely the master and I her vampiric kin, which most people would probably interpret as a master-servant relationship… 


      “That would not do, Your Lordship,” said Kizmel, two parts serious and one part mirthful. “I already have plans to bring Kirito and Asuna before the queen at the palace, so that they may be the first-ever humans in the imperial knighthood.”


      …… Whut?


      But before my brain could process that, the viscount was already laughing.


      “In that case, I will have to bow out. I will pray to the Holy Tree for that auspicious day to arrive,” he said.


      I couldn’t tell how serious they were being, but unfortunately for them, that day would not be coming. I had finished the “Elf War” questline in the beta test and received an audience with the dark elf queen, but she hadn’t dubbed me a knight.


      Of course, I wasn’t going to give Asuna a bummer of a spoiler like that, so I kept it to myself. Meanwhile, the smile vanished from the viscount’s face, and he glanced up at the dark night sky.


      “…We ought to go. I would not sleep well tonight if the person waiting for me were to be eaten by a bear.”


      Lavik’s more likely to cook and eat the bear himself, I thought, then remembered the fourth floor actually was home to a twenty-five-foot fire-breathing bear. It didn’t live on this part of the floor, but who knows, maybe it came by to eat the fish in Lake Yofel once in a blue moon.


      Yofilis walked to the water’s edge and stepped right out on the water. Like the kelpie, his foot made a soft splashing, but his tall, thin form did not sink through the surface. Using the Droplets of Villi to cross Lake Talpha on the sixth floor had made me want to curl up in fear, but the viscount’s spine was straight. He had absolute faith in the magic shoes he was wearing.


      The viscount stopped about fifteen feet out into the water, at which point I stepped up next to Mor and tapped its neck. The kelpie flared its nostrils with vexation but bent its knees and lowered itself to the ground. I also knelt and offered my hands as a step to help Asuna up onto the center of its back, then put Kizmel behind her. Lastly, I got a running start and hopped onto Mor, slinging one leg over.


      Just as I thought, the three of us could sit without feeling cramped. Four would be too much, but a small child could probably straddle the base of its neck. Of course, our size and weight were an issue, too.


      “Can you stand, Mor?” I asked. The kelpie snorted, and without showing any strain whatsoever, rose to a standing position. It didn’t feel like the creature beneath us was straightening its leg muscles, but like we were floating upward. Maybe the kelpie’s magical power wasn’t being able to walk on water but having a very unique and limited form of flight. Obviously, there was no time to test this theory now.


      “Follow the viscount,” I instructed, unsure if the kelpie understood who I was referring to, but Mor started walking right away. It stepped upon the lake at the shore and splish-splashed toward Viscount Yofilis. Inevitably, we ended up looking down upon him, but he wasn’t bothered by this.


      “Let’s move a bit faster,” he said and began to run directly west across the water. It wasn’t a sprint so much as a jog. Mor followed behind him at a trot.


      This was all according to plan, but it felt like the viscount was our footman, and we were the nobles. Asuna must have felt awkward about it, too, because she turned back and whispered to Kizmel, “He’s not going to be angry because he’s the one doing all the running, is he?”


      I was hoping that the knight would immediately put our concerns to rest, but her answer was more diffident than I would’ve liked.


      “Hmm… I don’t know. I’ve never been in this situation. But… the kelpie did try to eat him years ago, so I suppose he would not want to ride on it anyway…”


      “G-good point…”


      Mor could hear them, of course, but it didn’t alter its relaxed pace. As I looked at the swaying ponytail behind the viscount’s head, just six feet ahead of us, however, I grew more and more worried the kelpie might be taken by a sudden whim and chomp on it.


      If that happened, I would just have to grab onto Mor’s mane, or fin, or whatever it was, and pull for all I was worth. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.


      We would soon emerge from the castle’s shadow, but nothing we were carrying would reflect any light, and unlike a gondola, we wouldn’t leave a trail in our wake. Unless the watchmen had vampire-level eyesight in the dark, they couldn’t possibly spot us out here.


      My only concern was monsters jumping out of the lake at us, but there were no signs of this happening yet. Either the viscount had some kind of charm of monster warding, or Mor’s boss status was keeping the little wimps away. Maybe it was both.


      We crossed the lake safely, four people and one animal, and reached the western shore of Lake Yofel. The shore here was long and shallow, making it easy to navigate. The viscount slowed down and crossed the beachline, stopping once he reached the middle of the white sand deposits.


      I brought Mor to a stop close by, hopped off, and assisted Asuna and Kizmel with a hand. At last, I could exhale.


      The mission we’d accepted was to bring Viscount Yofilis to this spot tonight without any guards. It was now 8:55, not particularly early but not too late.


      I rubbed Mor’s neck and said, “Thanks for all the help,” then looked at the area around us. The sandbar was about two hundred yards running north to south, and I didn’t see any people around. When we looked from the window of the bath in the early morning hours, there had definitely been a flickering campfire around here, but there was no trace of it now.


      “…Where could he have gone…?” Asuna wondered. I certainly hoped he hadn’t encountered the fire-breathing Magnatherium.


      Viscount Yofilis took five steps northward in silence, then turned to his left. The thick, dark forest loomed ahead of him. It was so dark, in fact, that I couldn’t even see through the trees.


      Suddenly, the undergrowth rustled. My right hand darted for my weapon, but before my fingertips brushed the Doleful Nocturne’s handle, a lackadaisical voice made its presence known.


      “Well, well, well…”


      Pushing his way through the brush was a dark elf wearing a cloth shirt, brown leather vest, linen trousers, and black leather boots. He picked off the leaves stuck to his ponytail, flicking them away, then gave me, Asuna, and Kizmel a friendly smile.


      “I’m sorry if you’ve been waiting. I saw a nice, fat horned rabbit and gave chase, but it ultimately got away from me,” said former knight commander Lavik. So he hadn’t come across any fire-breathing bears after all.


      “No, we just got here. We’re sorry for making you wait,” I replied. Lavik nodded, then turned to face the man before him. The sight of Viscount Yofilis, standing ten away, stole the smile from his lips.


      The viscount’s usual faint grin was gone, too. I could only see the left side of his face, which meant that I didn’t know the look his one good eye was giving Lavik.


      A cold breeze rustled their hair. For the first time, I noticed that the men were essentially the same height.


      Five seconds later, or maybe ten, the viscount finally spoke.


      “Long has it been, Lavik Fen Cortassios.”


      He lifted his left hand and traced the scar from forehead to cheek with a finger.


      “When Kizmel informed me of the circumstances, I knew that only you would summon me to this place. You intend to finish the job and at last take the life you failed to claim thirty years ago.”


      “““…!”””


      Asuna, Kizmel, and I gasped as one.


      It wasn’t that I’d never considered the possibility Lavik might have been the one who had slashed Viscount Yofilis’s left eye. One of these two sworn enemies had an old vertical scar, and the other’s was horizontal. Anyone would suspect that it might’ve come in a fight between the two—and you didn’t need to be aware this was a video game story to come to that conclusion.


      But from the moment we met him in the safe room of the fourth-floor labyrinth tower to the moment we dropped him off at the shore, Lavik hadn’t seemed at all interested in exacting revenge. For one thing, if he was going to come all the way from a distant floor to do battle against a sworn foe, you would think he would pick a better spot. At its thinnest, the beach was only four yards across, and between the dry sand and the possibility of slipping on wet surf, conditions were terrible for footwork. I would’ve thought a battle-hardened knight would want a stage where he could exhibit his swordplay to the fullest.


      Lavik grimaced at the viscount’s bracing challenge and said, “The oil that I used to light the fire of my grudge has long since run dry. And thirty years spent in a cell gives one time to think back on past actions and see what I might have missed before.”


      Suddenly, we were exhaling the breath we held. Lavik hadn’t come to the fourth floor to have a duel with Viscount Yofilis after all. If he had, we would have been his cat’s paws, unwittingly fooling the viscount into visiting his would-be assassin.


      But then, why had the former knight commander wanted the viscount to come here—and without his guards, no less?


      “Leyshren,” Lavik said, his expression blank. His voice was as grave and serious as I had ever heard it. “As I just said, I no longer bear you any ill will. It seems that Landeren… my brother is doing well as a blacksmith these days.”


      “…You met with Landeren?”


      “No. But I saw a sword he honed.”


      Briefly, he glanced at Asuna. It reminded me that in the cells of Harin Tree Palace, Lavik had merely held up Asuna’s Chivalric Rapier to the light before stating that it had been honed by Landeren. At first, he had been blunt to the extreme, but he helped us search for Kizmel and rescue her before escaping—and as I recalled, it was that sword that had convinced him to do so.


      Viscount Yofilis gave Asuna a look at well. “I see. So Landeren worked on Asuna’s sword…”


      “Yes. I had no skill with smithing, but even I know that one cannot craft a sword that fine if there is any uncertainty whatsoever in one’s hammer arm,” he stated quietly, before staring Yofilis in the eye once more. “I will repeat myself: I left behind all of my lingering anger in the cells of the tree palace. And with that in mind, Leyshren… I have a request of you.”


      “…Let’s hear it,” the viscount said.


      Lavik straightened up, pounded his right fist against his chest, and stated firmly, “I, Lavik Fen Cortassios, knight of Lyusula, challenge Leyshren Zed Yofilis, master of Yofel Castle, to a duel of honor. Come to the chamber of the sentinel beast in the Pillars of Heaven of this floor, at nine o’clock, tomorrow night!”


      “No! Waaaait!” I wanted to wail, to jump in between them, but all I could do was clench my hands for all I was worth.


      Lavik had just said that he bore no more grudge or hatred, so why would he need to call for a duel? If it was for honor, that suggested to me it would be conducted with real swords, not wooden practice weapons. I wanted to make both men stop, to cancel the duel somehow, but I wasn’t in any position to get between them, and on top of that, I didn’t even know the nature of their past enmity.


      Nearby, Asuna and Kizmel were stock-still with shock, while Mor rested on the beach without concern. If I couldn’t stop them from doing this, the least I could do was make up a reason to get them to delay it. The Fallen Elves had a teleporter set up in the labyrinth tower here, so if I brought that up, maybe… 
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      But Viscount Yofilis also lifted his fist smoothly and brought it against his chest.


      “I accept your duel,” he said quietly, then turned his back on Lavik, black hair whipping around, and gracefully walked away. He stopped at the edge of the water, and without taking his eye off the lake, called out to us. “Kizmel, Kirito, Asuna. I am aware that you have a mission to fulfill in this place, but can I ask you to be present at our duel tomorrow night?”


      “…W-well… if you command it, my lord, I would of course be present, but…”


      The viscount held up his hand to stop Kizmel in her tracks. “There is no one else I can ask. You understand what would happen if the retainers at the castle learned of this.”


      “…I do,” she said at last. “I humbly accept this honor and duty.”


      Asuna and I had no choice but to bow as well. Viscount Yofilis exhaled with relief, then turned to address Lavik again.


      “Even for you, camping out twice in the middle of winter must be strenuous. You should come to the castle and ease your troubles in the bath. I’ll think of a way to conceal your identity.”


      “While it is a tempting offer,” Lavik said, smiling and shaking his head, “I’ll have to pass. I don’t want to lose my edge. Don’t worry—compared to that musty old cell, the shore of the lake here feels like heaven.”


      “…I see. I felt the same way when I finally left the darkened room where I spent years of my life,” Yofilis said, a smile playing on his lips. “I will return to the castle now,” he said to us. “What will you do?”


      “We will accompany you, of course,” Kizmel said at once. We had employed that kelpie just to escort the viscount, so there was no way we could leave him to go back alone. I really wanted to stay and ask Lavik more, but I doubted he had anything to tell us.


      So I swallowed the question on my tongue and focused on rousing Mor.


      “Lavik!” Asuna suddenly cried, nearly shouting. I could never have guessed what she would ask next. “How are you planning to get back to the Pillars of Heaven from here? Even for someone as strong as you, it’s too dangerous to swim up the lake and river.”


      That was true. The river connecting Lake Yofel and the labyrinth tower featured the strongest monsters found on the fourth-floor map. I’d seen Lavik’s strength for myself in ample amounts on the trip down the tower, but there was no way he could use those sword techniques against giant catfish and crayfish while swimming.


      But Lavik just glanced to the southwest, toward the tower, and said simply, “I can climb that cliff to reach the Pillars of Heaven. I doubt it will prove to be unscalable.”


      “Huh……?” Asuna was completely taken aback.


      My eyes wandered as I considered this information. Beyond the broadleaf forest that surrounded Lake Yofel was a dark, looming cliff. It was only a hundred and fifty to two hundred feet tall, but there was almost nothing to grab onto, and it was so tough that even steel pegs would pop back out if you tried stabbing them in. In other words, it was a classic RPG wall that was impossible to climb—but Lavik intended to do just that.


      Then again, I had seen the man descend a perfectly vertical wall like a rock climber when escaping Harin Tree Palace. I doubted that knights spent their time practicing climbing, but he did seem to have the skill to back up his talk.


      “Just… don’t do anything too reckless,” Asuna said.


      Lavik nodded, then bowed his head at me and Kizmel. “You have my thanks for bringing Leyshren here. If I hadn’t met you in the tower, I would have needed to swim across the lake, climb the castle walls, then break his window and sneak into his chamber.”


      “Please don’t,” Viscount Yofilis replied, looking supremely displeased. “Are you sure you don’t want to see Landeren before you fight me?”


      “I have no right to meet with him. What about you?”


      “Of course not.”


      And that was that. The viscount gave us a look, so I hastily got Mor seated and put Asuna and Kizmel on its back. I would’ve assumed that Lavik had never seen a kelpie obeying a human in his life, but he merely stroked his beard with idle interest.


      Viscount Yofilis strode toward the water’s edge. I hopped on Mor’s neck and told it to rise; it began to follow the viscount on its own. I turned back to see that the knight was already retreating into the woods. The undergrowth rustled once, and then the tall silhouette had melted into the darkness.


      The elvish people steadily lost their life force in arid, barren terrain, but within the greenery of the forest, they were visibly revitalized. While it might have been a freezing winter wood to me, perhaps Lavik was right in saying it was like heaven compared to his captivity. All the same, I said a prayer for his safety and faced forward again.


      From behind me, I heard Asuna murmur, “What can we do?” almost too quietly to hear. She was probably feeling responsible for enabling the duel between Lavik and the viscount… and for freeing Lavik from the prison, setting these events into motion in the first place. But as far as I was concerned, it was impossible for us to have foreseen this event.


      Without turning back and making sure it was soft enough that the viscount couldn’t hear from a few yards ahead of us, I said, “If I have to, I’ll interfere to make sure the worst doesn’t come to pass.”


      I was afraid that I’d been too quiet for Asuna to hear, but a few seconds later, I heard her whisper back by my ear, “I’ll help, too.”


      “……”


      If we stepped into the midst of a fight between Lavik and Viscount Yofilis, the two strongest NPCs we’d met, there was a possibility we would be gravely injured. I wanted to limit the danger to just myself, but Asuna was determined. For now, I just nodded.


      We crossed the lake by retracing the same route we had taken to get here, finishing at the beach behind the castle. I let Kizmel get off because Asuna and I needed to go back to where the Tilnel was anchored. But then a question occurred to me.


      “Uh… what should we do about this guy?” I wondered, rubbing the base of Mor’s neck.


      The viscount turned back to say, “From what I can see, the kelpie is not fighting against the effect of your Employment. If you were to unleash it upon the lake, I think it would reappear if you called for it.”


      “Y-you think so?”


      There were still many mysteries surrounding the Employment technique, but as I recalled, after I had rescued the Storm Lykaon from the Korloy stables on the seventh floor, it turned wild again, and its cursor turned red, but it ran off rather than attacking me. If there was some kind of hidden parameter at play, maybe I could be apart from the kelpie for a whole day and still retain some control over it.


      “Then we’ll see you later,” I said, giving the viscount a nod and Kizmel a look before I turned Mor around. Once again, we used the shadow of the castle to move north across the lake, and when we arrived at the border map instance, moved clockwise around to the very south end. I knew that it wouldn’t have vanished, but even still, I exhaled once I finally saw the Tilnel up ahead.


      “Oh, thank goodness,” Asuna murmured over my shoulder. I almost told her, “It’s fine,” but it wasn’t necessary. I slowed Mor’s pace.


      First Asuna hopped over to the boat, then I followed. I glanced into the gently glowing eyes of the kelpie, but as usual, I couldn’t read any emotion in them.


      “…Umm… good job. Want another crab claw?” I asked, not knowing what else to say. The kelpie just snorted.


      It was just after nine thirty at night that the Tilnel slid back into the pier. We’d left at eight, so the round trip took an hour and a half. That wasn’t wildly out of line with our statement that we were going out to enjoy the night views of the lake, but all the same, I considered what to say if they were suspicious while I tied down the gondola. I kept my face straight and said, “We’re back,” as we walked up to the entrance, but the sentries just nodded.


      The moment we passed through the smaller side entrance hall into the ground floor of the castle, I couldn’t help but reach out both arms and stretch. We’d somehow managed to complete Lavik’s request to escort Viscount Yofilis across the lake without guards, but now we had an even harder mission coming up: seeing their duel through without incident.


      The ideal outcome, of course, would be to call off the duel itself, but there was no way we could convince them with words. The next-best result would be for the duel to end without the worst-case scenario of one or both of them perishing. To do that, I would have to allow the fight to take place but somehow be skilled enough to step in and prevent a fatal blow, should I recognize it coming… 


      “You’re back,” came a voice, drawing my attention downward from the ceiling. Kizmel was crossing the empty hall, still dressed in her full gear.


      “Yep. All good here,” Asuna called out. The knight grinned and said, “Here, too,” though her smile didn’t last long.


      “His Lordship is waiting,” she continued.


      “…Right,” Asuna replied nervously. If the viscount just wanted to offer us his thanks, he could have done so at the beach, so if he was calling us now, it had to be for something important. Even I could tell that.


      Kizmel turned on her heel but did not march for the great stairs that led straight to the fifth floor. Instead, she passed through a door on the right wall and down the hall to the east wing of the castle. We continued after her, making a left turn. Another staircase came into view, but we passed that one, too, stopping only at a small door at the very end of the hallway.


      It creaked loudly, suggesting that hardly anyone used it. There was a courtyard of cut dark stone beyond it. Little piles of snow had built up all around, suggesting that the sunlight didn’t reach the courtyard during the day. It was more or less square in dimension, with thorny planters arranged in a mazelike pattern. The spear-thin silhouette of a conifer tree stood in the center.


      The moonlight, too, was blocked by the roof, but there was enough light from the castle windows and the few rooftop torches to light up the maze. Kizmel set foot onto the path between the planters, which was less than a yard across, and made her way confidently toward the center.


      The thorny corridor was adorned with small, circular dark flowers. We continued through the maze for two minutes, turning regularly. Eventually an arch appeared ahead of us, suggesting an exit, and at last we were at the base of the tree.


      Around it were four bronze benches with their backs to the tree. Sitting upon the north-facing bench was Viscount Yofilis. He was lost in thought and didn’t react, even as we walked up to him.


      “My lord,” Kizmel said softly. He blinked and looked up. Even after he recognized me and Asuna, his good eye continued to waver with uncertainty. After a few moments, he spoke in his usual relaxed tone.


      “Kirito, Asuna—I’ve put you through some trouble, I’m afraid. I will give you an appropriate reward in the office later. But first, will you allow me to tell you about the past?”


      “W-we weren’t doing it for a reward, sir… and it was Lavik who asked us to do that, not you,” I said hastily. Asuna nodded along. But the viscount just grinned and shook his head.


      “I’m afraid that’s not an excuse. I assume Lavik didn’t pay you a single col either, did he?”


      “W-well… no, he didn’t… All that was us paying him back for saving us…”


      “And if his help was in getting you out of Harin Tree Palace, it means that you were square at that point. If Lavik hadn’t had your help, he never would have left that place. It is known as the Eternal Prison for a reason.”


      “Yikes!” I nearly yelped. All this time, I’d thought word of our escape from prison hadn’t reached Yofel Castle, but the viscount was perfectly aware of it already.


      Asuna and Kizmel were frozen with shock as well. The viscount patted a fist into his palm—giving me a momentary mental image of dozens of armed guards leaping out of nowhere to seize us—but he would not do that to us, of course.


      “Please don’t look so fretful, my friends,” he said with a smile. “I am only imagining that situation, and I would not call the silver knights based on my imagination. I guarantee your safety while you are staying within Yofel Castle.”


      “Silver knights…?” I repeated, unfamiliar with the term.


      Kizmel said quietly, “The knights who serve the priesthood. Officially, they are the Magnolia Knights Brigade, but they wear platinum armor, which is where the name ‘silver knights’ comes from. They have never been in true battle, but they have the temerity to act as though they’re in a place to guide the Pagoda, Sandalwood, and Trifoliate Knights. The arrogant bastards.”


      “I will pretend that I did not hear that,” the viscount commented. Kizmel bowed and apologized for speaking out of turn. He lifted a hand to indicate that it wasn’t meant as a rebuke, then collected himself.


      “In any event, please accept a reward from me. However, that is not why I brought you here to this place. If I am to ask you to be witnesses to my duel, I have an obligation to explain everything to you.”


      “……”


      In the moment, I couldn’t react. I’d always wanted to know the source of the enmity between Viscount Yofilis and former knight commander Lavik, but now that he was actually promising to give it to me, I suddenly felt intimidated. Was it really okay for me hear this?


      Don’t get overwhelmed. This is still just an NPC event, I told myself, but that didn’t help much. Somehow, I managed to get over my hesitation and said, “I… I’m listening.”


      The viscount nodded and motioned for us to move the eastward bench closer. I had assumed they were fixed objects, but when Asuna and I grabbed the ends of the bronze bench, it lifted right off the ground, and we were able to move it over to face the viscount’s bench.


      We sat side by side on it, and Kizmel politely took a seat next to the viscount. The needles of the tree overhead rustled in the night breeze, wafting their gentle scent down upon us.


      The last time we came to this courtyard, as I recalled, Kizmel had told us this was called a juniper tree and that its oil essence had been a favorite of Tilnel’s. I wondered if every NPC in this game—even the random guards and workers who didn’t have advanced AI—had their own memories and histories… 


      As I got lost in these thoughts, Viscount Yofilis brought me back to the moment.


      “Kirito, Asuna… I understand you met Cetrann.”


      The only thing I could do was nod. Asuna said, “Yes, when we arrived at the castle this morning. He greeted us outside and showed us to the room on the fourth floor.”


      “I see. Then I suppose you are already aware of how we elves mature?” he asked.


      I replied, “I think it’s that you grow at the same rate as humans until you’re about twenty…?”


      “That is correct. Cetrann will be fifteen this year.”


      So my hunch that we were about the same age was correct. In mental age, however, he was undoubtedly older than me.


      But why was he starting off with this? Yofilis promptly answered that question by getting into his story.


      When I was lured into riding on the back of the kelpie, I was younger than Cetrann is now… just eleven years old.


      At the time, I was merely a brat, the heir of the castle, living without a care in the world. I have no doubt I was more foolish than you were at the same age, Kirito. My parents and the servants had told me not to approach the kelpie if I ever saw it in the lake, but I believed I was special. I thought I could tame that beautiful creature.


      With me on its back, the kelpie began to trot across the lake, its surface shrouded in mist. I was so entranced by the experience that I didn’t notice how far we were getting from the castle. I only realized that I was neither friend nor master but prey, when the lake water that had been so far below suddenly began to wet my feet. Helpless, I plunged downward as the kelpie dove into the depths.


      Dragged down, I tried desperately to rise to the surface. I was good at swimming, but no amount of paddling got me higher, and I was running out of breath… In a panic, I turned around and saw, coming up from the depths, two glowing eyes.


      I was about to give up, to accept my certain doom, when someone suddenly lifted me up from behind and began to swim. Even today, it seemed to be at an impossible speed. I saw myself passing a school of trout. Somehow, my lungs weren’t hurting as much, either. I just allowed myself to go with the flow… and the next thing I knew, I was lying on the beach again.


      At first, I thought the entire experience was a dream. But I was soaked to the bone, and there were weeds stuck to my hair. Dazed, I sat up and looked behind me to see him sitting at the edge of the water.


      “…Him?”


      There was a reason I had been unable to stop myself from interrupting.


      While listening to Viscount Yofilis’s story, I was reminded of what Kizmel had told us at Lake Talpha on the sixth floor: that the viscount’s magic shoes had villi hair woven into them. According to rumor, he had consorted with a villi maiden in the distant past.


      Based on that information, when he told his story, I naturally filled in the blanks and assumed that the person who had saved him from the kelpie was the villi maiden. From Kizmel’s explanation, I concluded the elves simply called female water spirits “villi,” meaning the word itself could only refer to a woman. So when the viscount had said “him,” it threw me off.


      Fortunately, he wasn’t bothered by the interruption.


      “Yes. The one who saved me from the kelpie was a boy who seemed to be about my age. But he was neither human nor elf. He was a villi, a water spirit, living in Lake Yofel.”


      My parents had told me that villi lived in the lake, but I believed in them no more than I did the kelpie. However, this boy had very pale skin, long hair a more brilliant blue than the water of the lake itself on a clear day, and silver scales all over his legs. Nervously, I asked if he was a villi, and he nodded. He said that I was a fool for riding the kelpie and that if not for him, I would be inside the beast’s stomach by now.


      Only my father had ever spoken to me this roughly. So I was angry, and I said I hadn’t asked to be saved, and that I could have swum away by myself. In response, the boy challenged me to race across the lake to the other side. Unable to stop myself now, I tore off my drenched clothes and accepted his challenge. But within moments, he was already completely out of sight. I gave up and returned to shore, but he was already there, laughing uproariously as I heaved over the sand on all fours. Even angrier now, I rushed back to the castle in my underclothes and received a scolding from my mother. As I sat in the bath, recovering from the chill, I expected I would never see that villi boy again. But on the following evening, I went to the beach on the north side and spotted him once more. Then again on the next day, and the day after that as well.


      His name was Almarc. Though at first he only teased and taunted me, after a while, he began to give me strange fruit he found in the forest along the shore and pretty shells he collected from the lake floor. I traded the favor with sweets I stole from the kitchen and ancient coins scrounged up in the courtyard. Eventually, we became closer, and because I didn’t know any other children my age around the castle, we grew to be good friends who called each other Marc and Zed.


      The next year, I entered the military academy in the royal city and returned to the castle during holidays, where I would see Marc again, too. As a villi, he didn’t go to school, of course, so my tales of the big city and the academy were very interesting to him. In return, because he could travel anywhere connected to the same body of water, he shared stories of human towns and villages I could never visit… and even tales of the forest elf fortress.


      This relationship continued for several years, until I was sixteen, when I became acquainted with the daughter of an earl at a Yole banquet at the royal palace. Our parents and relatives were there, too, and this is where they explained that she and I had been betrothed since birth.


      Even now, I recall her being such a lovely young lady, too good for the likes of me… but at the time, I was simply bewildered. The banquet concluded, and we returned to the castle, but I continued to feel subdued. I understood that it was my duty to take her for my wife, live in this castle, and have heirs to carry on the family, but it did not seem like the future I wanted for myself.


      That night, I slipped out of the castle. As I sat on the beach, Marc appeared as always, and we shared a fig pie and talked. I told him about how I met the queen at the banquet and how they had a tank with a fish that had wings like a bird… but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him about my betrothed. I wondered why I was hesitating, until it hit me: My wish was for this moment to continue forever. I had many friends at school, and I couldn’t possibly complain about that young lady, but the one I truly wanted to see, and whose presence made my heart sing, was Marc… 


      At the time, however, I did not understand the reason why. It wasn’t for another year that I could name and accept my emotions. I…… 


      Viscount Yofilis held his silence for quite a while, until at last, he was ready to speak.


      “I was in love with Almarc, who shared my gender, but not my kind.”


      I didn’t know what to say; I realized I was clutching the material of my coat. Neither Asuna nor Kizmel said a word.


      The viscount glanced at the ground—at the shoes he was wearing—and continued his tale with more serenity than even the freezing night air.


      “The day before next year’s Yole, I told my parents that I would not marry the earl’s daughter, because I could not fulfill the oath to the Holy Tree that I would love her for as long as I lived. Naturally, they were shocked and alarmed and asked me why. But I could not tell them. How could I possibly tell them that I planned to spend my life with a young villi man who lived in the lake?”


      As he spoke, I grappled with a question whose answer I knew I could not learn.


      Had all the events the viscount talked about actually happened in this world, on the SAO server before its official launch?


      Or was it all artifice, a memory implanted within him at the time the game began?


      If the latter, then planning out the backstories of each advanced AI NPC, of which there were several on each floor, and ensuring there were no inconsistencies or conflicts, had to be a gargantuan task. But at the same time, I didn’t want to praise it out of hand. In addition to Yofilis’s backstory, there was Myia, who bore her father’s sin; Kio, who had nearly starved as an orphan; Kizmel, who had lost her beloved sister, Tilnel… If all these painful pasts were created just to make for a more effective story, that was a horribly cruel thing to do.


      I suspected Asuna felt the same way as me. A glance at her clutched hands, resting atop her skirt, told me that it was true.


      “…My parents tried everything they could think of to change my mind,” the viscount resumed, as though he had been waiting for my attention once again. “It would be a tremendous insult to spurn a betrothal to an earl’s family, as they are a higher rank. But even more than that, my parents despaired at the thought of the Yofilis family’s noble lineage dying out in my generation. This is because it would cause a great taboo for both elven tribes: the clotting of time.”


      “Clotting of… time?” Asuna repeated softly.


      I glanced at Kizmel, who sat to the left of the viscount. Her back was straight, but I thought I caught a faint glimpse of awe and fear in her eyes.


      “Earlier, I mentioned that until we are about twenty years old, elves grow at the same pace as humans,” he said. We nodded. “So how do we age after that? We use phrases like ‘Until a sapling becomes a great tree’ or ‘Until the raindrops become a rushing river.’ Both saplings and raindrops, if placed within a container, cannot grow beyond those confines. Only by fulfilling the roles we are given and compiling evidence of our lives do we receive the circulation of time… meaning, only then do we grow into old age.”


      “You receive… old age?” I asked, taking my turn to parrot what he’d said. I understood the words individually, but as a whole, they weren’t adding up to a solid image I could grasp. “It sounds to me like you’re saying, uh, that unless you fulfill your role, you don’t get older…?”


      “That is precisely my meaning. You are looking at an example, right before your eyes,” Viscount Yofilis said, smiling. I was stunned.


      Belatedly, I recalled what Kizmel had said when we first visited this castle two weeks ago. She had said that the viscount was one of the most long-lived of all the dark elves. At the time, I had just assumed that because he was an elf, he looked young, regardless of his actual age. But I had met “old” elves. There was Bouhroum, the retired sage at Castle Galey on the sixth floor, with his long white whiskers and wrinkled, sunken face. That was an example of an elf who actually looked old.


      “When you say ‘role,’ are you talking about some kind of special ritual or something…?” I asked nervously.


      “No, it is the kind of thing that everyone performs—dwarves and humans as well as elves,” he said, smiling. “It could be to have children, raise them, and carry on one’s family line. Or to polish one’s skills in blacksmithing or pottery and become a master artisan; train in fighting to be a master swordsman; think deeper and longer to be a master sage. It is through dedicating ourselves in these ways that our time circulates, and we are eventually called to the side of the Holy Tree.”


      “……”


      Even after this, I didn’t quite understand and needed to put everything together inside my head.


      In short, by raising children and working their jobs—basically, by fulfilling their social duties—elves aged, and if they did nothing, they would stay young. But what in the world was actually determining the pace of their aging? If your child aged a year, would you age one, too? If you had ten children, would you get old and die very quickly…? Or was that not an issue if you were an elf?


      Close to my ear, I heard Asuna mutter, “Maybe it’s like your standing has an effect on your appearance or something.”


      “Your standing…? So if you have a kid, you look more like a father or mother, and if you have a grandchild, you look like a grandpa or grandma?”


      She nodded. I mouthed the words “I see.” So the elves’ aging system was not as rigid as I was imagining but seemed to be constructed in such a way that earning titles or qualities such as “parent” and “grandparent” and “owner” and “captain” led to physical aging.


      But if you applied that in reverse… 


      “Um… my lord,” I said, bringing up the obvious question, “based on what you have said, I would imagine that one could live a life with eternal youth, if they were so inclined…”


      It was the very thing that Bardun Korloy in Volupta was seeking. Unable to accept that he was the only descendant of Falhari who was aging, he had tried to kill Nirrnir. If it meant gaining eternal youth, he would easily choose to lead a pointless existence without having children or working a job.


      On top of that, there was Pithagrus, the lord of Stachion on the sixth floor; he had used the power of the golden cube, which was part of the floor boss, and an ancient magical weapon, to prolong his life. When the power began leaking and turning the town into puzzles, it didn’t matter that it was making life miserable for the townsfolk; he refused to relinquish the cube until his apprentice Cylon killed him.


      Viscount Yofilis reacted to my question with a raised eyebrow and asked, “Is that what you desire, too, Kirito?”


      “Uh… no, I’m still a kid, so eternal youth doesn’t really mean anything to me…”


      “But you could have that dream come true. You have the choice of giving up on returning to humanity and living on as a citizen of the night.”


      “Oh. Right.”


      In reality, however, this wasn’t true. I might not age in this realm, but my body wearing the NerveGear in the real world still operated under the laws of physics. Assuming the NerveGear wasn’t packing supernatural technology that made one day in the virtual world last just a minute in the real world, I wasn’t going to be living for centuries like Nirrnir. And even if it were possible… 


      “I would still want to be human. What would be the point of living forever if Asuna died, and I’m left behind?”


      Instantly, I heard a spluttering from the seat next to me on the bench. “Huh?! What?! Wha—?!”


      I jumped, startled. “What? Wh-what’s the matter?”


      Asuna’s face was bright red. “What do you mean, what’s the matter? Wh-what are you saying?!”


      “Huh…? I was just saying that I don’t want to live forev…”


      At last, I realized what I’d done. Depending on your interpretation, you could possibly, potentially take my statement to maybe kind of mean, I want to live forever with Asuna.


      “Er, no, I didn’t mean it like… I was just talking about us being partners…”


      I stopped myself again, realizing I’d forgotten to add the words temporary, in-game to partner, but Asuna was already gouging my upper arm with her elbow.


      I wonder how she always manages to use just enough power that it doesn’t actually cause damage? I thought, giving up on clearing up the misunderstanding with my temporary in-game partner. As usual, Kizmel looked exasperated with my foolishness, while Viscount Yofilis just smiled subtly, with no sign of being annoyed.


      “I-I’m sorry about the interruption,” I said.


      The viscount’s smile deepened. “I don’t mind. You should treasure that feeling, Kirito.”


      “Uh… Y-yes, sir…”


      He, too, seemed to be under a misconception, but I didn’t have much choice in my answer. I motioned for him to continue.


      “In the distant past,” the viscount said, back to business, “among us people of Lyusula—as well as those of Kales’Oh—were those who sought eternal youth.”


      Sensing that I was about to hear something very important, I pricked up my ears. Asuna took a deep breath to calm her ragged nerves.


      “They heightened their magical and martial powers, searching for the means to preserve their youth. Many laughed at them, saying that it was impossible. Even if one has no children, an increase in one’s rank as a knight or spell caster inevitably causes aging. Either live on earth in disgrace or be summoned to heaven with praise… That was the story everyone believed, even the priestesses who serve the Holy Trees—all but the ones who sought that youth.”


      At this point, I finally understood that the “distant past” he was talking about dated to before the Great Separation, which is what they called the birth of Aincrad, the floating castle. I didn’t know how long ago it was, but I had learned that this was the year 2498 in the dark elven calendar, so it could easily be from five centuries or a millennium ago.


      “But… there was a shortcut?” I interrupted, absorbed by the story.


      The viscount’s head bobbed slowly. “Yes. A most heinous method. Earlier, I said that aging happened by rising in rank, but rank increases naturally as one gains broad respect from others. In other words, if you could replace that respect with fear, they thought, that rank might not rise. So they engaged in the greatest blasphemy in the history of our two races.”


      “You mean…?” Asuna whispered.


      I, too, recalled the story Kizmel had once told us.


      “The Holy Tree…?” I murmured. Kizmel began to mutter something inaudible to herself, which I took to be a prayer.


      “Indeed,” the viscount said. “Even if they could resist the arrival of age, it would not prevent them from being wounded by weapons. So the seekers of eternal youth set about to find out if the ancient legends were true or not, using their own bodies. They attempted to recreate the legend of the first king of Lyusula, who drank the spirit wine that the priestess distilled over many years using the Holy Tree’s sap and bark, and thus gained flesh that could not be harmed with any blade. They climbed the Forbidden Wall and snuck into the Daybreak Palace where the priestess resided, struck a shoot of the black Holy Tree, and ripped off its bark. In doing so, they were feared and shunned by the other elves, and became the Fallen Elves, having lost the blessing of the Holy Tree, and were forever cursed to take no age.”


      “……”


      It was all the bits and pieces of the story I’d heard piecemeal, organized into one narrative, and it left me floored.


      Most likely, the “rank” that was the trigger for aging, rather than being something like a numerical level in a game, was more like a title you upgraded by earning fame points. To apply that to what the viscount had said earlier, gaining a status like “parent” or “shop owner” would earn you respect points, which increased your rank. It seemed to me like the gap in respect points between the father of a normal family and the owner of a major business would be pretty large, but maybe they adjusted that by weighing the respect points from one’s own family higher.


      What was important here was that the elves seemed to think that growing old and dying was a blessing and an honor. From what I remembered of the beta, the dark elves bossing everyone around in the royal palace on the ninth floor appeared to be older, if not quite as ancient as Bouhroum. But the queen herself, the ruler of the kingdom, despite being the oldest living dark elf, was very young in appearance. She would have gathered the most respect points of anyone and reached the highest possible rank, so how had she not aged, despite being revered so deeply by her country…?


      There were other things I wanted to learn, but I couldn’t decide where to start asking, so Asuna beat me to the punch.


      “Um… wasn’t it said that if you eat the fruit of the Holy Tree, you receive everlasting life? I would think that if the fallen elves went to the trouble of slipping into the temple, they could have found and eaten the fruit, not just taken the sap and bark… right…?”


      “Ahhh… I thought there were not many who still know the legend of the snake child and the holy fruit. Where did you hear it?” the viscount asked.


      Kizmel replied, “I was the one who told them, your lordship… Was that a mistake?”


      “Not in the least. I am impressed, if anything.”


      “My sister and I read that legend often in a book of old tales…”


      He gave her an understanding look; the viscount was aware of Tilnel’s passing.


      “In that case,” he said, addressing us, “you know that the little snake who ate the Holy Tree’s fruit gained eternal life, but due to the curse of its poison, grew into a wicked dragon. I’m certain that the Fallen did not seek for everything they ate to turn into poison in their mouths, and the Holy Tree itself only grew but one fruit in the span of decades. Though I am not aware of the finer details, I believe it had something to do with the ritual of passing the mantle of priestess from old to new… In any case, the Fallen were exiled for the sin of harming the Holy Tree, but that was what they wanted. The word Neusian, a slur that refers to them, not only means either Lyusulan or Kalessian, but also ‘those who achieve nothing.’”


      For an instant, I thought I caught a hint of self-deprecation in the viscount’s whisper, but it was gone as soon as it had come.


      Apparently, the word Neusian carried a connotation of being a good-for-nothing or a loser. The Fallen Elves were working toward a goal—even if it was a bad one—so it made sense that they would take offense to it. If I ever ran across Kysarah again, I would make sure not to use that word, I told myself. But a new question occurred to me.


      “Lord Viscount, on the sixth floor, we fought against a Fallen warrior named Kysarah the Ransacker. Is it possible she was the one who stripped off the bark of the Holy Tree and severed its branch? Was that what her epithet refers to…?”


      “……”


      The viscount widened his eyes, saying nothing. Eventually, however, he shook his head.


      “It is true that her epithet comes from that act, but it is unclear if she was the very person who did so. If she personally harmed the Holy Tree, then it means Kysarah has been alive for over a millennium, and it is not rare for epithets to be passed down. However…”


      He stopped to take a breath, then spoke even more softly than before.


      “The Fallen general named N’ltzahh is indeed the very person who vanquished the dread dragon Shmargor—the young snake who ate the Holy Tree’s fruit and fell under its poison curse. So at the very least, he has been alive since before the Great Separation and possesses true eternal life. You should be proud to have survived a battle against Kysarah the Ransacker, but you must never fight N’ltzahh.”


      “Y-yes, sir,” I said. Asuna nodded.


      I had no intention of challenging N’ltzahh, whose cursor was a color beyond purple—pure black. But there was a good chance that a rematch with Kysarah was unavoidable. As long as the stolen keys were still in her possession, the chances of us stealing them back without fighting were low.


      If it came to that, I would use any means necessary, no matter if it was cheap or not. Say a cavalcade of light slashes from my Doleful Nocturne while I stood on the high ground—a pointless bit of wish fulfillment, to be sure.


      “We weren’t even able to trade blows with Kysarah,” Asuna pointed out, “but our sword and spear attacks worked on the Fallen Elves who attacked Castle Galey. Should I assume that they weren’t able to make more of that spirit wine for themselves?”


      “Yes… I suppose that’s right,” the viscount said, though he wasn’t certain, and he seemed to be thinking this over. “I have never heard of the flesh of a Fallen Elf deflecting blades. But if the story about them stealing the bark and sap of the Holy Tree is true, it is hard to imagine those things have no effect whatsoever. Either the effect of what they created was imperfect, or it bestowed some other benefit upon them. At this point, I suppose General N’ltzahh is the only one who could say.”


      “What could they want with the keys…?” muttered Kizmel with frustration. She shook her head and looked up. “Please pardon my question. There’s one thing that I cannot help but wonder about that has not come up in your story, my lord. But it is in regard to Sir Lavik, so unless it would bother you to say…?”


      “You wish to ask about his appearance?” the viscount said. Kizmel was taken aback.


      “Yes… Sir Lavik was important enough to be the commander of the Sandalwood Knights Brigade, and yet he seems to be quite young, so I was curious… Both the current leaders of the Pagoda and Trifoliate knights appear to be in their cinnamon or hazel years, after all…”


      Cinnamon? Hazel?


      I was baffled. Asuna leaned over and whispered, “I think she’s using the names of the months in Aincrad as references to age. I believe Cinnamon is August, and Hazel is September… So in human terms, that would be like sixty or seventy.”


      “Ahh, I get it…”


      I had forgotten about the configuration of the months here.


      “That is a natural question to have,” the viscount said. “And I don’t mind answering it, but…”


      He took a breath and looked to the north sky. Something was glittering overhead like twinkling stars—probably moonlight reflected from the base of the floor above us. It was a bit after ten o’clock, and the light from the windows of the castle around us was noticeably diminished compared to when we got here.


      The viscount’s breath cast a gentle white puff.


      “…If I am to tell you about Lavik, then I must start with… Well, with the story of me and Almarc. I had just told my parents that I couldn’t marry the earl’s daughter, yes? I’m sure you understand why they panicked. If I did not marry, did not sire any children, and did not join a knighthood, choosing instead to live in the castle while achieving nothing, my time would clot… just like with the Fallen. To the nobility of Lyusula, this is the great possible dishonor, a stain that could lead to the downfall of the family’s fortunes.”


      “……”


      I didn’t dare interrupt his story. I just held my breath.


      I was the eldest son of the Kirigaya family—well, foster son, of a sort—so if I were to announce that I wasn’t going to get married, I knew that Mom and Dad wouldn’t be happy about it. So I understood Viscount Yofilis’s explanation up to a point, but hearing that it was the kind of dishonor that could cause the end of the family line really drove home the strictness of dark elf culture.


      On the other hand, the viscount was still youthful, and the Yofilis name had persisted, so I supposed his parents had ultimately accepted him… but then who was the mother of Cetrann and the other children?


      “The new year started, and a month passed, then another,” said the viscount, his voice somehow turning colder, “and my parents stopped trying to convince me. But as he conducted his duties and took his meals, my father seemed empty, like his soul had left his body. I began to avoid him… and now I have nothing but regret about that. I should have spoken with him frankly and said everything that was on my mind.”


      His placid expression, which never seemed to break, nevertheless showed signs of tension around his mouth for a brief moment. Then it was gone, and he was his usual aloof self again.


      “The month of Acacia arrived, and the snows on the castle and ice over the lake began to melt. I returned to the castle on my holiday from the palace and went to the beach on the north side to wait for Almarc, as I always did. Normally, he would emerge in less than five minutes, but that day, I waited for an hour, then two, with no sign of him… That had never happened before, so I gave up and returned to the castle. But I did not see Almarc that evening, either, nor the following morning, nor the next holiday. And then… my father, who had been in poor condition for some time, suddenly came down with an odd illness.”


      Kizmel’s shoulders suddenly twitched. She had realized something, but I couldn’t see where the story was going yet.


      “My father’s skin and lips were dry and scaly, and though he was desperately thirsty, he would vomit up any water he drank. The same happened with milk, with tea, and with wine… They called for an excellent herbalist from the palace, who prescribed a most valuable medicine, but my father could not swallow it when mixed with water, and if he tried to take the powder, he coughed it out. He was visibly wasting away. Soon, he lost the ability to speak… and then a second herbalist came to see him and said with some surprise that it was as though he was under a villi’s curse. It was only then that I understood what was happening.”


      The viscount’s voice had begun to quaver. He took a deep breath and held it before exhaling.


      “…At some point, my parents recognized that the reason I said I would not marry the girl was Almarc. And while I was away at school in the royal city, my father called Marc to the beach on the north side by some means… and killed him. The price he paid for this was falling under the villi’s curse, which prevented him from swallowing any kind of liquid. After the herbalist left, I asked my father if he killed Marc. Weakly but leaving no room for misunderstanding, he nodded that he had. A few days after that, he perished of his condition.”


      Though the viscount’s voice no longer quavered, there remained a sadness that had not been sanded down over time. That wasn’t the end of the tragedy, however.


      “On the night of my father’s funeral, my mother stood on the pier and threw herself into Lake Yofel. I was not there, but according to the sentries who rushed to aid her, she floated for mere seconds, then plunged into the depths, as though something had dragged her down. Her body never washed ashore. That was two hundred and seventy-two years ago.”
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      “HEY, KIRITO,” MURMURED ASUNA, SITTING ACROSS from me, “Viscount Yofilis is… AI, right?”


      I thought it over.


      “I don’t know exactly what AI can and can’t do… but I think so. SAO has NPCs that are on the level of the conversational AI services in the real world. I call them advanced AI NPCs—the ones on an AGI level, like Kizmel, Nirrnir, and Yofilis.”


      “And AGI means… artificial general intelligence, right? Like, having the same ability to think and make decisions as a human being… but those haven’t been developed yet, have they?”


      “Well, not before November 6, 2022, at least. But I’m sure there are research labs and businesses that have gotten close, and it was the great Akihiko Kayaba who developed SAO… He’s the kind of person who would have finished up a true AGI in secret, then loaded it into the launch of his game.”


      She gave me a filthy look at the mention of his name.


      “If he actually made the first AGI in human history and loaded it onto these NPCs so that he could make them suffer like that… then he’s a disgusting person, and I never want anything to do with him.”


      It sounded as though she was angrier at Kayaba for creating Yofilis’s torment than for locking us inside a game of death with no ability to log out. At this point, though, I couldn’t even say it was that illogical.


      “But… I’m sure there’s something we can do to help them,” I replied, though I couldn’t help but feel that it was a shallow answer.


      Still, Asuna nodded twice, regaining her cool. “You’re right… The first step is getting back those sacred keys…”


      “Exactly.”


      I finished the rest of the tea in my cup.


      We were sitting at a table in the corner of the dining hall on the second floor of the west wing. Mealtime was long over, the kitchen was dark, and most of the lamps in the hall were extinguished. But you could still get as much hot water as you wanted from the brass dispenser next to the buffet counter, so as long as you had the tea leaves, the pot, and the cups, you could make your own tea. All of those came courtesy of Asuna, of course.


      While I had plenty of rations and sweets packed into my inventory, I had stuffed my stomach full of as much meat and crab as it could handle just four hours ago, so I wasn’t hungry. Or maybe it was that I was still digesting the story of Viscount Yofilis’s past.


      On the sixth floor, Kizmel had said that all water spirits, including the villi, were as important to elves as dryads, and if anyone were to kill a villi, their entire line would be cursed.


      The viscount’s father had killed Almarc the villi and was hexed to be unable to drink liquids; he eventually died of this curse. When the viscount’s mother threw herself into the lake, it was in the hope that her sacrifice would keep the villi’s curse away from her son. In other words, both the father and mother had performed their respective deeds—a violent killing and a watery suicide—out of a conviction it would save their child’s future. It was such a sad story.


      After telling the story to that point, the viscount felt unwell, and despite his insistence that he was fine, we argued with him to rest for the night until he finally relented. Unfortunately, he didn’t get to the point in his tale of describing his past with Lavik, but it was huge to learn about the beliefs of the elves and the structure of their system of aging. There were sure to be more of these advanced AI NPCs in the forest elf city on the eighth floor and the dark elf city on the ninth floor, so it was clear to me that there was more of an emphasis on treating them respectfully in the full game than there had been in the beta test. I shuddered to think what would happen if I tried to compliment a young-looking elf by saying, “You’re really impressive for being so young!” and have it turn out that their time was clotted. This was a good reminder that when Kizmel had said elves considered it rude to ask another for their age, she hadn’t been kidding.


      “You want another cup, right?” I asked, getting to my feet. Asuna was lost in thought, and she looked up absently.


      “Oh… yeah.”


      “You got it.”


      I picked up the empty teapot and took it to the counter. The hot water dispenser, which rested directly on the floor, was a cylinder about five feet tall, and it looked a little bit like an office watercooler from the real world. The lower half of it doubled as a heater; there was a grated cover through which I could see coal-like ores burning red and heating up the water reservoir on the top of the device.


      I placed the teapot under the faucet in the middle of the cylinder and opened the old-fashioned spigot, causing hot water to splash loudly into the pot. I let it fill to about 70 percent before closing the spigot and returning to the table.


      The tea leaves of this world were designed for convenience, as they simply melted away into the water when they were done brewing, so all I had to do was toss a few leaves into the water of the pot, put the lid on, and wait.


      The sound of the leaves dancing within the liquid was faintly audible, and I listened carefully for the right cue.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” came a voice, followed by a series of loud, crisp footsteps.


      It was Kizmel, striding into the dining hall in her full battle outfit. She quickly came over and sat down across from us.


      “How is the viscount?” Asuna asked with concern.


      The knight replied, “He’s tired, that’s all. He had to run across the unstable surface of the water on his own legs in both directions, so…”


      “Ah, right,” Asuna said, though she was clearly relieved.


      It occurred to me that we players also had to deal with physical—or rather, avatar—fatigue in this world. There was a hidden fatigue statistic here that was affected by things like moving weights beyond the limits of one’s strength stat, or running at a speed higher than one’s agility, and so on. Performing too much of this activity could induce a fatigue status ailment that limited your activity.


      So it made perfect sense that Viscount Yofilis would be tired after jogging the round trip to the shore of the lake and back, but the timing seemed off to me. If his sense of fatigue worked like ours, he would have been exhausted the moment he got back to the beach on the island, but the viscount’s condition hadn’t worsened until he had spoken for twenty minutes on the courtyard bench.


      Perhaps it wasn’t the fatigue status he was experiencing but something akin to mental exhaustion. But would an AI actually experience mental fatigue…?


      “The tea should be done now, right?” Asuna asked. I snapped out of it.


      “Oh… right, yeah.”


      I produced another cup for Kizmel and poured some fresh tea from the pot into it, then the other two cups.


      “Thank you,” said Kizmel. She lifted her cup to her lips and took a sip, then said with surprise, “This is good… Did it come from Lady Nirrnir…?”


      “Yes, I asked Kio for some of Lady Nirr’s favorite kind, and she gave me a little,” said Asuna, with a little chuckle. When had she done that? I tried it out for myself; the heady, muscat-like aroma was just as I remembered from the Grand Casino, but it felt just a little bit lacking, probably because I didn’t have the Cooking skill.


      Still, it was quite good as it was, and the three of us finished it off quickly. I checked the time and saw it was 10:10. At this time yesterday, we had been on the private beach of the Volupta Grand Casino, sitting on reclining chairs in our swimsuits and sipping ice-cold fruit punch. It seemed so out of season right now that it didn’t feel like it had happened just one day ago, but the system UI told no lies.


      There were nearly eight hours left until dawn. Now that we had been forced to invert our sleep schedule, this was when our day really began.


      “Well… shall we get going?” I asked. Asuna and Kizmel rose to their feet, as if this was all they’d been waiting for.


      It was our second time going out for the night, but because Kizmel was with us, the sentries at the gate just saluted and showed no outward signs of suspicion.


      She gave them an abbreviated salute back and announced, “We’re leaving for a mission. If we do not return by the morning, please inform His Lordship the viscount.”


      ““Yes, ma’am!”” they said in unison. She turned on her heel and strode coolly toward the pier. Asuna and I followed with smug expressions.


      Our primary goal was reconnaissance, so I waffled a bit between the larger but less remarkable Liberator and the smaller but brilliantly white Tilnel. In the end, I chose mobility and familiarity and went with our own boat. If needed, we could cover the whole thing with Argyro’s Sheet.


      I undid the mooring rope and hopped onto the gondola. Once Asuna and Kizmel were seated on the cross board, I pushed the oar forward a little. We crawled ahead about ten yards before I made a big row, causing the Tilnel to glide forward across the water.


      The sight of the moonlight rippling across the dark surface called to mind the tragedy that had occurred in this lake so many years ago, but now was the time to focus on the mission. If we couldn’t take back the sacred keys, Kizmel would be stripped of her knighthood and possibly imprisoned again. In that case, she, too, was in danger of suffering time clotting.


      In that sense, long-term imprisonment was a double sentence for elves, taking away both their freedom and their aging. I swore I wouldn’t let that happen to Kizmel.


      I tilted the oar to the left, turning the Tilnel until its prow pointed to the northwest. If we continued straight ahead and through the instance boundary, we would reach the mouth of the river that flowed into the lake—which I had learned was called the Urru River. From there, we would continue upriver through the caldera lake in the center of the floor to the northeast, into the forest where Asuna and I fought the Magnatherium, the fire-breathing bear boss. Our destination was a submerged dungeon located down a tiny tributary that you might not find unless you knew it was there already. The hideout of the Fallen Elves was at the end of that dungeon.


      If the Fallen Elf who took the Ruby Key from the dark elf retrieval team on the seventh floor had gone to the fourth floor through that teleportation device, they had to be on their way to this hideout. It had only been one day, so it was unlikely they had moved it to another location yet, and it was possible the four keys that Kysarah stole were being kept there, too. I certainly hoped they were.


      The hideout was at the end of the large, watery dungeon, so searching wouldn’t be easy, but fortunately for us, we had already mapped out 80 percent of the place from our last time here, and the monsters were now quite low-level in comparison.


      The Fallen Elves in the hideout would be no exception, I assumed, but we couldn’t go around eliminating every single one. If they discovered our infiltration attempt right away, they could sneak the keys out of a hidden exit before we could locate them. Plus, there was also the possibility that General N’ltzahh, whom Viscount Yofilis had been so insistent on us staying away from, was still lurking about.


      So while we might eliminate most of the monsters we encountered in the dungeon before leading to the hideout, once we were in the base proper, we would have to sneak our way through. I wasn’t actually very good at being stealthy, but I would have to do my best with the added night vision of my Civis Nocte powers.


      Asuna and Kizmel were silent but alert, clearly steeling themselves for the mission ahead. Even the Tilnel seemed to be speeding along faster than usual.


      We plunged through the thick mist up ahead and left the map instance. The mouth of the river was just ahead, as I’d hoped. Once we were making our way up the Urru River, we would only have an hour left until our destination.


      “We’re gonna ignore all the monsters! Full speed ahead!” I warned my passengers and got two thumbs-up in return.


      While I was pushing the oars as far forward as I could to hit max acceleration, a letter icon flashed in the center of my vision with a little pling sound effect. It was a friend message.


      “Oh… sorry, give me a moment.”


      I stood the oar up to slow down the boat and tapped on the icon. It said that the message was from the info agent, Argo the Rat.


      

        Sorry to bug ya, but can I see you in the main town of the eighth floor? There’s some trouble afoot.


      


      I read it twice, then realized what had happened. It wasn’t a coincidence the message arrived the moment we left the Yofel Castle map. Unlike instant messages, friend messages could be sent to the same floor, but when a player was in an instance map or dungeon, they were essentially out of service. Argo had probably tried to contact us quite a while ago, but since we had been at the castle the whole time, the message wasn’t able to deliver.


      That would suggest that this was quite the emergency situation. I brought up the holo-keyboard and typed a quick response.


      

        Depends on the trouble-ness of it all. In a mission on the fourth floor.


      


      That took about five seconds to compose. Four seconds later, Argo’s response arrived.


      

        Real trouble-y. Majority of the DKB and ALS are tied down due to a situation with the forest elves.


      


      “Huh?!” I shouted, drawing funny looks from Asuna and Kizmel. I held up a finger to tell them to wait a minute, then typed another message.


      

        Are their lives in danger?


        They’ve shaken their pursuers and have hidden in a cave, so I don’t think they’re in imminent danger. But that may change depending on Lin-Kiba’s decisions.


        What the hell did they do?


        Cut down a big tree in the forest elf royal city.


      


      “Fff—”


      Give me five minutes to confer with my party, then closed the window.


      Asuna was already on her feet. Rapid-fire, she demanded, “Who was that?! What happened?!”


      “It was Argo. We’ve got a situation on our hands,” I said and proceeded to fill them in on the content of the messages. When I was done, Kizmel sighed heavily and said what I hadn’t.


      “Fools… Captured commanders are bound to get executed, and if the others don’t get killed, they’ll be thrown in prison instead.”


      “Exactly. And they had to know that cutting down a living tree is about the most shocking thing you can do to an elf,” I said before it occurred to me that maybe they didn’t know that. The ALS and DKB had started the “Elf War” questline down on the third floor—the ALS siding with the dark elf faction, and the DKB siding with the forest elves—but Morte, the mysterious man with the chain mail coif, had fed the two guilds fake info to make them clash. If not for Asuna, Kizmel, and me intervening, the guilds would have been dragged into all-out war against each other. Both sides had abandoned the questline after that, so they hadn’t stopped by either of the Yofel or Galey castles, as far as I was aware. If they had only spoken with the elves to initiate and finish quests, they might not have had a chance to hear about the elves’ sacred taboos.


      Even in that case, however, the ALS and DKB could have done some intelligence gathering on the eighth floor and learned of the temperaments of the forest elves from the NPCs of the main town, along with the fact that destroying the environment could put the lives of elves at risk. They had certainly spoken about it during the beta test.


      Whatever had happened, there was no use speculating about it at this point. I’d already used up half of the five minutes I’d asked Argo to give me.


      “Hmmm…” I thought so hard, I wanted to tear my hair out. “I feel bad for Lind and everyone, but our presence isn’t going to change anything. Kizmel can’t go into the forest elves’ territory, of course, and the two of us fought against the forest elves at the lake, so we’re flagged—er, the forest elves have probably marked us as enemies. Their best chance would be for someone in the frontline group to become an ally to the forest elves, build up trust, and ask someone influential if they can resolve the situation peacefully…”


      “And how many days will that take?” Asuna demanded. She had a point. After starting the campaign in the forest of the third floor, then completing each floor’s key retrieval quest and earning the trust of Viscount Yofilis, the whole thing had taken… a week? Ten days?


      Argo had said the outcome would depend on Lind and Kibaou’s response, but I couldn’t imagine the ALS and DKB hiding out in a cave and lasting there for ten whole days. The worst part was that basically all caves were considered dungeons, so instant messages and friend messages wouldn’t go through. We had no way of telling them to hang tight and stay hidden while the rest of us found a way to get them out.


      That made me wonder how Argo knew the situation, but now wasn’t the time for that. The first step was to decide how to reply to her message. Even if we couldn’t lend them our aid, the responsible thing to do would be to heed the summons and hear out the situation. But if we were going up to the eighth floor, we would either have to use the teleport gate in Rovia, the main town of this floor, or go back to the labyrinth tower, teleport back to the seventh floor, then use the stairs in the boss chamber to go up. Either option would take a long time, so if we chose one of them, it would mean losing our chance to stake out the Fallen hideout here. Within that span of time, they might move the sacred keys to a different location entirely.


      One minute left.


      I raised my hands to the keyboard, preparing to ask Argo if they could wait one whole day.


      But then Kizmel said calmly, “Kirito, Asuna, you should go and hear Argo out.”


      “Huh…? But what about you?”


      “As we planned, I will scout out the Fallen camp. I will discover if the keys are there or not, and if needed, find their hiding place.”


      She had barely gotten the words out of her mouth when Asuna shouted, “No! You don’t know how many enemies are there! It’s too dangerous to go by yourself!”


      “But the whole point is to avoid combat, isn’t it? I’m not saying you two are holding me back, but there are times when skulking is much easier done alone.”


      “And there are times when that’s not the case!” Asuna protested. Seeing her determination, I made my decision.


      “Asuna, you go with Kizmel. I’ll visit with Argo by myself.”


      She turned to me, and I recognized concern in her eyes. Not that I would be in danger from monsters but that I might not be able to get back in time before dawn.


      “It’ll be all right. It takes less than an hour to get there, and I’ll rush right back after I hear her out. I’ll be back at the castle before the night is over, guaranteed,” I reassured her before she could protest, but it didn’t eliminate the worry in her eyes.


      “Even so…”


      She stopped herself there, however. Whatever her concerns, she was going to keep them to herself. Instead, she found a practical issue to raise.


      “If we’re going to act separately, how are you going to get around? Are you going back to the castle to get the Liberator?”


      “Nope. We’re still on the lake, aren’t we?” I said with a smirk. I made a circle with my thumb and index finger, lifted it to my mouth, and whistled hard.


      Once that was done, I wondered if I needed to say its name, too, but thankfully, the water off the port side of the boat burst upward within a few seconds, revealing the head of the kelpie, master of Lake Yofel. Below its soaking mane, or fin, or whatever it was, its horsey face looked clearly annoyed, but I told myself I was anthropomorphizing it and turned to the women.


      “I’ll use this guy to get back to the labyrinth tower. You go ahead and use the Tilnel.”


      “…Can it take you outside of the lake, too?” Asuna asked.


      Mor answered her with a heavy snort.
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      I HOPPED OFF MOR’S BACK AT THE SHIP LANDING AT the foot of the fourth-floor labyrinth tower.


      After a quick rummaging through my inventory, I turned around and timidly offered my hand to the aquatic steed, which stood utterly motionless and firm upon the choppy water. In my palm was a bit of fried river crab, which I had stolen—er, gotten for takeout—from the Yofel dining hall. Mor sniffed at it, then picked it up in its sharp front teeth and crunched away.


      Once it had finished off all seven of the fried crab servings in my inventory, Mor snorted. I prayed this meant he was willing to hang out around me for a bit longer.


      “I’ll be back in two… maybe three hours. Will you wait around here for me?”


      The kelpie huffed at my instruction, which was more of a request, then rotated to its left and slid back under the waves. Made it to the tower.


      We’ll be at the caldera lake very soon.I doubt the field boss will respawn, but just in case, stay away from the center. Once she acknowledged that, I closed the window.


      Idly, I wondered if there had been any debate during the development process over whether or not to allow for stamps or emoji in the messaging system. In the meantime, I walked past the little dock and raced up the winding stairs, skipping two steps with each jump. Once I had ensured that no one was lurking around the entrance to the tower, which stood on a rocky ledge, I headed through the darkened entrance.


      It was my second time in the tower—third, if you included our recent descent—and it wasn’t that tricky to navigate, so I forced my way through the shortest path. Maybe because of the boost to my base stats, I could run at max speed without resting or getting tired, and thanks to my night vision, I could see the monsters from much farther away now.


      If I’d had these vampire superpowers in the beta, I could’ve beaten that damn Castle of a Thousand Serpents on the tenth floor, I thought to myself, though I knew I would also have been sloppy enough to die from sunlight ten or twenty times. One careless moment in the official release was a game over, so the sooner I returned to being human, the better.


      I ran my tongue over the fangs I was finally getting used to having and picked up my pace.


      After the halfway point, I avoided every fight I could, only eliminating the monsters camping out in unavoidable positions, but for some reason, nearly all of them were the half-fish ichthyoid types that we’d barely seen at all yesterday—and the rare variety, the Ichthyoid Cultivator, at that. This earned me about a dozen of their valuable sweet potatoes, but there was no time to cook them now.


      I reached my destination on the eighteenth story faster than I anticipated, so I took a minute to rest and think. At the time I chose to take the labyrinth tower route, I had planned on using the Fallen Elf teleporter to the seventh floor, but now that I thought about it, I could also go straight up the stairs here to the city of Karluin on the fifth floor and teleport to the eighth from there. It wouldn’t make a big difference in terms of time, but using the secret teleporter would lead to stronger monsters along the way and a chance of encountering the Fallen.


      So the fifth-floor route seemed like the logical answer. On the other hand, Lavik might already be waiting in the boss chamber of this tower, preparing for his duel with Viscount Yofilis. I wasn’t uncomfortable around him—if anything, I found his presence to be rather pleasant—but I wouldn’t feel great about rushing past him and saying, “Sorry, in a hurry!” I didn’t have time to stand around and chat, either.


      In the end, I decided on to stick to my original plan of going by the seventh floor, and resumed my journey. There was one more ichthyoid battle after that, but I slipped past all the other monsters and reached the familiar hallway at eleven fifteen. Exactly one hour had passed since we had left Yofel Castle.


      If Kizmel and Asuna’s progress was good, they would be reaching the submerged dungeon by now. I would’ve sent them a message to confirm, but I was in a dungeon, too, so it wouldn’t make it to them.


      Just don’t do anything reckless, I told them silently, the best that I could do for now, and headed for the side hallway leading to the hidden room—when I saw a dark figure emerge from that very hallway. Out of sheer reflex, I leaped to the right and pressed myself against the wall behind a pillar that only jutted out about six inches.


      The Hiding icon turned on, and my hide rate indicator appeared. The Hide Rate was currently 72 percent. The low number, despite being a good sixty feet away, was probably because the pillar wasn’t quite covering enough of me.


      If I stayed in this spot, then the rate would be under 50 percent by the time the other person passed by—meaning that it was more likely I’d be spotted than not. And if this person was coming out of the hallway leading to the secret room, it was almost certainly a Fallen Elf. In a one-on-one fight, I liked my chances, but I really wanted to avoid a situation where they spotted me, ran away, and shook my pursuit. I didn’t know how they were getting around the all-waterway fourth floor, but if I caused their hideout to go on high alert, it would mean danger for Asuna and Kizmel.


      If making sure they didn’t escape was the top priority, then I needed to strike while they were still down the hallway. With each soft footfall, my Hiding meter jittered, steadily falling. If I made proper use of it, I could measure the distance between myself and the other person, even as I stayed hidden behind the pillar.


      Just as I was tensing my leg, preparing to leap, something chilling ran down my spine. The foreboding feeling that I might have missed something instantly turned into certainty.


      How many times had I ever seen a Fallen Elf acting alone?


      The enemy leader we defeated on the fifth floor had been protected by several guards, and the ones who attacked Myia in her home on the sixth floor and showed up in the Field of Bones on the seventh floor were in pairs. There was only a single time that I witnessed a solitary Fallen Elf.


      But my body was already half sticking out from behind the pillar. There was no way to go back to hiding now.


      Just gotta go!


      I admonished myself for my lack of caution and bounded out into the open.


      Sword in hand, I landed in the center of the corridor. As I expected, I was less than ten yards from the figure. I tensed for another jump and held my sword above my right shoulder. A high-pitched whir and green light filled the hallway.


      Just before the system assistance could kick in, I launched myself off the floor. Ten yards was just enough distance for me to reach with Sonic Leap, as long as I boosted it as hard as I could. My opponent wouldn’t be expecting me to cross such a gap in one move.


      If it was an ordinary opponent.


      Trailing brilliant color and light, I flew at a speed and angle that surpassed the precise physical limitations of SAO, and in the instant that my jump reached its peak, I added a twist of my shoulder and arm to add power to my sword skill.


      Through my vampirism, I had heightened strength and agility.


      My One-Handed Sword skill’s proficiency level was high.


      The stats of my Doleful Nocturne were considerable.


      I had boosted the skill’s power through my added jump and swing.


      With all these factors added in, I was unleashing a single attack that had undoubtedly the greatest power of any of the thousands I’d taken in Aincrad to this point.


      The slender figure drew its weapon from the left side and swung in one motion, countering with an ordinary attack.


      The curved weapon, which was as delicate as its wielder, should have been easily battered aside, allowing the tip of my demonic blade to carve up the enemy’s left shoulder.


      But… 


      Claaaang! The sound was too pure to sound like a clashing blade, almost crystalline in tone, and my charge came to an instant stop, as though I’d slammed into a mass of solid iron.


      There was a tremendous strain on my right arm, and I noticed my HP bar taking a tiny bit of damage, as I struggled to absorb the rebound. If I fell backward onto the floor, this opponent would not be kind enough to overlook it.


      All the vast energy of that Sonic Leap turned into glowing light at the tiny intersection of blade against blade and was expended. The Sword of Eventide +3 I’d been using until yesterday might have broken from the impact. The steady spray of sparks burned my eyes, but if I blinked even once, it would hurtle my body backward.


      I gritted my teeth and waited for the power of the sword skill to run out. The light and the high-pitched sound gradually weakened, and the sparks began to sputter out… and in the instant that all of it vanished, I used the power of the sword pressing against mine and jumped backward.


      Somehow, I managed to land safely on my feet, then took another jump backward so that I could bring my sword back into position. I let out a long, careful breath, then inhaled at the same slow rate.


      The enemy ten feet before me slowly lowered that curved blade. In fact, it was a katana.


      “Very clever,” said a voice as firm and smooth and cold as tempered steel, with just a hint of sweetness.


      The shockingly thin body was covered in a hooded cape with the texture of shadow from head to shoulders. The armor was studded leather in the same dark gray color. It clung tightly to the torso and limbs of the wearer, which made it clear at a glance that the bearer was feminine.


      She used her free hand, which, like mine, did not hold a shield and pulled back the hood.


      That brilliant ash-gray hair came with an asymmetrical cut in front and a number of braids in the back. I knew from past experience that the right eye hidden behind her bangs was covered by a black eye patch.


      The katana wielder’s left eye, a stunningly deep and beautiful purplish blue, blinked once. Then it crinkled slightly with amusement.


      “…It’s you, human boy. Didn’t I warn you before? Do not involve yourself in elf affairs…”


      “You were a month too late for that,” I replied. I had to keep my gut tense or else my voice would quaver. Despite knowing it was unnecessary, I glanced at her color cursor.


      It was the deep ruby red of freshly spilled blood.


      YSARAH:ALLENLVENDJUTANT.


      The second-in-command of the Fallen Elves, known as the Ransacker. She had once knocked out me, Asuna, Kizmel, Myia, and the four members of Qusack with a single area-effect sword skill. The only unexpected opponent I would’ve wanted to see less was General N’ltzahh. Though to be honest, they were about equal in my mind.


      Of course, last time I didn’t even rise to the level of “opponent,” I reminded myself, focusing on her entire body and the space around it. When dealing with an enemy on this level, watching the sword alone would cause you to react too slowly to an attack. If you didn’t act by taking into account the subtle shifts in weight between forward and back, right and left, even up and down, you couldn’t defend or evade in time.


      Experienced duelists in this situation would throw in feints to keep the other player guessing, but Kysarah just let her katana hang in a natural state and stood there. It almost looked like she didn’t want to fight, but I couldn’t afford to be that optimistic.


      She sized me up carefully and spoke again.


      “If you are going to the guardian beast’s chamber, this route is a detour. And has it not already been vanquished? What are you doing here now?”


      I imagined that in her mind, she could easily kill me if she wanted, so why was she curious about my presence here? That moment of uncertainty flipped instantly to certainty.


      Kysarah wanted to know if I was aware of the teleporter up ahead, but she didn’t want to give away any hints if I didn’t. In other words, if I demonstrated that I didn’t know about the device, she would swoop in for the kill.


      Not that anything would improve for me if I told her I knew. In that case, she would capture me and try to force the names of everyone who was aware of the teleporter out of me. I didn’t know what kind of torture she’d use against a player who couldn’t actually feel pain, and I had no intention of finding out.


      In the end, I wouldn’t be able to get through this pinch unless I defeated her or forced her to withdraw.


      I steeled myself and answered, “There’s only one reason for a human adventurer to be in a labyrinth: to hunt monsters.”


      “On the fourth floor? I would think it unsatisfying for the likes of you,” she replied, with an accuracy that startled me. But as someone who had, along with Asuna, spent more time around advanced AI NPCs than anyone else, I couldn’t allow myself to be shocked by this.


      “The ichthyoids around here have delicious sweet potatoes, and sometimes I get a craving for them. You want some? I’ll cook one up for you,” I offered.


      Kysarah put on the suggestion of a smirk. “No need. I doubt a human has any idea how to properly cook one.”


      I stopped myself from saying, “What? You just toss ’em into an open fire, simple as that.” Bouhroum the sage had described his frying pan–cooked sweet potato as merely “not bad,” but that “it would be perfect with a dab of butter on top.” I’m trusting you on this one, Gramps, I thought and said, “Don’t insult me. Slice it up and fry it in a frying pan; then place a healthy dab of butter on top. It’s more delicious than any dessert you’ll ever taste.”


      “……”


      Kysarah considered this gravely.


      “That does indeed sound enticing.”


      “Then let’s go down to the safe area on the tenth story to—”


      She didn’t let me finish my desperate ruse.


      “No, I’d rather kill you and take them. You did it to the ichthyoids, so you can’t complain if I do it to you.”


      “……”


      Now it was my turn to be silent. For a moment, I wondered if ichthyoids were as holy to elves as the undine water spirits were, but that couldn’t be true. Both Kizmel and Lavik had cut them down without batting an eye.


      It seemed that battle was inevitable, but I had attacked first. I had the chance to determine who the silhouette belonged to before I struck, but I didn’t realize it was her. I couldn’t complain about her hostility when I was the one who started it.


      After she had easily blocked my most devastating sword skill yet, there was no way I could beat her in a fair fight. So maybe my death was imminent, but for some reason, my mind was at peace. It was probably because Asuna wasn’t here. Apparently, my own mortality paled in comparison to the profound fear of my temporary partner dying.


      If Asuna learned that I had died, she would be shocked, yes, but I had a feeling she’d keep on fighting to beat the game. And one day, she’d stand at the head of all the players of the game, a great leader and symbol of hope to all.


      “You’re right… I can’t complain,” I replied, holding Doleful Nocturne in a mid-level stance. I hadn’t been using it long enough to call it my “trusty partner,” but its red leather grip fit perfectly in my palm, and the obsidian blade’s weight was comforting to hold. I couldn’t ask for a better partner in what might be my final battle.


      Kysarah drew her left foot back in a side stance, holding her katana right down the middle.


      Ten feet was too far for a kendo match, for example, but in this world, it was a perfectly serviceable range for a duel. If I struck first and she either deflected or dodged it, the counterattack would surely be fatal.


      But if she took the hit, I stood a faint chance. And what I needed for that was the perfect timing and intimidation to make her think that she couldn’t parry or sidestep away from it. If Kysarah were just a normal soldier, a shout-based mind game wouldn’t work on her. But an advanced AI with intelligence on par with a human… 


      The tip of the katana, which was pointed at my forehead, rose for what felt like just half of a millimeter.


      “Yaaah!!”


      I put the loudest menace into the shortest possible shout and swung my sword.


      But the point-blank bellow didn’t cause the light in Kysarah’s eye to even flicker. A moment later, however, it widened a little, as if belatedly realizing something, and her katana tilted toward my left, into a guarding position.


      Just before I could hurl my hardest overhead slash downward, I added my left hand to the hilt and clenched.


      A dual-handed full-power attack.


      Doleful Nocturne’s blade blazed with the color of blood. It crashed down on Kysarah’s katana. Once again, it caused an abnormally high-pitched and pure vibration.


      But this time, I wasn’t done.


      The crimson blade of light unleashed by the demonic sword passed through the katana clashing with it, hitting Kysarah on a line from her left shoulder to her right hip. The gray hooded cape was slashed in two and floated away. The two leather belts that fastened the torso of her leather armor burst as one.


      It didn’t even take 10 percent of her HP, but the surprise of my attack caused even Kysarah to hurtle backward. As for me, however, I hadn’t used a sword skill, so I wasn’t subjected to a post-skill delay and could jump right into a follow-up.


      My aim was for her exposed midriff, after the damage to her armor. If I could hit her with the hardest thrust I could manage, it would do major harm.


      I took a deep breath, preparing to shout at her again.


      But at that moment, something strange happened at the very bottom of my field of view.


      Kysarah’s leather boots, which reached up to her knees, were suddenly swallowed by a vortex of air. Actually, no. The boots themselves were causing tiny whirlwinds.


      Her lithe body flew up into the air, then slowed down unnaturally. Behind the whipping of her bangs, I saw that left eye glowing blue.


      I was in trouble, but I couldn’t stop now, because she would easily counter me. I pushed as hard as I could off the floor, sliding the handle down until I was just barely gripping the pommel. That would give me an extra three inches of reach.


      “Raaaah!!” I roared, thrusting for all I was worth.


      “Haaaah!!” Kysarah shouted back, leaping off thin air with her whirlwind boots.
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      Her katana tip was thrust along the same line as the Doleful Nocturne’s. They met in midair and scraped past, causing sparks. My sword caught Kysarah’s left side, while her katana grazed the left side of my neck. Crimson particles sprayed.


      Our bodies collided and fell to the ground in a heap. With equipment included, I was a bit heavier than her, but perhaps because of the force of her whirlwind jump, Kysarah ended up on top of me.


      “…!”


      On pure instinct, I pressed my sword to the back of Kysarah’s neck. A sharp edge cut into the back of my own neck, too.


      That dark blue eye, six inches away, still stared implacably at me like crystal ice, despite the tension of the situation. Her cold beauty suggested that this was no life-or-death situation to her. If anything, it was merely an annoyance.


      Suddenly, she extended her hand toward my face, then used her thumb to push back my upper lip.


      “Wh-what—?”


      “I had a feeling… Is that Falhari’s sword, then?” she whispered, pulling her thumb back. Belatedly, I realized that she was trying to see if I had fangs or not. It was too late to hide them, and I didn’t even know if I had a reason to keep them secret or not.


      “…That’s right,” I said.


      She asked, “Did you become a resident of the night in order to defeat us?”


      “No,” I said, shaking my head, and admitted, “it was to save the person who became my master.”


      “Hmph.” She snorted again, looking irritated. “In the past… I once owed Falhari a favor, but he perished before I could return it. I will once again allow you to escape.”


      “I… let me escape? Meaning what, exactly…?”


      “When we get up, you will turn around and leave.”


      Or in other words, she wasn’t going to let me approach the secret room with the teleporter inside. I’d have to change my route to the eighth floor, but at least I could walk away alive.


      “…All right,” I said, and the sharpness at the back of my neck receded. I carefully lifted my sword and rested it on the ground.


      Instantly, Kysarah smirked, called me a foolish boy, and sliced at my neck with her katana—in my imagination. But in truth, the Fallen Elf adjutant kept her promise. She weightlessly rose to her feet and took three steps back. I sat up, put my left hand on the floor, and quickly stood.


      Slowly and hesitantly, I inched backward, until we were over ten feet apart, then turned to leave.


      “Wait,” Kysarah said sharply. My entire body froze, tense with nerves.


      “…What?”


      “Leave the potatoes.”


      “……”


      In the past two months, I’d gotten smart enough to know not to be a smart aleck in this situation. I opened my window, removed six Ichthyoid Potatoes and a sheet of parchment from my inventory, placed the sheet on the floor, and stacked the sweet potatoes in a pyramid atop it.


      I straightened up, and Kysarah jutted her pointed chin toward the hallway behind me.


      “Go.”


      This time I did turn around, hurrying down the hallway as fast as I could go.


      I didn’t breathe in an entire lungful of air until I had finished climbing the stairs to the nineteenth story of the labyrinth tower. The instant my nerves relaxed, my fingers began trembling. It was pathetic to admit, but if we’d kept fighting, my chances of winning were maybe 30… scratch that, 20 percent at best.


      Even still, when she obliterated me and my companions on the sixth floor, I knew for certain we couldn’t win, so the gap was shrinking. Of course, that wasn’t because of my personal growth but the added benefit of my vampiric power and the demonic blade I was using.


      What I hadn’t taken into account was the whirlwind boots. All the combat know-how I’d built up over the past several weeks was meaningless against someone who could bounce off thin air. I’d have to come up with a way to counteract that ability of hers by the time we fought again.


      “…Dammit, man…”


      Despite the fear making my hands go numb, I was already thinking about preparations for our rematch. You’re lucky to be alive, I told myself, but the truth was that the only way to get those five keys back went through her. Kysarah was most likely going to descend the tower and make her way to the hideout in the northeast part of the floor… 


      “…!”


      My eyes bolted open. I started running. I had to warn Asuna and Kizmel, who had probably infiltrated the hideout by now, that Kysarah was coming. The last thing I wanted to happen was for them to run into one another at the entrance of the watery dungeon.


      This floor of the labyrinth tower was very simple, so in three minutes I had made my way up to the twentieth. The huge doors opposite the stairs remained open, a sign to any curious visitors that Wythege the Hippocampus had already been vanquished.


      Just in case, however, I peered inside from the doorway and only passed through when I was sure it was empty. I half expected Lavik to already be there, but the vast room was completely unoccupied. I realized that only two and a half hours had passed since I’d seen him walk into the forest on the west shore of Lake Yofel. Even for an expert, it wouldn’t be easy to scale a two-hundred-foot cliff and then climb over the mountains beyond it. Or perhaps he was going to camp out for the night near the lake and travel in the morning instead.


      Before I could start fretting about tomorrow night’s duel, I buckled down and rushed across the chamber, speeding up the spiral staircase in the back. The temperature and scent in the air began to change. It was like the air itself was shifting, the same thing I felt when traveling from the seventh floor to the fourth.


      Every time I emerged from the staircase and set foot on the soil of a new floor, it was a special experience, but I had already reached the fifth floor for the first time two weeks ago. I burst out of the stairwell and immediately opened my window.


      Once in the messages tab, I put Asuna’s name at the top and rapidly typed up my warning.


      I ran across Kysarah just outside the hidden room in the labyrinth. I’m all right, but I couldn’t beat her. She’ll probably be at the hideout within an hour.


      If they were still inside the submerged dungeon, there would be an error message saying that the recipient wasn’t in a reachable location or wasn’t logged in. SEND button but froze. It was grayed out. I couldn’t press the button.


      “……”


      It was at that point that I finally realized what I had overlooked. Asuna and I had been in a party ever since the first floor, so we’d never registered each other as friends. Because of that, we could only send instant messages to each other, and unlike friend messages, those couldn’t go to different floors.


      In other words, to warn Asuna about Kysarah, I shouldn’t have gone up the stairs to the fifth floor. I’d have to go all the way back down to the ground floor of the labyrinth and set foot outside.


      “Hrrmmm…”


      I lowered my face toward the ground and rolled my eyes until they were pointing to the upper left. Since a party stayed intact even when members were on different floors, I could still see Asuna’s and Kizmel’s HP bars along with my own.


      Since splitting up, their HP hadn’t gone down over 10 percent, and both were at max right now. It was my HP that had suffered a bit, between Kysarah blocking my sword skill and pressing her katana against my neck, but the regenerative healing from Doleful Nocturne was nearly done filling it back up.


      At the present time, neither of us needed to worry about the other, but I still wanted to warn them that Kysarah was on the fourth floor with them. Now I wished that I hadn’t been too embarrassed to bring up registering as friends, and just gotten it over with. Oh well, too late for that now.


      “Hrrrm…”


      I turned back toward the dilapidated entranceway to gaze at the top of the spiral staircase that I’d just taken. If I hurtled back down there and raced to the bottom of the tower, I could send them a message, but it would take forty or fifty minutes at a bare minimum. And I’d also be risking another encounter with Kysarah.


      “Rrrmmm…”


      I twisted myself even further, seeking a hint to get me through this quandary.


      It caused me to catch sight of the fortress city to the northeast of the stairs, dark and looming.


      Though the half-collapsed fortress was pitch-black, the town below it shone with a variety of lights: Karluin, the main town of the fifth floor. I’d come here so that I could take its teleport gate to the eighth floor and meet with Argo. But if I didn’t send a warning to Asuna first, I’d be too worried and distracted to concentrate on what she had to say… 


      “……Oh,” I murmured again, realizing another elementary lapse.


      The teleporter the Fallen Elves used was fixed, allowing you to go from the fourth floor to the seventh and vice versa. But the teleport gates in the main towns of Aincrad allowed you to go to any floor you wanted, as long as it was open. So I could go from Karluin’s teleporter to Rovia on the fourth floor, send a message to Asuna, then go right back into the gate and up to the eighth floor. At most, that would add an extra minute or two to my trip.


      These careless mistakes of mine had to be a consequence of the fight with Kysarah consuming all of my willpower. It had to be, I told myself, and started running for good old Karluin.
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      TO MY RELIEF, BY THE TIME I WAS ABLE TO SEND MY message to Asuna and Kizmel, they had already escaped the Fallen Elf hideout and were traveling the Urru River.


      The reason they left so quickly was because they’d managed to overhear some crucial information very soon after infiltrating the place. It was complicated intel apparently, and it wasn’t safe for her to type out a very long message while on the gondola, so they would tell me in person when we got back to Yofel Castle.


      When I told her that I’d encountered Kysarah, she typed Run! one second later. It took a little while to convince her that I was in a safe location and everything was all right. I didn’t think that Kysarah would be traveling the Urru River by boat or by swimming, but just in case, I warned Asuna to be careful and closed my window.


      I glanced around the teleport square of Rovia. There were many stores in the waterside plaza and carts during the daytime, but almost nothing was open just before midnight, and I saw no players.


      I walked back to the gate in the center of the square, went up the short set of steps, and touched the elliptical doorway made of shimmering blue light. For a brief moment, I panicked, because I couldn’t remember the name of the eighth-floor town, which I hadn’t visited yet in the official release, but then it came to me.


      “Take me to Frieven!”


      The eighth floor of Aincrad was a forest-themed level.


      So was the third floor, but this one was completely different. While that floor was like a natural forest—albeit much easier to get around in than one in the real world—this was a pristinely managed and manicured forest. They maintained not just every tree, but even the mushrooms at their base and the moss on every rock.


      It created the effect of a fantastical, fairy-tale beauty, but to us players, it was kind of like a minefield. If you stepped off the brick path and so much as squished a single mushroom, you’d be lucky to get off with just a fine. Chances were, you’d get thrown into jail.


      On the other hand, you didn’t even need to go into the woods at all to conquer the eighth floor. It was separated into an outer garden and an inner garden by a circular man-made lake. The human town and labyrinth tower were in the outer garden, while the forest was in the inner garden. There were just two bridges spanning the man-made lake, to the north and south, and crossing them meant traveling into a different world, both geographically and conceptually.


      This was because the nearly four-mile-long inner garden, forest and all, made up the capital city of the kingdom of Kales’Oh, known as Surueva.


      I emerged from the gate and breathed deeply of the fresh scent of trees in the night air.


      Frieven, main town of the eighth floor, was situated on a massive rocky mountain at the southern tip of the outer garden. In this case, massive only meant that it was fifty yards tall and thirty yards across—a far cry from the forest elven palace, which was so grand that it nearly scraped the bottom of the floor above us. Still, it was about as impressive as a large commercial building, say.


      The teleport gate square was a space on top of the mountain where the rock had been cut flat, and the gate itself just rested on top of it. I descended the rough-hewn steps and took a look around my location.


      The seventy-foot-wide square had no stores or carts, and despite the town having just been opened, there were no players here. However, I could faintly hear the sounds of carousing from down below.


      Thanks for your patience, I’m in Frieven now. At the acorn shop on the twelfth story.Okay.


      The gate I’d just stepped through was at the south end of the square. To the east, west, and north were staircases that had been cut down into the mountain. Which one do I take to get to the twelfth story? I wondered to myself and ultimately chose the east stairs on a hunch.


      The stairs were smooth from years of use and led down into the middle of a narrow, curving passageway. The passage featured a number of doors in different colors, shapes, and textures, spaced apart at random intervals. Several of them had windows that emitted warm light and laughter despite the hour of night.


      There were players strolling the passageway, too. They didn’t look like frontline players but tourists who’d come up to see the new town, now that it was accessible. Frieven had over a hundred stores, big and small, packed inside the mountain, and nearly two-thirds of them were food establishments—well, bars, essentially. For the people who liked that kind of stuff, this was the place to be.


      And because the people of the past had cut so many passages without planning them out, there were stories and levels to the mountain, but they barely corresponded to one another. You could take a staircase from the tenth story down to the seventh, then ascend another one to the ninth story. On top of that, even on the same story, there would sometimes be separate sections that didn’t connect to one another and had to be reached by going to a different story first. It was so complex that in the beta, there were players who memorized the entire layout and charged money to guide people around to where they wanted to go. That was why I hesitated when Argo told me where she was.


      Following my hazy memories, I took the passage to the right, descended a set of stairs on the left, then walked for a while before going back up. I was just about to give up and ask Argo for help when I saw a vaguely familiar brown door at the end of the hall.


      There was a bit of light coming through the frosted glass window in the door. An acorn-styled bronze plate was nailed into the wood. While there was no name on it, this was clearly the place.


      The door creaked and clanked as I pushed it open.


      Inside the dimly lit room was a set of three seats at a counter and a semicircular table with three more seats in the back, and that was it. This was simply the style of most establishments in Frieven, however.


      Behind the counter, a shockingly small owner was polishing cups. It was not a child, however, nor was it even human. It was a beastman that resembled a badger, with brown fur and a pointed nose.


      The proprietor’s dark, round eyes caught sight of me, and it said in a deep voice that didn’t match its size, “Welcome.”


      “Um… I’m meeting someone here,” I replied. Its black nose swung to the right. I was reminded of the way Kysarah had motioned for me to go with her chin, which I found funny and frightening in equal measure. Thankfully, I managed to keep a straight face and headed around to the back.


      The table had been fashioned from a huge slab of lumber that had been cut in half, offering a clear look at its rings. Resting on it was a plate and two cups, all carved from wood. Piled atop the plate was a bunch of small brown nuts that looked just like acorns with the shells on—which was exactly what they were, in fact.


      The chairs were just chopped-up logs, too. A small player sitting on one looked up at me and grinned.


      “Finally made it, huh?”


      Though the player’s face was partially hidden beneath a hood, the unique and nasal quality of her voice made it clear that it was Argo. I scowled as fiercely as I could and said sourly, “Why did you have to pick out this place? You could’ve found a more convenient spot or even met me at the teleport gate.”


      “This seemed like yer kinda place, Kii-boy,” Argo said, smirking. I heard another voice cough, at which point I realized that there was another seat hidden behind a pillar, and it was occupied.


      Was there another player that Argo wanted to warn about the ALS and DKB’s predicament? I leaned over to get a better look around the pillar.


      It was a man, a bit on the larger side. His short hair was pushed back with a bandanna he tied around his forehead, and he had a close-cropped beard. He wore leather armor reinforced with metal plates and carried a thin curved sword for a weapon.


      None of this information really registered with me, however. The instant my eyes met his, my mind went completely blank with shock.


      “Yo,” the man in the bandanna said, raising his cup.


      I closed my open mouth, let it hang again, and closed it once more. When my voice emerged, it sounded like it had come from someone else entirely.


      “……Klein……”


      (To be continued)
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      AFTERWORD


      Thank you for reading Sword Art Online Progressive 9, “Nocturne of the Blue Reflected Moon (Part One).”


      In the story, it’s been less than half a day since Kirito was turned into a vampire—er, Civis Nocte—but outside of the story, it’s actually been an astonishing three years and nine months. I couldn’t believe it myself and had to double-check the release date online and in my own copy to be sure… I’m so sorry about the wait!


      (Spoilers for this book will follow.)


      When you talk about characters turning into vampires, the classic assumption is that they start groaning, “Blood… I need blood!” and attack their companions. But since the SAO system can’t affect a player’s thoughts or desires (which is why there are no sleep or berserk status ailments), Kirito will (unfortunately?) not suddenly bite down on Asuna’s neck or anything like that. However, he does share the classic vampire’s weakness for sunlight, which will be instantly fatal to him, suggesting he’ll be limited to playing at night only. The word nocturne in the book’s subtitle is pretty straightforward, therefore, and the story itself feels much more subdued and relaxed than the freewheeling “Rhapsody” of the seventh-floor arc. It’s a good reminder of how much power a title can have over a work.


      Within the story itself, Kirito and friends go from the seventh floor all the way back to the fourth in the hope of retrieving the stolen keys and solving the grudge between Viscount Yofilis and former knight commander Lavik. I want to get to the eighth floor, too, but before we can reach the climax of the “Elf War” questline, I needed a chance to touch upon elven society and history, which is why we went back to the fourth floor for a bit.


      However, at the very end of the book, Kirito sets foot on the eighth floor before the others and runs into his first friend in the game from all the way at the start, Klein. Within the story, it’s been two months, but in real time, these two haven’t been in the same scene since the first volume (of the main series, not Progressive!), so it’s a reunion sixteen years in the making. Even as I wrote it, I couldn’t help but wonder if this was such a good idea after all, but now that I’ve brought him back, I’ve decided he’s going to play a big role in the next volume.


      Lastly, I want to offer you an apology. Ordinarily when I tell multipart story arcs, I’ve endeavored to put them out consecutively, but due to various factors, I’m going to need some time to work on the second half of this arc. I’ll do my best to make it as quick as possible, but it’ll be a little while. I’m sorry to my illustrator, abec, and my editors, Mr. Miki and Mr. Adachi, for the usual delays just finishing up this volume… but I hope I’ll see you all again in the next one!


      Reki Kawahara—January 2025


    

  




  

    

      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Kirito and Asuna push back
the attack. In the submerged
dungeon, they manage to find
the second of the keys.

kingdom of Kales'Oh.

Sixth Floor

AGATE KEY

The party acquires the Agate Key without too
much trouble, using the dark elves’ Castle Galey
as a base. But the true test begins later, when the
Fallen Elves attack the castle. A gang of PKers
take hostages and demand the sacred keys, and
shortly thereafter, the Fallen EIf adjutant, Kysarah
the Ransacker, leads an assault. Kirito and
company are helpless to stop her from stealing
the keys.

Seventh Floor

RUBY KEY

After losing the sacred keys, Kizmel is
imprisoned on suspicions of being a Fallen
EIf spy in Harin Tree Palace, the dark elf
base on the seventh floor, unbeknownst to
Kirito and Asuna, who are also jailed when
they visit. The trio break free in order to
prove their innocence and recover the
keys from the Fallen Elves.
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During the beta test, this floor appeared as a parched canyon zone, with dried, narrow valleys crisscrossing
like spiderwebs. But when Kirito reached the fourth floor in the retail game, he was shocked to see it had
changed significantly. The layout of the land is the same, but simple hills have turned into islands, and the
area’s dry, blasted dirt has been replaced by lush green foliage. With the narrow canyons of the region filled
with liquid, the fourth floor’s new design theme is “waterways.”

The main town is known as Rovia, with a large forest to the southeast of the settlement. By following the main
river south, one eventually reaches the caldera lake, about three hundred yards across. Even farther south
along the waterway is the labyrinth tower that houses the floor boss, Wythege the Hippocampus.

To the northeast of the tower is a vast lake that holds Yofel Castle, the base of the dark elves on this floor.

A battle broke out on the lake, and Kirito’s party sided with the dark elves. For this reason, he is on good terms
with Lord Yofilis and the dark elves under his command.

Map Illustration: Tatsuya Kurusu





